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DEDICATION
John A. Fitzgerald
1935-2016
John Fitzgerald, President of the Merrill Lynch Foundation from 1985 to 1997,
believed in the promise of the ScholarshipBuilder idea and gave it wings.
Without his vision and early support, this program could not have succeeded.
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INTRODUCTION

“We hope the success of this program, one of the longest continuous educational
programs ever implemented by a corporation, will encourage other organizations
to get involved in similar efforts which help produce the leaders and solid citizens
of the future.” Roger Vasey, former President, Merrill Lynch ScholarshipBuilder Foundation

THE PROGRAM
-

“ScholarshipBuilder is a model for what America can do to prepare a generation
for their future, to lay a foundation for success for these young people.”
John Jacob, former President and CEO, National Urban League
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Note: In the “Cities in Crisis” Special Analytical Report, it was found that 53.4% of Blacks in principal
school districts of the nation’s 50 largest cities graduated from high school in 2003-2004 (Swanson, C.B.,
2008). For the 10 ScholarshipBuilder cities, the average graduation rate for students in central districts
was 48.13%. Other studies indicated the national average for all Black students in this time frame was
no greater than 75% (Bucknor, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics, 2014).
Further, the college enrollment rate for students in low-income, high-poverty public schools in 2010 was
55%, according to the 2017 “High School Benchmarks Report.” And in 2016, the enrollment rate for
inner-city students after high school was 52% (National Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017).

POST-GRADUATION BACKGROUND

-

Defying the Odds
-

th

not
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“The success rates for the ScholarshipBuilder children after high school were

Westina Matthews, Ph.D.
Paul Critchlow
Rick Meier

TIMELINE
1988

Program launched at 10 simultaneous events on November 22

1991

Full-time coordinators added; additional annual funds allocated to affiliates

1994

Sixth-grade events held in each city

1995

Progress Report by Council of the Great City Schools

1999

Shanita Brown (Washington, D.C.) and William Morrison (Detroit) first to
enter college

2000

July 30-August 1 National celebration held in New York City
Final Report by Yale University Child Study Center

2001

Defying the Odds documentary released by Georgia Public Television,
following 5 Scholars in Atlanta

2017

Search begins for Scholars

2020

Virtual Reunion
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UNANSWERED QUESTIONS
How many ScholarshipBuilder graduates actually made it through college?
What careers did they take up, and how successful were they?
What were their dreams, and did they achieve them?
How were their personal lives affected?
Where are they today, and how are they faring?
Are there long-term lessons that can be drawn, and do they offer tangible solutions for
current and future generations?

BY THE NUMBERS
250

randomly selected first-graders

12

years

10

Urban League affiliates

$2,000

amount invested per child per year

$8 million

invested, grew to $16 million

$1.4 million

raised by Merrill Lynch employees

90%

high school graduation rate in 2000

88%

Went on to post-secondary education, technical training, or the military

160

Scholars located, including 5 deceased
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THE SEARCH

“The ScholarshipBuilder children faced a tremendous challenge in graduating.
With the help of their parents, teachers, mentors and so many community
volunteers, they rose to the challenge and we were tremendously proud of them.
Now, it’s even more gratifying to see how well so many of them have done in
college, careers, and life.”
David Komansky, former Chairman and CEO, Merrill Lynch

-

-
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HOW THEY FARED

After High School:

Highest Degree Earned:

Note: Extrapolating these survey/interview results to the original program cohort suggests that
approximately 210 of the original 250 students eventually achieved some form of post-secondary
education – hence, an estimated 81% overall rate. By any measure, an extraordinary outcome.
that for Black students who graduated from high school in 2000 only 21.3% had graduated from
college four years later (2004) and 40.2% by 2005.

Employment:
Note: We did not attempt to gather information about graduates who may have chosen to
be homemakers and/or stay-at-home mothers
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32ND ANNIVERSARY
nd

“Come the year 2000, I

“We chose a child. But we actually chose a family. Parents, siblings, grandparents.
Kinship relationships are so important.”
Glinda Jones O’Neill, Merrill Lynch
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LESSONS LEARNED

1. The Right Partnerships Matter:

“This is a real partnership where both parties came to the table, made the
contribution of bringing their strengths individually and collectively, and there
was certainly commitment from top to bottom both on the Merrill Lynch side
and from the Urban League side. I think it’s an important story for America.”
John Mack, former President and CEO, Los Angeles Urban League

2. You Can’t Start Too Early:

“If you wait until seventh grade, you’re going to miss a whole lot of students because
a lot of students drop out before the seventh grade. They drop out before the ninth
Eddy Bayardelle, former President, Merrill Lynch Foundation

3. Monitor Funding:
Note: In addition to funds set aside in trust for post-secondary
educational costs and other funds privately raised for program support, Merrill Lynch incurred miscellaneous
other expenses, including for outside consultants, special events, and certain administrative costs. We have not
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4. Shared Experience Matters:

-

“Conceptually, it was a great idea that this would be a cohort of young people
and their families could learn and grow together to take advantage of this great
opportunity, but the Boston public schools with their student assignment plan
and busing just made it impossible for that to happen.”
Joan Wallace-Benjamin, former President and CEO, Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts

5. Volunteers Matter:

-

“I would not be the person I am without ScholarshipBuilder and the relationships
that I formed with the Scholars in the program.” Christal Henner, Merrill Lynch
6. Coordinators Are Essential:

-

“ScholarshipBuilder was like a village. You had the volunteers from the community,
from Merrill Lynch. You had the coordinator and the Urban Leagues. And you had
the parents and the guardians and families. All these people just trying to be there
for these young people.”
Angela Hamilton, former Director of Education, Urban League of Detroit and Southeastern Michigan

7. Trust Is the Glue:

-
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“It really touched my heart how they [stakeholders] began to trust us. And I took
that trust very seriously.”
Bettina Lauf Forbes, former Program Director, Merrill Lynch
8. Outside Perspectives Can Really Help:

9. Keep Good Records:

.

10. Engage Parents and Family:

“The parent is the strong piece of the puzzle. If you get a good relationship
with the parents, they trust you, they know that you’re in the corner for their
children, they will support you in any way they can.”
Janice Tryce, former Education Director, Urban League of Philadelphia

11. Help Students to Stay on the Academic Path:

a chapter in How Social and Emotional Development Add Up: Getting Results in Math and Science
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12. Offer the Right Incentives:

Audrey Epperson, former former Director, Education, Employment and Training/Special Services

13. Help Students Get a Taste of College:

14. Help Students Make College Work:

“ScholarshipBuilder is a story of the good that can come from caring partners
coming together and investing hand in hand with families toward ensuring that
secondary success, in life, in career.”
Robyn Ince, former Vice President, Education Policy, Advocacy & Engagement, National Urban League

15. Emphasize the Power of Persistence:
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CLOSING
meant to

“Sometimes we need to look for simple, clear, unambiguous approaches.
and teachers to support young people’s academic success.”
Marc H. Morial, President and CEO, National Urban League

ACCOLADES
The President’s Service Award, White House, October 1999 – one of 21 recipients out of 3,000 nominations.
Association of Educational Publishers’ Golden Star Award for Business Leadership in Education,
Ed Press, New York, October 1999, for creating/supporting “innovative education programs,”
Community Outreach category.
Hands on New York Award, New York Cares and Time Warner Inc., September 1999, New York, for
excellence in corporate community service and “outstanding commitment to helping those in need.”
Council for Aid to Education 1998 Leaders for Change Award, co-recipient with IBM; January 1999.
As They Grow Award, Parents Magazine, May 1997, presented by Hillary Clinton, first recipient,
Corporate Citizen category.
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REFERENCES
Documenting the Impact of ScholarshipBuilder Program
on the Lifepaths of Students.
Young Black America Part One: High School Graduation Rates Are at the
Highest Ever
A Progress Report on Participating Students
Educational Leadership
A Chance to Win

How Social and Emotional Development Add Up: Getting Results in Math and
Science.

Defying the Odds
Cities in Crisis 2009: Closing the Graduation Gap
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SCHOLARS LOCATED
ATLANTA
LaLa Black
Kenyon Brittain
Calvin Coquitt
Kenyon DeMarco
Joseph Hall
Valerie Hunt
Mia James
Jacquinn Jenkins
Antoinette Jones
Tuere Porche Williams
Bakisa Rountree
Jameseace Stovall
Voncelli Walton

Jimmy Hall
Eric Hendrix
LaTonya Hughes Hill
Darren Jackson
LaToya Jackson
LaVitta Jamison
Travis McKinnon
William Morrison
Aaron Robinson
LaTina Robinson
LaQuiesha SneedRichardson
Andrew Stephenson
Letill West

BOSTON

HOUSTON

Armando Cradock
Russmann Jaimes
Bahjat Amaala Lightfoot
Martin Milk
Vieng X Patt
Joan Rivera
Xayma Saez
Tia Taylor Montana
Stephanie Theodora

CHICAGO
Thomas Banks
LaToya Beck
Ramonia Clark
Kimberly Davis
Erica Fraley
Tamila Housley
Gloria Johnson
Keada Johnson
Jermaine Lee
Nakia Lee
Keisha Roberson

DETROIT
Traneicia Davis
Bernandine Echoels Wilkes
Talonda Haley

Natasha Edmonison
Dawn K Ellison
Jason Estrella
Brandie Henderson
Kirkpatrick
Christina Jackson
Terance Joseph, Jr.
Rochelle Lee Calhoun
Sheree McCullough
Carter
Corey McQueen
Ernestina Moran Varela
Edmund Perryman
Dionne Springer McAdo
Denitta Thompson

MIAMI

Daniel Auzenne
Erica Ben Griffen
Chantelle Broussard
Hamilton
Juanita Cook
Shelly Crew
Patrick Fontenot
Nya Franklin
Marketa Goodwin
Kenneth Guidry
Michael Johnson
Donieshia Manley
Shaundria McGowen
Chad Mills
Shawanna Mosley
Edric Neal
Will Norwood
Tommy Price, Jr.
Leo Rhome
Gary Walker, Jr.

Laura Bromwell
Laura Daniels
Staretha Danquah
Hopkins
Arlet De Leon-Alfaro
Pierre Devoe
Yakika Jones
Lorenzo Jones
Torrance Malone
Ramona Nelson
Sheatia Seymour
Trenise Smith
Mary Summersett
Ashralle Walker
Kiarra Welsh Jenkins

NEW YORK
WanJira Banfieldd
Kelly Blake
Kurt Blyden
Nicole Brown
Kwame Coleman
Jose Crespo
Tarina Davis
Delano de Randamie
Anthony Drake

LOS ANGELES
Brandon Adams
Jared Brewer
Andrea Brooks Randle
Shaunte Crump
Bernadine Echols Wilkes
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Marlon Fisher
Ikay Henry
Monet Herman
Richard Holmes
Anthony Jeffries
LaResha Jones
Kylean Kilpatrick
Felicia Lee
Ashley Lightbourne
Kimberly Miller
Shanda Miller Sears
Starrene Rhett Rocque
Nilelijah Scott
Shaquanda Shaw
Stella Tobin
Tasheem Utsey

PHILADELPHIA
Keisha Curry Robertson
Niema Golphin
Frank Griffin
Tim Williams

WASHINGTON, D.C.
Ebony Allen Ojong
Shanita Brown Walker
Juanita DeVaughn
Angela Hamilton
Juanita Hill
Kelli Jenkins
Diana Johnson
Lakeda Martin-Jackson
Dawn Moore Culbreath
Joseph Paire, III
Lakeia Rawls
Ravon Waldron
Hilary Whitfield, II
Washawn Wiggins
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WANJIRA BANFIELD

New York City

“When you have people who are truly invested in your growth as a person and as a professional, you
really give your all because you know you have a team rooting for you.”

N

ew York’s WanJira Banfield graduated from
Syracuse University’s Newhouse School of
Public Communications, where she pursued a passion
for global community outreach, travel
writing, and communications. During
college, she studied abroad in Brazil,
Italy, England, Spain, and her parents’
hometowns in Kenya and Trinidad.
Her college experience, along with the
myriad of media interviews as
a ScholarshipBuilder student, inspired
her to pursue a career in media.

One of five children, Banfield says her parents were
college graduates who instilled the importance of
education and family from an early age. She loved
that the ScholarshipBuilder events
encouraged families to come along: “It
was a family affair that opened the
opportunity for the family to be
together and to be exposed to the same
kind of things.”
Banfield was in the fifth grade when
her mother passed away, and she
recalls, “I would not have been able to
overcome that without my own family
and without my ScholarshipBuilder family… they
helped me get through that trauma.”

Banfield moved to Miami, where she
was one of South Florida’s youngest radio Marketing
Directors, and was the lead travel writer for
MSNBC’s the grio.com. She moonlights as a fitness
instructor and has created a content development
company.

As a ScholarshipBuilder student, Banfield, says she is
grateful for “the opportunities, the ability to want
more, to want to be better and to excel. When you
have people who are truly invested in your growth as
a person and as a professional, you really give your
all because you know you have a team rooting for
you.”
“I’m so proud to have been part of such a great
group,” she says. “Because of the
ScholarshipBuilder program, each and every one of
us has a responsibility to pay it forward. I think we
will make the world proud.”
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CHANTELLE HAMILTON BROUSSARD

Houston

The importance of being able to go to school and get out absolutely debt free didn t really hit me
until I was actually applying for schools and didn t have to fill out any FAFSA paperwork.”

C

hantelle Hamilton Broussard is a second-grade
teacher in her hometown of Houston, where she
lives with her husband and 18-year-old son.
Broussard recalls the excitement of the
ScholarshipBuilder announcement, wearing a special
dress, and her mom pressing her hair in the middle of
the week. When asked at the event if she had ever
thought about college, she remembers saying, “I
never thought about going to college but I guess I am
now. Especially if there’s gonna be cake!”

a B.A. in psychology and earned an M.A. in early
childhood education. She teaches in a low-income
area and tries to make school fun so her students “can
leave behind the baggage just for that little while so
they can be the eight-year-olds that they are.” She
says she teaches the kids values, to “persist, to
achieve. To be a team and to honor one another.”

Broussard observes,
“When I was a kid, you
couldn’t tell me I was
from a poverty-stricken
area. I would not have
known what poverty was.
My mom did everything a
parent could and then some. And she made sure that I
understood the importance of education.”

Broussard says her dream is to open an early
childhood center. “I want to be able to write an early
childhood curriculum program and fix the things that
need to be fixed in the system. I know I can do these
things because I have all of the tools I need, having
the foundation that I had, being afforded the
opportunities that I had through the

The full impact of ScholarshipBuilder, she says, hit
when she filled out her first college application. “The
importance of being able to go to school and get out
absolutely debt free didn’t really hit me until I was
actually applying for schools and didn’t have to fill
out any FAFSA paperwork.”

ScholarshipBuilder program.”

Although she loved the college tour provided by the
Urban League, Broussard wanted to be close to home
and attended the University of Houston. She married
and had her son while in college. She graduated with
21

ROCHELLE LEE CALHOUN

Los Angeles

”I am very hands-on with my children. My parents were the same way, and I am grateful for it now.”

R

ochelle Lee Calhoun of Los Angeles earned a
B.A. in Mass Communication from Southern
University and a master’s in Secondary Education
Curriculum and Instruction. She taught at the high
school and college level; currently, she home-schools
her two young sons and is co-owner of The Red
Wagon, School Supply Concierge and of LiveFree
Natural Home & Body Care.
Calhoun recalls that her parents, both of whom
attended college, were very involved in her education
and the ScholarshipBuilder process. “They always
talk about how we had a lot of meetings and
interventions,” Calhoun recalls. She says her mother
worked hard to “make sure I got the promise that was
set before me.” She has two older brothers.
Calhoun says, “I am not ashamed of being a
helicopter mom. I am very hands-on with my
children. My parents were the same way, and I am
grateful for it now. At the time you think it’s a bit
much, but when you grow up and mature, you
appreciate your parents for everything they do.”

historically Black colleges in California,” Calhoun
says, “so being able to travel and see schools with
students who look like you and were on the path
you’re trying to reach was really cool to see.”
Although she majored in journalism, internships at a
local news station convinced her that was not the
career for her. She took a job as a substitute teacher –
“My very first day in the classroom I said, ‘I should
have majored in education’” – and earned her
teaching certification. She met her future husband at
church during her first year of teaching.

Calhoun recounts a tough freshman year. She left a
private junior college in California after one semester
and completed her freshman year at a local
community college before “a lightbulb went off.” She
says, “Maturity is a major factor of being away at
college and I just didn’t have it at the time.”
Calhoun graduated from Southern University in
Baton Rouge, Louisiana, which she had visited on her
ScholarshipBuilder college tour. “There are no
22

ARMANDO CRADOCK

Boston

“ScholarshipBuilder probably saved my life. Where would I have been, with no money, no college,
no motivation? It made a difference that people cared.”

A

rmando Cradock was born in Costa Rica, where
he and his four siblings were adopted by a
couple from Massachusetts. He had been in the
United States for only a year or two when he was
selected for the Boston ScholarshipBuilder class.

Cradock, like his siblings, was deeply affected by the
abuse inflicted by his birth parents. Substance abuse
and legal issues led him to return to Costa Rica in
2014. His English-language skills are in high demand
and he has built a career in sales, customer service,
and training.
“Life is wonderful now,” Cradock says. “This is what
needed to happen to me. I am happy with who I’ve
become. I’m proud of where I’m at and where I’ve
been.” He is close with his sons, Daniel (almost 21
and recently married) and Noah, 14, who live in New
Hampshire. “My mom always said I had an angel,” he
says. “For me, ScholarshipBuilder was such a
blessing.”

Cradock recalls that his adoptive parents tried to keep
him involved but lost touch with ScholarshipBuilder
after the family moved to New Hampshire. As his
high school graduation approached, Merrill Lynch
contacted him through his mother; Cradock had
dropped out of school and was about to become a
father.
“ScholarshipBuilder probably saved my life,”
Cradock says. “Where would I have been, with no
money, no college, no motivation? It made a
difference that people cared.” He earned his GED and
attended Granite State College at night for two years
while working full-time to support his family.
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MARLON FISHER

New York City

“ScholarshipBuilder opened one door and behind that door were at least 50 other doors that I went in
and out of, that led me to where I am today.”

N

ew York’s Marlon Fisher is a
husband and father, U.S. Army
veteran, college graduate, not-for-profit
board member, stand-up comedian, and
much more.

17 years, I finally graduated with my
four-year degree, so that felt good.”
As a Youth Probation Officer in
Vermont, Fisher says his role is to
“give my young clients opportunities
to succeed after they’ve made some
mistakes. It would be easy just to
write them off, but I focus on the life
skills, the skills that I’ve learned in
my own life.” He says, “I work with
them through those choices and decisions that led to
that mistake. My clients get the opportunity for their
records to be expunged and then they’ll still have
opportunities in their lives.” He recently began a new
role as Family Services Worker for the Department of
Children and Families.

“ScholarshipBuilder opened one door
and behind that door were at least 50
other doors that I went in and out of,
that led me to where I am today,” he
says.
Fisher recalls repeating his junior year of high school.
“Things had gotten rough in terms of my living
situation. I wasn’t really feeling school anymore.”
Through Merrill Lynch, Fisher was able to attend a
prep school, where he
says he excelled. After
“collecting credits
from several colleges,”
Fisher joined the
military as an
intelligence analyst. “I
kept making these
attempts at college
because that’s what I
was supposed to do.
Since 1988, everyone
would say, ‘You’re
gonna go to college. You’re gonna go for free.’ I think
I was trying to prove to everyone who had invested so
much time and energy in me that it could be done.
That wasn’t the case for me.” The Army, Fisher says,
“really helped in terms of regaining my focus.”

Fisher emphasizes that ScholarshipBuilder also
helped his mother and brother. “The investment was
not just in us, but in our families. In the social service
world, we use the term ‘wrap-around services.’ I
don’t think that was an expression 30 years ago.”
As a father, Fisher says he is
raising his sons to be kind to
others. “It just gets you so far
when you’re kind to others,”
he says. “That is what I
learned through all my
experience in the last 30
years. I want my boys to be
there for people when they
need it. I didn’t have a father, and I just try to be the
best father for them.”

Fisher finished active duty and met his wife, an
educator. He went to Champlain College and, “after
24

NIEMA GOLPHIN

Philadelphia

“ScholarshipBuilder illuminates what is possible. It is teaching a kid early on, ‘You are enough. You are
worth investing in.'”

P

hiladelphia’s Niema Golphin graduated from
Azusa Pacific University with a bachelor’s in
Physical Education and a master’s in Organizational
Leadership. She is the Director of Culture at two
charter schools in Philadelphia. Golphin has
published two
books, Discovering
Your Greatness
Now, a life-skill
workbook for
teenagers, and
Grey’s Treasure
Box, a children’s
book inspired by
her son. A certified
meditation coach,
Golphin owns a
business, Minding
My Soul, which
offers one-on-one
coaching and “teaches people how to follow their
dreams.” She is in a committed relationship and has a
four-year-old son, London.

pivotal in getting me through because I’ve always had
something to look forward to. It is hard to be
motivated if you’re only around an environment that’s
ugly. ScholarshipBuilder was my way out.”
With this disruption, Golphin had to repeat a grade. In
order to graduate in 2000 with the rest of the
ScholarshipBuilder class, it was necessary for her to
complete high school in three years. “Merrill Lynch
and the Urban League set everything up. I had to go
to summer school. I had to take extra credits. It was
intense.”
Golphin was a four-time NAIA track and field
champion sprinter with nine All-American honors.
“When I got to college I was not prepared. I was the
slowest person on the team. Four years later, I was the
fastest person in the nation.” She chose her career in
education over track.
Golphin believes ScholarshipBuilder was special
because it focused on “schools in impoverished
places with limited resources. Children whose
families didn’t go to college.
Families living in environments
where violence is high. Where
money is scarce. ScholarshipBuilder
illuminates what is possible. It is
teaching a kid early on, ‘You are
enough. You are worth investing in.’
Getting that message early builds
self-esteem, builds confidence. It makes a child
believe somebody believes in them.”

Just a few months after she was
selected for ScholarshipBuilder,
Golphin’s life was upended by her
mother’s sudden passing. She and her
three siblings were separated;
Golphin was raised by her paternal
grandmother. “I feel like one of the consistent things
in my childhood was Merrill Lynch and the
ScholarshipBuilder program,” she says. “It was
25

TALONDA HALEY

Detroit

“I really appreciate Merrill Lynch because ScholarshipBuilder gave me a road to go down when it
comes to my kids and their education.”

T

alonda Haley of Detroit is a licensed
cosmetologist, wife of a police officer, and
mother of two sons, 19 and 14 years of age.

Her ScholarshipBuilder mentors “felt like family. We
could talk with them about anything. Everybody they
brought in, it was like they showed us love.” The
after-school activities and tutoring, she says, “kept a
lot of us out of the streets. We stood out. I knew I was
special.”

Haley attended Dillard University, an HBCU in New
Orleans that she visited during her
ScholarshipBuilder college tour. She moved closer to
home and graduated from Wayne County Community
College with a degree in science. She graduated from
high school with a degree in cosmetology, which is
the career she has pursued professionally. A licensed
cosmetology instructor, she is working toward
opening a small school. Through ScholarshipBuilder,
she also earned certifications in medical billing and as
a medical assistant.

Haley says she tries
to apply her
ScholarshipBuilder
experiences for her
sons. “If the school
doesn’t provide it, I
try to do it myself,”
she says. “I really
appreciate Merrill
Lynch because
ScholarshipBuilder
gave me a road to
go down when it
comes to my kids and
their education. I want to push them to go to college
because, at the end of the day, education takes you so
far.”
Thinking about the impact of having a scholarship,
Haley says, “We knew we got to go to college but we
didn’t know the particulars of room and board and
what it cost. I never knew this until I saw one of my
bills and I was like, ‘Man, they are paying for all of
this!' I couldn’t believe it myself.”
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IKAY HENRY

New York City

“ScholarshipBuilder created the idea for me of what a community is.”

I

kay Henry is a married father of two whose wife
describes him as a “serial entrepreneur.” A fixture in
his Harlem community, Henry is building a portfolio
of rental properties in New Jersey while also giving
back to his community by creating programs for
underprivileged kids. “I’ve learned that, due to
ScholarshipBuilder, it’s all about giving back,” Henry
says.

If you were to come to any one of my programs, the
kids may be rough but they’re respectful. You’re not
gonna hear anybody cursing. There’s no stealing.
They’re kids, so they’re gonna play around, but
because of these values that we instill, they act
differently.”
“ScholarshipBuilder
created the idea for me
of what a community is.
That village of people
expressing interest. I
am an extension of
them [my
ScholarshipBuilder
mentors]. This is how it
comes full circle. That’s
the ScholarshipBuilder
spirit that continues on.”

Henry says he still thinks about the many
ScholarshipBuilder experiences – “bowling, fishing,
camping, Outward Bound,” summer work programs
and internships – that played such a foundational role
in his life. He also credits the Merrill Lynch and
Urban League volunteers who guided him through his
high school and college selections as well as small
things like “this is how you shake someone’s
hand...This has carried me throughout life.” He
graduated from Hampton College.
As the first person in his
family to graduate from
high school or college,
Henry recalls that a
scholarship didn’t mean
much to him at six years
of age. “I didn’t have a
clue what was going on. I
thought this was how
school was supposed to
be.” One of six children, he says his mother
“showered me with love but very little education,
very little resources.” ScholarshipBuilder helped
“instill a certain work ethic.”
Of his basketball and theater community programs,
Henry says, “That’s why these things are important.
27

RUSSMANN JAIMES

B

oston’s Russmann Jaimes is a multilingual
(English, Spanish, Chinese, Japanese)
entrepreneur who graduated from the University of
New Hampshire with a degree in linguistics.

Boston

proved that was the wrong direction and he switched
majors.
After college graduation, Jaimes spent a year in
Taiwan and decided to make it his home. Ten years
ago, he and a partner opened Vine Education, which
helps businesses train their employees to
communicate better with English-speaking
colleagues, clients, and customers. “Our goal,” he
says, “is to help people use English to better their
lives.” He also has a podcast, runs a social media
company that helps small businesses build their
brands, and is working to bring green energy to
Bolivia.

Jaimes had recently
immigrated with his
parents from Bolivia
when he was selected for
ScholarshipBuilder. He
remembers sitting in the
back of the class,
reading books to help
learn English, unable to
participate in class. His
parents did not speak
English, so it was up to
him to learn quickly. He served as the family
translator, reading the mail and other documents.
“Part of my parents’ American dream was for me to
be the first person in my family to attend university,”
Jaimes says. “By removing the huge burden of
college tuition, ScholarshipBuilder gave my parents a
head start to building a better life. They were able to
afford a house, to buy a car.” His mother worked in a
nursing home and his father was in construction. His
siblings are 10 and 20 years younger.

Jaimes helps Bolivians who want to move to Taiwan
find jobs, go to school, and get scholarships. “I have
such a sense of gratitude,” he says. “How could I not
try to pay this back? I would not be where I am today
without ScholarshipBuilder.”

Jaimes recalls the Saturday morning programs at the
Urban League in grade school and Upward Bound in
high school. “Those programs helped instill certain
values in me,” he says, “to push further, to be
independent, to be proactive.” He attended the
prestigious Boston Latin School. He entered college
as a computer science major, intending to develop
video games, but a part-time job in the industry
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KELLI JENKINS

Washington, D.C.

“ScholarshipBuilder changed my life. It helped me with guidance. Showed me a lot of love and
support and the opportunity for experiences I would not have had.”

K

elli Jenkins of Washington,
D.C., remembers visiting
the World Trade Center with
her ScholarshipBuilder cohort
before they graduated, a year
or so before the terrorist
attacks. In addition to a range
of workshops and trainings, the
Greater Washington Urban
League provided computer
classes and monthly programs
at which the students and their
families got together.

The daughter of a single, teenage
mother, Jenkins says her younger
brother was an unofficial
ScholarshipBuilder. “Whenever
we had activities, he was in tow,”
Jenkins says. “No child was left
out of any program.” Jenkins’
mother, Wanda, was able to turn
her active volunteerism at the
Urban League into a full-time
position that enabled her to earn a
college degree of her own.

At Hendley Elementary School, Jenkins recalls a
buzz in the hallways, a sense of being special. “She’s
a ScholarshipBuilder, he’s a ScholarshipBuilder,” she
recalls. The school principal drove his own bus to
ensure the ScholarshipBuilder kids got to their
programs. Whatever the event,” Jenkins says, “he
made sure we got there.”

“ScholarshipBuilder prepared me very well for the
college experience,” Jenkins says. “They taught me
how to study. They taught me how to focus.” Health
issues forced her to leave her college of choice,
Johnson C. Smith College in Charlotte, North
Carolina, but today she is a cosmetologist and a
certified medical assistant and phlebotomist.
Jenkins says her Urban League mentor “was like a
mom. She was a confidante. A disciplinarian. She was
no-nonsense but we had a good time. She made sure
that we did what we needed to do and we had what
we needed in order to do it.”
Jenkins adds, “ScholarshipBuilder changed my life. It
helped me with guidance. Showed me a lot of love
and support and the opportunity for experiences I
would not have had. I am so very, very grateful.”
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TERANCE JOSEPH, JR.

Los Angeles

“The opportunity to go to college for a full ride is a dream come true.”

T

erance Joseph, Jr. grew up in South Central Los
Angeles, within walking distance of the local
Urban League office. “I was always around
supportive people, especially in my home. There were
challenges…but I had the right mindset, growing up

chance to go to college.’ That means the world. That’s
needed in neighborhoods like this.”

in a home where education was preached, faith was
preached.”

ScholarshipBuilder class didn’t even make it to
college. Growing up
in these
neighborhoods,
there’s a lot to deal
with. The opportunity
to go to college for a
full ride is a dream
come true but…some
of the kids were
dealing with
homelessness. My
heart breaks when I
think about how many kids didn’t even get to go to
college.”

He continues, “I pray one day that more kids can get
that opportunity. A lot of kids in the Los Angeles

A multi-sport athlete,
Joseph attended the
University of
Oregon: “It’s almost
the opposite of Los
Angeles. It’s all
green. There’s grass
everywhere, fresh
air.” He initially
majored in business –
“I knew I wanted to make money and business is how
you make money” – but realized he wasn’t having
any fun. He switched his major to ethnic studies,
which was “pretty much studying people, what
affects them, and why they do what they do.”

Joseph is a musician, producer, singer/songwriter, and
MC. He has been a teacher for 14 years at the
elementary, middle, and high school levels, as well as
special needs: “Definitely a labor of love,” he says. “I
am the teacher I am today because with every kid I
see my younger brother, who was put in remedial
classes. Or I see the kids I grew up with down the
street who were just like me but just didn’t have the

Joseph says the best thing about ScholarshipBuilder
was the opportunities it provided. “This
neighborhood isn’t lacking culture or intelligence,” he
says. “It’s full of all kinds of artists, all kinds of
music. So I’m able to tell kids, ‘You have really good
ideas. You are smart and now I’m going to give you a

support.”
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BRANDIE HENDERSON KIRKPATRICK Los Angeles
ScholarshipBuilder is very close to my heart.”

B

randie Henderson Kirkpatrick of Los Angeles is
Director of the Faculty Search Process and
Diversity Programs at UCLA, where she is
responsible for ensuring compliance with Federal
hiring regulations and for increasing faculty
diversity. “It’s exciting work.” she says. “It feels like
an extension from my beginnings.”
Kirkpatrick remembers a lot of interaction among
the ScholarshipBuilder parents, including workshops
on test taking and getting your student ready for
college. “Programs like this lift up the children as
well as the parents,” she says. “My scholarship
allowed my parents, who did not go to college, to
pay for my sister to go to college.” Graduating
without debt, she says, enabled her to purchase a
home and to travel.
Central L.A. In fact, she bought a house only a mile
or so from where she grew up. “This is my comfort
zone and it also is where I could afford to buy,” she
says.

Among her fondest memories are college visits. “Not
just tours,” Kirkpatrick explains, “but the opportunity
to stay for two to three weeks and take courses.”
Kirkpatrick graduated from the University of
California at Santa Barbara, majoring in sociology
and black studies. U.C. Santa Barbara is
predominately white, and Kirkpatrick says some
students had never met a Black person before. “I
learned from that experience of being with someone
who has never been with a person like me,” she says.
“Today that still brings joy to my heart.”

“Working in an Equity Diversity Inclusion office, we
talk a lot about privilege,” Kirkpatrick says.
“Mainstream society privilege is usually directed
toward white people. But I also would say that
privilege comes in different forms. My privilege is
that I have an education. I own my own house. In my
office we always say, check your privilege. Others
may not have had the privileges that you had. So

Kirkpatrick earned a master’s in education from Cal
State Northridge. Married for four years, Kirkpatrick
proudly tells people she was born and raised in South

that’s what privilege means to me.”
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NAKIA LEE

Chicago

“I tell myself that if God didn’t place a lot of people from Merrill Lynch in my life, I don’t know where I
would be today.”

N

akia Lee graduated from Columbia College in
Chicago with a degree in marketing but realized
her true passion was teaching. Lee decided to go to
China, following in the footsteps of a cousin, also a
ScholarshipBuilder, to teach and to see the world. She
learned the language and taught at a college, training
center, and public school.
Lee and her brother were raised by their mother, who,
she says, “tried her best when it comes to trying. A lot
of times young
parents don’t
know the best.”
Her Urban League
and Merrill Lynch
mentors were
central in her
upbringing. Her
brother tagged
along for afterschool activities.

Today Lee is a special education and ELA (English
Language Arts) teacher in the sixth and seventh
grades. A devout Christian and mother of two, Lee
says she trains her children “to be go-getters because
I’m training them that life is not a guarantee. I’m
teaching them to up and go, up and go because
anything can happen.”

“I learned money
management. I
learned how to speak properly,” Lee says. Getting
emotional, she recalls, “Having these motivators
when we don’t have it at home made it very
important. I tell myself that if God didn’t place a lot
of people from Merrill Lynch in my life, I don’t know
where I would be today.

32

TRAVIS MCKINNON

Detroit

“I was good, but not the best. Someone like me never would have had a chance to go to college
without ScholarshipBuilder.”

D

etroit’s Travis McKinnon graduated from Clark
Atlanta University with a degree in Mass
Communications. He is single and lives in Detroit,
where he is in the early stages of starting a media
production company.

McKinnon and his sister, who were raised by their
mother and grandparents, were the first on that side of
the family to graduate from college. After his
grandmother passed, McKinnon moved back to
Detroit in 2011 to help his mother with the house
where he was raised. The past several months were
focused on caring for his mother, who recently
returned to work for the city of Detroit after
recovering from COVID. He remains close with his
three siblings on his dad’s side.
As a kid, McKinnon says that knowing he had a full
scholarship led to a degree of arrogance. “All I had to
do was be pretty good,” he says. “As I got older,
though, I felt more pressure to graduate, earn my
degree, and do something with it.” The tutoring,
mentoring, and support of Merrill Lynch and the
Urban League “opened my eyes and broadened my
horizons beyond Detroit.”
He recalls that his
college roommate
“woke me up a bit”
about the good
fortune of his
scholarship.
“Usually,
scholarships are for
someone who is
best at this or best
at that,” he says. “I
was good, but not
the best. Someone
like me never would have had a chance to go to
college without ScholarshipBuilder.”

McKinnon chose Clark Atlanta after two
ScholarshipBuilder-sponsored tours of HBCUs.
“Leaving the city of Detroit for the first time, Atlanta
felt like a second home,” he recalls. He enrolled in
the engineering program but switched majors in his
junior year. “I was in a conundrum,” McKinnon says.
“The engineering program was being discontinued. I
could have stuck it out one more year but I wasn’t
doing well academically. Although it was almost a
do-over in terms of credits, my scholarship made it
possible.”
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COREY RENEE MCQUEEN

Los Angeles

“I never would have chosen to go to Howard if I didn’t have a full scholarship.”

C

orey McQueen, part of the Los Angeles cohort,
says she knew in the sixth grade that she would
attend Howard University.
She was inspired, she
recalls, by watching the

for a lot of us.” Currently she works as a contract
Management Program Analyst for the Federal
government. If she could
change anything about
ScholarshipBuilder, McQueen

oldest daughter on The
Cosby Show go off to a
fictional HBCU. Her mom
encouraged her to attend a
pre-college program at
Howard and she never
looked back.

says she would recommend
that it offer post-graduation
career counselors.
Of her ScholarshipBuilder
experience, McQueen says,
“It’s very important for
underserved communities just
to have access to opportunities
that would not be readily
available on your own.” She
was fortunate to participate in
a lot of summer,
extracurricular, and academic
programs. Her favorite
memories are the get-togethers
at the Urban League.

Both her parents earned
college degrees, so
McQueen says there was
never any question that she
was going to college. She
majored in legal
communication, with an
eye on becoming a
corporate attorney, but
pivoted to education and
earned a master’s in
secondary education at
Pepperdine.

As a married mother of 16year-old twin boys and
daughters who are 15 and 9
years old, McQueen says: “No
one owes you anything in this world. I just want to try
to open doors and make connections… to put them in

McQueen notes that the job market post-9/11 was
challenging. “As a college grad, you expect to come
out and find these opportunities,” she says. “Doors
are supposed to open up. I feel like that didn’t happen

a position to network and have opportunities.”
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DAWN Z. MOORE

Washington, D.C

“ScholarshipBuilder is the reason why I am who I am today. I was a good student but I can’t say where
my life would be if I did not have ScholarshipBuilder.”

W

ashington, D.C.’s Dawn Moore earned a B.S.
in computer science from Bennett College for
Women, fulfilling a life-long passion that was
inspired by a summer computer class sponsored
by ScholarshipBuilder and the Urban League. She is a
member of the illustrious Delta Sigma Theta
Sorority. A mother of one daughter, Moore is an
Information Technology Technician for Prince
George’s County Public Schools in Maryland. She
also runs a successful photography business (Dawn Z.
Photography) specializing in maternity and newborn
portraiture.

to Orlando, Florida, for a youth conference. That was
a big deal, such an amazing experience.”

“As children, it was just lights, camera, action for us,”
Moore says. “For our parents, they understood early
on because they knew it was an expense they didn’t
have to worry about. Being older, now we can really,
really just appreciate what it has done for our lives.
I’m glad I was a part of it. I’m thankful.”

Looking back, Moore says, “I appreciate the program
even more now because a lot of my college buddies
are still paying back college loans. This is the phase
where people are trying to make purchases for homes,
start families and things like that. I was able to
purchase my first house at 23. It's been a blessing all
the way around, definitely a gift from God.”

Moore says,
“It seemed
like our life
was pretty
much
surrounded by
Merrill Lynch
and the Urban
League. We
had Saturday
classes. We
had field trips, conventions; they pretty much became
family.” Highlights were “exposing us to things that
typical inner-city kids would have never had access
to, such as visiting the White House, being exposed to
news stations, traveling out of state. There are some
kids who never leave D.C. One of my first flights was

“ScholarshipBuilder is the reason why I am who I am
today. I was a good student but I can’t say where my
life would be if I did not have ScholarshipBuilder. It
has allowed me so many different opportunities.
When you get a free ride like that, there are so many
things you don't have to worry about. So many
stresses you don’t create for your family. It means
everything.”
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SHAWANNA MARIE MOSLEY

Houston

“Because I was given the opportunity to go to undergrad on a scholarship, I knew I should go above
and beyond and do more.”

H

ouston’s Shawanna Marie Mosley earned an
undergraduate degree in business management
from Texas Southern University in Houston and went
on to complete a master’s in business. She has an 11year-old daughter and works for the Department of
Public Safety. As an entrepreneur, she founded a
property management company and is co-owner of
Cubby Love Bears, which helps children learn a
second language.
Looking back, Mosley recalls a 2000 graduation trip
to New York City for the entire class at which the
ScholarshipBuilders were given a laptop; to this day
she uses “ml” in her email address because of her first
account from Merrill Lynch.
Mosley says she talks to her daughter about college
all the time. “She’s going into the sixth grade. She
wants to go to Harvard. I feel my daughter is going to
excel and go above and beyond. Because of
ScholarshipBuilder, I can make sure I do that for her
as well.”

“ScholarshipBuilder made a huge difference in my
life,” Mosley says. “I never would have thought I
would go to college and get a master’s, but because I
was given the opportunity to go to undergrad on a
scholarship, I knew I should go above and beyond
and do more.”
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EDRIC NEAL

Houston

“ScholarshipBuilder opened up our eyes to something so much greater than ourselves.”
ouston’s Edric Neal is a devoted father of three
who works across the country as a residential
home inspector for disaster relief companies funded
by FEMA.

H

college tours, architecture and science camps,
tutoring, the Houston Area Urban League annual
conference, Merrill Lynch events, educational
workshops, internships and mentoring.

At his ScholarshipBuilder launch event, Neal was
asked what he wanted to
do when he grew up. “I
remember saying to the TV
reporter, ‘I want to be an
architect.’ I was always
good at drawing and my
grandmother and teacher
had told me, ‘He’s gonna
be an architect someday.’ I
didn’t even know what an
architect was!” Neal
became the first person in
his family to earn a college
degree, in architecture, at
Prairie View A&M University, just outside of
Houston.

“A lot of kids just don’t have opportunities, because
of a lack of resources. Financial resources are part of
it. But it is also just not knowing any better. Lack of
education. Especially for inner- city kids, these were
things we wouldn’t even have thought about. We
weren’t thinking of visiting colleges or going to
museums and art galleries. We realized, we’re bigger
than these neighborhoods we live in.
ScholarshipBuilder opened up our eyes to something
so much greater than ourselves.”

Neal and his sister were raised by their grandmother.
He says his grandmother “made sure I understood this
was the opportunity of a lifetime... like hitting the
lottery.” Neal says his grandmother insisted he
participate in every event ScholarshipBuilder offered.
“That wasn’t optional. She always had me front and
center with a bow tie and a white collared shirt on.”
When he was ready to quit college his freshman year
after his mother passed, it was his grandmother who
pushed him to graduate.
Neal emphasizes that ScholarshipBuilder was about
more than the free tuition. He says he is grateful for
the exposure that ScholarshipBuilder provided –
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WILL NORWOOD

Houston

“ScholarshipBuilder continues to have an impact on the people who were blessed to participate in it,
and I am forever grateful.”

H

ouston’s Will Norwood graduated from
Morehouse College in Atlanta with a business
degree. After graduation, Norwood says, “I went back
to Houston and went to work at the Urban League
because I knew the impact ScholarshipBuilder made
on my life and I wanted to do the same for other
students.” Today he is a Division Manager of
Supplier Diversity for the city of Houston.
Norwood recalls that
news of a
scholarship came at
a critical moment for
his family. “My
mom knew that,12
years down the road,
she was going to
have to pay for
college for my sister
and me, but she
didn’t know how. Lo
and behold, she got
notification of this awesome new program called
ScholarshipBuilder. It was just a godsend.”

to youth conferences and out-of-state camps – that
prepared him to leave home. When the time came to
choose a college, he decided to take advantage of a
“full ride” to Morehouse, an expensive private
college. In addition to room and board and a small
stipend for living expenses, ScholarshipBuilder paid
for the fifth year at Morehouse that Norwood needed
in order to graduate. He also earned an Executive
MBA in Global Leadership at the University of
Houston.
“One of the important parts of the program was goal
setting, making sure that we stayed focused. We were
taught to be accountable to ourselves, to each other,
to our parents, and to the program. That helped push
us to make it to that graduation date,” Norwood says.
“ScholarshipBuilder continues to have an impact on
the people who were blessed to participate in it, and I
am forever grateful.”

An internship opened his eyes to the business world.
“I majored in business because of the exposure I had
at Merrill Lynch. I knew I wanted to be in the
corporate world. I wanted to wear a shirt and tie and
work in an office,” he says.
Norwood credits his mentors and ScholarshipBuilder
for life experiences – from baseball games and events
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JOSEPH PAIRE, III

Washington, D.C.

“I was told I was good at a young age. I was told that I’m supposed to be the best at a young age. It’s
never gone away.”

J

“That was my punishment for failing,” he recalls.
“Never again.”

Paire says he started cooking at a young age and grew
up watching cooking
shows on the
Discovery Channel.
“Cooking was just a
natural for me,” he
says. “But the art of
cooking in school, that
was difficult. The
dean told me, ‘If you
can’t stand the heat,
get out of the kitchen!’
But here I am today
still cooking in the
heat.” As an African-American chef, he says, “People
think you cook soul food. I cook good food that
pleases the soul.”

Of ScholarshipBuilder, Paire says, “I was told I was
good at a young age. I was told that I’m supposed to
be the best at a young age. It’s never gone away.” He
adds, “There are people who want to make sure you
become a better person, a better human being.
Starting at such a young age, there was no fear asking
for help. There was no pride in saying, ‘I need a
tutor.’ There were times I wanted to fail. They just
wouldn’t let me.”

oseph Paire, III is an executive chef in Berkeley,
California. He attended Johnson and Wales
University in Rhode Island, earning an associate’s
degree in culinary arts and a B.A. in food service
management. He grew up with his parents and two
sisters in Washington, D.C.

Paire observes, “Look at the circumstances we came
from to where we are today. The program did
everything. It saved lives. It made people who
probably didn’t think they had anything to live for to
live for something else. It took young parents and
gave them a greater responsibility. It made us.”

Paire recalls a lot of pressure to succeed as a
ScholarshipBuilder. “I was a teenager,” he says. “I
wanted to have fun. I wanted to play football and go
to the prom. I wanted to do all the stuff that didn’t
involve weekends at the Urban League.” Paire
flunked 10th grade. Rather than fall behind, with the
help of the Urban League, he repeated 10th grade
while simultaneously taking 11th grade at night.
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EDMUND PERRYMAN

Los Angeles

”It was amazing to see people who cared about education. That made me want to do more like they
were doing instead of having a hood mentality.”

E

dmund Perryman’s life story is a lesson in
perseverance. A married middle-school guidance
counselor with a master’s degree from Concordia
University at Irvine, Perryman grew up in South
Central Los Angeles. He lives in the San Francisco
Bay Area.

himself was diagnosed with lupus and end-stage renal
disease. His school attendance became sporadic and
he did not graduate with his class. An Urban League
coordinator recommended Marymount College, a
private junior college in the affluent California
community of Palos Verdes, where
eight other Scholars were enrolled.
Perryman says,“We were the
color” there. “We started a Black
student union at this predominantly
Catholic private JC,” he recalls. “I
met people from all over the world.
It was amazing to see people who
cared about education. That made
me want to do more like they were
doing instead of having a hood
mentality.”

Two years after the good news of
ScholarshipBuilder, Perryman’s
mother was killed, an innocent
victim of gang violence. Perryman
and his younger brother witnessed
her death. They were taken in by
his maternal aunt, who reminded
him of his scholarship and the
need to do well in school so he
could go to college. A College
Bound program left its mark, as
did a tour of Black colleges in his
senior year.

Upon graduating from Marymount,
Perryman moved to the Bay Area.
Years of dialysis, working parttime, studying part-time, and a
kidney transplant followed. He finally graduated from
Chapman University with a degree in psychology. His
wife, a special education teacher, inspired him to
pursue his degree in education, and he earned his
master’s degree in school counseling. He says, “I
really wanted to do more to give back to the
community. To teach people some of the things I had
to learn on my own. To empower them to just do
better…to be able to give people options.”

“The Black college tour was the
thing that really opened my eyes,” Perryman says. “I
remember going to the Martin Luther King Memorial
and visiting different schools and seeing other Black
kids reading, and doing work, and talking with each
other about education. Where I came from you had
kids selling drugs. You had gangs.”
Knowing that a gang member was responsible for his
mother’s death, Perryman says he knew that was not
what he wanted to do with his life. While in high
school, his brother died of bone cancer, and Perryman
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TUERE PORCHE

Atlanta

“It was instilled in me at a young age that failure was not an option. Knowing that Merrill Lynch and
the Urban League gave us this opportunity is something words can’t really describe.”

T

uere Porche of the Atlanta class now lives in
Hawaii, where her husband is stationed in the
Army. A mother of six, she is a Behavioral Health
Specialist for the Hawaii Department of Education.
Porche attended Morris Brown College but graduated
from Georgia State University with a B.A. in Health
and Human Services. She also earned a master’s in
Health and Behavioral Science School Counseling
from Capella University and is working toward a
master’s in Special Education/Applied Behavioral
Analysis at the University of Hawaii.

and later the Education Director of the Atlanta Urban
League] came into our lives in middle school that I
realized it. She was this no-nonsense ‘you’re going to
get to college’ type.”
Porche recalls, “Having a child in my first year of
college, it got really hard. Because of
ScholarshipBuilder, though, it was instilled in me at a
young age that failure was not an option. Knowing
that Merrill Lynch and the Urban League gave us this
opportunity is something words can’t really
describe.”
Porche is very involved in her community as a
mentor, youth motivational speaker, mental health
volunteer, and co-leader of Girl Scouts of Hawaii.
She is also part of the Soldier Family Readiness
Group for the Army.

“Neither of my parents went to college,” Porche says,
“so I don’t remember them talking about college. It
wasn’t until Dr. Whitaker [the first Black Assistant
Superintendent for the Atlantic Public School system
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JOAN RIVERA

Boston

college graduate in the family. I’m the oldest granddaughter, too, so it was ‘all eyes on me.’”

B

oston’s Joan Rivera graduated
from Simmons College with a
degree in psychology and today
works as a BERS A/B Social Worker
for the state of Massachusetts,
determining eligibility for Mass
Health insurance.

experience for me. But it worked. I
got into Simmons.”
Her dad, who did not go to college,
started in maintenance and worked
his way up to supervisor. He became
disabled and passed away in 2015.

Rivera recalls that her mom, who had
recently moved from Puerto Rico and
didn’t speak a lot of English, almost
passed up on her ScholarshipBuilder
opportunity. Luckily, one of her uncles intervened.
“My mom just happened to ask him and he was like,
‘No, you got to take it. You got to take it!’”

“I had a really good balance,” Rivera
says. “My mom was like completely
Puerto Rican. My dad was born here
in Boston even though he was the
proudest Puerto. He drilled into me that
ScholarshipBuilder was a great opportunity. That I
would be the first college graduate in the family. I’m
the oldest granddaughter, too, so it was ‘all eyes on
me.’”

About the ScholarshipBuilder announcement, Rivera
says, “I remember everything. I remember taking that
first picture. I remember my hair. I remember the pink
dress I had on, with white stockings and black shoes.
They had us all go into the auditorium and they sat us
down on like the stage and we all took a picture.”

Rivera says she chose Simmons, an all-girls college at
the time, because she was “a daddy’s girl” and
wanted to stay close to home. Rivera's three children
are 14, 13, and 8 years old. She met the father of her
older children, who passed away suddenly two years
ago, during her senior year at Simmons.

On Saturdays, Rivera says her dad used to take her to
the Urban League library for mentoring, SAT prep,
and other programs. Her SAT tutor and mentor, Ryan
Leslie, went to Harvard at 16 and today is a highly
successful musician and producer. “He was like a
genius!” Rivera says.
Rivera’s mom, who earned some college credits,
worked in the Boston Public School system. “My
mom had kidney failure when I was in high school,”
Rivera recalls. “I ended up transferring to a
nontraditional high school so I could bring my mom
to dialysis in the morning. I’d go to work and then I’d
go to school at night. It wasn’t a traditional
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STARRENE RHETT ROCQUE

New York City

“ScholarshipBuilder gave a lot of children a chance to win.”

S

tarr Rhett Rocque is an established entertainment
journalist, digital content producer, and author.
She’s happily married with a daughter, four, and lives
in Brooklyn. She graduated from Hampton University
in Virginia with a bachelor’s in broadcast
journalism.

of ScholarshipBuilder.” She strongly favors more
early-intervention college prep programs
like ScholarshipBuilder, the longest and largest
program of its kind. “We were the guinea pigs, but it
should definitely be repeated.
ScholarshipBuilder gave a lot of children a chance to
win.”

Rocque grew up in Harlem
with her mother, Beverly
Rhett, a “go-to parent” not
just for Rocque but for other
first-graders in
the ScholarshipBuilder class
at P.S. 30.
ScholarshipBuilder “gave
me a shot,” she says.
Merrill Lynch and Urban
League volunteers became “like family, for some
probably the only reliable people in our lives.” They
brought tutoring, dance classes, summer camp,
baseball games, family meals in their own homes,
internships, SAT prep, college tours. In certain
situations, they were protectors. These mentors
taught her about “commitment, about sticking by my
word. If I say I’m going to do something, I’ll see it
through. That was
another beautiful
gift.”

Rocque was in junior high when she first began to
understand the financial promise underlying the
program; she overheard her older sister wrestling with
how to pay for college. At Hampton, she
saw classmates and parents staggering under the
weight of second jobs and student loans in order to
keep their children in school.
When told of her scholarship, they said, “You must be
a genius.”

Rocque and her
husband have already
started a college fund
for her daughter. “My
expectations as a
parent are high just
because

“No, I’m not a genius,” she told them. “Just very
lucky.”
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SHANITA BROWN WALKER

Washington, D.C.

“ScholarshipBuilder gave me the platform to be myself. It allowed me to have advantages –
academically and socially – I would not have had otherwise.”

W

ashington, D.C.'s Shanita Brown
Walker graduated from high
school a year early, becoming one of the
first of her cohort to head to college.
Upon graduation, Walker worked in the
education division of the same Urban
League office where she spent her
ScholarshipBuilder years. “To be able to
come back here and to work with the
people in this community is amazing,”
Walker says.

“I worked hard to make my family
proud and everyone at the Urban
League and Merrill Lynch who worked
so hard to keep me viable and focused.
So many of my friends weren’t able to
afford to go to college and I was
blessed to have this opportunity. It was
a dream come true.” Walker notes that
her husband, despite being a straight-A
student, struggled to find the financial
security to go to college.

Even before ScholarshipBuilder,
Walker’s parents were adamant that she
attend college. Both her grandmothers had college
degrees, Walker says, and they “were very big on me
understanding how important my education was.” She
is the oldest of three children.

Walker graduated from American
University with a degree in sociology
and a minor in education studies. She earned her
M.Ed. and State Certification in school counseling
from Bowie State University. Walker is employed as
a Government Information Specialist for the Criminal
Division of the United States Department of Justice.
She and her husband, Jonathan, have two children,
Leah and Jonathan II.

Because she skipped a
grade and her family
moved to Maryland,
Walker was separated
early on from her
ScholarshipBuilder
cohort. She fondly recalls
her Merrill Lynch mentor,
attending events like The
Nutcracker, and traveling
to various conferences
such as the National
Urban League Youth Leadership Summit. “What 12or 13-year-old do you know who is able to travel like
that and meet new people from all over the country?”
she muses. “It was such a great experience!”

Walker says,
“ScholarshipBuilder gave
me the platform to be
myself. It allowed me to
have advantages –
academically and socially
– I would not have had
otherwise. And it gave me
the ability to pass these important milestones to my
children. To let them know that their education is
important. That being a boy or girl of color and
developing into a man or woman of color in today’s
society is not easy, but with the help of a good
education they can succeed.”
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KIARRA WELSH-JENKINS

Miami

“ScholarshipBuilder opened my eyes to see that there’s better than just the inner city. That if you want
to do better, you can do better.”

M

iami’s Kiarra Welsh-Jenkins is a happily
married mother of two and a social worker at
the lead foster care agency in Miami Dade County. “I
love what I do,” she says. “I love the young adults.
I’m able to make a
positive impact and to
show this particular
population that, even
though you may have a
crazy or unfortunate
beginning, it’s all about
your choices. There is
hope out there. You can
move forward. I try to be
that light, to show them
that it is possible to be
successful. I have a genuine passion to see people
flourish into who they are destined to be.”

math which she struggled with, and taught her how to
write a resume. “ScholarshipBuilder helped me to
understand that there’s more than just the inner city.
That if you want to do better, you can do better, you
have to take the first step."
Encouraged to escape the inner city of Miami, she
attended Clark Atlanta University, where she majored
in psychology. She earned her master’s degree in
social work from the University of Central Florida.
During her undergraduate studies, Welsh-Jenkins says
she learned about herself, matured, and gained an
understanding of responsibility. Without the stress of
tuition, Welsh-Jenkins says she was able to focus on
her academics and graduate with honors.
Welsh-Jenkins and her sister were raised by her
mother. She and her husband are saving for their
children’s education and talking with them – they’re
12 and 7 years old – about their goals and
future. Welsh-Jenkins says her maternal and paternal
side of the family emphasized the importance of
education. Welsh-Jenkins’ maternal grandmother, a
first-grade teacher, always helped with her
schoolwork. “My grandmother and aunt helped to
instill in me to always do my best and never cut any
corners.” Welsh-Jenkins says her paternal
grandmother proudly introduces her as “the one who
went to college”.

Welsh-Jenkins recalls that, even in first grade when
most kids aren’t thinking about college, being
awarded a scholarship “forced me to think about the
future.” ScholarshipBuilder gave 250 children “an
opportunity many children don’t have: To go to
college. To better yourself.
To prepare yourself for a
better life. I’m forever
grateful.”
She fondly recalls the
mentors and volunteers at
Merrill Lynch and the
Urban League who
opened their homes,
taught her the importance
of self-love and self-care,
provided tutoring for the

“Thank you to all the Merrill Lynch/
ScholarshipBuilder and Urban League of Miami staff
for thinking enough of me, someone you did not
know, and providing me with the opportunity to
pursue higher education,” Welsh-Jenkins adds.
“Thank you for planting that seed.”
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TIMOTHY WILLIAMS, Pharm.D.

Philadelphia

“ScholarshipBuilder gave me a leg up. It was a major part of my life that helped me to advance, and
helped my family in turn.”

T

imothy Williams of
the Philadelphia class
is a Pharmacy Manager in
Atlanta at Kroger, the
second largest grocery
chain in the country.

Williams recalls the
excitement of the
announcement. “Since my
name is Williams, I was
one of the last people to be
called. I honestly did not
know what a scholarship
was, but I knew that I had
gotten one!”

Williams attended
Hampton University in
Virginia along with
several other Scholars. “I
was accepted to the
School of Pharmacy from
high school,” he recalls.
“There was a shortage of
pharmacists at the time,
and they offered a
condensed six-year
doctorate program.” He was recruited by Kroger out
of college and has worked there continuously except
for a two-year period when he moved to New York.

In Philadelphia, all the
Scholars were kept together
in the early grades. “We
were all in the same class
with the same teacher. I
recall programs and
activities. They made sure
we were active collectively
as a group. Our families were involved a lot as well.”
His sister and parents often attended events at the
Urban League.

Williams says he decided to be a pharmacist because
he often went to the VA hospital with his dad, a
Vietnam vet who was diabetic. His dad, who passed
away when Williams was a senior in high school, was
“a stickler for education.” Coming from a one-income
household, Williams says it would have been a
challenge to afford college, particularly a private
school like Hampton. “It really hit home, this
[ScholarshipBuilder] is an amazing thing.”

“ScholarshipBuilder gave me a leg up,” he says. “It
was a major part of my life that helped me to
advance, and helped my family in turn. Everyone
involved collectively made sure that we were going to
take advantage of the opportunity.”
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