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This manuscript is a compilation of the autobiographies of a group of African American and Caribbean American pre-med students who attended Brooklyn College of the City University of New York (a large, urban, public university).  It chronicles their struggles, trials and tribulations, but also their successes, triumphs and accomplishments.  The manuscript depicts the real life, in the trenches challenges and traumas that these students have faced, but it also depicts the strength, courage and perseverance that they possess.

What the authors of this manuscript all have in common is that they are all “under-represented” students:  they are African American and Caribbean American men and women whose numbers are significantly under-represented in the medical field.  African Americans make up approximately 17 percent of the U.S. population, yet represent only 5 percent of practicing physicians.
  And while in recent years, the American Association of Medical Colleges (AAMC) and individual Medical schools have implemented a number of policies and programs designed to increase the numbers of minority and under-represented medical school applicants, the percentage of African American students graduating medical school today is still only approximately 8%.1 

This document is important because it demonstrates just how complicated and nuanced the journeys of these students are.  It is a manuscript that science faculty who teach the so-called “gatekeeping,” pre-med courses will want to read, that Medical School deans, diversity officers and admissions committees will want to read and that anyone concerned about access and equity in higher education will want to read.

In gathering together the authors of this manuscript, I did not attempt to be comprehensive in my selection of students.  Rather, in inviting these particular students to author chapters, I did so because I felt that their stories needed to be told to the world.  I am honored to introduce their stories to you.

A Phoenix

By AAA
I want to be famous, not any kind famous.  I want to be famous for the things I have achieved and people that I touched – AAA.
I reached over to get my stockings and rolled them up. As I leaned forward to put them on, I realized I couldn’t reach my feet.  My belly was in the way and as I bent over my belly, I would get a kick back.  My baby was letting me know I was invading his space, Sheldon Miguel.  This was my wedding day, July 22, 2000.  I should have been the blushing bride with the tearing mother and proud father, with the princess white dress. Instead, I was in my bedroom alone, trying to figure out how I was going to get the stockings on, and wearing a green Old Navy Jersey Dress.  In that moment, I/my gut told me this was stupid and I didn’t have to do this, but my son needed a father and my mother needed me to have a husband.  So there I was at a cross road -one in which to this day I wish I had followed my gut.  Hindsight is twenty-twenty….As I left my stockings on the bed and left to go not to a church but the Court House to exchange my vows, I did not know this was the end of everything I held dear to this point….You may now kiss the bride.

I was married, a fulltime student in college, a mother, a fulltime employee (Gap, Inc), all was well with the world.  My son was happy and healthy, school was going well, but what I didn’t know was what was about to explode to the surface in one whisper of wind across my face.  The whispers went from being occasional to full on beatings, but it all came to head when he (my husband) grabbed Sheldon off my breast and I watched my defenseless baby’s head being thrown back and then forth… My heart stopped, all I could see was red… all I could think is I never wanted this, I never deserved this and I don’t have to take it… Not to seem like a moment from a Tina Turner movie, but I went in the next morning, I changed the locks and I thought this was the end.  

But bad things tend to make comebacks and so did my ex husband, with his family.  They made many comebacks to terrorize my life.  The moment in time that I knew I had become a lifetime special was the day that my husband came to get his things cause I was moving.  He brought his father - that should have been the red flag for me to call for back up.  They took all his things and then began to say goodbye, but they were forgetting one thing… his dog.  An argument ensued about the dog.  I was stronger now or so I thought, so I was not going to take it and when I raised my voice, my ex father in-law dropped up in my face and said “watch your tone.” I respond with several different words from the bad box and he proceeded to pound my face in.  

At least with my ex it was never the face. I could hide it, but this was something that could not be pushed under a rug.  Police were called and they threatened to arrest both myself and my ex father in-law.  There my ex husband stood holding Sheldon in his arms with a smile on his face and car keys in his hand.  In that moment, I realized he had called the police and this had been his plan from the beginning.  Get me arrested and take my son, my son! I dropped to my knees in the parking lot of my apartment complex and began to beg this West Virginia police officer not to arrest me.  I was desperate, bloody, and had no shame at that point.  All I knew was this man could not be left alone with my son.  The officer let both of us go and I ran to my son, kicked my ex out and locked the door.  Once I thought they were gone, I called my friend to take me to the hospital, because I was crying blood and my face was on fire.  

When my friend, arrived she was infuriated that I didn’t call her sooner and that this had had to happen to me.  Once at the hospital, I was diagnosed with a small fracture in my cheek and forehead and had to have glass removed from my scalp, face and hands.  I still went to class the next day, but the professor told me to go home at the first sight of me.  He didn’t realize how much strength it took for me even leave my home and come to class.  I had to avoid all the student hangout spots so that no one would see me.  Now he was sending me home; all that did was make me more ashamed.  

I put my head down as I could hear the whispers and the pushing of cell phone buttons as people were texting and computer keys typing and emails were going out.  I guess the professor realized what he might have done because he came out of the room and said,“Take this number.  Call these people. They will be able to help you.”  Truer words were never spoken, because West Virginia University though large, has a very small African American population. By the end of the day, I had people at my door asking me “Where is he (my ex husband) at?”  What they didn’t realize was all I wanted was to be left alone, to take care of the one good thing that came from all these beatings, which was Sheldon.  

Over the next couple of months I moved a lot so my ex wouldn’t find me, but I was becoming a wreck.  The courts said that since my ex had a right to see his son, he had a right to know where I was living.  If it wasn’t the calling, it was the popping up with whoever was his new girlfriend at the moment, to verbally and emotionally beat me.  Eventually, I decided I was broken and I needed help, so I finally called the number that the professor had given me over the summer, and it was a battered women’s shelter.  I packed Sheldon and myself up and stayed there for several weeks and I went to counseling there even after we left.  

I was finally feeling like me again. I wanted to celebrate and it was my cousin’s wedding, so I arranged for Sheldon and me to meet the family in Disney World, the place where dreams are supposed to come true. The day of the trip, I had a final presentation of my art portfolio at school, but when I woke up my eyesight was blurry, as if I had cold in my eye that I could not get out.  I was not going to let this stop me.  The last 9 months had been torture followed by bouts of embarrassment and fear.  I wanted to end this year right with family and in a place of wonder.  I continued my day, got a B on the portfolio, got packed, got Sheldon and drove to the Pittsburgh airport.  By the time I got on the plane, I could only see the heads of people with my left eye, although my right eye was fine.  Once in Florida, I tell my mother and other family members and they agree that I must have a detached retina which was caused by the last altercation I had with my ex father in-law.  Since all I wanted to do was go to the wedding and enjoy Disney, I convince myself to agree and try to enjoy my week with my family and son.  

I arrive back in West Virginia a week later completely blind in my left eye - I had been that way since the second day of my trip to Disney.  I take Sheldon to James’s house (my boyfriend) and go to the ER.  The physician checks me out, has this very worried look on his face and leaves the room.  That is never a good sign - when he comes back he sends me to an Ophthalmologist -  who does an exam and proceeds to ask me if anyone has ever told me I have Multiple Sclerosis.  My mouth drops and begin to yell at him: “YOU MUST BE CRAZY, WHAT ARE YOU A QUACK?, I AM 22 YEARS OLD AND BLACK, IT CAN’T BE THAT.”  After a week of steroids and having to break the news to my mother, all I could think is Can’t I catch a break?  The answer was no, from that first attack I was in and out of hospital every 4-6 months with some sort of exacerbation.  I was trying my best to keep up with school, but I had to work because I was the sole provider for Sheldon and me.  I did my best to balance school, work, Multiple Sclerosis and family court.  I was not juggling any of it well.  

My last exacerbation left me paralyzed (temporarily), and I was in the hospital feeling sorry for myself and trying to figure out what to do next.  My nurse comes in, a young, energetic, new nurse.  She sat in the chair next to bed and we talked for like an hour and she looked me in the eye and said “You are not your disease or a victim. You are AAA and until you believe that, you will always be in this dark place.”  She went on to say “I was diagnosed with Multiple sclerosis when I was 16 yrs old and I am 21 now and have a job that I love.  I take care of myself so that I can do it everyday.”   I didn’t know what say, but I felt that much worse.  Here I was feeling sorry for myself and there she was living, more importantly, living with MS.  It took me five years, moving back home, finding a new doctor and treatment, barely graduating from West Virginia University to finally understand what she meant and to believe it.  It is funny how a short or momentary meeting with a person can stay with you.  

Through out my struggles with ending my marriage and feeling safe again, I still had exacerbations of MS, which created issues with school and work.  I found great comfort in helping other people.  While at WVU, I volunteered at the Ronald McDonald House with the Eta Omicron Chapter of the Zeta Phi Beta Sorority.  I also got great pride in going back to the shelter to help women that were the situation I had just gotten out of.  When I moved back to New York City, I volunteered with and later joined the Delta Alpha Zeta Chapter of the Zeta Phi Beta Sorority.  With the Delta Alpha Zeta Chapter, we walked in the MS walk every year and raised over $10,000.  I worked as a committee member and workshop facilitator for Stork’s Nest, an organization within Zeta Phi Beta Sorority that educates pregnant women on how to take care of themselves in order to have happy healthy babies.  It felt good to volunteer and help others; it kept my mind off the fear I had of another exacerbation or a visit from my ex.  

In June of 2006, I met the man of dreams (Didier) and for the first time since 2000, I felt safe, loved and secure.  It was an awesome feeling.  While on vacation that August in Disney World (funny how things come full circle), my feet were buzzing and getting hot (which is symptom of an exacerbation).  As soon as I got back to NYC, I went to my neurologist and they were all set to check me in and get my steroid infusion started, but they were told my Medicaid had been cancelled.  With that said, they sent me home.  I spent the next two weeks trying to get the insurance issue taken care of, but as each week passed, I was losing more and more function.  By mid September, I needed help to eat, wash and clothe myself. Didier was there every step of the way; mind you we had only met in June.  Here he was taking care of me (as you would a child cause I could not do for myself) and Sheldon, with no questions asked.  

 I was seen at three different emergency rooms and sent home each time because my Medicaid was still not fixed and I was not symptomatic enough.  My mother came to my house to drop off Sheldon.  When he walked in the room to say “Hi Mommy,” my worst nightmare came true; I knew he was important to me, but I couldn’t figure out his name.  It was then I said to mother “If my Medicaid isn’t on by the morning so that I can get help, then I will kill myself.  I have been in pain much too long and now I can’t recognize my son; that is where I draw the line.”  

My mother knew I was serious.  I don’t know what she did in a day that I couldn’t do in three weeks, but I was admitted to the hospital and received treatment.  I had to learn how to walk, write and think all over again.  I was hospitalized for 2 weeks.  Though I couldn’t write or hold anything in my hands, I did not let that stop me; better yet, Didi didn’t let that stop me.   Within my Sorority, I was the person who sent out birthday, anniversary, congratulations and sympathy cards.  Didi understood how much doing for others made me feel good.  He brought the cards with him; he wrote the notes on the cards, addressed envelopes and let me lick the stamps.  It may not seem like much but that was when I felt the best.  

I recovered and was home with my new found family, Didi, Sheldon and me.  In December 2006, I found out I was expecting my second child, Amir (born August 2007).  Everyone was excited, but I had a lingering fear; I didn’t trust my body to care for this child because thus far it hadn’t cared for me.  One of the OBGYNs that I met at the Methodist woman’s clinic suggested that I get a Birth Doula, since I needed to learn how to trust my body and Didi needed to learn everything (this was his first baby).  I called 30 Doulas and interviewed 15. Their prices were crazy and they were not covered by Medicaid.  To make matters worse, many of them didn’t know what MS was, or those that did, thought women with MS were ill advised to have more children. I was heartbroken that here I was a mother and a woman wanting and needing support, but couldn’t find any.

Didi and I were on our Babymoon and although we weren’t supposed to talk about the baby, I was so sad and angry that we couldn’t get the care we needed.   I began to ramble about “If I were a Doula….I would be willing to lower my prices, if not volunteer them, to those in need, which to me are women who have been betrayed by their bodies previous to or as a result of their pregnancy.  Why do people sit on this high horse bragging about their abilities if they are not willing to share them?”  Didi responded simply with “Then, become a Doula.”  I was silent for a minute and then said “I don’t even know how to become a doula and it must cost a lot of money and we don’t have any money.” He responded simply “Find out and I will make it happen, if you are passionate about it.”  With a simple rant, began the journey of the rest of my life…….

As soon as we got home, I look up how to become a Doula.  You had to start out with reading books, so at six months pregnant, I began reading the books.   In my readings, I realized to be the best Doula, I had to be a childbirth educator, as well as a breastfeeding assistant or consultant.  So by the time Amir was three months old, I was preparing for my workshop in NYC at Beth Israel Hospital.  I was being trained by Ilana Stein who was a well known Birth Doula.  She was well versed as well as well educated on the many ways to support and assist women through their pregnancy, labor and delivery process.  I thought she was awesome.  But there were these savage, militant midwives in training that were there; they had never had a child and had never had their bodies betray them.  They were discussing how women who have had C-sections (non emergency, non life or death situations) have been robbed of being a woman.  Somehow the medical industry is out to secretly belittle the purpose of women and their abilities in the birthing process; WTF was all I could think.  They kept going and when it was time to watch a C-section being done they were all saying how this woman was being ruined and scarred for no reason.  

It was at that point I had to get up, because I was that woman only 3 months ago.  After laboring for 18 hours, I had enough, not to mention that I had already had a C-section with Sheldon.  All I said to Dr. Kanos was “Try to cut on the same line.”  I went outside to call Didi and cried about how I couldn’t be a Doula, because I had a C-section, “BLAH BLAH BLAH.” He respond “Yes you can and you will.  You aren’t just wanting to help the healthy; you are helping those who have lost hope and think they can’t do it. They aren’t going to care if you had a C-section or adopted.”  He was so right. I was hired for my first birth only a week after the workshop. She had a fused coccyx and was due three months after my workshop.  A friend from high school who had previously lost her child due to a incompetent cervix was delivering a month after my workshop.  These women didn’t care that I had had C-sections.  They cared that I was knowledgeable and that I cared about them.  Both of them delivered healthy, happy babies.  Watching these babies come into the world was amazing; it was the highest high you could get.   From that point on I was hooked.  

I loved supporting and attending births, but it was hard to find the women I wanted to reach.  I heard about an organization named the Doula Project that supported women in all of their pregnancy needs.  They offered their services for cost or for free depending on what the family could afford.  I met the women running the organization, Lauren Mitchell and Mary Mahoney - they are awesome women.  While in this organization, it just brought to the forefront to me that I could do so much more if I was in the medical industry trenches.  I began to think about what my next step could be.  I thought about becoming a nurse, then a midwife, but what burned true in my heart was to become a physician, an OB-GYN.  If I had not learned anything from all that I had been through, I did learn, my gut is always right.  Through my work with the Doula Project and my own life experiences, I knew that as an OB-GYN I could contribute a lot to the medical industry as well as to my fellow women.  

June 2009, I am jumping into a cab with my new husband Didi (we married on May 24, 2009) and we have to rush because my College Algebra class starts at 6PM and I have already missed 2 days of class because we were on our honeymoon.  I run upstairs and run back down with my books and off to my new school, Brooklyn College - funny thing how I came full circle having graduated from Midwood High School (just across the street from Brooklyn College) back in 1997.  I never thought I would be back in school.  After all, I had already been through the struggle of just trying to get a Bachelor’s degree.  But here I was, trying to take all the prerequisites for medical school to become a physician.  If someone would have told me in 2002, as I was moving in the middle of the night back to NYC so my ex husband wouldn’t  know  where I lived, that I would be in school to become a physician, I would have laughed at them.  Nonetheless, here I was and I had a plan….

Summer 2009: take the math requirements first since math is my worst and most hated subject.  Fall 2009: take Biology 17, Biology 29, Biology 34.1 and Chemistry 1.  Spring 2010: Chemistry 2, Biology 17.1 (lab), and Biology 29.1 (lab) - I know, why the hell are the labs separate from the lectures?  Summer 2010: study for MCAT  - I have test anxiety and thought preparing early would make me less anxious.  Fall 2010: Physics 1, Organic Chemistry 1 and some other Biology class I think I will enjoy.  Spring 2011: Physics 2, Organic Chemistry 2 and another Biology class I hope I would enjoy.  That was the plan……

As the saying goes with all well planned things, nothing turned out right. I walk into my Pre-Calculus class nervous and scared - I didn’t do so well in math in high school or in college.  But I was lucky enough to have a great math teacher and did well.  Got a B, which convinced me, I could do this.  It was the second summer session (Calc I) when I knew I needed help.  The professor came in and spent the first 30 minutes of a 2 hour class randomly taking about calculus, current events and old sitcoms.  OMG….what is this! I can’t, I don’t understand anything.  Since it was the summer, the peer tutoring in the learning center was limited.  URGHHHHHH!!!!! Here I was in my worst subject, trying to do well and having the professor from hell.  Where can I get help?……I NEED HELP!!!!  

I went home defeated and scared to my husband. Didi was very supportive and tried his best to help with the math. I knew I need to find someone at school.  I didn’t have people, advisors or a network to help me, someone to tell me, your plan is insane and with the life that you already have, this is going to be very difficult.  I didn’t even know that the medical school application process takes a year or what material is covered on the MCAT.  All I had was a piece of paper from the Pre-Health advisor office and a passion to make this happen.  Little did I know what I needed to do in order to make this dream of becoming a physician into a reality.   
I searched for help for Calculus I; I went to the professor, and though he was random and at times unclear, he went above and beyond to help.  I appreciate him for that.  This professor met with at night to go over all my questions and misunderstandings until 3 am.  That is an awesome professor.  

I knew at that point I needed more advisement, guidance to reach my goal.  So I went to the Brooklyn College Library and began searching, calling and applying to every program I could get my hands on.  To my surprise, I was accepted into two programs, CSTEP and VESID.  CSTEP (Collegiate Science and Technology Entry Program) is a Brooklyn College program to assist minority students to get into fields that they are underrepresented in. They offer academic advisement, free tutoring and a small stipend for participating.  When I met the two coordinators, Erika Hernadez and Jessica Doeman, I knew I had come to the right place.  They were warm and attentive, but more importantly, they were realistic in their support and advice.  The VESID program (Vocational and Educational Services for Individuals with Disabilities) is a federally funded program for people with disabilities trying to start new careers and get off Disability.  In being accepted into VESID, they paid for my tuition, books, and transportation in full.  Getting into these programs, allowed me to see the light at the end of the tunnel and gave me the security I needed to move forward.  Don’t let this short paragraph foul you into thinking this all happened over night.  This took three weeks of No’s from other programs and at least 10 hours of appointments and running around.  I am determined to become a physician, but I also know you can’t do it alone.  

CSTEP was a place of refuge, of laughter, support, discount prep classes for exams (GRE, MCAT, DAT, PCAT, etc), free tutoring and free textbooks.  With all the support they gave me and my fellow students, I began donating my textbooks to them so students coming behind me could use them.  I was on a VESID scholarship.  VESID affords us the opportunity of going to school without as many expenses.  VESID pays for books, tuition and transportation.  Since I didn’t pay for my books, why not donate them?  When I had extra money on my book voucher, I would buy a book for a classmate, only under the condition that they would give the book to CSTEP afterwards.  In the two years I have attended Brooklyn College, CSTEP’s library has doubled.  As people observe me donate books, they began to donate theirs too.  Being a leader, means being an example to follow - I pride myself on trying to be that for my sons and others.  

My first problem is was that I had put myself on a timer - never time yourself when you are working on a goal.  All you are going to get is half assed results and disasters you have to clean up after the fact.  The second mistake I made was that I did not find the right resources on campus before I started.  It takes a person with strong character and ability to self reflect, to look at themselves and admit where they may have gone wrong and then fix it.  Becoming a part of CSTEP and VESID were my first steps, but my family, more importantly my husband, opened doors for my additional steps. 

My husband is my biggest cheerleader and supporter; he found a friend from high school on facebook who had just started medical school after a long career in social work.  He gave her my number to call me to give me advice. Ginece told me to look up an organization called Mentoring in Medicine and I did.  Mentoring in Medicine turned out to be an awesome organization that supports and guides minority students towards health professions.  

I went to my first Mentoring in Medicine event at City College (another school within the City University of New York system) after sending Dr Lynn Holden (the founder) my life story via email.  I was so nervous when I got there, I started turning red and sweating.  But everyone was so nice and warm.  It felt like I was in a family.  I joined the organization and began volunteering in the Emergency Department at Montefoire Hospital in the Bronx.  Dr Holden then invited me to host a table at her annual “Yes I can be a health professional” conference.  This was an awesome opportunity to educate people on what a Doula and how Doulas can enhance woman’s medical care.  I found some opposition from a medical OBGYN resident, and others at the OBGYN table, but I didn’t let that stop me.  I found warmth and advice from the midwife table and nurse table.  The conference was an awesome experience because I made several contacts that I would use later in my journey towards becoming a physician.  

As I am doing all of this, I am also full swing in my first fall semester at Brooklyn College.  As stated in the plan, I was to take Bio 17, Bio 29, Bio 34.1 and Chemistry 1. I thought I was going to be fine since Biology is my favorite subject.  Against the advice of my CSTEP adviser (obviously I had yet to learn my lesson on not rushing myself), I tried my best but found that I was failing Chemistry 1, because I was trying to do too much.  Halfway through the semester, I dropped Chemistry 1 but by then the rest of my classes had already taken the hit.  I also realized I had no idea how to study for science classes anymore.  That semester, I got 2 C's and a B-, which lowered my GPA  to a 2.5 from a 2.73.  That was very scary, but the best reality check was yet to come.  

With all my volunteer work and Doula experiences, I got caught up with doing that stuff, not focusing on my school work, so the following semester I got the true wake up call, getting straight C's in the spring and lowering my GPA even further to an all time low of 2.45.  I went to CSTEP in tears wanting answers on how I can fix this and still become a physician.  They gave me tissue and a hug, followed by a stern talking to.  I got the same speech, if not worse, from Dr Holden.  I had to re-evaluate all that I was doing and make some hard choices.  I had to reprioritize my life.  I decided to go to summer school in hopes in raising my GPA.  I took Human Physiology, Chem 2, and Philosphy.  To my surprise, even though in many ways I had lost all hope of reaching my goal, I was able to get my GPA back up to 2.7 with 2 A's and a C+.  

Though I knew I had to focus on school, I also realized I needed to get my hands dirty to feel like I was moving forward.  So I continued to  volunteer, but only during my vacations and down times.  I had learned that becoming a physician is not an isolated event.  It is a process that requires time, networking and passion.  Having just one of these three and not the others not enough if you want become a physician.  Realizing this and seeing that many students at Brooklyn College didn’t understand this, I decided to start a club, MAPS (Minority Association of Pre-health Students) with another classmate.  MAPS is the undergraduate branch of SNMA, Students’ National Medical Association.  Its purpose is to increase recruitment, competitiveness and the retention of minorities in health professions.  It has been an honor and pleasure to watch the other members of the club grow and mature into well rounded, smart (book and street) physicians/health professionals of tomorrow.  

As for my own journey to medical school, it is still ongoing.   I’m still recovering from my poor planning and life hiccups.  I continue to learn more about myself as a woman and future physician. I recently applied and was accepted to the Northeast Nera MedPrep program at the encouragement of my MAPS co-founder (just another example of how it is important to have good people around you) and through this program have realized that although I love women’s health, I also have a passion for learning why.  

While doing shadowing at BMS (the Brownsville Multi-Service Clinic) one summer, I learned very interesting things about vaccinations, that a person can get a Hepatitis B vaccine and never develop the titer (immunity) for Hep. B, which means you are not actually protected from being infected.  The CDC has yet to decide to research on why this is happens to people.  I have always been curious about research, more importantly how research can translate to improved outcomes and improve care for patients.    See how one summer experience can open your eyes and heart to your true purpose, your passion?  In this summer, I learned what a great physician is, how I want to contribute to the health profession and to patient outcomes.  In one summer, I realized my passion lies with patient advocacy, outcomes, and care.  
I never stopped being a Doula and supporting women while doing my studies at Brooklyn College, because my family needed the money.  While practicing, I have observed something that I would love to do more research on, that there has been a steady increase in C-section rates over the last 10 years.  People have written it off to poor patient care or to physicians in a rush to get home.  But I have realized, as well as many of my fellow Doulas have, that this increase in C-sections seemingly correlates with an increase in HPV in the country.  
I want to become a physician (rather than just working as a Doula) because I would then have the most flexibility in my ability to contribute to the improvement and forward motion of women’s health care. I am a firm believer that women are the gateway to creating a healthy community.   I believe this so much that Brooklyn College MAPS Chapter holds an annual Women’s Health Fair on campus.  It is not about how old you are when you get the information; it is about how you use and pass it on.  

I feel that becoming an MD or MD/MPH will allow me to be the most effective for the patients and the community I will service.  While the combination degrees will take longer, what is time but an opportunity missed?  I have had too many missed opportunities to count.  I have been in remission with my MS since the birth of Amir (2007).  It is time I use all that God has blessed me with to take care of my fellow women whether it is to figure out about MS and post pregnancy onset, or the causes of Failure to Progress in laboring woman, or some other dilemma that is plaguing our community.   It will take every experience I have had from 2000 and every letter I type in this autobiography and beyond to make me an effective physician.  An effective physician is one who learns from experience, can communicate, teach, listen, support and relate to their patients.  None of those things can be accomplished if you don’t experience the most out of life, the good, the bad and the ugly.   “I am AAA, future physician of the community.  I am not my MS, not my children, or a victim of circumstance. I am the product of all those things and this is what makes me an asset to the Health Profession.”

Salvaged

By BBB
Rich, luscious plant life and an abundant diversity of animals in various habitats held in place by the overpowering Atlantic Ocean, all anchor my early memories to the place of my birth.  I came forth from the dark, quiet stillness of my mother’s womb into an environment filled with sunshine and the symphony of life.  This place, my entry point, I fondly came to know as Guyana.
I was born in 1986 in a small hospital in Vreed-en-hoop, Guyana.  My family could be considered a part of the lower middle class during this time, when the country’s economy was in decline.  This was a time when poverty, disease and malnutrition ran rampant across the country.  I spent the first 9 years of my life in Guyana and have come to the realization that this period was instrumental in my choice of career path.
My childhood was an adventurous one.  I was an explorer before I knew how to walk.  I have been told stories of my disappearing acts as a toddler.  I felt the need to explore, to discover, to learn.  I embarked on frequent expeditions to the clusters of forest surrounding my neighborhood.  I did not have to venture far for my discoveries because even my backyard was a habitat in itself.  I was intrigued by the variety of wild life.  My friends and I were hunters before we hit puberty.  We made slingshots and pointer guns that shot small wooden darts we called pointers.  We made our own fishing rods and nets.  We knew when and where to hunt and the best times of day to fish.  We were slowly becoming masters of our environment.
In fact, I was so intrigued by nature that I hardly had any interest in school.  We did not learn much in the areas of science and technology.  Our education, as I remember, consisted mostly of Mathematics and grammar; I had a strong dislike for both.  The rigid formulas of mathematics and many rules of grammar seemed to pale in comparison to the biodiversity just outside my classroom window.  I gave the impression of a dunce, to say the least, because I was just unable to focus on my school work.
However, I am very grateful to have been born in an environment that distracted me with its wonders.  It developed a curiosity and love in me that has lasted a lifetime.  I was curiously in love with life.  I did not want to learn about Mathematics.  I could care less about grammar.  I wanted to learn about life.  I wanted to learn about my environment.  I wanted to learn about its inhabitants, their habitats, their life cycle and everything else.  In essence, I wanted to learn about a specific field of science but I did not know its name.  In fact I did not know what science was. 

I later discovered that it was this lack of education in the sciences and technology that accounted for many of the problems in Guyana.  For one thing, Guyana had a very poor healthcare system.  The mortality rates were higher and average life expectancy was lower than those of surrounding countries.  There was a shortage of qualified medical personnel to care for major medical illnesses.  Even basic medical care was limited in certain areas.  People in need of help often sought medical care in surrounding countries such as Trinidad and Tobago and even as far as the United States.

The opportunity for science and I to make our acquaintance came as a blessing in the form of a lottery.  In 1994, the United States Congress enacted a program called the Diversity Visa Lottery.  This lottery gave people from developing countries, with low immigration rates to the U.S., an opportunity to win a Green Card and thus permanent residency.  In 2011, a record breaking 15 million people from around the world applied for the lottery. Out of the millions of applicants who apply each year, 55,000 are selected through an interview process.  The lottery was first held in 1995.  Unbeknownst to my mother, a friend of hers entered her as an applicant.  She was one of the winners of the 1995 lottery and in 1996 we left Guyana.

In 1996, I parted ways with the place of my birth.  Guyana had endowed me with a few gifts before my exodus to the United States.  It had bestowed upon me a curiosity and love for life.  It honed my observation skills during my hunting and fishing trips.  It humbled me with the desperation of my people.  Finally, it left me with a problem that required not only a solution, but also a never ending expedition to improve upon that solution.  For in the midst of abundant wildlife and natural resources, humanity suffered.  Humanity needed something more.  I soon discovered that a large part of that something was reliable health care. 


Many American movies were broadcasted in Guyana.  However, as a child in an environment rich with life, if I spent any time in front of the television at all, it was spent watching cartoons.  For cartoons, unlike most movies, depicted worlds of color and fantasy almost as fantastic as the world in which I lived.  It was for this reason that I was completely taken off guard as I exited those airport doors in New York for the first time.  Compared with Guyana, New York City seemed to be on the other side of the spectrum.  There was still that symphony of life, but it now seemed a little less harmonious.  It was as if the world now seemed to focus more on people, whereas in Guyana human beings were just a spec on a much larger picture.  Something felt different.  Something felt missing.

New York City lacked that abundant wild life.  The variety of habitats and plant life that seemed to define Guyana was not present here.  Instead, it was replaced by lots and lots of concrete.  The trees seemed to grow with precision and only in designated areas.  Everything seemed controlled.  This was the first lesson that New York City taught me.  I learned that mankind needed to control its environment.

My family had also gone through a change; it had decreased by one.  My mother and father separated the year that we left Guyana, due to marital problems.  A year later, they got a divorce.  I was now living with my mother, sister and aunt.  Our economic status also dropped because we went from a state of independence to a state of dependence.  We depended on the support of family who were already settled in New York.  Our first year in New York was spent in a small, three family home in the Bronx.  I now lacked a strong male influence in my life but I did not realize the significance of this at the time.

School was also a different experience.  There was more variety in the subjects taught.  However, the course work in subjects like Mathematics seemed to be a little behind.  I was relearning a few things taught in Guyana.  I found that I was able to give my academics a lot more attention now that the environment was not a distraction.  I soon found that I now quite liked Mathematics. My attention was now dedicated to this subject that now seemed to come alive.  I saw Mathematics as a big puzzle, almost like life.  It was more rigid and strict than life, but at the same time I found myself curious about what answers its equations were hiding.  Maybe Mathematics made more sense at that point because its rigidity fit in so well with my new environment.

When we first arrived, I attended 4th grade at P.S. 72 in the Bronx in 1996.  My mother then obtained a job with JP Morgan Chase bank as a bank teller and we moved to Brooklyn, New York.  In 1997, I attended 5th grade at P.S. 161 in Brooklyn.  In 1998, I enrolled at middle school 394; also known as Mary McLeod Bethune Academy in Brooklyn.  M.S. 394 was the first school that I developed a sort of patriotism for.  This was due to two reasons; it was the first school in the United States that I attended entirely from freshman year through graduation and my class was the first entering class in the school after its reopening; we were all freshmen.  

The school was new, but our textbooks were used.  We had no sports teams and the subjects were very basic.  We learned subjects such as Mathematics, Social Studies, English, Music, etc.  In 6th grade, we enjoyed intimate relationships with our teachers because there were only 5 classes in the entire building.  I was able to do very well in my classes because I was a good student.  Not a good student in the sense that I did all my homework and studied every day, but rather I had a great relationship with my teachers and I learned concepts at a fast rate.  I noticed that I was able to not only memorize things, but understand them in a variety of ways.  As a result, I had a very easy time getting through middle school; however, I suffered on account of this later.

I really didn’t get a taste for science until I was in middle school.  There were tidbits of science in lessons previous to middle school, but they were so dispersed that I did not see the whole picture.  My first encounter with science came in the form of Biology.  Our long awaited meeting was not such a great one.  Biology seemed to be nothing more than colorful memorization.  I found that each fact, like for example the names and functions of certain bacteria were in themselves interesting, but as a whole Biology did not really capture me.  So I continued to excel in Mathematics and Biology was left on the shelf.

Around the same time I was being taught Biology I was introduced to Earth Science.  I started to notice a trend with many of my classes.  Biology and Earth Science fell into a category of subjects that seemed only to be the memorization of facts.  They seemed impractical, at least to a 7th grader.  In contrast, Mathematics not only stated facts, it also exercised these facts by way of problem solving.  I started to feel that maybe science wasn’t what I thought it was.  It didn’t equate to that feeling of wonder; it didn’t stimulate my curiosity for life.  It certainly did not stimulate those feelings of discovery that Guyana did.

By the time I was in middle school, I had already decided on a career path.  Maybe it was my love for life combined with experiencing the desperate need for medical care in societies like Guyana that made me want to become a doctor.  Even at a young age, I knew I wanted to help people.  When you love something, you usually want to preserve it.  I loved life and human life seemed the most fragile of all.  The only problem was that I had no idea of how to become a doctor.  Unfortunately, my mother did not know much about the educational system in the United States.  All I knew was that I needed to get to college.  One thing I came to notice is that there was hardly any real help with long term career choices before college.  Elementary school helped you to progress to middle school, middle school to high school, and high school to college.  College was left as the step to help students on their career paths.  At least, this was my experience in the public school system.  In my opinion, it would have been much more effective if from the time a child decided on a career path, he or she would receive general information and guidance on how to accomplish these goals.  Things like volunteer opportunities, mentors and a clear outline of requirements can make all the difference for students who feel lost.

I was lost in more ways than one.  Not only was I ignorant to the requirements of such a disciplined career path, but also to the idea of discipline itself.  My mother was very busy being a single mom.  She worked extremely hard to provide for us and I have utmost respect for her.  However, because I had no father figure and my mom was so preoccupied, I lacked discipline when it came to my studies.  Even though I received good grades in middle school, this lacking became apparent in high school.  Another area in which I was lacking was focusing on my goals.  I had no one to teach me that staying goal oriented was a necessity in life.
In 2001, I enrolled at Abraham Lincoln High School in Brooklyn.  The school was more diverse than my elementary and middle schools.  The books were still used, but in decent condition.  There were a variety of subjects and for the first time, with limited flexibility, I was able to choose what subjects I wanted to take.  In middle school, I did not take studying and doing homework very seriously and it was in high school that this bad habit took its toll.  It was Physics that really shed light on this flaw of mine.

Physics was my first hint that some concepts needed more dedication to fully be grasped.  When I first took Physics in high school, I ended up failing the class because my strategy for learning had not evolved.  I still had a middle school mindset.  The second time I took Physics, I passed with flying colors, however. However, this all important lesson of needing to put in effort did not quite saturate my study habits at that point in time.  

Science took on a new face in high school.  There were now laboratory classes in which we were able to put scientific facts and theorems into practice.  We were then expected to write small lab reports on what we learned. That sense of wonder and discovery that I had experienced as a child was once again stimulated by my lab classes.  Science finally seemed more practical; lab brought science to life.  Even though high school lab was a bit tedious and repetitive, my interest in science was rekindled.  

The teachers in my high school varied not only in their backgrounds, but also in their style and delight in teaching.  Some really enjoyed teaching and had genuine interest in the success of students; some just wanted to run out the front door.  Unfortunately, my first Chemistry teacher was of the latter group.  He did not make the subject exciting, thus I thought Chemistry to be boring.  His idea of teaching was to hand out readings and then proceed to test us on them.  He hardly ever explained anything.  Thus, I did not retain much Chemistry by the time I got to college.  For me, Chemistry was probably one of the worst classes I had in high school.

When it came time to apply to college, I was unsure of where to apply.  I eventually decided on a few schools.  I was accepted into three of my choices.  Amongst them were Brooklyn College, Syracuse University, and I honestly cannot remember the third, which is indicative of my lack of focus and diligence in goal orientation at the time.  My best friend was also accepted into Syracuse University.  This was one of the main reasons why I decided to go to there, which was indicative of my immaturity.  
Syracuse University was a major turning point in my life.  Even though my mother was preoccupied, she was able to instill in me certain values.  My mother was always a strict parent and she needed to be even more so when we moved to the United States, because we were in a new environment and she was now raising us without a father.  I was never one of the kids who got into fights everyday; I was never rude to my teachers; I did not spend my time in places I shouldn’t be or with the wrong crowd. In a sense I was disciplined, as disciplined as the mouse is to its hole, whenever the cat is around.  However, as the old saying goes “when the cat’s away, the mice will play.”  I was not mature enough to move away from home; unfortunately I did not discover this until I moved away.  My mother was great at teaching me right and wrong, but she could not teach me how to be a man.  My shortcomings in this area revealed themselves in more ways than one.

One of these areas was in managing a relationship.  I got into my first real relationship right after graduating high school.  I made the mistake of staying in this relationship even though I was about to move 200 hundred miles away into the dorms of Syracuse University.  Not only did I have to manage a relationship and school, but I had to manage a long distance one.  I was in a dangerous situation.  
I did not become aware of the insubstantial education and educational materials of public schools until I entered Syracuse University.  We now had to buy books, but at least we now had a choice of used or brand new.  The classrooms were topnotch, with projectors and state of the art computers.  The campus was beautiful and the buildings large and spacious.  The labs were filled with equipment I had never seen before.  It was a completely new environment for me.

I was accepted into the College of Arts and Sciences at Syracuse.  After my first semester of Biology, I decided that this would be my major.  What I loved about Biology was not the lectures, but the labs.  One of my most memorable activities in Biology lab was a fetal pig dissection.  It was the first time I was dissecting and studying a biological system.  It was then that I discovered the joy in finding out how things work from the inside out.  I wish my sentiments for Chemistry at the time had been the same; however my bad experience with the subject in high school carried over to my first semester of Chemistry in college.  However, I began to see a necessity for knowledge of Chemistry concepts in Biology, especially when talking about cellular activities.

My college experience was a collision between my shortcomings, bad choices, social and economic status and my aspirations.  The collision was disastrous; however, I was able to walk away with my aspirations still intact.  Out of the wreck, I was able to save the lessons learned.  I salvaged not only lessons in academia, but more so lessons in life.  My first encounter with college was a learning experience, although not as one might think.

I was learning a lot during my first year of college, not only academic wise, but also about myself.  I found my strengths, but more importantly, my weaknesses.  You are only as strong as your weakest link and I had a few weak links.  For one thing, I had a difficult time developing and maintaining relationships.  I am no expert in Psychology, but I believe that this stemmed from a feeling of abandonment by certain family members early on in life.  I subconsciously placed a gap between myself and people who might actually have had a positive influence on my life.  

For this reason, I was unable to develop long lasting relationships with my professors.  There were a few exceptions to this, but for the most part, my relationships professors ended when the classes ended.  This deficiency in developing and maintaining new relationships also had another effect.  It caused me to place all my needs in the few relationships that I did have, especially in my relationship with my girlfriend at the time.  Thus, when my relationship with my girlfriend began to crumble, after my first year of college, so did my personal life.  In a cyclic and chain reaction, my academic life also began to suffer.  The name of this cycle was depression and before I knew it I was caught in its trap.  My personal life affected my academic life and when my academic life began to suffer, I began to worry about my loans being wasted and my dreams fading.  I was constantly thrown deeper and deeper into depression with each factor feeding off of each other.

I did not realize that I was depressed at the time even though the signs were blatantly obvious.  I had lost my motivation and found it almost impossible to get up for class in the morning.  I would lie in bed telling myself that I needed to go to class, but my body had no urge to move.  Most of the poor grades I received in my classes were due to attendance, either directly or indirectly.  I either received bad grades due to my absence in class or due to my poor performance as a result of my absences.  I did a little better in my classes that were later in the day, but I had no motivation to do homework or study.  So my grade point average began to drop.  I was soon placed on probation.  I began to meet just the minimum requirements needed to stay off probation.  My goals were slowly slipping away from me and the horrible thing was that I could see it happening, but I didn’t have the motivation to stop it.

I was in this depressive state throughout my sophomore and junior years at Syracuse.  I never sought help for my depression because of two reasons.  One reason was that I did not realize I was depressed until I was actually getting over my depression.  The other reason was that I had always been the type to rely on myself to overcome problems.  Towards the end of my junior year, I began to see a breakthrough.  I was now taking upper level Biology classes and I couldn’t help but be motivated.  I fell in love with Genetics and Physiology.  I loved the idea of being able to manipulate and transform biological systems.  I felt awe in the complexity, yet comparability, of biological systems.  My interest in school and my career was slowly coming back.

It was during my senior year at Syracuse that I had a breakthrough.  I was taking Physiology laboratory along with a few other difficult classes.  It was then that I met someone who is now a very dear friend of mine.  She had graduated from Syracuse the previous year, but needed to return to take one more class.  She was going through a rough patch in her life at the time.  Her father was battling with cancer and she was far away from home.  In spite of this, she was dedicated to her work and smiled as much she could.  Even with all that was going on in her life; she was genuinely concerned about my troubles.  She was a picture of strength, diligence and dedication and she had a dramatic effect on my life.  

I began to think about my trials and tribulations and how I dealt with them.  Here I was sulking for two years of my life over relationships and grades, which were all trivial when compared to life.  My motivation was beginning to skyrocket.  I would no longer let other people hold me down.  This new found motivation was tested in my Physiology lab.  This was my favorite class at Syracuse University.  My professor challenged us on many levels.  She made us do out of class research before we did any experiments.  She encouraged us to understand the subject and not just memorize it.  She required us to present our experiments and results to the class.  Our reports were some twenty plus pages long, but the really exciting thing was that I enjoyed every moment of it.  

It was because of this class that I realized that I quite liked research and working in laboratories.  I especially enjoyed finding out secrets about the subject through analysis of experimental data.  Research had become a replacement for my adventures in Guyana.  I was now discovering things in a controlled environment.  Also, I was now very interested in the microscopic world.  In a sense, the microscopic world was much larger than the macroscopic.  The diversity of microscopic organisms intrigued me, and even more intriguing was their effect on macroscopic life.  I was now on the trail of a lot of the agents responsible for human suffering.

I never really encountered racism until I was in college.  Or I should say, I was never more aware of its presence than I was in college.  I remember one particular brush with racism in which my friend and I were told to leave an event run by a group of students because we were African American.  I was highly disturbed by this experience and it has left its mark on my memory.  On a campus where the motto was “Diversity and no hatred”, here was the next generation of world leaders, unable to bridge that gap of ignorance that has divided humanity for so long.

I graduated Syracuse University in August 2009 with a lower than desirable GPA, a ton of loans to pay back and with my long distance relationship over.  However, I was able to salvage a few nuggets from the wreck.  For one thing, I learned that I should stay away from long distance relationships like a plague.  I also learned the importance of goals, of being diligent in the pursuit of one’s goals and in the importance of not letting anyone or anything come in between myself and my aspirations.  I learned how to study at home since I was usually absent from my morning classes.  I found a new love named research and I discovered that I not only wanted to become a physician, but also a researcher.  Even with all that I learned, I still felt like I was lacking discipline, the ability to build and maintain relationships, and most importantly I had not yet learned what it takes to be a man.

I decided to take a year off from school to build my character and to also earn some money to help pay for further schooling and to pay back my loans.  At first, this did not seem like such a great idea because the job market was almost non-existent.  I was competing with upwards of 200 other candidates for almost every job I applied for.  Usually the candidates with the most experience were selected; unfortunately I did not fall into this category.  I pursued lab technician jobs, but I lacked experience in this area; all I had was my Biology degree.  My work experience had come mostly from office jobs.  I was finally hired in 2010 by the U.S. Census bureau for that year’s census.  I worked in the Census office for half a year.

 Even though I had seen a breakthrough with my depression, I noticed that I still had some of the symptoms.  I realized that I needed more help than my own resolutions.  I received this help from God and my church.  My family has always been Christian; however, I always saw church as a routine that I was obligated to participate in.  It was not until I realized deep within myself that my depression would not entirely go away with the help of anything human, that I decided to pursue God.  This realization did not just come as a whim.  I had experienced people who had given their lives to God and were completely transformed; they had a peace about them that I desperately needed.  Thus, I actually made a decision to accept Christ and become a born again Christian.  My life has completely changed since that decision.  

I learned what was required of a man from my church and from the bible.  I learned discipline in my pursuit towards righteousness.  Through fellowship with other Christians, I learned how to build and maintain relationships.  Most importantly, I found peace.  I saw my goals clearly.  I was now able to set boundaries and lead a disciplined life.  I was now ready to move forward.

I decided to apply to Brooklyn College for the spring semester of 2011.  I was accepted and I decided to pursue a second bachelor’s degree in Chemistry.  With a new outlook on life and a new found peace, I was once again ready to strive for my goals.  I decided to do a second bachelor’s degree because my GPA from Syracuse University was inadequate.  
I am now in my second semester at Brooklyn College.  My first semester was a tough one because I took classes like Analytical Chemistry and Physics which had concepts that I had not seen for over 3 years.  However, with hard work and dedication, I was able to do great my first semester.  I am now also part of a group called Intervarsity Christian Fellowship in which I receive encouragement and support from peers.

I plan to obtain my Masters in Chemistry at Brooklyn College and then to apply to medical school.  Thus far, Brooklyn College has been a refreshing experience.  With the exception of one lab instructor, I have only encountered professors who care about the success of students and the subject matter.  I see Brooklyn College as not only a place for recovery, but also a place where I can grow faster and further than I thought possible.  It has been a tough journey, but I will not let my goals in life slip away.

Thus far, I have learned that I am curiously in love with life.  I know that I want to help preserve life, human life being at the top of my list because of its fragility.  New York has taught me that mankind needs control over its environment.  In New York, I stumbled upon a whole new world where the discoveries are microscopic and the adventures fulfilling.  I have found peace in myself and with the world.  My outlook on life has changed and I have realized that I cannot make the journey alone.  My goals are closer than ever before and I will continue to strive for them until they are within my grasp.

Staying on Course
By CCC
The word goal: a simple, yet a very powerful word; it is described as the purpose toward which an endeavor is directed. The thing about a goal is you can have many or just one, but ultimately a goal will lead you to one major state, one big picture, if you may. Some goals take as little as two minutes; others as long as twenty years. My name is CCC. I was born in Cap-Haitien, Haiti, a small island in the Caribbean. The purpose toward which my endeavors have been directed during my short twenty two years of life is toward becoming an Obstetrician and Gynecologist. I now live in an apartment in Brooklyn, New York. When you look at me from the outside, you think strong, intelligent and active student and you might be right. I am the President of one student organization and the Vice President of another. I currently attend Brooklyn College and am pursuing a Bachelor of Science degree in Biology.
I was born to father Garry, who is a civil engineer and to mother Judith who studied law. In Haiti, my family was what most people would refer to as being well off. My house, built by my own father, was bigger than most and very well equipped; we had three cars and a very nice swimming pool in the backyard. My family was well known because my father had a part in not only working on the roads of our city, but also designing houses. He even had a hand in the all-girls Catholic school that I attended. My mother, on the other hand, was the business savvy one in the family. She owned a very successful and lucrative business in town. My family was associated with success and from a very young age, I learned that this was expected from me as well. 
On Christmas morning when I was 10 years old, after opening our presents, somehow we started talking about what we wanted to do when we grew up, as my parents put it at the time. My little brother, who was eight at the time, of course was the first one to shout “I want to do what you do daddy”. Even at that age, I can still remember my father’s face filling with pride. At that moment my mother, holding my little sister who was celebrating her first Christmas, quickly turned to me and asked, ”What about you? Are you going to do what mommy does?” I slowly replied, “No, I want to be a doctor”. My parents both looked at each other and even as a small child I could see the silent conversation that they were having just by looking at each other. Of course they were pleased; after all being a doctor was the perfect image of success to most people. However, it was clear to me that they knew that my journey was not going to be an easy one. I did not know it yet, but that day was the beginning of a very long road.
At age 14, my mother decided to move our family to Brooklyn, New York. It was an abrupt change to say the least. The plan was that my mother, brother, sister and I would move and that my father will stay in Haiti. My siblings and I obviously had no say in the matter; before we knew it, we were being packed, saying goodbye and getting on a plane. We lost our house, our school, our friends, all in a matter of days. Now the most obvious question is, “Why move”? Well, my mother’s family was already in the United States, there was a security issue in the country at the time, and what was most important to my parents, was the possibility of a better life and better education for their kids in the U.S.
We arrived in New York. What was usually a celebration every summer - vacation - was turning into our worst nightmare. Although my parents had a house in Miami, Florida, it turned out we were going to stay with our grandmother in New York. It was not long until my brother and sister settled in and started to get used to their new life. Summer went by very quickly that year and of course we had to register for school, my mom had to find work, we were busy with all the things that came with starting a new life. 
One of the most crucial things it seemed that we all forgotten about was speaking the language of our new surroundings. For my brother, sister and I, it did not take long, because we were so used to watching the cartoon network or the Disney channel during our summer vacations in the United States. However, my mother was not as lucky. So, she had to rely on my translation almost all the time. This meant that slowly the family’s responsibility shifted more and more to my shoulders. I was doing parent teacher conferences for my siblings, I was reading bills, I was dealing with finances, I was setting up and taking everyone to doctor’s appointments, and when we got to the appointments, I had to pretty much communicate everyone’s needs to the doctors. It got to the point where my mother would work and just tell me what I had to do with her check.  It had never occurred to me before then how language could be such a barrier. 
Between school and literally taking care of my family, it felt like I had a full time job. My first challenge when entering high school was that it was very different from the school system in Haiti.  I learned that not everyone had the same classes together and that you had to keep going from one room to another for every different subject. The first day of school, I got lost every period. I was like a fish out of water. I kept on moving because that was what was expected, but I really had no idea what was going on. On top of dealing with all that, I started to attract unwanted attention, because not only I did not dress like everyone else, I also had an accent. Needless to say, it was a pretty tough first day and first year. During that first year, I spent most of my time not talking because I was afraid of being laughed at and so I had plenty of time to observe. I realized that most of my teachers really did not want to be teachers. I remember my English teacher used to sit on her desk and play movies for the entire period. I was really upset by this because I figured if I most needed a class right then, it was most certainly English. My classmates on the other hand where so very happy with that arrangement and that brought on so much confusion. At the time, the one thing I thought was absolutely amazing was the science lab. I had never worked in one before then and I was very excited to do so, so very excited that I broke two Erlenmeyer flasks on my first day. Nevertheless, I was happy for just being able to work with them. 
The second year of high school was not any different than the first. I went to school and went home, did homework, cooked for my family and did everything else I had to do. What I now realize is while I was busy translating and taking care of my family, I lost my voice. Yes, I know it is very ironic and it makes no sense. What I mean is while I was busy following the rules at school and taking the classes I was assigned and doing whatever the teacher asked of me and helping my brother and sister with their homework and cooking for them, I lost my voice. I was no longer the outgoing girl with the well-known parents. I had turned into a shy girl who was afraid to speak lest someone detect her accent, the girl who was going on with life with no hope for a future, the girl who had lost all her confidence and was completely clueless about her new surroundings. 
Despite all the changes, school did not seem that difficult when it came to learning the material and getting good grades. My brother and sister were also doing very well in school. For a while, it seemed like everything was immensely better. However, not long after I started my junior year, my mother lost her job. With this lost came many more complicated issues. It was then I found out that we had a tourist visa, which meant that we could not reside or work in the United States without upgrading to a permanent resident visa. This small fact made it ten times harder for my mother to find work and in the end she had to go work in Miami, Florida. This meant that we did not see our mother or our father for six months at a time. This also meant while she was away, I, although only 14 years old, was to be the guardian to both of my siblings. Slowly, my life was becoming less about me and more about being a parent. The worst part of this all was that I was slowly losing my dream of becoming a physician. I was so busy managing everyone’s lives that I had no time to find out exactly what it is you do to become a doctor in the United States. 
Senior year came around and everyone was talking about going to college, going on interviews. I was walking around praying that someone would tell me what that meant and what I was supposed to do. In the middle of December, my guidance counselor called me in to her office so we could discuss colleges. I was so surprised because I really did not know I had a guidance counselor, I did not know what her job was, and most importantly I did not know what she was talking about. She proceeded to tell me that the next step was for me to go to college and how I could apply to any school I wanted, because I had really good grades. That sounded like good news, until suddenly there was a but. She continued and said what I thought were the nails in my coffin and said: “Unfortunately, since you did not start your applications yet, the chances of you getting into a good school have dramatically dropped; you can wait until next year if you like or you can take your chances with a community college”. At this point, it was like my head was spinning. I had thousands of questions like why did I never hear from you all along while I was coming to school here, why would I have to take a year off of school, how do I apply to college, what do I need to do to apply to college? However, despite all these questions that were burning through my mind, all I managed to say to my guidance counselor was “Ok, thank you!”
I left her office feeling the worst I had felt in years. I was so disappointed, I felt so ridiculous and frankly irresponsible for not knowing what I was supposed to do. So I went home determined to find answers. I sat in front of my computer and typed into the search box “how to get into college”. I even went as far as to watch videos of the first day of college. Well, you can’t imagine all the different scenarios I got with that one, but the important thing was that I found answers to my questions. It took hard work and many days sitting by the mailbox waiting for the mailman, but I got into Brooklyn College and was all set for the fall. All I had to do at that point was finish high school. Over the summer that followed my high school graduation, I did all I could to get ready for college. 
Entering college was dramatically different from entering high school. College was more of a fast pace, more serious if you will. Everyone seemed like they were actually there to learn something. Classes were not loud, professors were on time, a strict schedule was followed throughout the semester and you were handed that schedule at the beginning of the semester. I started to get comfortable and told myself that this was a great change and surely I was on the path to reaching my goal. However, I still had the situation at home to deal with; my mother was still away, my siblings still depended on me, our permanent residence situation was still not resolved. Nevertheless, I decided that I should make the best of the situation and try to reach for my goal of becoming a doctor.
I started attending workshops on campus and started to learn more about the path to medical school. You can believe me when I say it is not an easy path. You must maintain a 3.5 or higher grade point average in order to be competitive, you must do research, you must shadow a doctor, you must volunteer at a hospital, and possibly do an extracurricular activity. Hearing the speaker go down that list, I was frankly scared, because I was thinking I would never have the time to accomplish all of that. To my surprise, he was not finished; he went on to say, you must take an exam called the MCAT and you must also fill out applications online. At that point, I was so scared I can bet that the entire room could see me shrinking in my seat. At the end of his talk, he added with a smile on his face, “But, do not worry too much, because half of you guys will not make it”. 
Well you can imagine my surprise; I mean this was completely different from what I had been expecting. In Haiti, you go to medical school right after high school and you spend six to eight years there. You had to take a test at the end of high school and you would bring your test score over to the school you wanted to attend and based on how high or low your score was, you would get accepted or not. It goes without saying that the U.S. system was a very different system! After leaving that workshop, I was afraid, but I was also happy, that now I knew what I was supposed to accomplish in order to reach my goal of becoming a physician.
A couple months into my first semester of college, I started to struggle with my course load. I was taking sixteen credits, more than half of which were science classes. I was quickly realizing that science in high school was just the tip of the iceberg. I kept at it and pushed myself to do better. Everything was at a much faster pace; you definitely had to keep up in each class or else you would never catch up and would eventually fail the class. I went through my first year of college pretty quickly; I went to class and went home. I was not really active nor did I really have the time to be. 
The second year of college was different, more challenging, and a bit more fruitful. I got introduced to this great club called National Black Science Students Organization (NBSSO). I was really excited to join it. The club members shared the same goal that I did, they were taking the same classes as I was taking, and they were fun to be around. It was not long before I called the club room home; I started spending most of my time there, studying, eating and taking advantage of every bit of information that I could gather. It was truly a great place to be. However, I was about to find out that my second year was not going to end as well as it had started.
It was a Saturday morning; I was sitting in my room trying to understand an Organic Chemistry problem and then suddenly the phone rang. It was my mother telling me one of my uncles had just passed away. I did not take to the news very well for I was very fond of him and so was my entire family. He was the kind of man that can make you smile through the toughest things. For days, my house was like a mortuary; no one made any sudden movement, no one spoke loudly or made any funny jokes; everyone’s face was as sad as the next. I tried to make sure I was out of the house every day for I was near the borderline of depression. As if a death was not hard enough, I also found out that I failed my Organic Chemistry class. I was devastated; I did not know what I was going to do and I was terrified of losing my dream. It seemed that every step forward toward my goal was like ten steps back. The worst part of it all is that my family was struggling more than before and I could not afford to let them down. 
As my third year of college approached, I decided that I would not let life get me down and I would do whatever it took to climb out of the hole that it seemed I was stuck in. I ran for treasurer of my newly found home away from home (the NBSSO club) and I succeeded. I retook my Organic Chemistry I class and let’s just say things turned out better for me the second time around. All I was thinking about at this point was working down that list that I had gotten during that first pre-med workshop. My next step was finding a volunteer opportunity. I decided I would go to a hospital close to home because it would not be possible to be away for long. However, as it turned out, if you are not a permanent resident of the U.S., you are not even eligible to volunteer in their hospitals. I was really disappointed at this point. I thought this was another major thing that was going to get in between me and my goal. I also started to hear that speaker’s words over and over again in my head, “But do not worry too much, because half of you guys will not make it”. I was strongly starting to consider that maybe I was part of that group that would not make it. It seemed the more I tried, the more obstacles I encountered; I started to think that maybe I was not meant to be a doctor. 
The worst thing you can ever face in life is losing faith in your own abilities. When you reach that point, it seems like nothing else matters and the only thing you can do is sit back and watch as your own life unfolds. For quite some time that is exactly what I did. I went through my life like a routine. I would go to class, take care of my duties for the club and then go home and take care of my duties there. One evening after coming home from school, I received more bad news. The son of the uncle who had passed away was murdered a year and two weeks after his own father had passed; and my mother had lost her job and was moving back to New York. That afternoon, after walking in on such news, I literally picked up my bag and went back to school. I stayed on campus until I was tired of crying and was falling asleep on a desk in the Library Cafe. I was walking home and it was two in the morning (and not so safe to be walking alone) and I remember thinking, if anything happened to me, it would be better than having to face my life and all this failure.
To me at that point, I had not achieved anything substantial. I was looking back at my life before we moved to the U.S., looking back at my family and their accomplishments, looking back at how much change we had gone through in less than a decade. I was thinking that there was no way I would go through all this and not make it all worth something. I remembered someone telling me “You have to take an active role in your own learning,” and I thought yes, I have to get up and take an active role in my life. All of these trials and loss had to somehow lead to a better place. I was thinking, it was time for a U turn. I could not just sit back, never recovering and never moving on from all the troubles I had faced. It was time for a change. 
It all sounds really good, right? But how do I achieve this? This is where I am now, on the path to recovery.  We all have goals, we all have a plan of how to get there. However, the path we imagine is not always the path that we end up on. The key is to not give up on these goals, no matter what. I do not know what else I will have to face along my journey before I can become a physician. But I know that I will become one. 

 My Windy Road
By DDD
My story is not a typical one nor even an atypical one. It is highly unusual. 
So let’s start at the end of my story and work our way back to the beginning. 
I am currently 25 years old and an undergraduate, second-degree student at Brooklyn College, double majoring in Biology and Physics. I hope to attend medical school and pursue an MD/PhD and to specialize in pediatric genetics and biomedical engineering. I currently live in Brooklyn, NY. 
My experiences during the last two years at Brooklyn College have been dramatically different from the four years I spent acquiring my first degree. My first degree, a Bachelors of Arts in Philosophy with a concentration in Philosophy of Science, was acquired at the University of Pennsylvania in 2008. At Brooklyn College, I am a successful student with only a handful of friends, a rigorous study schedule, and a job doing research during the school year. I spend only a fraction of my time doing extracurricular activities and have a close relationship with my family since I now live with them.  This is in comparison to my former life at UPenn where I barely had a passing GPA most of the time, where studying was just a fleeting notion, where most of my time was invested in extracurricular activities, where I knew just about everyone on campus, spent only a fraction of my time doing research, and had put a distance of 100 miles between myself and my family just so I could breathe without worrying about hearing my mom yelling in my ear. 
Somewhere during my first college career, my focus, determination, and confidence got lost. Since these are not things one easily loses, you would be correct in assuming that these seemingly irreplaceable parts of my personality were gradually erased from my identity while I was at Penn. 

In the spring of 2004, I was a graduating high-school senior at Bishop Loughlin Memorial High School, a close-knit Catholic High School in Brooklyn. I was second in my class in a class of 217 students. I was an award-winning writer full of confidence and determination so great that it seemed then that I could never lose those traits.  I had a semblance of humility but I would not come to understand how necessary it was to be humble until many years later. I had just won a full scholarship to one of the premier universities in the world. I was nervous, but excited. I would be the first person in my family to go to college and one of the few of my friends to attend an ivy-league university. This simple sentence would soon serve to be my downfall. 
I initially became interested in scientific research through an opportunity that arose when I was in high school. My mother, an immigrant from Ghana, was a food worker at New York-Presbyterian hospital.  She knew a doctor who needed his office organized after a move to a new location and so my mother volunteered my services. I suffered for 2 months through paper cuts and 3-hour round trip rides from the hospital to my apartment for this summer volunteer opportunity. It seemed like the best job in the world to me at the time. The doctor was a pediatrician who specialized in clinical genetics. He was one of the few doctors in the hospital that looked like me— he was African-American. He was and still is well-respected, not only in his field, but also in the field of research science.  Due to my diligence, a hard- working ethic instilled in me since birth, and my over-excitable nature, I easily completed my duties and exceeded the doctor’s expectations. He responded by offering me the opportunity to perform genetic research in his dermatology and genetics lab at Columbia the following summer. After my initial summer working in his lab, he asked me to return and perform research every summer in the lab until I turned 21. I started working in his lab when I was only 15. 
At the age of 6 when most children were playing dress-up, assuming the roles of fireman, police officer, or paramedic, I had no idea of what my future career aspirations would be. And although not many 6 year olds really know what they want to be, I was a little different. My goddaughter became terribly ill and I wanted her to be fixed. As her godparent, I took my role seriously, even at 6. I was at loss when I couldn’t fix her. After she went to her pediatrician, a few days later she was no longer ill. It was at that moment that I knew what I wanted to be—a pediatrician. In my Ghanaian-American culture, most children are reared by their parents to choose one of four select careers:  doctor, engineer, businessman, or lawyer. My mother was ecstatic that at the age of 6, I had chosen to be a doctor.  She began doing what she could to groom me to transition into my chosen profession. 
But even before I entered the world, according to my mother, I was to be held to a higher standard than those around me.  Average on any effort in academics was not to be tolerated or even entertained.  Even above average effort was not acceptable. Only excellence was the standard. Perhaps this was to be the cause of my downfall later in life. 

I always wanted to know the “why” and the “what”. This was the reason behind my curiosity about all aspects of life and the reason I was drawn to science. I wanted to know what my goddaughter’s pediatrician had done to make her better and why it had worked.  When I was young, I was drawn to science shows on PBS such as “Bill Nye, The Science Guy”. Though I am now and was then raised Catholic and attended a Catholic elementary and high school, it wasn’t a most natural notion for me to look to God for answers. In elementary and high school, science was the subject I excelled in and showed the most interest in. The research job I had in high school further encouraged my interest and it introduced me to the field of medical research and the idea that I could possibly be a future physician researcher.  It would be my exposure to medical research, rather than my ability to regurgitate information learned in science lectures, that would fuel my determination to succeed, even though at one point my hope of becoming a physician researcher appeared as if it would never come to pass. 
My transition from high school science to college-level science was not as smooth as I had hoped it to be.  I adjusted well socially to Penn even though the people and mannerisms I was introduced to there were worlds away from the streets of Flatbush in Brooklyn, NY. The world of Penn was culturally and socio-economically diverse, whereas Flatbush was full of people who came from similar backgrounds. Most of the people in my neighborhood were immigrants or children of immigrants from Africa or the Caribbean and were from low-income families. Very few people in my neighborhood knew other people who had income much higher than their own. However, at Penn, it was common for students to know millionaires, celebrities, and politicians, regardless of what their cultural or socio-economic background was.  But nonetheless, I had no problem making friends at Penn. I loved being on my own and being responsible for myself. But I did not adjust as well to my academics. Even though I had begun to put into practice cutting-edge science procedures in the laboratory at Columbia University (New York-Presbyterian), the science I learned in the Columbia laboratory had not been reinforced in my classrooms in high school. The science learned at high school was not at the level of the science that I was practicing in the lab. I was doing graduate level work at Columbia. It’s a wonder how I was able to do it. I asked questions about everything I did at the lab. What and why usually started the string of words that I’d speak each day in the lab. But in high school, there wasn’t really a forum or opportunity where I felt I could ask those questions and where anyone could answer them.  With high school science, I didn’t have to study much, if at all. The same was true for my other subjects at the time. What I heard in class, I absorbed. I always felt that I learned better through practical application. But my high school lab wasn’t able to provide me with the advanced level of practical application that I needed to reinforce what I was learning in the high school classroom. Apparently, it didn’t need to, because I always did well in high school science. But in college, I struggled greatly with the sciences. I struggled with mathematics too, but not as much as I did with science. I later discovered that if I was able to think critically in one subject, such as a science, it improved my ability to think critically and perform better in another subject, such as math.  But simply put—I didn’t have the right foundation. My high school was wonderful and prepared me for college as best it could and the problem doesn’t appear to be with my particular high school but perhaps with the system of high school science education in general in the United States. I say this because I am not the only one I have met who has fallen by the wayside in college science when it had originally appeared I was so strong in science in high school. Many of my past and current classmates who come from different high schools in the US have also suffered from this same predicament. 
Since science became so difficult for me at Penn, I became drawn to the humanities, in particular to the subject of philosophy. Philosophy was another field of study where the asking of questions beginning with “what” and “why” was common. In fact my concentration within philosophy was in the philosophy of science which is basically the study of the logic behind science and behind the scientific method. Nonetheless, I still continued to pursue the pre-med track while I was a philosophy major. I did some scientific research outside the classroom, but by this point, my confidence in my ability to understand or learn science in the classroom was so greatly diminished, that the practical application of science at a graduate level in a research lab, did little to help me. I had not yet formed connections between the classroom and the laboratory and did not have the foundation to do so. 
I struggled in my sciences classes throughout my 4 years at Penn. It took me that long to figure out what I needed to do, but at the time I didn’t know of a way to correct my mistakes. I felt a sense of failure in almost all of my science classes. I began to equate my success or failure with how much I valued myself. I felt apprehension every time I registered for a class. I developed anxiety attacks and my self-confidence plummeted. Because I was so worried all the time that I would fail, I found it even more challenging to try to grasp and understand the material in my courses. My grades in my science classes were always C’s and D’s, and even once an F, with the exception of one B- I got in an introductory Biology class. At the end of four years, I didn’t have the grades or the preparation to apply to medical or graduate school.  I used to have this joke about my GPA. The joke was that your aim in college was that if you multiplied your GPA by 10, it should be much older than you were. But when I graduated from Penn at the age of 21, my GPA x 10 was barely older than I was. 
That summer after my graduation, I returned to the Columbia University lab and wrote one scientific paper and contributed to a second. Both were published the following year. The one I wrote was published in an international journal. But once I completed my research at Columbia that summer, I didn’t have a job and had no direction of where my life was headed.

Ahead of me, I had an even greater challenge to face. During my last semester at Penn, I had become so preoccupied with trying to sort out the mess of my life that I hadn’t noticed the changes in my body. I had gone to the doctor and according to my blood tests, I was fine. I hadn’t been previously ill. But my body was changing and I didn’t know why. Later on, in November of 2008, I was referred by my pediatrician, who also happened to be my goddaughter’s pediatrician, to a gynecologist. The gynecologist diagnosed me with polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS). There was no known cause or cure for PCOS. Basically the “why” and “what” for this condition was unknown. What was known was that PCOS could lead to infertility and ovarian cancer. I needed to undergo the recommended treatments, but without a job or health insurance, it was difficult to even visit the doctor. The idea of needing to take medication that would cost $75 per month for the rest of my life seemed overwhelming and next to impossible.  In my junior year of high school, my mother had been placed on permanent disability and  had been unable to work since. Our household income since then had depended greatly on whatever income I could contribute. My mother’s social security was only enough to cover our rent and some utility bills and to occasionally send some support to our relatives in Ghana. Income I earned from jobs I held during high school and college was needed to take care of everything else.  In college, I worked as a high school teacher assistant and a receptionist at one of Penn’s residential houses.  I also received a small salary from the research I conducted at Columbia during the summer.  If I lacked income at any time, it put considerable strain on our entire household (my mother, me and my sister’s son, who lived with us).  Any additional, unplanned costs such as medication were an impossible expense for me. It seemed, at the time, that when I needed it most, both medicine and biomedical research were failing me.

With little left to believe in, I turned to another area in my life that had inspired me to ask “why” and “what”—God and Christianity. At Penn, I had been a member and held leadership positions in the gospel choir for four years. But my relationship with God was still in its beginning stages. Rather than it being a way for me to participate in my religion, the choir had provided me with a community to help me cope with my academic difficulties. At that point in my life, I was still just going through the motions with my religion just as I done when I was a child. But when I became ill, I finally examined my relationship with God and decided to take a more active role instead of maintaining a passive one. This forced my outlook on life to become more positive, because I was invested in doing something and I was thinking and researching again, this time with religion. I ultimately discovered that my relationship with God was a spiritual one, and rather than it being one dictated by the bounds of religion, it was reinforced by it. In other words, I discovered it was up to me to the person I wanted to be and not to just be the person I was told to be. I became motivated and invested my time looking for a way to treat my condition and move my life in a positive direction. I applied for state aid and used Medicaid and a forced positive outlook on life to treat my condition. With a healthier diet, less stress, and medical treatment, my PCOS was gone 14 months later. 
The new, positive outlook on life that I forced upon myself in the beginning of 2009, along with family support and a renewed faith in life, gave me the encouragement to return to the pursuit of my dreams. With not much to lose and a startling and humbling new view of my own mortality, pursuing my dream was all I had left. With a new mindset, I enrolled in Brooklyn College as a second-degree undergraduate student in fall 2009. Though I feared introducing my body to a potentially high-stress environment as I still had PCOS at this time, I knew that the stress of being at home and without a job, was even greater.  With fierce determination and a rigorous study schedule, I used my strongest analytical and critical thinking skills to turn myself into a science student. I utilized every possible resource I had.  I had no qualms about doing so because of an all-or-nothing attitude that life and my mistakes had forced me to learn. 
After 4 years of studying or trying to study at Penn, I finally figured out my strengths and weaknesses. I knew that I had a horrible short-term memory and that my memory was worse when I was sleep-deprived so I knew that I should never cram or do any all-nighters because it hadn’t worked the many other times I had tried it. I’m also a visual and auditory learner. I can keep images and sounds in my memory for years. So I read before class, took good notes, went to office hours regularly, and went to tutoring so that I could hear and see the information over and over again until I wouldn’t forget it.  I also used the lab counterpart of the science courses to aid my learning. Since I learn best my practical application, I used the techniques and procedures from the lab experiments to help me understand and remember the information I was learning in the lecture classroom. I finally made the connection between the classroom and the laboratory. Things were going so well that in many of my classes which had labs attached to them, I stood out as the person who was comfortable doing lab work, who knew the procedures for every lab, who knew how to do the lab reports and who was able to help those who didn’t understand the details of the lab. 
Because I had already completed my general education requirements during my first degree, when I began at Brooklyn College all of my classes were math and science classes. So I spent much of my class time in the lab. By the end of my first semester at Brooklyn College, I had a 3.7 GPA, was an aspiring Physics major and was PCOS-free.  That same fall semester, I acquired a work-study research assistant position in a microbiology lab. I eventually decided to become a Physics major, in addition to a Biology major, because of my passion for the unknown. Physics was an unfamiliar field to me. I had had more exposure to and a greater understanding of Chemistry and Biology than I did for Physics.
 Currently, I am doing research while finishing my courses in Physics and Biology. I am currently the senior lab technician in the lab. I perform many experiments and oversee the progression of experiments of other researchers in the lab. I also train new researchers. Beginning in the summer of 2010 until June of 2011, I had the opportunity to participate in the City University of New York Louis Stokes Alliance for Minority Participation (LSAMP) program. Through LSAMP, I was awarded a grant that allowed me to mentor and train other underrepresented minority undergraduates in the field of scientific research through a workshop called the Phage Hunters Workshop led by Dr. Rafael Ovalle of Brooklyn College and sponsored by the Howard Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI). The goal of the Phage Hunters Workshop was to train high school through graduate level students in a wide range of research techniques, allowing them to use these techniques to isolate and characterize mycobacteriophages, viruses that kill mycobacteria, in their local environments. Since Mycobacterium tuberculosis is the pathogen that causes tuberculosis, HHMI is using our information about the mycobacteriophages for research directed toward discovering a cure for Tuberculosis. Participation in the LSAMP program and the Phage Hunters Workshop provided me with insight about how my research activities could positively influence other minority students.  It is partly for this reason, the opportunity to influence others, that I want to make sure that I succeed in achieving my dreams. 
One new opportunity that is playing a great role in bringing my dreams and goals closer to reality is an NIH-funded Minority Access to Research Careers (MARC) Fellowship. In part because of the strong recommendation from one of my mentors at Brooklyn College, I was given the opportunity to be a part of this program while I continue my undergraduate studies at Brooklyn College. With the academic, financial and research support provided by the MARC fellowship, my transition into graduate-level science and a career in medical research seems much closer to fruition.  My current plan is to finish my two majors, take the MCAT and GRE, and apply to MD/PhD programs. I plan to graduate within the next 2 years. I hope that within the next 10-15 years, I will earn my MD and PhD, and that I will specialize and performing research in pediatric genetics and biomedical engineering.  
Breaking Out of My Shell

By EEE
My name is EEE and I am a 21 year old student at Brooklyn College. I am of Bajan descent by way of my grandparents, but I consider myself to be strictly American in terms of my education, however not in my upbringing. I am the daughter of an investment banker and a music teacher. (My mother, the music teacher, was formerly a stay at home mother.) I am currently pursuing a degree in both chemistry and psychology.  I am also minoring in biology and am premed. 

I was born in Brooklyn in a quiet neighborhood inhabited by predominately Jewish families. As the child of the first African American family on my block, a lot of my time was spent indoors away from the prying eyes of many of the neighbors who were not thrilled by the change in their neighborhood demographic. As a result, the early part of my life was spent reading, getting a head start on my education, attending preschool and playgroups, as well as just simply being around my mother who was an immigrant from England. It was only through church and interaction with many of the children of the church members that I was able to have substantial interaction with other children my age. 

Eventually tensions subsided in my neighborhood and more diversity became apparent and I was allowed to play with some of the children on my block under the watchful eyes of my parents as they took care of the house. This was around the time that I started school. I was tested and put into the gifted program at a local school, which unfortunately for me was not the school where the neighborhood kids were going. I was faced with the task of making new friends, probably like every other kindergartener, but as a result I was separated from the friends that I was accustomed to. I think that this transition between what I was comfortable with and the new unknown, didn’t go as well as it could have and so I found my solace in reading. 
I spent the majority of my time reading as it was a way for me to become anything and anyone that I wanted away from the strict confines of home and the distance between myself and my peers at school. This also allowed me to succeed academically, pushing me to the top of my classes in English and history, but also pushing me further and further away from the peers that I so desperately wanted to truly fit in with. TV and other distractions were limited as well as I was placed in piano classes to fill up any and all free time that I might have had left over. This left no time for playing outside and this increased the distancing between myself and my neighborhood peers. 

With junior high school approaching, my parents had me tested for many of the gifted junior high schools in Brooklyn which meant waking up on Saturday mornings to go take tests at many of the different schools. I was accepted into several schools but was actually able to choose for myself to go to Andries Hudde Junior High School. This school was a distance away from my home and so it meant leaving most of my friends behind and starting over.. Fortunately, a few of the better testing students ended up at Hudde with me making the change a little more palatable. 

Junior high posed a new set of challenges for me. I had to start almost completely over socially, keep up with schoolwork and keep up with piano which at this point was becoming increasingly more difficult. It became harder for me to do all of these things and still read and so I really enjoyed the time that I did have to read stuff that I chose. With the increase in challenges also came the chance for me to figure out who I was to some extent. At this point, I chose to join the orchestra at school and was finally allowed to choose an instrument that I wanted to play - the cello, like the late Jacqueline Du Pre, a famous cellist who became great because of a sibling rivalry that always seemed to give her the short end of the stick making her feel the need to become greater than her sister. I felt that I could identify with that feeling of competition as being the eldest in my family necessitated the need for me to be number one in everyone’s eyes. I did really enjoy playing the cello and collaborating with my classmates to make music. I always loved the sad sounds I could create and the technical difficulty that needed to be overcome to produce them. It was something that I had complete control over and my success or failure at being good was completely up to me.
Amidst all of this, I still excelled in all of my academic areas and in my competitive piano playing. I did look however, for outs that would allow me to have fun which played a large role in the types of friends that I chose to associate with. Hanging out with other “gifted” children was of no interest to me and so I looked to make friends with kids in the other academic programs, especially the kids for whom this was their zoned school, namely the “bad” kids. In the short time that followed I was sucked in to the web of natural childhood rebellion.  I was given a glimpse into the lives that other children led, filled with broken homes, fights, illegal behaviors, etc. At that time for me, it was exciting and intriguing to me because these were the kids that got the attention that I wanted and there appeared to be no consequences. And that, for the time, was all right with me as I danced among the periphery of that world and the world that I had come from. It was only when I myself was drawn into a physical fight that I realized that I no longer wanted to deal with unnecessary nonsense and I began to distance myself from the “friends” I thought I had made. 

This was just in time for me to pull up my grades enough to secure a seat in the Medical Science Program at Midwood High School. This program was filled with kids who thought they wanted to become doctors. This was one of the top programs that the school offered and I was lucky to be accepted into it. 

I started off high school maintaining a low profile. I was surrounded by many of the kids that I had gone to junior high school with but I wanted to branch out and find friends that I was really and truly happy with. And so for a long time, I floated from group to group looking for a place where I would really belong. I knew lots of people so this was never hard but floating in itself was difficult. You belong everywhere and yet nowhere and it made me feel at times more alone than ever. This translated also into the types of afterschool activities I did. Clubs essentially formed cliques at Midwood and there are no floaters in cliques. Either you are in or you’re out. And so as a result, I didn’t really join any clubs or teams until I thought it was critical, especially for college.

Academics, on the other hand, came fairly easy to me and so staying on top was never hard and required minimal effort. I never had to work hard to do well and so I became lazy in high school only studying when it was absolutely necessary or when I knew that colleges would be looking particular grades for classes like science and math. 

After a while, I became tired of floating and I threw myself into studying and returned to reading, my old escape, spending ridiculous amounts of time in the library, often cutting class to finish books and start new ones. But after a while, the studying got old and the reading got old, and for a while, I did neither. During my end of junior year, I was able to get it together where I had it fairly together; I had friends, I had the grades and things seemed to be calm. I was able to quit piano and join the bowling team which I absolutely loved and because of the company I kept I was able to become fairly stable all around and it seemed like everything was going well. But all good things must come to an end. Just as you get comfortable in a situation, things have to change.
I applied to college in the beginning of my senior year and was fortunate enough to be accepted into Brooklyn College, a city school with that was strong in the sciences. I wasn’t immediately thrilled with having to attend the school that was just across the street from my high school but after exploring other schools and career options, Brooklyn College seemed like it was the best fit for me. And so I started off as a Biology major that was premed as well. I went in to college with a game plan; I resolved to make no attachments and to rise above the rest, to get in and get out and get to medical school. I had no desire to make long lasting friendships or to get involved. For me, I saw that friendships and relationships always end and people always leave and all they did was upset my life when all was said and done. I joke at times that I came to college in a bubble; I was separated from the world around me and it couldn’t hurt me or discourage me or upset me because I was protected by the bubble. 
I did fairly well with this plan in the first semester, but it was a little boring so I started to explore what there was to do on campus and began looking into various clubs and academic programs. I joined the Collegiate Science and Technology Entry Program (CSTEP) which offered support to minority students looking to attend professional schools after college. Without realizing it, I made a whole lot of friends in CSTEP and was really enjoying being somewhat social again. But I regarded these students more as acquaintances than friends and I always kept my distance from them. 

I also looked around to other clubs and organizations on campus especially the various premed clubs. But I found no niche for me to inhabit and I didn’t really feel welcome or regarded. There was one club called AMSA (The American Medical Student Association) which comprised the majority of premeds that were at Brooklyn College, but after spending a short while with them I realized that these were not the sort of people I wanted to associate myself with. They only looked to get ahead regardless of the fact that it might be at the expense of others. I didn’t want any part of that.  Also a large negative for me was that the club was primarily mono-ethnic, meaning that the club consisted of mainly one type of ethnic group, Pan Asian. As an African American student myself, I really did not feel comfortable around such a different group and around a group that lacked diversity. Also within my major, there was no banding together like I had experienced in high school. It seemed like the premed community was every man for himself and while this bothered me I unfortunately was becoming brainwashed with the same mindset. 

After getting more comfortable with the other students in CSTEP, I began to make more and more friends, extending my circle of friends beyond the few that I knew I could count on. I also met another young woman who was also trying to become a doctor and the two of us seemed to really click. We were similar and yet completely different:  I functioned well without really feeling as though I needed to have interaction with colleagues, thinking it would only distract me and hold me back. However, my new friend showed me how important and invaluable it was to establish relationships and to work on speaking to people and meeting them where they were.

Looking back, I have to say that this friendship was probably a turning point in my college career. To have a friend who wants the same thing that you do, who is willing to help you, despite the fact that you think you have the med school thing down pat, who completely understands you personally and professionally (school, etc.) is something that I’m sure not many people get to experience or are lucky enough to have.

And so things started with me joining an organization called Mentoring in Medicine and attending their health professional meet ups, at first being hand held as we went to these events and talked to different doctors, but then finding myself literally being dropped off and told to just figure it out, to talk to people and to learn what I could from them. This was extremely difficult at first because normally if someone needed something from me, they looked for me, found me and got it. I never really had had to speak to people before in order to get them to share some of their knowledge with me. I always figured I didn’t need it and that I would figure it out on my own when the time was right. 

But it turned out that the skills I was developing were exactly what I needed in order to become a more competitive med school applicant. There was the fact that I needed to learn how to speak to people, to be interested in what they had to say and to recognize that they were interested in what I had to say. It was difficult at first. There were days of dread preceding the meet ups and a feeling of terror as I walked into a room filled with people I didn’t know. Gradually, I became more accustomed to talking to people, but not so much, when I was asked by my friend to begin a club at our school. It was to be a pre-health club called the Minority Association of PreHealth Students (MAPS) with a mission unlike any that had existed previously on our campus. It was to be more of a community than a club where minority prehealth students would receive support, access to health opportunities and generally more exposure and information regarding health professional careers. It sounded like a good idea especially since it was part of a larger national organization called the Student National Medical Association. Our group would be an undergraduate arm of this larger medical student organization. Also the support from my advisors at CSTEP made me think that we could do this and it would be an invaluable step in breaking out of my shell and embracing all that is around me.
Starting a club at Brooklyn College was difficult. There was no way around that. We had a hard time on the undergraduate level proving that a club like ours was needed. Also, getting an agreement from the school to allow us to have a club that was part of a national organization was not easy. Once we got that permission, we needed to get our charter approved at the national level. With an organization run solely by medical students, responses aren’t always timely and so chartering our chapter took us a full semester to do. Once started, however, we were faced with another slew of problems, membership.  Here is where the newly acquired networking skills I had developed came into play. I had to really put myself out there and sell something that I really believed in. And in a large way, it actually worked. I was able to not only use the resources around me like CSTEP to attain a sizeable membership, but we also worked to spread the idea of MAPS to other students and to one professor in particular who really believed in not only the ideas of MAPS, but also in the problems we were seeking to fix, to create a community for minority students so that they could be informed and assisted on their journeys to their health professions of choice. I also had to reach out to other clubs and not be terrified with the thought of having to talk to people and hear their responses, positive or negative.

Learning to be proactive in my extracurricular activities also translated over into my academics. For the first few years of college, I didn’t have the slightest desire for a professor to know my name or know anything about me. It seemed like the culture of the school dictated that student professor relationships were limited to students who had some sort of problems or questions, and I had neither, so why bother. But, becoming more proactive around campus, led me to be more proactive about my academics too, in that I started talking to professors and working on challenging the idea in my head that just because a professor was talking to me did not mean anything bad or that I had done something wrong. I learned that professors are people too and that two adults can talk to each other. Don’t ask me why this was a concept that had previously eluded me.

One of the best things that came out of MAPS this past academic year was a newly formed community for students taking Organic Chemistry. One of the problems we as students were experiencing was a lack of community and lack of supportive atmosphere within the Organic Chemistry class, a class which is by far the most difficult of the premedical prerequisites at Brooklyn College. The way in which our college, a commuter school, functions is that every pre-med just tries to figure things out on his or her own, and if you don’t get it, it’s just too bad. Sure, there are tutoring services on campus and professor office hours, but when those fall short, students are just left on their own to either sink or swim. 

The MAPS club, together with the assistance of our Organic Chemistry professor, came up with the idea of starting an Organic Chemistry study group for MAPS members and other minority students. This sounds like a simple idea, but it was about more than just creating a study group. It was about creating a safe, non judgmental place for us to try to figure out Organic, figure out what was wrong and how to fix it and make it right. It was also a place to make friends and to have a group of people who felt the same as us, because of this common experience, while still different because of past experiences. As a member of this study group, I can say that it went really well. I was able to fully take advantage of the study group which in its being small provided a much better avenue for me to get help than some of the other help options which seemed to only further highlight my problems for everyone to see. I also got in the habit of explaining things to other students which forced me to make sure I knew exactly what I was talking about before I confused someone else. 

Combating this issue of the non-supportive culture of Brooklyn College forced me to examine another problem, one within myself, one that often terrified me to the point of panic: I was completely and utterly terrified of lab work. I always messed it up, burned myself, destroyed clothing, etc. or just simply didn’t see the point in it. In my previous Chemistry classes (General Chemistry  I and II) , I had been able to get by because we were allowed to do group work which  took the burden of the actual, physical lab work off of me and put it onto my partner. I would record the data and measure things, but I would never actually touch the equipment where the actual reactions took place. Any time I did touch things, a disaster would ensue. This was true in any lab, not just Chemistry. Any lab class I had to take, whether it was Microbiology, Physics or Chemistry, things just never really went as I planned. With first semester Organic, things weren’t too too bad. I had the support of some of the people in my class and most of the labs were your run-of-the-mill Organic I labs where I could look up things online and scrape through the practical portion of the lab. For Organic II however, I was completely on my own with the qualitative analysis and unknowns. The professors weren’t there to help you and everyone was given different unknowns. You had 9 weeks to figure out 3 unknowns using an outdated lab manual with experiments that didn’t always work. It was difficult. I would get panic attacks the nights before lab just thinking about what could happen the next day.  Some of these unknowns were very dangerous and I knew that volatile unknowns + myself was just not a good combination. 

Thank goodness for small miracles, or more appropriately, for 9 weeks of miracles. I was in a lab class with my best friend and with several other students that I knew very well and I had a tutor who in many ways held my hand every week of the class. I was reminded constantly that not everyone knew what they were doing, even though our premed mentalities often force us to act like we know what we are doing. Also I was reminded to THINK. Think about what you are doing while you are doing it. It is exactly the same thing that you do in lecture only you are doing it in real time and not just theoretically. I think that these two concepts really got me through the semester. By the time we got to week 4, I was moving faster. I didn’t spend valuable lab time thinking and worrying that what I was doing was wrong. This was a huge confidence builder.

Okay so back to MAPS. Seeing what two people could really do in a small setting encouraged me to get more involved at the regional level with MAPS. Our MAPS chapter is part of a region that encompasses New York and New Jersey and is a region in which there are many medical schools and premed students. Partially because of attending large-scale Mentoring in Medicine events and also because of some well done research, I got to know a lot of local premeds and medical students and realized that that many of them were MAPS members. Our chapter made a concerted effort to get to know as many of them as we could and to establish networks within MAPS because we knew we would all be going to medical school together in the near future. After being involved in networking for some time, I was appointed to the position of regional premedical liaison, due to my familiarity with other MAPS members and my willingness to help the former MAPS Liaison with his duties. This really gave me the confidence to formally apply for the position for the following academic year. 

When I look back over these last few years of my college career, I realize that there were many times where I had to act with a confidence that I did not actually feel.  Lots of times, I had to just press on forward and hope for the best. And this has taught me that I am capable of much more than I believe myself to be capable of. Also, being able to create for myself a place where I do belong and being able to channel my feelings of shyness and not belonging into something positive is a valuable tool to have and be able to use. 
I feel that my story should end with what I feel is a great accomplishment. This past spring, I was accepted into a pipeline program which granted me a conditional acceptance into medical school before actually taking my MCAT and or applying in the traditional manner. This pipeline program allows me to relax and focus on becoming a better me before I go off to help others. All of the events in my life, especially those in college, led up to me having just the right formula to present the right application to get into this program. Because of a strong record on paper and strong communication skills that I learned during my last few years at Brooklyn College, I was able to present myself as a more than qualified candidate. I think that it is important to acknowledge that I would never have gotten to this point in my life, if not for the friend who showed me that confidence and communication are key and that accepting a little help can be everything. 

The Opportunity of a Different Lifetime

By FFF
Pilot

Before I can even begin to tell you who I am, I must first introduce you to two very important people who not only preceded my arrival, but who also helped shape and mold the man I am today.  My father, Archange, was born and raised in the early 1940’s in Haiti, which is located in the Caribbean basin; his first name is very interesting because it means Arch Angel in French.  At a fairly young age his father passed away and my father and his brothers were left to help support his mother and four sisters.  While my father lived in Haiti, life was not easy for many people including him.  Poverty was rampant throughout the country, and education, although highly regarded, was not attainable by everyone.  Unfortunately, due to the circumstances my father grew up in, he never had the chance to complete any education past elementary school as he had to work to help support his family.  After a while, my father’s older brother immigrated to the United States in pursuit of a better life and not too long after (in the 1960’s) my father followed suit.  Due to the fact that my father was unable to attain much of an education while growing up in Haiti, when he arrived in America he wasn’t able to get a very high paying job.  Despite this disadvantage, my father still managed to provide for himself and to send money to his family back home in Haiti.  After a short time in America, my father received news that his mother had passed away and so he flew back to Haiti to attend her funeral.  Although my father lost both his parents very early on, he still remained in America and continued to seek out a better life from what he had experienced while in Haiti.  Although my father was very strong-willed, his early years in America were tough.

My mother, Martha, was born in Haiti in the mid 1950’s.  Unfortunately for her, her mother passed away much earlier, while she was barely a pre-teen.  After her mother’s passing, her father had to care for my mother and her four brothers by himself.  In order to give his children some sort of a better childhood, my grandfather sent his children, including my mother, to live with some relatives.  Although it was a tough and painful decision for him to make, my grandfather knew he was doing the right thing for his children.  After several years, my grandfather passed away also and so, at a very early age, my mother was left parent-less and was living with some relatives in Haiti.  Despite the pain of losing both her parents at an early age, my mother immigrated to the United States in the late 1970’s with a few of her cousins.  Just as was the case with my father, my mother was only able to receive schooling up to middle school and as soon as she came to this country she had to work to survive.

New Addition

Due to their lack of education, my parents worked many jobs, from Laundromats to candy factories to maintenance (which they still do today).  At one point or another, my parents met and fell in love and got married.  In 1981, their first child Daphne (my older sister) was born.  During this time, my parents rented a small 2 bedroom apartment in Corona, Queens (one of the five boroughs of New York City).  Later in 1987 and 1989, my two older brothers Cliffton and Daniel were born.  Finally in 1991 I was born.  Despite four children being present, my family and I remained in that same apartment.  Growing up as a child I believe I had a fairly normal childhood, though my parents were extremely overprotective of us.  In my elementary school, P.S. 19, I was an average student, but I never really excelled or stood out over my peers.  

As much as I loved the neighborhood I grew up in, in 2001 my parents decided to move us to Far Rockaway, Queens, to a brand new 3 bedroom home.  Throughout the whole time that my parents were working and taking care of us in Corona, they managed to save up a lot of their money to buy a house to call our own.  This move happened after 9/11, because I recall being in school one day and hearing the news about how the World Trade Center had been attacked.  Despite the move, I finished and graduated from P.S. 197 in Far Rockaway.  Around the time of graduation, I found out that I was considered bright and I was placed in a specialized program at Brian Piccolo Middle School 53 across the street from my home.  Despite other people seeing some kind of potential in me, I wasn’t the least bit interested in school at that time and my grades suffered greatly because of this.  Now due to the kind of childhood my parents experienced, if there was any one thing they expected their children to receive while they were in the U.S., it was an education.  You see, to my parents, an education was everything.  They didn’t care if we didn’t have the most stylish clothes, fancy cars, or go on lavish vacations every year.  What was most important to them was first and foremost that their children receive an education.  Although I didn’t see what the big hype was all about when I was younger, now when I look back, I can honestly say I don’t know how my life would have been had I grown up in my parents’ shoes without the opportunity to get an education.  So with this expectation in mind, my parents were very tough on my siblings and me and they expected nothing but the best from us.  When we failed or grew lazy, something I made a habit of during my stay at M.S. 53, there were dire consequences to pay.  

Had I put in a little bit of effort, my time during middle school could have been more pleasant.  But instead, my attitude towards my education was very relaxed and I never found a reason to try.  This skewed mindset of mine confronted a real challenge when I applied to high school.  Since my grades were very low, my chances of getting into a good school seemed very bleak.  The only schools I was sure to get into were Far Rockaway and Beach Channel High School because they were my zone schools.  Despite being close, these were two of the worst high schools in Queens, and my mother wouldn’t even consider sending me to either one.  After receiving a rejection letter from Midwood High School in Brooklyn, I found out that I had been accepted to John Adams High School in Ozone Park, Queens.  Although I didn’t know much about the school, it seemed to be a much better option than choosing one of the schools in Far Rockaway.  Now that I finally had a high school to look forward to after graduation, I felt a huge feeling of relief because just a few weeks before my future had been looking very dim and worst of all, I knew that I was mostly to blame for this.

Fresh Start

The year was 2005 and it was early September.  On my first day of school, I had many new things to look forward to: a new school, a clean slate in my academic life and the chance to travel to school by myself.  Although the last part may seem trivial, it was a very big deal for me, because when I lived in Corona my elementary school was a few blocks away, so my mother usually walked my brothers and me there.  When we moved to Far Rockaway, my new elementary school was yet again only a few blocks away so my mother would drive me the few blocks everyday to and from.  Even after elementary school, my middle school was right across the street from my home, so enough said.  Now that my new school was far enough away to be an inconvenience for my mother to drop me off, she had no choice but to let me take the train by myself.  With my first ever school issued lime green metro card in hand, I took the A train from the last stop in Far Rockaway, Mott Avenue, to Rockaway Boulevard, about a half hour trip away.  

Back to my first day.  So on that memorable day, I remember getting off the train and walking those few blocks to the entrance of my new school.  Seeing a line forming around the corner of the school, I decided to get on it because students were slowly filing into the building.  While on this line I did notice something odd however; there were mostly females on it.  Despite this fact, I decided to remain on it and just wait until my section of the line filed into the building.  Shortly after making this realization, a girl behind me asked me, “You do know this is the girls line, right?”  Although in my head I was saying “Oh my God!!”, on the outside I kept my composure and just sped-walked off the line and around the building to the right line.  Despite this minor mishap, the rest of my first day of high school went by pretty well and the thrill of once again hopping on the A train to go home put the icing on the cake for me.

With my first day of high school under my belt, I moved through my first two years pretty easily.  One thing that did change during this time was my grades.  On my first high school report card I received an 85 average.  Now although this may seem average to your typical student, this felt like going to the World Series to me because I had never gotten such a high average in middle school.  While still adjusting to this new mark, on my next report card I got a 90 average.  It was at this point that I realized two things: that the rumors about me being bright might be true and that with a little bit of effort some good could come out of me trying in school.  With my newfound genius, 90 and 95 averages became the norm for me and for the first time ever I wasn’t constantly getting in trouble around parent teacher conference night.

Second Half

Though the first half of high school was great for me, I must admit that the second half was more fun and memorable.  I believe a lot of this change had to do with my involvement with student government.  You see things all started to change for me at the end of the spring term in 2007.  One day I was taking a nap in my pre-calculus class and out of nowhere a girl named Shernada tapped me on the head and said hey “Would you like to join the Leadership class?”  Being that she had woken me from my slumber, I must have given her a funny look at first, but afterwards, I told her, sure why not.  So on that day, I signed the paper that allowed me to specifically request the Leadership class for the fall in 2007.  

By the start of my junior year my grades were still high and I was becoming more involved with the student government in my school.  During this year, I had a lot of things to start thinking about such as taking the SAT’s and figuring out what college I wanted to go to.  Although these things loomed over my head, one thing in particular that I was especially looking forward to was the National Honor Society.  You see when I was in middle school, it would always get to around that time of the year when the teacher would call a select few students out of the classroom to tell them that they had made the honor roll.  Though my grades were horrible during middle school, making the honor roll was still a dream of mine, although I knew it would never happen because my grades would not allow it.  So now that I was in high school and given a clean slate to start from, I made sure that I would never allow my grades to disqualify myself from attaining such an accomplishment.  In my school, however, one could only be invited into the National Honor Society when one was a junior or senior; so despite my dream, I had to wait till my junior year.  Now that junior year was finally here, I knew my invite would come soon enough and it did.  The feeling of being inducted into the National Honor Society was a feeling that I can honestly say I’ve never experienced before.  Though the moment was amazing, it would not be the only time in which I would receive such an honor.

One of the main reasons why I enjoyed the second half of my high school years was because of my involvement in student government.  You see the purpose of the Leadership class was to teach us leadership skills and to allow us to utilize them throughout the school, especially in student government.  So, at the start of my junior year, I became immersed into a new, yet interesting batch of friends, and my days began to consist of more than just going to school and coming home.  When I became part of the Leadership/student government gang, I had the pleasure of having one of the greatest teachers in Queens, if not all of NYC.  Ms. Matthews was her name and her love and passion for teaching almost made me consider teaching when I got older, although by that time I was already beginning to think about a career in medicine.  Although I had a handful of great teachers, Ms. Matthews was by far one of the most caring and loving teachers I’ve ever had.  Since she ran student government and the Leadership class, she got to know me and my classmates very well and, despite the heated moments that occurred when people weren’t meeting their deadlines, we also shared many fun and joyous moments.   

So as junior year went by, I grew closer with my Leadership friends and when the time came, I took my SAT’s.  Despite the preparation I underwent, I got a 1510 and was highly disappointed.  It was also around this time that I began to seriously consider where I would like to go to college the next year and what I would ultimately want to spend the rest of my life doing.  With that being said, my junior year continued nonetheless and over the summer I began to get ready for my last year at Adams.  

College Blues

When senior year finally came around I became the senior treasurer.  After applying during the school year before, no one else seemed interested in the position so I assumed the office with ease.  With the start of a brand new, though my last, year at Adams, I had some tough decisions to make early on.  I had to worry about my new office position in student government, college applications, my career goals, and I was also considering taking the SAT’s again to boost my scores up.  In terms of my SAT’s, I ended up taking it again at the end of 2008 and I was fairly pleased to find out that my score increased to a 1560.  Although it wasn’t at 2200 or anything like that, the improvement was good enough for me and it was a clear indicator that my hard work had paid off.  Now that my SAT’s were officially out of the way, I began to start doing my homework on colleges I wanted to attend.  You see originally I had wanted to go far away from home because I thought it would be beneficial to my growth as a man.  Due to the constant babying I experienced at home, especially from my mother, I thought I had no choice but to go away and that staying at home would stunt my growth, so to speak, but my current tenure at Brooklyn College, a local college, has a defense and story of its own.
SUNY Stony Brook, SUNY Albany, St. Johns University, Howard University!  These were some of the schools I was considering, especially the ones that were away from home.  I did also apply to a couple other SUNY schools (State University of New York), some CUNY’s (City University of New York), and Fordham (located in New York City), but most of these schools were just fillers and I wasn’t really considering them, ESPECIALLY not the CUNY schools.  So, as my senior year progressed and my college applications got mailed out, I began to do some serious thinking about my future.  At the time, my parents were constantly bugging me to choose a career in the medical field, particularly nursing, but with such a personal decision as this at hand, I wasn’t about to just hand over my future to my parents.  I thought about the idea of becoming a doctor, but thought first about all the negatives this involved.  Some of these included an additional four years of rigorous schooling, long and unusual work hours, not to mention enough debt to put a down payment on a decent sized home.  With these thoughts looming in my mind, I also thought about the positives.  I mean first and foremost I loved helping people; yes it is true that teachers and social workers also help people, but the kind of help physicians give to their patients is simply like no other.  I began to seriously consider medicine, because I knew that if I was successful that I would be able to use my knowledge and hands to manipulate the sometimes underestimated human body in order to bring healing and comfort.  Not only that, but because I’m a very friendly and positive person, I believed I could also provide patients with care from a totally more personal different perspective.  
Becoming a physician was something I felt would not only help me fulfill my hunger for being involved in the betterment of people, but would also unlock additional doors of opportunity in a world where people need more than just medical attention.  Medicine is a field which intimately requires a person’s time and attention, even when not at work.  With requirements like these, I couldn’t possibly let a few bumps deter me from entering a profession that always puts the needs of others before one’s own.
Now that I had my mind mostly clear about what I wanted to do when I got older, the question of where I would start this journey then came into play.  Now, when it was all said and done, my big three were SUNY Albany, SUNY Stony Brook and Howard University.  Though I would have like to have attended SUNY Stony Brook, I must admit that at the time, I only applied because of the school’s reputation and I never really had a true desire to go there; hence when I got their rejection letter, I didn’t feel too down about it.  I did, however, get accepted to SUNY Albany and Howard University and was ecstatic to go and visit both of them.  When I went to go visit Albany, I simply loved the campus!  Everything about it was very appealing to me and I could really picture myself being there in the fall.  Although a highly respected university, I didn’t like Howard on the other hand mainly because of the layout of its campus, which was like New York University, a bunch of buildings on several blocks.  At the time, it seemed pretty clear that I was most likely going to attend Albany, but I was just waiting for the financial aid package to arrive to confirm my acceptance.
At the time I thought I had everything in the bag; my number one college choice was prepped and ready to go and because of my 91 average, I was expecting scholarship letters to be just busting out of my mailbox.  But boy was I in for a surprise!  When I opened the financial aid letters from Albany and Howard, both of them showed $20,000 in loans, not even one single scholarship.  I simply could not believe my eyes; so I reread the letters to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, but to my misfortune the papers were correct.  Nothing made sense to me then because I knew my parents and I wouldn’t be able to afford these loans and that I therefore might have to put the loan under my name; but then I also thought to myself, oh wait if I take this loan out now, by the time I get into medical school, God-willing, I could possibly be in $80,000 + debt.  Being that I hated loans and wanted to start medical school with a clean slate financially, I knew I was in some deep trouble.  
It was at that time that I began to take a really deep look into all the other schools I had applied to.  Starting with the rejections, there was Fordham, Stony Brook, Buffalo, Binghamton, and on the acceptance end was St. Johns and some…some… some CUNY schools.  You see growing up I was basically brainwashed into thinking that the CUNY schools were the lowest rung of the ladder so when it came time to apply for schools, I put them down only as back-up schools, never honestly thinking I would be put into a situation where I would have to consider them.  With my top two schools out the door, City College and Brooklyn College came into my headlights, although not by choice.  Because of their affordable tuitions, I knew they were schools my parents could work with, especially since my brother (City College) and sister (Hunter College) had attended CUNY’s.  Since the remaining days of my senior year were dwindling down, I had to make a choice and quick.  I ended up choosing Brooklyn College for two reasons: 1) City College was too far and 2) I felt like I knew Brooklyn a little more than City because I recalled seeing its library clock tower on post cards.  So just like that my big “college decision” was made off of a familiar post card and a reluctance to travel an excessive distance; although it seems trivial, I’ll provide a much deeper retrospection on this later on.
Last Days

With this heavy burden of decisions lifted off my shoulders, all I had to do from here on out was to sit back and relax and watch the rest of my high school days zoom on by, and that they did.  When graduation came around, it was a very special day for me because, for one I got to wear a special golden sash over my graduation gown because of the National Honor Society, and I got to sit apart with my fellow NHS members in the first few rows.  Now this was in no way to say that I was better than anybody, but it was a cool feeling because never before had I been publicly considered to be part of the top group of students.  This particular graduation was also very special for me because I received a few awards.  After the ceremony, my friends and I took pictures and from here on out it was vacation time for me until my first day of college.

During the summer time, I did have to come in to take a math placement test, although fortunately for me because of my high score on my Spanish Regents exam and my completion of a College Now Calculus class, I was exempted from math and a language.  So now with all my placement tests done, at the end of August I started school.  Although a first day of college doesn’t really compare to a first day of high school, my first day of college was very different from my first day of high school in that I felt very lost and alone.  I mean I was going to a new school in which I knew absolutely no one, and most importantly, I was very shy and I was in a school that wasn’t even my top backup school choice!  Despite my reluctance, I made the most of it and tried to get comfortable, especially since I knew I would be spending the next four years of my life there anyway.

I started Brooklyn College in the fall of 2009 and during my first semester there I was taking General Chemistry, English 1, two core classes, and Calculus II.  Although I had my occasional struggles in Chemistry, Calculus II was really giving me a big problem and no matter what I did, the material just wouldn’t stick.  To make matters worse, I knew that I was only taking the class because my math teacher from high school had told me that Calculus II was needed to get into medical school.  With this in mind, I continued to study hard and tried to make use of any resources available to me that could possibly help me pass the class.  After a while, I just gave up mentally.  But fortunately, I received some good news not too long after; only Calculus I was required to be accepted into medical school and on top of that, Calculus II wasn’t even required for my major, Biology.  When I found out this piece of information, I was just jumping with joy because we were just about to take our first exam in my class and the deadline to withdraw was just around the corner.  So with the deadline fast-approaching and new struggles arising in my Chemistry class, I decided to withdraw from Calculus II and focus on my other classes, especially Chemistry.

With Calculus out the way now, I had yet another mountain to tackle, General Chemistry.  Though I thought I was doing fairly decent in Chemistry, for some reason I wasn’t doing very well on my lab quizzes.  Because of my constant low grades in lab, one day I received a letter stating that I was in danger of failing Chemistry.   Despite this danger, the letter did also say that I could enroll in a special workshop that would help prepare me for my first lecture exam and for subsequent lab quizzes.  Although I decided to take this workshop, I was still extremely discouraged and worried, because in my head I wanted to go to medical school right after graduating from college and it made no sense to me as to why I was doing so poorly in one of the basic required pre-medical courses.  Despite the scare this letter gave me and the fact that I had to attend this workshop, I ended up doing fine in Chemistry and ended my first year with good grades.  

Going into my sophomore year was very stressful for me because I had to take Organic Chemistry.  With the amount of rumors and stories I heard, I was completely terrified of taking the class, but what was most painful was the fact that there was no way around it.  So during the summer before my sophomore year (summer of 2010), I took a summer class and went to a four day Organic Chemistry workshop to prepare myself for the upcoming semester.   Despite occasional feelings of despair, I was actually well prepared for Organic Chemistry 1, but I still had to put in my fair share of work since I was also taking Biology 1 as well. 

With the end of the Fall 2010 semester in sight, all I had to do now was study for my finals and continue to do well in my labs for Biology and Organic Chemistry.  Although my plan seemed easy, unfortunately things didn’t play out this way.  You see one day after the fall semester classes had ended, I was home studying for my Organic Chemistry final in the kitchen upstairs in my home.  No one else was home and my father had been in bed the whole day; my mother said he had come home early feeling really sick.  It was during the evening and I was just reading through some notes when I heard a sudden thud.  Although I wasn’t sure what it was, I decided to check in my father’s room.  When I went into the bathroom, there was my father lying on the ground.  I immediately went to him and started asking him what was wrong and if he was okay.  His responses to me were very weak and he seemed very disorientated.  So I picked him up and tried to sit him down on the toilet seat, when his head just fell back, his eyes slightly rolled up and his breathing became very heavy.  For the next ten seconds my mind went completely blank as I held my father’s head in my hand, trying to keep him from falling.  While my father was unconscious, I kept saying “dad, dad!!,” but he didn’t respond.  A few seconds later he snapped out of it, but seemed very weak; so I helped him to his bed and called 911.

When the EMTs finally came to my home, I frantically told them everything I could and as we got on the ambulance and began to move, I must admit I felt like crying.  I had never before seen my father in such a condition and I believe that’s what hurt me most; but still at the same time, I couldn’t cry because at the moment my father needed me to be strong for him.  After finally arriving at the hospital and notifying the rest of my family members, we then had to wait several grueling hours before we received any news.  When the doctor finally came back, we were told that my father had a benign pituitary gland tumor.  I believe that the fact the prognosis had tumor in it took us all aback for a second, but at the same time it was a bit reassuring to find out it was benign.

After spending all of the night and most of the early morning in the emergency room, my brothers and I went home because of work/school in the morning, while my mother stayed with my father, who was eventually transferred to North Shore Long Island Jewish Hospital.  Although it seemed like my father was somewhat out of hot water, things were only just beginning.  Mind you, despite all this that was going on, I was still well in the midst of my finals week and still had three final exams I had to worry about.  So after my father was transferred and it was decided by the doctors that he would need to go under the knife, I think that’s when things began to become more difficult for me because while I had to drive out to the hospital to be there for my father and my family, I also had to try and study at every chance I got.  It got so bad at times that there were many occasions in which I just brought my books with me to study at the hospital.  

Through it all, and by the grace of God, I managed to get through this very tough time in my life and to survive the semester with good grades as well.  This past semester (spring 2011) my mother actually underwent ambulatory surgery as well, but thankfully she was able to go home the next day; due to the support of my other family members I was able to push through and keep my grades up.

Now as I had said earlier, my college decision wasn’t really made off of anything solid.  I just happened to have been reluctant to travel far and happened to know a little bit more about one school than the other.  As much as I may not want to admit it, however, when I think about it now, I can’t possibly imagine myself being anywhere else but Brooklyn College.  One of things I love about God the most is that a lot of times we think we know what’s best for ourselves and we think that something we particularly have our eyes on is what we need, but usually that isn’t even half the story.  I believe that God manipulated certain things during my college application process to make sure that I didn’t go away.  I mean the fact that I hate loans and it just so happens that that’s all my top school choices were offering me loans was no coincidence.  And then to choose a school only because of a few memorable buildings?!  I think what’s even crazier is the fact that I never even stepped foot onto the Brooklyn College campus before I enrolled, yet at the rate I’m going now I can’t even imagine strolling through any other campus.

For me, I’m not a big believer in chance and whenever I get the chance to stop and think about where I am now and where I would be had I followed my own plans, who knows where I would have ended up!  But I’m happy to say that after putting my faith and trust in God, I’m starting to see that’s there’s a reason why God kept me in Brooklyn.  Whether it be to help assume responsibilities in my home, to become more active at my home church, or to grow in my relationship with God, day by day I’m realizing that certain things are out of my hands and are just beyond my comprehension.  What’s great about it on the other hand is that although there’s so much uncertainty on my part, I don’t ever to get too caught up in my struggles because I know that God has a plan for me and that he only wants the best for me.  So being that God has a pretty good reputation of being reliable, not only in my life, but in other people’s lives as well, I most certainly plan on seeking his guidance for every other decision that may come my way from choosing my next semester of courses to, choosing a specialty.     

At the present moment I’m going through my junior year at Brooklyn College, and am glad to say that I was accepted to a pipeline program into the SUNY Downstate Medical School.  The program, which provides many resources and support, will help prepare me for medical school and the hectic transition that awaits me.  It is also providing me with invaluable shadow experience, workshops, and test preparation that I will most definitely need when I enter medical school.  Although the program is an aid to me tremendously, it doesn’t mean that I have any right to become complacent or feel like I’m better than my fellow peers who are striving for the same goal because I still have to study, take my MCAT’s, and graduate like everyone else.  I’m truly fortunate to have been accepted into this program and do feel the need to give God his due credit because I’m sure there were many other great applicants out there competing with me, not to anything away from my own hard work.  I guess what I’m ultimately trying to say is that I didn’t do or accomplish all the things I’ve done on my own.  Just looking at the situation I’m in right now, all the great friends I’ve made, and great professors I’ve had, and comparing it to my situation in middle school showed me that although things never always go as planned, there’s always somebody out there writing a better one for you.                

Jumping the Hurdle

By GGG
 “I detect an accent. What is your background?, a curious question from the guy sitting in front of me.

“I am from Jamaica”, I responded.  “Oh Jamaica-Mon, Raasclaat, Bomboclaat!!!”, he enthusiastically responded, as if there was a need for him to try to connect.   This, however, wasn’t the first time I had heard these terms or variants of these terms. I nodded my head and smiled uneasily.  “Are your parents still there or are they here with you?” He continued his interrogation on a topic I am particularly touchy about. 

Living in Jamaica wasn’t easy but it was something that I knew how to deal with. There are a lot of misconceptions about the Jamaican culture and people.  Several of them originate from the media or from rumors, whether it is that we all smoke weed, listen to reggae all day, that Bob Marley is our only reggae artist or that we are all from Kingston. Contrary to popular belief, I was born in St. Elizabeth, one of the fourteen parishes located in the center of the island. I grew up in the Content District near a local town called Balaclava.  Growing up was easy; I had an eventful childhood, from picking mangoes in the summers, to bird hunting to swimming in rivers. 

I attended several institutions, the first of which was the Balaclava Basic School where I spent my first 2 years of education. The education system in Jamaica is well developed as it offers students a variety of opportunities to move forward.   However, many students are limited due to lack of money for tuition or lack of guidance by parents who themselves are not educated enough to help. Therefore, there are only a few students who stand out and who are able to make it past high school. I was lucky to have parents who were adamant in ensuring that I attended the best schools. After Basic School, I transferred to Santa Cruz Preparatory School where I spent the next six years. I then preceded to Munro College High School, a prestigious all boys’ high school in St. Elizabeth, where I earned my high school diploma. I graduated in 2005 with 8 Caribbean Secondary Examination Certificates (CSECs) from the Caribbean Examinations Council (CXC).

After high school, I proceeded immediately to the CAPE (Caribbean Advanced Proficiency Examinations) level with the goal of achieving my associate degree, a degree which takes 2 years. “What do you mean I am not going back to school tomorrow?”, I shouted at my mom, “I have 1 year left for my associate degree.  You can’t do this to me!”.  I had unawarely drifted off to place I didn’t particularly want to go to. “Yuh a go a foreign tomorro mawnin”, a teary eyed response.

A state of shock overwhelmed me and everything flooded my mind. I thought about my degree, my friends, my life in Jamaica. I was informed by my mom that we had to leave the country as soon as possible as my dad was bent on canceling my visitor’s visa to the United States and I wouldn’t be getting my citizenship.

The next morning we were on a flight to JFK, New York to stay with my aunt, her husband and her 2 children in Canarsie, Brooklyn. My mom and I entered the country on a visitor’s visa but had every intention on staying past the deadline given. 

As an illegal immigrant, I spent the next 2 years trying to integrate myself into this newly found society. Little did I know that this was going to be the start of one of the most depressing years of my life. I had been forcefully removed from my home and thrust in an environment where I didn’t have any social, financial or educational stability. Here I was, a 17 year old kid, recently graduated from a prestigious high school with distinction, but unable to continue my studies as I wasn’t accepted in any college. I hadn’t yet taken the SATs and hadn’t applied to any schools. The U.S. system was new to me and neither my mom nor my aunt was educated enough to help me with the process. I found myself in a state of emotional stress, not only because of studying for the SATs, but also due to for the fact that I had left my friends back home and had traded them for staying in an god forsaken house all day with an SAT book. 

Three months passed and my birthday neared; I took the SATs and got a great score. But two days after my 18th birthday, I was approached by my aunt. “Yuh can’t stay inna di house all day. Yuh haffi go find work” she blatantly stated. I simply nodded since I was staying in her house and didn’t want to seem disrespectful. The concept of work was never a problem for me; I had been working ever since I was 11 years old to make pocket change or to help pay for my school fees. However, the problem was I was unable to work as I didn’t have a working permit. I had come into the country with a visitor’s visa and not a working one. Nevertheless, I asked around.  However, no one wanted to hire someone “fresh off the boat.” 
Finally, a family friend offered me a job in a health food /bookstore in Queens. The requirement for this was that I attend a Seventh Day Adventist Church as the bookstore was owned by the church. To me it wasn’t a problem, as I had previously attended many churches in Jamaica, one of them the Santa Cruz Seventh Day Adventist Church, where I had made great friends and had a sense of community. 

“So fi mi church no good fi yuh!” she screamed at me. “Yuh think because yuh 18, yuh a man?” “But Antie....” I got cut off mid sentence. “If mi neva know any better, mi call immigration pon yuh” she beamed at me.

I was pissed. Here I was told to go find work and when I found it, it was a problem. The concept of Sunday church versus Saturday church wasn’t a big deal to me. It shouldn’t matter on which day you choose to give praise, as long as it was given. The next couple of months were like this, confrontations that varied from me eating cookies in the cabinet to me staying out past seven. All of these ended up the same, with a threat to call immigration.  All my life I had considered her my favorite aunt, but living with her I made a shocking discovery about her true character. 
I hid all my important documents before she could get access to them to make her threat real.

I continued working and simultaneously applied to some NY area colleges that I had researched. Within a few months, I was getting acceptance letters. It pained me to have to defer acceptance as I couldn’t pay for school yet. My Mom and I had hired an immigration lawyer and had been fighting a spouse battery case in order to try to get U.S. residency. Months passed and depression set over me, the constant challenges from my aunt, no social connection to the community, and the inability to attend college all really got me down. The depression really got to me and my mom and I decided to move out of my aunt’s house into a newly found apartment.

 A few weeks later I received my working permit and enthusiastically began searching for jobs now that I could work legally. This meant I could work and pay for college. I found an opening for a job at the American MultiCinemas (AMC) Theaters. I applied for the job and got called in for an interview.

“Are your parents still there or are they here with you?” He continued his interrogation on a topic I am particularly touchy about.

“No, my mom is in NY and my father is in Texas” I replied. “Well, welcome to AMC” offering his hand.  I enthusiastically shook his hand. This was the start I needed, the start to get my life back on track.

Freshman Year

The BOSC (Business Opportunities for Science Careers) program was recruiting incoming freshmen for its program. The program provided advice, aid and also a stipend to help students. I applied to the program and got accepted.  The program included a summer program where students were introduced to the college while taking some introductory courses to aid the transition between high school and college. This program proved to be great help as it gave me the start I needed within the Brooklyn college community.

Still being considered an international student, I was required to pay out of state tuition.  Along with other fees, this summed up to around $5,000 per semester, excluding books. I was working overtime at work in order to pay my monthly tuition installments as my mother wasn’t able to help me. It was stressful but barely manageable for the time being. My first semester went by slowly as the adjustment was hard, dealing with work, home, the lack of a social life and the pending case of my mother and father, but I managed to get through with the help of friends and professors from school. 

At the end of that semester, I realized that I did not have the full tuition to continue on to the second semester.
“Hello?” “May I speak with GGG?”  “Yes speaking” I responded, already knowing what this call was all about.  “Sir, I see that you have registered for the spring semester, but your payments haven’t been made.” “Yes I know Miss, but I am unable at this time.” “Have you heard about the Tuition Pay Plan?” she suggested. “I am currently on that plan, but I don’t think I am able to make the first payment before the deadline.” “Sir I am sorry to inform you that”, my heart skipped a beat, my throat was dry and for a moment I heard the words, but I was already traveling to a place of what if. What if I don’t make it back? What If I ended up being like those thugs in my old neighborhood smoking weed all day? What if? What if? She was kind to me, offering me different choices; however none seemed plausible because of my residency status. 
“Sir, did you hear me? Your registration will be canceled in the event that you fail to pay your tuition on time.” “I understand”, I replied. I had spent the past few days visiting banks about student loans, the school financial aid office and the scholarship office, but the thing they all had in common was the requirement to be a legal resident of both New York State and the U.S.A.
“But mommy, it only ago tek about 3 weeks and then I return the money to yuh.” “GGG , mi caah help yuh, yuh think money grow pon tree? Plus mi nuh have dat type of money right now.” A lie as I just wrote the check you asked me to last week for you and rebalanced your checkbook for you. My mother has always been that way with money, as was her father before her. 
After a few more efforts failed, I made the hard decision to take a semester off and work to accumulate the monetary funds needed. I promised myself that I would return to college and would be enrolled in the summer session for 2009. 
To keep true to my promise, I worked and then enrolled in the summer session where I took 12 credits so that I would be considered a sophomore for the coming fall.  It also gave me great joy that I was finally approved for NYC residency and would now be eligible to receive financial aid in the fall.
Sophomore Year

Sophomore year came as a new challenge, where the weight of the financial issue was somewhat relieved and I now focused on catching up on the classes that I should have taken the semester I had to take off. However, while this challenge was just breaking from a transition stage, I welcomed it and triumphed.  
This year brought great fruits. I was introduced to a new program at Brooklyn College, LSAMP, the Louis Stokes Alliance for Minority Participation, which sparked my interest in doing research. Through this program, I not only was getting wonderful opportunities to facilitate one of my passions, but also aid with books, conferences and lots more. The LSAMP program had me working as a research assistant for Dr. Charlene Forest throughout the year. This was intriguing as I was not only learning from classes, but doing actual work in a laboratory, which I found quite remarkable.
I started to become more active in the Brooklyn College community joining clubs such as Universitas Scientiae (World of Science Club) and programs such as the Collegiate Science and Technology Entry (CSTEP) Program, which helped to motivate me to continue on my path. I became the Vice President of the World of Science Club and organized various activities to give back to the school and community such as blood drives, fundraising events, peer-led workshops, to name a few.  Sophomore year went by quite fast as I was finally fitting into Brooklyn College life. I had time, not much, but adequate enough to have a social life and also make money on my part time job to pay for books and to pay for household bills.
Opportunities were numerous and being apart of these various programs had some benefits. I was presenting my research at the annual LSAMP conference at the Brookhaven National Laboratory for my first time, passionately explaining the research that I had been doing for a year to interested students. “So, Mr. Hutchinson, where did you apply for a summer program for the summer?” I was asked by the program director, a person whom I had never spoken to before nor had I noticed was washing his hands in the sink next to mine. “I applied to various programs from the DAAD in Germany to a research assistant position at SUNY Downstate.” “Have you heard any responses?” he said, now drying his hands and looking at me. “Well, I heard from the DAAD, but the rest no, Sir.” I had forgotten I was speaking to the man who wrote my stipend checks.

“How would you like to go to Colombia?” I stared at him. “Well, I need an answer right now.” “Sure!” I enthusiastically responded, although I heard “Hell yeah” reverberating in my mind. “Well, email me your resume and a biographical profile by Monday. We will also be having a meeting with the students who are going in 30 minutes; I suggest you attend.”
After the conference, I hurried home and emailed him the requirements. I arrived in Cartagena, Colombia in June of 2010 where I spent 65 days doing environmental research, and along with fellow students, also taught English, Math, Biology, Chemistry and Computer Science to high school students. 
Junior Year

This is the year every college student remembers; for me I began as I looked at my degree status online and saw that it was time to declare my major. I had always known this time would come and it was time to face the consequences of my major declaration and also time to face the premedical requirements. I had been slowly checking them off one by one, but now there were 2 road blocks in front of me that were intimidating. As you may guess, it’s every student’s favorite subject, Organic Chemistry. After I officially declared my major as Biology, I remember sitting down in class the first day and looking around. There I could see the confident students who were taking this class for the first, some for the second time, and the students who where probably thinking what did they sign up for, like I was thinking. This class was revered among the students of Brooklyn College as it separated the few who actually had the ability to pass the course from the crowd. 
“How was Colombia?” asked Hope. “He is smiling and wearing a rosary. I bet it was ok,” replied Antoinette. Hope and Antoinette were two friends from Physics 1 and also from the CSTEP program. “It was fun,” well some part actually, the part where I didn’t have 12 hour days and working Monday to Friday, teaching on Saturday and resting on Sundays for 7 weeks. But this explanation would have to wait as the class went silent as Dr.Horowitz, the new Organic 1, or as we referred to it, the new Orgo teacher placed her stack of papers and books on the desk. The syllabi were distributed and there was mumbling as we looked through the material that we were going to cover.
My first impression of her was that she was a bit quirky which I liked and seem to care about her students.  As the weeks passed and the tests got harder, alliances began to form and students began to create study groups to combat the material. It surprised me that Dr. Horowitz not only encouraged students to come to her office hours but implemented sessions where she would voluntarily stay on some nights to have extra problem sessions, even on holidays. 
I found this quite weird as personally this was the first time I saw a professor show so much interest in her students not only in their passing the course but also understanding the material. If she was so driven to have these sessions, then I would make it my duty to attend. Another particular outlet that I can attribute to my success was the MAPS/NBSSO study group. This group consisted of 6-8 students who came together teaching each other the material and making sure each other understood the material. This group was frequented often by Dr. Horowitz to make sure we understood the material.
As the year progressed, I made Organic Chemistry my life, still balancing research, my programs, my club and various other responsibilities. With a combination of these workshops, late night studying till 3am, frantic breakdowns, arguing over which mechanisms would work,  synthesis of a compound using 10 reagents only to find out that there is a better combination of only 3 reagents , headaches and social mishaps, I am proud to say I did extremely well in Orgo 1.
Well, if it wasn’t bad the first time around with Orgo 1, Orgo 2 came with different struggles and a new teacher, but the friendships in the MAPS/NBSSO study group remained strong. My friends, Antoinette, Hope, Mark, Gardith, Stephanie, Cherry Xu, Martha and so many students who have constantly been in that room day after day to help me have become more and more dear to me. The lab unknowns, midterms, explanations from professors which made no logical sense, all did their part in making this year a tough one, but I proud to say that I got through it and did remarkable once again.  

The end of my junior year saw me being accepted into another study abroad research internship, this time at the Mental Health and Neuroscience Hospital at the University of Maastricht, Netherlands where I worked on a 3 month project on Epilepsy and Alcohol Dependency. 
Senior Year

As I write now, I look forward to my fourth year of college as this will be the year I say farewell to Brooklyn College, when I walk down that aisle to collect my Bachelor of Science in Biology, wave to my family in the audience, hug my friends and finally come to the fork in the road. As I mentioned before, my intention is to become a doctor, but I also have my interest in research. I am going to become a doctor, but in what sequence? I have learned from the past that things don’t always come as you would like them, but rather sometimes come in ways you don’t expect. I strongly believe the motivation to excel is not due to outside influences, but is due to the drive within to learn from the past and use it in the future. It is that drive within that allows you to shake off whatever is thrown on your back and step on up. In Jamaica we have this saying that “Wi likkle but wi talawah” meaning that though we are small, we are mighty. This story isn’t told to induce pity, sympathy or to victimize myself or any other person depicted, but is about rising above these challenges and jumping that hurdle.
by HHH

I came from a humble background. Both of my parents are immigrants from Haiti who decided to strive to achieve the American dream by pursuing an education and a career. After leaving Haiti, my father spent some time in the Bahamas, where he learned English, as well as attended trade school to become an electrician. He later moved to New York, where he received his certification to work as an electrician and went on to open his own small business. My mother moved to New York at a very young age and eventually pursued a career in special education. Their marriage produced seven children, of which I am the eldest. My father worked single handedly for the most part as the breadwinner for our family. Everything that was needed, he worked for it. It is this work ethic that he also instilled in us growing up. 
My dream of becoming a physician began the year I turned eight. One evening.  I remember being in pain every time I attempted to take a breath. I later woke up in the middle of the night, unable to sleep. After my concerned parents rushed me to the emergency room, I remember taking my first set of x-rays and being treated by kind nurses. When my results came out, I remember admiring two older gentlemen as they astutely looked over the dark picture of my chest cavity. They eventually came and explained to me that I was suffering from acute pneumonia. Although in my eight year old mind I was scared at the thought of potentially dying from pneumonia, the doctors assured me that I had nothing to fear and that they would take good care of me. Sure enough, the two day hospital stay was an awesome one. Although I dreaded the blood draws and IV lines, I got to have mac n cheese and watched endless holiday marathon movies on television. In addition to all these things, I remember being visited by what I know now to be medical students on rotation. They looked eager to learn and were very friendly and compassionate. This had a huge impact on me as a child and I soon found myself saying that I wanted to become a doctor when I grew up. 
The last semester of high school, my father was diagnosed with kidney failure. I remember him, once energetic for the work day, now stripped of energy due to bi-weekly dialysis treatments. Following the economic depression, my father’s business, though once profitable, became really slow. He was forced to dismiss his workmen, and he struggled to continue to provide for the family on his own. This became worse after my father became ill. But nonetheless, he made sure our basic needs were taken care of. He was able to see me graduate high school and he helped me to prepare for my first semester of college. As the year drew to a close, he was diagnosed with terminal colon cancer and he passed just two weeks before finals. Despite the loss, I was able to press forward and continue to do what he has instilled in me: trust God, work hard, and never give up. 
With my educational background, I had no trouble adjusting to the college workload the first few semesters.  It was around that time when I was introduced to MAPS: the Minority Association for Pre Medical Students. MAPS became my home away from home. There I met students, just like me, who were mainly first generation Caribbean Americans, who intended on entering the medical field. There was nothing phenomenal or extraordinary about them. The thing that defined them was their passion and the support that they gave each other to push each other to their goals. Since then, all of the students that were in MAPS when I first joined have had successful careers as medical students and researchers. I became more involved in MAPS, the more I realized that I indeed had what it takes to become a physician myself, despite my circumstances. I later served as vice-president, and president of my undergraduate MAPS chapter. Not to mention, I also served as the Pre-medical Representative on the regional board of the Student National Medical Association (SNMA). Throughout this time, I was able to mentor students who were unsure about the pre-med process, and I found mentors who too had challenges when they began their own journey to medical school. My MAPS family has been instrumental in making me the student, leader, and individual I am today. 
The summer before my junior year in college, I did an internship in my home country of Haiti through the Haiti International Clinical Apprenticeship Program (HICAP). This program brought pre-medical students and medical students to Haiti to learn about global medicine and its challenges, particularly in developing countries. We were blessed with the opportunity to shadow brilliant Haitian physicians in different hospitals in Port-au-Prince, and were given lectures by Global Health specialists, UN workers, and Haitian government officials. This experience showed me what medicine is truly about. The physicians we interacted with were not only skilled, but were extremely passionate about their work. Many of them sacrificed opportunities for better salaries abroad in order to help their fellow countrymen to attain a better quality of healthcare. The love and the kindness they expressed while treating their patients was reminiscent of the love and kindness that was expressed to me as a frightened eight year old patient in need of healing. I now know that this is what attracted me to medicine all those years ago. 
 

My journey to medical school has not by no means been easy. I support my mother as she struggles as a single parent raising my younger siblings, while continuing my studies and serving in multiple leadership roles in my local community. Following my college graduation, I have gotten the chance to reflect on my life and to solidify my purpose. I believe that the events in my life were not random series of events. I am convinced that my calling is to use the lessons I have heard and the experiences I have had to inspire and empower others, as well as to impart compassion, kindness and love to others as a physician. 
� Association of American Medical Colleges, Diversity in the Physician Workforce:  Facts & Figures 2010.
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