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The preceding research papers present inquiries into the effectiveness of pur-
posefully designed teaching and learning practices within seven First Year Sem-
inars. Examples of evidence-based scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL), 
these investigations reflect vigorous intellectual commitment. By necessity, 
faculty depended on the participation of their students as objects of inquiry, 
using various methods and instruments to measure, assess, and analyze learn-
ing experiences. In the three conversations that follow, twelve FYS Studio Hour 
mentors and students break through the fourth wall of academic research. In 
their own voices, students describe their many struggles and victories in and 
out of the classroom. They speak as subjects, spontaneous and self-aware. As 
the students relaxed, their exchanges grew more complex, multiple threads 
spooling around themes of aspiration and stigma, community and alienation, 
recognition and fatigue, and science and identity. Their observations widen 
In Transit’s perspective of the many vital parts and people of the FYS project, 
initiated just three years ago.

I  Student Success Mentors 

For several hours in a single session on a late Friday afternoon in October 
2016, in an Academic Affairs meeting room overlooking the traffic snarl of 
Thomson Avenue, five Student Success Mentors shared some of their personal 
and professional histories. Sandwiches and fruit salad were arranged on a cor-
ner table. A recording device, positioned in the middle of five spirited mentors, 
captured the following lightly edited exchange.

Participants: Khadiza Begum, Derek Chew, Estefany Gonzaga, Julissa Camilo 
Valerio, and Yan Lin 

Michele: Before we get into our conversation, let me thank you for coming on a 
Friday to talk about your work as SSMs. In Transit wants to represent the FYS 
in the round, so to speak, so that readers can really see its many dimensions. 
To fully grasp the reality of the FYS, readers should hear directly from you. So 
today we’ll talk about how your work has benefited you, how you’ve changed 
and grown, not only as students but as individuals involved in education and 
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as human beings in the world. What have you observed as mentors? What are 
your challenges, your pleasures? What’s happening with the students in the 
class and with you, as a result of your mentoring? 

You all know each other so well, you are a family—but I don’t know all of you. 
So, I will tell you a little about my involvement with the FYS. In the spring of 
2013, along with several faculty members,* I contributed to the design of the 
FYS. And I think it was that summer that we initiated, very informally, the 
first trainings for the peer mentors, now called the Student Success Mentorship 
Program. Under the direction of Ellen (Quish) and Pablo (Avila) the program 
has expanded and deepened in ways that we can explore today. I’ve taught 
the course, too. Like you, I was there, clearing a path that, in 2013 and 2014, 
we were only beginning to map. Since then, so much has happened in the 
FYS and a lot of it because of you. So, that’s me. Would you please introduce 
yourselves to our readers? 

Derrick: I’m Derrick. I have been an SSM since the beginning, summer 2014. 
My major at the time was secondary education and math. At the time, I 
thought being an SSM would be a good opportunity to actually get out there 
and kind of teach. While I was still in education, being an SSM really did help; 
for example, I kind of knew what to look for when I was student teaching. 
That was then. I’ve changed my major to sociology since then, but it still comes 
in handy. I still intend to teach eventually.

Michele: What made you change your major? Was it being an SSM? 

Derrick: No, no, no. It is just, like, after all the fieldwork, I just didn’t think I 
would like teaching high school. Maybe I will aim for teaching college. 

Estefany: Before I was an SSM, I was a Student Technology Mentor for about 
a semester. Right now, I’m a student at Baruch College majoring in graphic 
communications. I’m about to graduate this May. I have been having some 
crossroads in my career. Right now, I am a graphic designer, and I’m already 
working on a couple of projects. But ever since this job, I have been develop-
ing a love for student development, student success, and I’m really considering 
getting a masters in higher education—especially within community colleges. 

Michele: That is so true of the SSMs. You find out, “Oh yes, I’m at Princeton 
doing graduate work but I still love working here.” [Laughter] 

* Rajendra Bhika, Business and Technology; Angela Francis, Business and Technology; Sreca 
Peronovic, Social Science; Preethi Radhakrishnan, Natural Sciences; Deborah Robinson, 
Health Sciences; and Joan Schwartz, Humanities.



Julissa: Hi, my name is Julissa. In 2014, I graduated from LaGuardia in Liberal 
Arts: Deaf Studies. That’s the same year I became an SSM. So I am part of the 
first group.

Michele: The old guard.

Julissa: Yes. Now, I’m in Queens College. My major is Spanish and secondary 
education. I think we have learned a lot and changed with being in this job. Like 
Derrick said about being an education major, you get to observe and implement, 
comparing and contrasting your SSM work with your academic field.

Michele: Were you an education major when you first started as an SSM?

Julissa: The very first semester, no. I needed to take a semester of just Spanish 
and then declare my education major. So in the spring of 2015, I started my 
secondary education major at Queens College, but when I was here, my major 
was deaf studies.

Michele: Yes, I remember that because you were my SSM! Are you still signing?

Julissa: I haven’t practiced it, but I’m going to make sure I don’t forget it. I do 
want to be a certified signer; I don’t want to just teach Spanish, but to teach 
sign language, as well.

Khadiza: When I was in LaGuardia, my major was business administration. 
Now I’m starting at Baruch College, and my major is management. When I 
was at LaGuardia the first semester, I didn’t know about the First Year Seminar. 
I knew about it in my second semester, when I took this course, and realized 
that taking the FYS in the first semester is really helpful. You can learn a lot 
of things. Because I knew this, when I transferred to Baruch College, I took 
the Transfer Seminar Course. I knew whichever course, Transfer or First Year 
Seminar, you are going to learn more about the campuses. I got this idea from 
my current job as an SSM. 

Yan: I started as an SSM back in June 2014. I was first cohort. My major then 
was secondary education with a minor in mathematics. I already had made 
up my mind to change my major to actuary science. I stayed there just because 
I want to graduate. So I’m starting as an SSM. I didn’t know that we were 
going to lead a study hour until the end of the training. The training was two 
months, right? Eight weeks. Every week it was very intensive. I graduated in 
February 2014. At the same time, I was taking a class at Baruch. I transferred 
the same year and I graduated in December 2015. So in a year I am done and 
got my bachelors last December.
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Michele: So you have your BA now? 

Yan: Yes. I have my BA now. 

Michele: And you are still here?

Yan: And I’m still here. [Laughter] I’m doing interning at an actuary company. 
Finally, I got an internship there. I think I still want to be involved at LaGuar-
dia. It is different. Community college is—sometimes people have lower esti-
mate of student who graduate from community college, but I was a member 
of the President’s Society, too. We all showed that LaGuardia students can be 
different. We all have the same goals; we want to go private schools. We want 
to get into the big company. We want to get our masters. 

Derrick: I am actually doing a project about that for one of my classes right 
now, interviewing a lot of people about the stigma attached to a community 
college. That’s what I want to do a project on. 

Julissa: (to Estefany): Tell her about your project, the one you did on why we 
go to school.

Khadiza: I like this one!

Estefany: Yes, for my video class at Baruch, I interviewed most of my SSM col-
leagues, about twenty of them. Most of us are from different countries. I asked 
everyone to say in their language, “I am going to college because—.” Yan said 
it in Chinese, Julissa in Spanish, Khadiza said it in Bengali, and then the next 
person will finish off the sentence in English and they gave us the reasons why 
they go to college. Yan spoke about being empowered to change society, about 
how society perceives her as a woman, and how she just wants to break those 
boundaries. Khadiza spoke about wanting to set her goal to show her mother 
that she could go to college. Julissa spoke about how important it is to know 
about communication. So the video is a beautiful representation of community 
college students, right? We have ambitions---not only here at LaGuardia, but 
also to improve our society. 

Khadiza: I am from Bangladesh. I was born in Bangladesh. I came here in 
2009. When I came here I went to high school in ninth grade. At that time, my 
accent was horrible and it still is horrible. When I spoke, no one understood 
what I was trying to say, even though I knew the word, but the way I was say-
ing it was horrible. I was practicing, but my problem was I was only speaking 
my language, even in the house and even outside when I see people. My teach-
ers said, “If you really want to learn English, you have to speak English. You 



have to watch TV, read the newspaper, and those kinds of things.” Finally, I 
tried those. Now I can speak better than before. Before I didn’t realize that if I 
speak so fast, people cannot understand what I am saying. So, first, I have an 
accent and the second issue is I speak fast.

Michele: Just like a New Yorker. You speak like a normal New Yorker.

Khadiza: Now I try to speak slowly. It is not even slowly. Whenever I speak, 
I want to make sure that whatever I am saying, people understand. And I 
encourage people, too. In my First Year Seminar there are students that just 
came to the college. They don’t know how to speak English. So I say, “There is 
nothing to be worried. This is America. This is immigrant country.” Everyone 
is an immigrant, either they or their parents. All people are learning. It’s not 
just LaGuardia. Everywhere you go, you have to learn. Also, at LaGuardia 
there are a lot of resources. Some students in First Year Seminar, they are so 
bad in writing. If you see their writing, it is broken English. The last time I was 
reading an “About Me” section, in a whole paragraph, there was not even one 
period! [Laughter] It was just so strange, there was not even one period. I was, 
like, I tell him I cannot even take breath when I am reading it. I encourage 
them to go to the Writing Center. Whoever don’t know how to speak English, 
they are fluid in another language. But I encourage them that this is immigrant 
country and it is going to be fine.

Michele: The ways your personal experience has affected your teaching the 
FYS studio hour is really interesting. You have so many experiences as a 
young Bangladeshi female student! I should think those dimensions of your 
life must contribute to—give courage to—others just arriving from their vari-
ous countries. 

Yan: I can continue from her story. Kind of similar because I came here six 
years ago, in 2010. I couldn’t talk or understand, my English was so limited. 
No mentors. And having a mentor is so different. My first semester, I’m still 
struggling about English and almost failed the classes. I had no problem with 
the math and my professor, Agneszka, I don’t know if you know her?

Michele: Yes, I do—Agneszka Rakowicz?

Yan: She encouraged me to come back. But I didn’t come back in the summer. 
I took a break. I could not deal with that anymore because I don’t understand 
it. A lot of things I don’t understand about this college. I came back in 2012 
and I enrolled in the same class with Agneszka again. Slowly, I get the sense of 
the college. In the winter, I was enrolled in English 99 and finally passed the 
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English writing test—I got 56, I barely passed. [Laughter] But it was enough 
for me to take English 101. I told my students when I introduced Writing Cen-
ter, ESL lab, math lab, “You have to take the development classes. It doesn’t 
mean that you got to identify that you are ESL student or you are Math 95 
student.” Last semester, I have a student taking ESL class. She is looking for 
help in Writing Center. It made me so sad when she said, “I am ESL student.” I 
tell my First Year Seminar students, “Do not identify yourself as ESL student or 
Math 95 student! When you need help come in and say, “I need help with my 
paper. I need help with an essay.” That self-identification makes me very sad. I 
shared my story about myself: I was struggling with English class for a year and 
look who I am right now! I graduate from LaGuardia with a pretty nice GPA. 
I transfer to Baruch, I graduate with honors. Now I work here. I’m speaking 
and talking, I still have problem writing, but I’m never afraid to talk. When I 
sometimes have a problem with pronunciation, you will hear I pronounce it 
three times, trying to find the correct one. The first step is, do not be afraid to 
step out. I encourage them and I encourage myself. It is making me talk more 
and more and that is one benefit from being SSM on the internal side. When I 
motivate them, I motivate myself. 

Michele: You are describing the ideal teaching and learning relationship. I hope 
that as a teacher I’m always learning when I’m teaching. The person before 
me—I can’t make assumptions about you. I have to teach you as a new person 
in my life. I have to always be re-finding myself as I learn about you, right?

Yan: We re-find our self every semester. We’re human.

Michele: And you move a little bit or you fall back a little bit. You were saying 
before, Khadiza, how we’re not perfect. I used to live in Istanbul and I learned 
from Islamic culture that the design in the rugs or ceramic tiles had to have a 
flaw in it to show that you were not in competition with God. I think about 
how we’re not perfect and we don’t have to be perfect—I try to accept this, 
and I hope I communicate this belief to my students. I think one of the great 
advantages of being an SSM is that he or she can show that we are always 
in process. We are always changing and always moving. Students may think 
teachers are always fixed, but that’s not true.

Khadiza: I read article like whoever is oldest child in family, that person is so 
knowledgeable because whenever the second and third comes, the big child 
teaches them. But it’s not only about you all of a sudden giving advice to 
people. Also your brain is sharpening if you discuss the idea. Yeah, as SSM we 
are learning. We are teaching the student, and sharing with them the way we 



are talking, the way we are motivating. Our brain also is getting sharp. We are 
also motivating ourself. The big child in the family is knowledgeable because 
he is still in the process. It’s like a knife, you sharp it more, sharp it more, and 
the same thing as SSM. Even we are student, we are learning, learning, getting 
more sharp and sharp! 

Yan: You encourage students, “Go to the workshop. Go to the job fair.” Right? 
Then I come home and I say, “Why didn’t I go?” [Laughter]

Julissa: I say that all the time. When I was here at LaGuardia I went to the 
clubs. I joined cheerleading with the Red Hawks when they first started, in 
2013. I did so many things, but now I miss out on so much at Queens College 
because I’m working so much here and I’m so motivated here. It’s hard. I try 
to go to do things in Queens College and sometimes I just miss out. It’s hard 
when I’m telling them, “You should do this. You should do this.” Meanwhile 
you’re, like, “I can’t. I can’t.” I was lucky enough that I have friends that go 
to the school, so if I had the free time, I was hanging out with them a lot so I 
didn’t feel that lost. But if you’re a transfer student or a new student, it’s just 
really important to go to those events because it connects you to the school. 
There’s only so much connection I can feel if I don’t attend any events.

Michele: Let me just see if I understand: All of you would suggest to your 
students in the First Year Seminar that they involve themselves in—

Julissa: Yes, in cocurricular events in any way, shape, or form, yes.

Michele: And do you find that students do that, or do you find that LaGuardia 
students don’t have time, or are not inclined?

Derrick: One or two out of twenty may get involved.

Julissa: I feel like it depends. The evening students tend to stay because it’s late, 
they don’t go to many things, but there’s a lot of events that happen at night. 
And now they’re thinking about those students. So now they extended it to 
7:00 so they kind of don’t have that much of an excuse anymore.

Estefany: I think it’s more about building a community or building some type 
of connections with people in campus. I think that the events are there and 
students might not participate because they don’t have someone to go with, 
right? They don’t just want to go to an event by themselves.

Michele: Do you think that that’s a behavior typical of community college 
students?
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Estefany: No, I think it’s a problem with any college. It’s not a community col-
lege or a private school, or whatever. I think people like being with someone 
they know. And even in their personal lives, if there’s a party going on, you’re 
more likely to not go because you don’t want to be there by yourself. 

Michele: Maybe that’s why at the four-year residential schools, there are 
sororities and clubs…

Estefany: …exactly, there’s a community. 

Michele: So this idea of community is particularly important. I wonder if you 
all share a community as SSMs?

Estefany: A lot of us work here. We spend most of our days here. We just go to 
our senior college for our classes, but when we’re here we talk to each other. 
Sometimes we go to events with each other or sometimes we leave the campus 
to go out. We have our community here and a lot of us try to take advantage 
of whatever LaGuardia has to offer. If there’s something going on, we’ll go 
because we need to take advantage of what is here, but not so much of what 
is at our senior college because we don’t have time. It’s really hard. 

Michele: Julissa, could we back up a second so that you can give us a little bit 
about your background?

Julissa: Sure. So I’m from the Dominican Republic. I was born there. I moved 
when I was young. Something that not many people know is that I have dual 
citizenship, not that it’s important, but I feel that it just makes you feel better 
because I can say that I’m from both places. I’m always going to feel like I’m 
from both places because I was pretty much raised here and I’m always in love 
with the Dominican Republic and I try to go there as much as possible. I think 
that’s just my culture, that’s how I am.

Estefany: I was born in Mexico. I came here when I was six months old, so I’m 
pretty much more American than Mexican but I embrace my culture, being 
Mexican.

Michele: Which part of Mexico?

Estefany: Mexico City.

Derrick: Which street? [Laughter]

Derrick: I was actually born here in New York City, but my parents are from 
Malaysia. If you want to know exactly where they’re from, they’re both from 
the capital city, Kuala Lumpur.



Michele: Oh, okay. All right, so everybody is from everywhere.

Khadiza: This is LaGuardia—diverse.

Michele: Yes, right. So, following that thought, I would like to ask what’s 
the best thing about being an SSM, and, attached to that, is a question about 
personal growth. How have you grown? What has being an SSM given you 
that maybe without being an SSM you wouldn’t have? And what would you 
give back, how do you want to make a contribution?

Estefany: First, I think I have the best bosses in my life. Ellen and Pablo are 
the best leaders and role models. Seriously speaking, I think this is the reason 
why we have such an extraordinary team. I think our community of SSMs is 
very tight. We care for each other. We support each other and we’re always 
working with each other, and that makes our life a lot better. Even when we’re 
stressing about our own midterms or finals, we’re all struggling together and 
that makes it a lot better for us. 

Michele: I think you’ve introduced a conversation about leadership, Estefany. 
Ellen and Pablo are mentoring you, and they are also representing a way to 
mentor others. Is that what I hear you saying?

Estefany: Yes. We’re millennials—there’s a lot of controversy about who the 
millennials are. We’re not empathetic, and we’re individuals, and we’re egotis-
tic, and narcissistic—all these bad terms are thrown at us. And the reality is, if 
you have the right leadership from the right people, then everyone is going to 
work hard. If the leadership really values what they do and sees the purpose 
of their goal, of their mission, then they will influence the people who work 
for them. I think all of us—I want to say all of us because we all really value 
our work—we see the importance of being an SSM and the importance of 
mentoring students and helping them succeed.

Michele: You just opened up the second part of my question. Why would 
anybody want to be an SSM? What would you say to somebody who might 
be considering it? To somebody who says, “Hey, wait a minute, let me check 
this out, what’s it about?”

Julissa: Actually, this semester when the students were working on the Under-
standing Myself activity, I walked around to see if they needed help and one 
student was stuck. She didn’t even hesitate. She looked at me and told me, “I 
have no skills.” I was, like, “What do you mean, you have no skills? Everyone 
has a skill.” I didn’t do the activity that I normally do. It’s just helping students, 
just helping them feel more reassured. If they are ESL students or they just 
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came out of high school and they don’t know what to do, or they just feel lost, 
when you see that they’re appreciative, that makes you feel good.

Michele: You feel appreciated and valued because you’re valuing others? 
You’re contributing to somebody else’s life. If somebody were to say, “Julissa, 
why should I do this?” That’s one thing you would say—that you’re affecting 
somebody else’s life in a positive way?

Yan: I have a lot to say! [Laughter] You are contributing yourself to this 
community, to this college, to the students. You feel so good to walk out this 
classroom, right? They will listen to you. They love to hear what you have to 
say. They feel like they learn from me and from you. A group of students came 
to me and said, “Oh, I feel I learn more from you than faculty.”

Michele: Yes, that’s what I’m thinking. Maybe I should be an SSM. [Laughter]

Khadiza: I can see you doing that!

Yan: We also have personal growth, and opportunity to get involved in this 
campus. Ellen always asks us, “Do you want to go to their first day, Fam-
ily Day, New Student Orientation?” Being involved, you get to know more 
about this community. Public speaking is a thing that I really need to learn. 
The more I talk, the better I become. Second, I would say, are problem solving 
skills. Faculty, students—all are different, the situations are always different. 
We always have a challenge, every single semester, all different. I have great 
challenges this semester.

Julissa: What I was going to add entails specific opportunities. It’s not just, 
“Oh, you’re going to go to the Studio Hour and you’re going to help students.” 
We have a lot of projects that take into account our major, what we have done, 
and our interests. Pablo and Ellen are great because they listen to us. We give 
all these ideas and if they can make it work, eventually we do it. That’s why 
we have so many videos and that’s why we created the Facebook page. If we 
have an idea, but we don’t know how to construct it, we’ll talk with each other 
or we’ll talk to Pablo and Ellen.

Khadiza: As SSMs, we work together so we can know what’s going on in the 
campus. If there is anything specific, Pablo will say, “Okay, you can join this 
and this.” So, when I meet someone—he’s not even my student but I know 
this person who is new and because of this job I know about resources. With-
out this job, I would not know a lot of the resources. So when I see someone 
new in the college, I love to share with them, “You have to do this. You have 
to do that.” Now I’m working in the financial aid office resource center, and 



sometimes students come in and they don’t know that this is the financial aid 
office. C-109 just looks like a room. There’s not even furniture. People are like, 
“Oh, I want to do this. I want to do this. Where do I have to go? What do I 
have to do?” Then I feel like I know a lot of things. I tell them, “Oh, you just 
came to the college new? Do you know where is the Writing Center? 

Michele: But why does it matter to a student to be knowledgeable about the 
campus? What difference does it make in a student’s life?

Khadiza: Well, I feel like if they don’t know, they’re going to suffer.

Michele: How will they suffer?

Khadiza: For example, they don’t know that in LaGuardia they have a Writing 
Center. So they came to the college and the professor gave them essay to write 
and they get B+ or whatever, but they struggle a lot. At the end of the semester, 
they find out about LaGuardia Writing Center. Why do you have to tell them 
at the end of the semester? It’s not about if you are my Studio Hour student 
or someone else’s student. You are a student of LaGuardia, and as SSMs, we 
have to contribute to LaGuardia College, make sure that the retention rate is 
increasing.

Michele: Yes, the FYS was conceived as a solution, a net for students who 
might otherwise leave the college. Khadiza, I want to acknowledge that you 
feel responsible not only to the students in your classroom. You feel responsible 
to the college, to everybody. You’re a member of a wide community. 

Derrick: I was just going to add it really is important to students to know 
where everything is, because before I was a LaGuardia student, I was in City 
College. And I had a really bad experience there because I had no idea where 
anything was on campus. When I had financial aid problems, I didn’t even 
know where to go. I couldn’t find any of the tutors on campus. It was really 
bad. And now whenever students ask me like where do I go for this or that, I 
tell them immediately or I just sit and research it for them. It really does make 
a difference. 

Khadiza: One thing I talk about is the financial aid. 

Michele: …which is a big problem for so many students. 

Khadiza: A serious problem. In high school, to whoever wants to go to the 
four-year college, they’re constantly saying, “Okay, you have to apply for 
financial aid.” They do apply and then they don’t know how to check if they 
can get financial aid or not. And then when classes begin, they think, “Oh, 
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I’m from a low-income family; I do have financial aid.” But then they realize 
they don’t have it. I have seen lots of students, they are almost crying, like, 
“Oh, that means I have to drop that class because I don’t have financial aid.” 
It makes me feel so bad. And I’ve seen some people really crying, even in my 
class. That’s why I tell my students, “If anyone has any kind of question about 
the financial aid or anything just ask me, I’m going to help you.” After the class 
someone is, like, “I don’t get this.” So I help them; I know this stuff.

Michele: We may have already answered this question but I’m still thinking 
about it. It seems that being an SSM has contributed to your growth as human 
beings in a way that reaches beyond academia. I mean, something has hap-
pened to you as a result of being an SSM, something deep.

Derrick: You grow professionally. 

Khadiza: It’s not even—, we have the title job, we are SSMs—we are human 
beings. We are helping each other. We are not only for our students. It’s what 
we know, so we want to let other people know. Even if you are not my student, 
we don’t care. We are working for LaGuardia. We care about the community.

Estefany: We’re making the world better. 

Khadiza: Yes, exactly. Exactly. Help each other. 

Michele: Do you mean that, as human beings, we should all do this? That we 
should all be contributing to everybody else’s improvement and—

General agreement all around.

Julissa: Yes, if we do not know something we will ask each other. Like, if she 
doesn’t know, then I’ll ask Yan. If Yan doesn’t know, then I’ll ask Derrick. Then 
if Derrick doesn’t know, finally Estefany can answer me. We ask each other.

Michele: Tell me: what would you teach faculty? What would an SSM share 
with faculty? 

Estefany: We were all in college, right? Faculty, they’ve been to undergrad. 
They’ve done their graduate school and PhD and they’ve been students. They 
know what it’s like to be a student and what it’s like to be stressed. I think 
you will connect with your students more if you share your own experiences. 

Michele: Really? 

Derrick and All: Yeah. 



Estefany: …because I think when you level yourself with your students, the 
students will be able to open up to you; they are inspired by you. I think it 
was Oscar—Oscar he’s an ePortfolio consultant. If you show to your students 
that you can be actually someone professional, someone important in life, then 
they want to hear your story.

Michele: Oscar Cortez? He’s always doing those running marathons!

Estefany: When I was a student in his ePortfolio class studio hour, I remem-
ber I’m looking at him, I’m, like, he looks so young! He has to be my age! I 
admired him because he was up there. He was telling his story, that he was a 
LaGuardia student and that he just graduated from Hunter. I’m, like, “Wow, 
I want to be just like him.”

Michele: He’s amazing. But on the weekends you have to run 50 miles. You 
have to do the scavenger hunt and stand on the corner and sing for everybody. 
[Laughter] You’re all going in so many beautiful directions at once. You’ve 
now come to the topic of qualities. You looked at Oscar and you saw in him, 
as I do, beautiful qualities that he cultivates and works on. So I have two ques-
tions: First, would you share the three top qualities that an SSM is developing 
in himself or herself? The second question takes us back to an earlier topic, 
about faculty talking about themselves in a classroom. What kinds of things 
could a faculty member share? Let’s think about this disciplinarily, because 
you’re all in different disciplines. Think about a humanities course or think 
about any discipline—what do you think a professor could share in the FYS, 
or in a discipline-based content course? 

Estefany: Well, I want to talk about an experience that I had with my phi-
losophy professor here at LaGuardia. It was my first philosophy course and I 
remember when we started, I really didn’t know what philosophy was, and my 
professor was so passionate about the subject. Whenever we were reading a 
quote from Socrates or other philosophers, she’d be, “Oh, my God, I’m about 
to get the chills just reading this quote.” And I was, “Oh, my God, me, too!” 
She brought us passion about her subject. Because of her, I love philosophy. 
I’ve taken several philosophy classes, even though philosophy’s not my major. 
I think when a professor talks about their passion and actually goes with it, it 
shows why they care about what they’re teaching, and I think that makes the 
ideas very important. She would also tell her experiences about when she was 
an undergrad and how she came to where she is now.

Yan: So basically you try to say that faculty members should give advice to the 
ones younger than themselves? What I could have done maybe twenty years 
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ago, fifteen years ago? Think of ourselves ten years ago. What would we do 
differently? Give that advice to students and connect with them. 

Estefany: Yeah, connect with them. 

Yan: Connections are very important. 

Estefany: Yes. Connection is really important. 

Yan: Show the passion! 

Estefany: I think if the professor is able to level themselves with their stu-
dents—of course there’s always authority—but if you are able to connect to 
your students and tell them your own experience, how do you get there, how 
do you become a philosopher? How do you become a business person? 

Michele: That’s part of the FYS, isn’t it? I think that one of the advantages 
for me in the FYS was kind of, yeah, just talking directly about how I came 
through my life studying literature or traveling and how these experiences 
contributed to my studies. How I came to film. How I was shy, terrified to 
speak in a class. I think I opened up more in my FYS class than in some other 
courses-–maybe I should learn to do it in the other courses, too. In the FYS, it 
seemed appropriate to talk that way, to reveal the stages in the intellectual or 
academic life experiences. I don’t know. But you know, professors are shy, too! 
Sometimes, I don’t know, it’s just easier to talk about film or Dante!

Khadiza: I feel like it’s good to share more about the challenges you face, so 
that students can feel, “Oh, she’s professor now but once she was like us. She 
had to struggle. She also failed in the class. Oh, it’s not about only me. They 
also faced and now they are in this situation.” Students aren’t going to feel 
they’re alone in this situation. In life, everyone face challenges. 

Yan: Maybe if you don’t have a story, you can share other students’ stories. 
Like, someone shared a story about her student, and then she said the student 
was not doing good but eventually he became a professor. 

Michele: Isn’t that something? 

Yan: And I was thinking I can do that, too. 

Michele: I’m hearing that one benefit of faculty sharing parts of their lives, 
and of you sharing your experiences, is a reciprocal process that can com-
municate confidence to the student by identifying with them. In our inner life, 
it seems that there’s often some self-doubt: “Maybe I can’t do that thing, or I 
don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” But when you hear other people speak 



honestly—“Yeah, I had that problem or I had that fear or I was under-confi-
dent—when we speak about our own doubts openly, authentically, and hon-
estly, we are offering hope and courage to our students. We make the struggle 
seem normal.” Excuse me for going on for so long, but I just want to make 
sure that we don’t lose this part, that it’s not like—“Oh, I’m dumb, or I can’t 
do this, or I didn’t come from this family, or I didn’t have this… .” But rather 
that struggles are part of full human experience. But we also need support. At 
the beginning, you all mentioned the importance of resource-knowledge. We 
have to express hope and courage and passion, but also provide resources, 
build foundations for learning, and identify stages of development, so that 
students know that once they get the courage, they’re going to actually have 
the materials needed to make something. Did I hear that correctly? 

Julissa: I love how you said it. 

Michele: Well, that all came from all of you—what you said. You see, reciproc-
ity! My favorite word. I’ve got it inked. 

Khadiza: I was thinking that people said the baby is like clay. How you make 
them, they will grow like that. They are like clay. It’s the same thing, I think, 
for the First Year Seminar student. They just came to the college. They are 
kind of clay. So professors have to share more life experience, especially for 
this class, because in this class they say, “Maybe I’m not good for the college, 
this is my first semester and I cannot handle the challenges. I don’t want to go 
to the four-year college. Maybe I have to drop that class, because I’m not good 
student for college. I’m not college student. I just want to finish and that’s it, 
I’m done. I don’t want to go further.” So this is the class where you have to 
share more challenges, whatever problems, you have to inspire them more. 
In this class, probably they will think, “Oh, this is my first semester. I see this 
professor struggled a lot, but now he’s in this position. I don’t want to drop 
the class. I want to finish this year. I want to go for senior college.” If you ask 
some student in First Year Seminar, they still don’t know if they want to go to 
the four-year college or not because they don’t have that much confidence yet. 
They don’t know if they are in college environment or not. So you have to tell 
them. They are like clay. 

Michele: Yes, so clear, Khadiza. Let’s think, then, back to the transition that 
a student makes between high school and college. Could you say a little bit 
more about that change?

Derrick: I want to say something that kind of relates. For me, high school was 
just a struggle every day to survive. I was so focused on homework that I never 
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thought of the future. When I actually first got to City College, I really had no 
idea what I wanted to be. I didn’t even know if that was the right school for 
me at the time. In liberal arts classes, especially, a lot of students really don’t 
know what major they want to get into. They might not even know what 
interests them. So sharing how you figured out why you chose this major, I 
feel is really important. It kind of shows them that it is okay to not know what 
you want to do as long as you are actually going out there and exploring. It is 
sort of like a boost of confidence. When I was a student in my first semester of 
college, I really had no idea what I wanted to do, but it sounded like everyone 
else around me knew. 

Michele: Was there anybody to help guide you in those decisions or those 
perplexities? 

Derrick: That was another part of my problem. I really didn’t know who to 
go to, or where. That whole experience went downhill for me. I felt like I was 
going to be there just to take classes and that was it. The problem was that I 
didn’t have that motivation. Because what was I taking all of those classes for 
if I don’t even know what I want to do in the future?

Yan: It’s important to make friends in the class.

Michele: Yes, the FYS and the SSMs can open doors to a room where you can 
consider those questions. I want to come back to that. Derrick, you are saying 
something really deep.

Khadiza: When I graduated from high school I came to LaGuardia. In my mind 
I didn’t want to go to a four-year college. This is too much for me to study for 
four years. When I finish two-year college, that’s it, I’m done with it. 

Michele: You felt that?

Khadiza: Yeah. Then, when I came to LaGuardia, I learned. I was a business 
major, so I saw all of the professors saying that we were going to go to a four-
year college and that we would see this and this. They kept talking like this, 
especially about Baruch. If you are a major in business, they keep talking about 
Baruch. Also, your classmates are talking about transferring. So, you have 
encouragement. If you talk to people and to professors, and you see how other 
people are thinking, then your mentality can change. I am, like, “Everyone is 
going. I just have to go, that’s it.” When I came from high school, I was, like, 
it’s too much. Why doesn’t my mom understand? [Laughter]



Michele: You were all educated in New York high schools? Did you feel that 
coming to LaGuardia was just like being in high school all over again or was 
it different?

Estefany: No.

Derrick: No.

Julissa: Definitely not.

Derrick: Hunter felt like high school again.

Estefany: Really? Baruch, too.

Yan: I finished college in China. So different.

Michele: Can you talk about that transition a bit? You say it definitely did not 
feel like high school. What was the difference? Why did it not feel like high 
school, even if you didn’t know what you wanted to do back then?

Estefany: I graduated from high school in 2004. Coming back to LaGuardia, 
I was maybe twenty-two. From what I remember, high school was—I was on 
the swim team. I was an average student in high school. I didn’t think that I 
was going to be in college anytime soon because of my undocumented status. 
Finally, when I was able to go to college and I came to LaGuardia, I never felt 
like it was a high school. I think that there are different students here. Older 
students and younger students. There is a mix of everything. I think that I 
have never seen a fight on campus. If anything, I always saw community, like 
at student events. At any type of event, students were there in peace, enjoying 
whatever event it was.

Michele: What about the classroom work? The teaching and the interaction 
in the classroom?

Estefany: As a student or as an SSM?

Michele: You can talk about both. However you feel like taking that question.

Estefany: As a student, I think the work is—I am at Baruch right now and I 
think the content is pretty similar. I guess that the only difference is that at 
Baruch the professors are a lot tougher and the classes are a lot larger. There is 
less support at a four-year college. At a two-year college there is more support. 
There is tutoring. You are able to talk to a professor. I think that professors are 
a bit more lenient. They are not as tough as the four year professors. 
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Khadiza: So from high school to college, it doesn’t matter what college you are 
going to, the main thing is responsibility. When we were in high school, they 
are supposed to push you. When you come to the college, now you see that 
you are responsible for your own thing. You have to know how to register 
for the class. You have to know where you have to go for the tutoring. It’s all 
about getting more responsibility in college.

Michele: That’s why an SSM can be helpful, and why the FYS is so helpful, 
right? It’s a place to sort out those questions and understand how to do the 
things that can help us become more responsible.

Khadiza: We’ll show you what way you have to go. Now you are responsible 
to go by yourself.

Michele: Right. Do others want to talk about that? I am very curious about 
this transition and if you think LaGuardia is like high school.

Julissa: For me, I think it depends on the situation. When you finally know 
what school you are going to and trying to register for your classes, it can be 
very confusing. I felt very lost. That was not fun. I think that is another reason 
why I enjoy helping students when they register. In the classroom, I think that 
it really depends on the professor and the way they set it up. In terms of the 
responsibility, I feel that as a high school student, I was on top of my work so 
the transition wasn’t too difficult. When I was here at LaGuardia, those first 
two years, I didn’t have a job. That is why I was very involved with the school. 
In that aspect, it was kind of like high school because I was very involved in 
high school, as well. I joined different clubs every year. So, for me, in that 
aspect, it was the same. The information, the knowledge, and the environment 
were different.

Michele: What about content, being in the classes, or the assignments? I think 
some of what SSMs are teaching should transfer to how the students learn in 
their courses beyond the FYS. Right? Your work isn’t just about the FYS. It’s 
about helping the student understand the advantage of getting work in on time, 
visiting the Writing Center if they need that, taking notes if they need that, lis-
tening actively, participating, talking in the classroom, or reading, developing 
passion, and loving school. I would hope that my students—I am not saying 
that everybody has to love college, but I do want everybody to feel that they 
can be successful in it. I just want to know what you thought college would be 
in LaGuardia. This comes back to some sense of stigma that you were getting 
at in the beginning of our conversation. Is LaGuardia challenging you?



Julissa: I think in that aspect it is definitely challenging. It makes you think. 
It puts you out there. There is nothing that would make you think that 
LaGuardia isn’t good enough compared to another school. I personally didn’t 
plan to go to a two-year school. My mind was originally in a four-year school. 
When I got into LaGuardia, I was the only one beating myself up about it. 
My whole family was encouraging. My grandmother and my aunt went to 
LaGuardia. So everybody was encouraging, but the reason it bothered me 
was because my mind wasn’t set. I feel like for certain students, the reason 
they are proud to be at LaGuardia or proud to get their associate’s is because 
they wanted to go to college and here is where they wanted to go. For me, it 
was kind of a letdown until I physically came to the school. Once I was here, 
everything changed. It is like that phrase that everything happens for a reason. 
If I didn’t come here, then where would I be right now? What would have 
happened four years ago because I hadn’t been an SSM? I am grateful that it 
happened but, at the time, it was overwhelming and confusing.

Michele: How long did it take to acclimate?

Yan: Maybe when the first semester was ending or the beginning of the second 
semester. I don’t feel like it took the whole year. I felt alone. I kept hearing, 
in my high school, that there were a lot more students going to community 
college than I thought. It didn’t make me feel as bad, but I didn’t know of 
anybody going here. When I started seeing them, then I felt better. I remember 
my second semester, every Tuesday and Thursday, I was meeting my friend. 
I was able to hang out with him because we both had a long break. It wasn’t 
until then that I felt better. I felt alone at first because I was thinking that I was 
a good student and I did everything that I was supposed to. I didn’t put the 
community college first, so why am I going to a community college?

Derrick: I basically agree. When I first enrolled in this school I was, like, “Oh, 
my God, it’s a community college!” I was pretty sure that all of my friends 
were in four-year schools. My first semester here, I took cluster classes, so I 
was taking English 101, 103, Intro to Sociology, and American History. That 
whole cluster class really challenged me. At first English 101 and 103—I used 
to be really bad at writing and writing research papers. The history class taught 
US history like I have never learned it before. It really made me think about 
why we didn’t learn this before. The three professors who were running those 
classes really did challenge us to go above and beyond what we normally 
would. Every time we gave in some kind of paper, they would ask us if we 
would consider writing about this or that.
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Michele: What did they mean when they asked that question? What was the 
advantage of asking that question?

Derrick: It just makes you think that there is more out there that you could 
look into. I felt in high school, they never asked me that question, so I thought 
that this was all there was to it. Here, it was really motivating to see that you 
can go further with everything that you learned. 

Michele: Keep asking more questions?

Derrick: Yeah. Explore everything.

Khadiza: I feel that going to a two- or four-year college, the mentality you feel 
is dependent on that college. Like, in high school, when I went to the counselor, 
they said that people who don’t get a high SAT score don’t get a chance to go 
to a four-year college. Those people go to the community college. So I thought 
that these people didn’t think that I was good student because my SAT score 
was not high. It’s how they make the student feel mentally. They make you 
feel like you don’t want to go to the community college; you want to go to a 
four-year college because you want to be a good student.

Michele: So this is a matter of self-image and what the world thinks of us?

Khadiza: Exactly.

Michele: For some of us, to go to a community college is a great advantage 
because you were first in your family, you had a bad high school experience, 
and you were undocumented, or a refugee. Suddenly you get to sit in a class-
room for a few hours and you get to just think! Yan, you were saying… 

Yan: I applied to Hunter and Hunter rejected me. [Laughter]

Estefany: Queens College rejected me.

Julissa: Queens College rejected me, too! That was the first thing that hap-
pened to me. Queens College rejected me and I was, like, what am I going to 
do? Then when I went to find out what schools did accept me, it was only com-
munity college. That was why I was beating myself up. It wasn’t like I applied 
to just Queens College and community college. I applied to all six options just 
like you are supposed to in high school. You don’t want to tell people. When 
people asked me I’m, like, “Right, I’m going to LaGuardia.” [Laughter] for 
me it was a different experience. The place that I was in high school, I wasn’t 
supposed to go to a community college. That was not in my mentality. If it was 
in my mentality, then I would have been proud. I was happy that my family 



was supportive, but I was beating myself up because that shouldn’t have to 
be the only option.

Michele: Do you find that attitude prevalent in your FYS students? This experi-
ence of fear of rejection?

Yan: I took public speaking in a class with all new students. I can see already 
who is going to fail and who is going to pass. I don’t know if they take First 
Year Seminar, if they take our First Year Seminar! [Laughter] The attitude a 
little bit different. When we facilitate the class, we are not only teaching them 
how to use the ePortfolio, we also transfer our positive attitude about school 
and life. That attitude should be passed on when you transfer to four-year 
college. 

Michele: Does somebody want to respond to what Yan is saying? This idea of 
the positive attitude?

Estefany: Yeah, it’s awesome. I’m actually coordinating an event; SSMs are 
going to be part of Student Family Day. One of the videos that they showed 
in the theater as they were waiting for the students to come in was the video 
of Vladimir de Jesus, the student who couldn’t graduate. I think that was a 
really bad decision to put that in Student Family Day because the video talks 
about how he is failing as a student, how he has been here very long, and all of 
these factors. He is also talking about maybe the math class isn’t necessary and 
all of this other stuff. For events like those, in our role as an SSM, we should 
always set student expectations a lot higher. We need to bring positivity into 
our classrooms at events like those. We need to bring good energy. We need to 
tell students we can help you, not the reverse, which was what the video was 
about—that LaGuardia is not going to help you, you’re going to be here for 
six years if you don’t go for tutoring or if you have so many obstacles.

Michele: What would you do then? If you five were going to create an orienta-
tion, what would you do?

Estefany: I would show my video! The SSMs were really awesome. The stories 
that they told! They talk about how SSMs come from different areas of the 
world, why they are in college, and how they want to help their community. 
Yes, this is a two-year college and maybe you didn’t get into a four-year college, 
but this is not the end of the road. This school is actually going to challenge 
you. This school is going to help you build a better foundation for yourself. It 
is going to help you move on to a four-year college of your choice. We want 
to set those expectations from the very beginning. 
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Yan: Yeah, as an SSM. If you don’t do that, then the student is expecting to fail.

Michele: Let’s go around and offer what you would wish to give a student on 
that first orientation day as an SSM. What would you tell them? The other 
question that I have is: Do you feel like the future is open to you? Do you feel 
your lives are going the way that you want your lives to go?

Khadiza: Some of us were orientation leaders for the spring semester. I think 
you saw the video, it was so inspiring. One student was facing a problem 
and the other students were saying, “Don’t drop the class. Go to the Writing 
Center!” It was so inspiring. They are taking English 101 courses and some 
students are new. They say they don’t have the syllabus. Another student says 
that you have to go to the Blackboard and then you can see the syllabus. Other 
students say that they aren’t good at English. Then other students say you have 
to go to the Writing Center. Someone wanted to drop that class, and then a 
classmate says not to drop the class. In the short time, they mentioned a lot of 
things. At the same time, they said that you have a chance to speak to your one-
on-one mentor. Some of us were orientation leaders. They have time to talk to 
us for one hour and fifteen minutes. During that time, I took my students on 
the campus tour. I introduced them to the main part of campus that they have 
to know. I brought them to the library and said, for example, if their professor 
says that you need this assignment for tomorrow and you don’t have the book, 
you can borrow the book for three hours for emergencies. I like that they gave 
new students a chance to get with a mentor.

Julissa: They are students from theater. They gathered a lot of information 
before they constructed it. They had a lot of us talk with them about the first-
year experience. We reflected back to our own first-year experience and what 
we do now as an SSM.

Estefany: Then after the breakout sessions, a group of about twenty to thirty 
students go into a classroom with an SSM or ambassador of the First Year 
Experience. Then they do Peer Talks. So they share experiences, resources, 
and activities. 

Michele: So the First Year Experience is the larger part of the FYS?

Estefany: Yeah. The SSMs facilitate the Peer Talks. Not only SSMs—also, Peer 
Advisors, and President Society students.

Michele: So anybody who is in a leadership role can do that?



Estefany: I think I have too many opportunities! I want to take advantage of it 
all and I can’t. So I have to see which opportunities I need, because I’m also a 
student, so I need to focus on my work. But I think being in SSM has opened 
so many doors, so many doors for me.

Khadiza: Same.

Michele: Estefany, you said that being a SSM has contributed to your decision 
to get into student development?

Estefany: Yes. I’ve been thinking about graduate schools. I’m about to gradu-
ate from Baruch and I’ve been thinking about getting into Baruch’s higher 
education program. I think there’s a need for more initiatives, similar to the 
one like the SSM, and especially in community colleges where there’s a variety 
of students coming from different backgrounds and facing many challenges. 
How can we help these students succeed? How can we encourage them to go 
onto a four-year college? One of my main goals in life—and I’ve been think-
ing about it a lot—is someday opening a scholarship foundation for single 
moms—Latina single moms—who want to pursue a higher education. That’s 
one of my ultimate goals, to have a non-profit.

Yan: Open your scholarship to everyone! [Laughter]

Estefany: Possibly. I think we need more encouragement, more of those people 
to step in and help students who are struggling. I think there’s so much poten-
tial out there, but not enough resources or role models for students to look 
up to.

Yan: Students struggle and it’s not just academia, sometimes it’s economics.

Estefany: Economics, yeah… a whole bunch of factors.

Michele: One thing that keeps coming up in our conversation that you pointed 
to a little while ago is that we may not see ourselves in the world. We know 
we want to get there. But we can’t find the bridge. I think what you’re saying 
is so moving, which is that you want to be the bridge. Being an SSM—I don’t 
want to put words in your mouths—but by being an SSM you can say to the 
person who does struggle, who may not see himself or herself in a position of 
authority or intellectual power, you can say, “Yeah, you are. I see that in you. 
You are.” That’s what I’m hearing from you.

Estefany: Definitely. Usually when students say, “I hope I graduate from col-
lege,” or “I hope I get into Baruch,” I’m, like, “No. No. No. Remove those 
words from your mouth. Don’t say ‘I hope,’ say ‘I will’ or ‘I’m going to,’ but 
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don’t say ‘I hope’.” Hope doesn’t mean anything. You have to push them. If 
this is what they want, they can get it. 

Michele: Maybe the FYS and SSMs show students that there are concrete 
steps, habits of mind, behaviors, dispositions, time management—that success 
isn’t dependent on brilliance or genius or these things that are just big myths 
anyway, I think. If one has the resources that you all talked about in the begin-
ning, if one has the role models, if we have systems of analysis, methods for 
solving problems, making decisions, evaluating and justifying our choices, and 
identifying options, then we can monitor our actions and say, “Oh, I messed 
up there, let me try this another way.” I think that students sometimes feel 
you can only do it one way. Maybe that’s what high school does, you have 
to do it this way. But really, critical thinkers know that we can re-evaluate an 
action or belief, re-think it. I think that the SSMs and the FYS give us a practice 
space to find alternatives, options, different approaches, a place to learn that 
it’s necessary to practice time management skills, to solve problems and build 
identity. And all of these are concrete ways to move from “I hope” to “I will.” 

Julissa: I still have a lot of ideas. I’m in the track that I want to go, but in terms 
of the masters degree, I’m still stuck. Like, I don’t know the right way to go 
and I have so many ideas for my future goals. I have to figure out which is 
the right path to go and what are the steps to get there. As of right now, with 
the bachelors, I feel like I’m on the right track. I’m almost done. And I’ve got 
this job and all that I’m observing. I feel like I’m in a good place and I have 
opportunities out there. 

Michele: And your SSM training over these last years has provided direction 
for you?

Julissa: Yes. I’ve been able to compare a lot of the things that I’ve learned here 
to what I’m learning at school and vice versa. I’ve seen things that I can imple-
ment. For example, right now in my education course, we’re learning a lot 
about online resources. Like Estefany said, we are millennials, so we’re going to 
interact a lot with technology. So once I learn these, if I think they can be incor-
porated here at LaGuardia, then I will show my fellow SSMs what they are. I 
learned it here as an SSM and I incorporated that into my classes, as a student.

Derrick: I’m still not exactly sure what the question is. 

Khadiza: I remember the question! Do you want me to repeat? [Laughter] Do 
you think SSM has opened the door for you? Given you opportunities?

Julissa: Are you on the track you want to be?



Michele: Do you have opportunities? Are you ready to go out there into the 
world now? 

Yan: Will you change the world?

Derrick: I’m planning to go to grad school in sociology. A lot of the profes-
sors here that I’ve worked with as an SSM have been super-helpful in helping 
me to figure out about pursuing a masters. They showed me a lot about that. 

Yan: Communication skills, positive energy. I aim to get into the actuarial 
field. One day I read the job description beside the academic requirement, like 
a GPA and how many actuarial exam you pass, and the things they list here, 
be professional, be respective to your colleagues, and communication skills, 
problem solving skills, critical thinking skills, do not be afraid to ask for help, 
be comfortable to be asking for help. I’m, like, I have all that. That fit me. 
Being SSM, I have a chance to improve that kind of different skills that I need 
to improve to fit into the real world. When I was invited to a big company 
visit on this Wednesday, it is Traveler Insurance, number six big company I 
was thinking about, “Take it or not? Take it or not?” I’m so happy that I can 
make that decision. If I am not SSM, maybe I still hiding myself in the last row.

Michele: That is a beautiful sentence, “I might still be hiding myself in the last 
row.” I think for me, as a teacher, my responsibility is to take people out of 
the back row. That’s what I feel, to show people that they don’t have to be in 
the back row. That’s so moving, yes.

Khadiza: I’m 100 percent on the right track. I read article and they said people 
should share his life. Before I was feeling so shy to talk. And this way I miss a 
lot of conversation. After I learn this, I decided I don’t want to be shy anymore. 
I don’t want to miss conversation. Then, after that I have known about the 
SSM job and I was in the program, they say that we must teach in the class 
and I was, like, how can I teach the class? Then I remember the article, I don’t 
have to feel shy to talk. [Laughter] Then I become part of SSM. One thing is 
about Pablo and Ellen. I read a article that said in your first job, you don’t have 
to choose the job, you have to choose the boss. Your boss is more important. 
You don’t choose for the job. Choose for the boss. I think we got right boss 
who can motivate us for the future. Even if we do any kind of mistake, we 
don’t feel like, “Oh no, I did this. Maybe I be in trouble.” No, for us it is, like, 
“Yes, we did this, but our boss will show us how to do it better.” They never 
dis-encourage you. They only encourage you. 

Derrick: They always say, “What about this?” [Laughter]
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Khadiza: Even if you do the wrong thing they don’t dis-encourage you, this I 
do know. They can show you how to do it better another way.

Michele: It’s not the wrong thing, it’s an attempt. If you’re a painter or a 
dancer, you just have to get out there and paint or dance. If you’re a musician, 
make the note. I want to ask you one more—

Yan: I thought that was the last question. [Laughter]

Michele: I’m going to give you a chance to say one final sentence, something 
that you might want to say about being an SSM.

Yan: Being SSM, our first reaction was still sitting in the last row, but as time 
goes, we move to the middle row, and slowly, we move to the first row and 
being bold to talk.

Michele: And maybe take those other students with you? 

Julissa: When I found out about the position and I applied, I happened to find 
it by chance. And after the interview, I just felt good. I was confident in this 
position and I really hoped I would get it because it just feels good. Since then, 
I feel like it is a community; it is family. It was the right place for me to be.

Estefany: I think LaGuardia has helped me in many ways. It has opened so 
many opportunities and given me many resources and I think I found it my 
responsibility to give back to my school, my community, my students, and 
that’s the only way we will improve our society. We have the mentality that, 
“Okay, I got this thankfully because someone helped me, so I need to give 
back to my community. I think that’s the lesson that I learned at LaGuardia. 
The overall lesson, is to give back, to be thankful, to be grateful for everything 
that you have.

Michele: Okay. You can drop the mike.

Khadiza: I want to add something.

Michele: Pick the mike back up again. [Laughter]

Khadiza: Because of this job, recently I have offer from Care Center to be a 
care mentor, a great job. You have to contract for two semesters, one year. You 
tell students about the care. I really appreciate my SSM job; because of this job 
I knew about the resources, I knew a lot of things and now I can help other 
students. If you are new, I can mentor you!

Julissa: Can we drop the mike now?



I I On Mentoring 

Estefany Gonzaga, Student Success Mentor Program 

At the end of the conversation with the Student Success Mentors, a casual, 
unrecorded conversation veered into a six-degrees-of-separation experience. 
Over sandwiches, Estefany shared that she, Julissa Camilo Valerio, and 
Khadiza Begum are also involved in a second mentoring project, the Futures 
Initiative, housed at the CUNY Graduate Center (The Futures Initiative 2016). 
Offering peer-to-peer mentoring to all CUNY campuses, with an emphasis on 
new majority students, the Futures Initiative commits to the social justice goal 
of equity in education.

At the Graduate Center, Mike Rifino, current doctoral candidate and former 
LaGuardia student, mentors Estefany, Julissa, and Khadiza. Before graduating 
from LaGuardia, he was a student and mentee of Eduardo Vianna, professor of 
psychology and co-founder of the Peer Activist Learning Community (PALC), 
directed by students for discussion of “learning and identity and how they see 
themselves, their place in society, [and] what they want from life” (Medina 
2011). Eduardo has taught the First Year Seminar, and is currently a mentor of 
Humanities Alliance graduate students who will teach at LaGuardia for three 
semesters (Humanities Alliance 2016). Closing the mentoring circle, Mike, 
Eduardo’s former PALC mentee, is now mentoring our LaGuardia mentors! 

At a later date, intrigued by the connections between Graduate Center 
and LaGuardia mentoring projects, Michele invited Estefany to discuss her 
commitment to mentoring. 

On Belonging
When I was a student at LaGuardia, I was very lost. I remember coming in and 
I was just …lost. I don’t have people in my family who are in college; it’s dif-
ficult—you don’t know what to ask; where to ask; what’s what. It’s difficult to 
be in college not knowing what is college. I have two children, and at the time 
my children were very small, so it was a lot: What’s my next step? Am I going 
to go through this? You feel like you don’t belong. Many times, especially in 
my first semester, I wasn’t fully aware of the resources, and I was really close 
to dropping out. I was, like, “I can’t do this; I can’t do this; I can’t do this.” I 
imagine the same thing happening to students graduating from high school. 
Maybe they don’t have a parent who’s been in college; they don’t have models 
to look up to; they don’t know the college terminology. You feel like you don’t 
belong because you don’t have that information. 

Three Conversations  •  193



194  •  In Transit 

As I became more involved, I started telling my classmates about what I 
learned: “Hey, I just found out there’s a scholarship; there’s a special program, 
there are these resources.” They always thanked me, “Wow, Estefany, thank you 
so much. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have known. I appreciate that.” I would 
even give my textbook to students who needed the book. I wouldn’t even resell it. 

On Academic Discourse
I was really scared of the college terminology. When you’re in elementary, 
middle, high school, they say, “In order to be in college, you need to know 
certain words. You need to know how to read an academic journal.” That was 
very scary to me; you grow up knowing that college has really high expecta-
tions. Will I be ready? Am I ready for academic work? Maybe anyone coming 
into college is nervous, scared; they don’t know what to expect. But I believe 
it’s particularly—how can I say it?—maybe the feelings are stronger because 
you don’t have mentors around to talk to you. 

On Community 
My community is a lot of things. I’m always thinking how am I going to help 
students in the future. I’m always thinking about how am I going to help 
undocumented students. How am I going to help single mothers? How am I 
going to help community college students? We get a misconception of what is 
a community college student. The students that I’ve had in the past and now, 
they’re so hungry for success. They want to better their lives; they want to do 
better for themselves; to do better than what their circumstances are. I think 
we need to do more work on that. 

A lot of students are first-generation college students; they’re parents, or 
single parents. Some are not doing well financially. I think we need to give more. 
Give these students hope, right? If you give these students hope, you give your 
community hope. You can make a difference. Everyone has a power to make a 
difference. If we do that, we could see a better world than we live in right now. 

On Family 
My son and daughter are seven and eight right now. A year ago, they were 
playing Barbie and my daughter said, “Oh my God, tomorrow is my first day 
of college.” My son was, like, “Yeah, but I heard it’s so hard.” When they 
said that, I thought, “Wow, I didn’t even know about college when I was that 
age.” Since last year, my daughter’s been saving money for college. She has a 
piggy bank, and when I asked her what she was saving money for, she said, 
“Oh, this is my money for college, Mom.” I was, “Oh wow, just…wow.” I’m 



surprised by what they know, how much they take from what I’m doing. I’m 
in school and I’m working; we don’t get to spend much time together. The fact 
that they’re able to pick up those things is, like, wow. Their minds are already 
set: they’re going to college! 

Usually I do my homework when they do their homework. But the other 
night, I thought, “I’m not going to do my homework right now. I’m just too 
tired, and I don’t want to do it.” But they’re at the table doing their homework, 
and my son says, “Mom?” And I say, “Yes?” He was, like, “Um, you’re not 
doing your homework. Why not? Don’t wait until the last minute to do your 
homework!” I was so embarrassed. They are ready. They know that they have 
to go to college, and I hope they do. Nothing will make me successful or satis-
fied until I see them walking across the stage, getting their degrees. That will 
be the day I say I made it.

On Reciprocity
I think CUNY has realized the importance of mentors. I think it’s important to 
give back. I wouldn’t feel healthy in the place that I’m in now if it wasn’t for the 
help that I had throughout my whole college journey. I’m tremendously grateful 
for everything. I will try to make sure I take every opportunity, because I know 
it will help me some way. And if it helps me, if I become a better person, then I 
want to give even extra to the people who really need it. I have so much. I am 
so glad for many things. I need to give more. It’s, like, what should I do? What 
am I going to do with the community? How am I going to help my community?  
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*Names have been changed.

I II On Developing Science Identity 

In early November 2016, seven Natural Sciences First Year Seminar students 
participated in a focus group about the development of science identity. Among 
the traditional behaviors characterizing scientists are curiosity, observation, 
logic, and creativity. Yet the forces shaping these behaviors in community col-
lege students have only recently become the object of research. Studies indicate 
that new majority students—immigrant, underrepresented, low-income—enter 
STEM careers at the same rate as students with more secure familial, financial, 
and educational support. But as conversations with LaGuardia science majors 
demonstrate, high aspirations are no shield against vulnerability. 

Along with humor, humanity, and determination, the range of perspectives 
offered below suggests the kinds of student support required to secure a firm 
footing in the sciences. 

Participants: Frank (Environmental Studies); Kaya, Khadijah, Molly, Patrick, 
Portia, Richard, and Serene (all Biology).*

Michele: My goodness! [Laughter] Everyone in your FYS is biology except 
for Frank? 

Kaya: Yeah. The class is pretty much full of bio majors, except for Frank and 
two others in environmental, and then one person in med tech.

Michele: Well, you’ve been wonderful to share your experiences as science 
students. How about if I take a minute to explain why we are here? One of 
our FYS professors is studying the development of science identity. He’s trying 
to get at the qualities or characteristics and behaviors of a scientist. And also 
the importance of recognition in developing identity, and the supports neces-
sary—at home and school—to strengthen identity—that is, what do you need 
at this point in your lives as students? We believe that if we understand your 
experiences, if we learn about your perceptions of the needs and characteristics 
of scientists, then we can improve our learning environments. We always want 
to do better for you. 

Shall we begin with why you want to study science? When did you know that 
science was part of your identity or the thing that you wanted to do? Did you 
always know that? Does anybody want to jump in? 



Khadijah: When I was little I used to play doctor a lot. I never knew that one 
day I would want to become a doctor; I thought it was just a fantasy. When I 
was six years old, I was hospitalized. I had a rare blood disorder called Fan-
coni anemia. I was used to seeing doctors and I thought they were superheroes 
without capes and I was just so inspired. I liked science and I thought it was 
cool and I really do want to be a doctor. 

Michele: It’s been ten or fifteen years and you’ve stayed with science all that 
time?

Khadijah: Yes.

Richard: I really got into science because as a child I was interested in the ways 
things worked. I always questioned everything. I used to break open things—
even though my mother would hate when I would do it. The first thing I broke 
that my mom hated me for was my first laptop. I unscrewed it and I couldn’t 
put it back together. I was always interested in the way things worked. As a 
child, I used to watch the Discovery Channel. The documentaries always inter-
ested me, especially the guy who died from the stingray, Steve Irwin, I think 
it was. I was just devastated. I used to watch his show all the time. I loved 
watching the wonders of animals coexisting and seeing how they were inte-
grated into a complex system. They have predator and prey and socially they 
understand who is the dominant, who is the apex predator and they have this 
level of respect for each other. I felt that was so interesting when I was a child.

Michele: Why did you want to go into mechanical engineering if you were 
taking things apart?

Richard: I was more taking things apart to destroy them, because I was just 
a kid and I liked taking things apart, but when I really started looking at ani-
mals and stuff, really looking at life, that’s what really inspired me in science. 
Seeing the integration of—here’s a good example, like Africa, they have lions, 
tigers, they have all these apex predators living on one continent. But I always 
questioned, why didn’t one just take over? Why didn’t one just wipe out all 
the others? Why didn’t the lions just go and kill all the hyenas? Why didn’t 
they kill all the crocodiles? Right? But then you start to think, maybe lions 
can’t kill crocodiles because they’re in water. It was a lot of complex thinking.

Kaya: I decided I wanted to go into medicine not long ago, quite frankly, it was 
just a few months ago. I had a whole career, my own business—a tele-amenities 
business. That was fine. It was good because of the money. But it wasn’t fulfill-
ing. Then I tried other things that were fun, but same thing, it wasn’t fulfilling. 
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There wasn’t any purpose to what I was doing other than I needed a paycheck. 
I began—in October I started to have anxiety attacks. When I was more naïve I 
would get upset or flustered and say, “Oh my gosh! I’m having a panic attack!” 
You really think you’re on the precipice of dying and you know that you are 
going to die. Unfortunately I was given benzodiazepine. In Spain, the medica-
tion is not regulated the way it is here. They give you a little box with 100 pills 
and tell you to take it as needed. Benzodiazepines are highly addictive. So in 
taking one, you need two. You take two and you need three. You take three 
and you need four, and so on. So I came to the US, and I had no more pills. 
I had to go to rehab and be detoxed. I kept thinking, “This was supposed to 
help me. What happened? Who dropped the ball?” Was it my responsibility? 
Should I have known that this wasn’t supposed to happen this way? I didn’t 
sign up to be an addict. So how can I cure myself without the aid of medica-
tion? So that’s why I’m studying biology, to figure out how I can cure my body. 

Michele: You made that decision in the midst of that illness?

Kaya: Yes.

Michele: And you feel rooted in it? 

Kaya: I am very determined. I want to study naturopathy—to become a natu-
ropath, but all of the schools are so far away. 

Michele: You have your goal; you know what it is you want to study. You said 
the body should be able to heal itself. That’s what a lot of people are finding 
out now, right? Using your own body to fight cancer. 

Portia: When I was little I always wanted to be a model or a dancer, but you 
have to make a portfolio, and my mother didn’t have the money for classes 
and such. As I got older, I realized I had a lot of love for animals and I wanted 
to be a vet. But then I changed my mind because I saw the money was better 
somewhere else. So I was trying to think of something I could do that I would 
still be happy, something that makes a decent amount of money. I thought I 
could be an ob/gyn, a pediatric surgeon, or a marine biologist. I love turtles and 
sea animals, so I thought it would be awesome if I could do that. I also thought 
it would also be good to become an ob/gyn because some women aren’t com-
fortable having a male doctor. A woman can produce life, and I think that is 
pretty much a miracle. I was interested in that; I thought that was something 
that I would be happy doing. I love kids as well, so a pediatric surgeon would 
be good. And it would make a parent’s day to heal their child and that would 
be a wonderful feeling.



Michele: That’s inspiring and a long road ahead for all of you. Frank, what 
about you?

Frank: I chose environmental science because I used to work in a company 
doing occupational health and safety, and I was there for about two years 
before I realized I could never advance past an entry level position without 
a degree. So I decided to go back and get a similar degree to a lot of my co-
workers, which was biology or environmental science or environmental engi-
neering. We mostly monitored construction sites, demolition sites.

Michele: And you made a transition from monitoring to working within this 
environmental science field. What is the connection for you between these?

Frank: Environmental studies at LaGuardia has a lot to do with pollution 
control, industrial hygiene. It’s very similar to what I did for work.

Michele: So you’re able to apply what you did in your job—you’re able to 
draw from your work experience for your environmental studies work.

Molly: Everybody’s story is so much more interesting than mine. I have a very 
narrow scope of interest. I think I have ADD, though I’ve never been diag-
nosed. But all the signs are there and I’ve always been aware of that. I dealt 
with it in my own way, but I had a very narrow focus of interests and science 
was one of those things that always grabbed my attention. I wasn’t good at 
math and I know math is part of science. Math didn’t interest me. History was 
interesting, but not interesting enough that I want to pursue a degree. 

Michele: Were you here in New York?

Molly: Yes. And science was really the only thing I cared about. Right after 
high school, which was fifteen years ago, I went into pre-med. I did a pre-med 
program at Hunter. I wasn’t focused then; my mind was somewhere else. I 
thought other things were more important than my education. I ended up 
working different jobs here and there, mostly in retail. I worked in various 
offices. I came to the realization over the years that I was going nowhere. 

Michele: To quote Kaya, you were looking for your purpose?

Kaya: Yeah, I can relate. And we’re practically the same age, I’m thirty-three. 

Molly: I’m thirty-two.

Kaya: I thought she was probably in her thirties. I think we both got to a point 
where we were, like, “This isn’t going to work anymore. I can’t just scoot by.”
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Molly: Right. I was on autopilot for many years. My jobs didn’t require 
thinking. The days would just drift by; they were all the same. Nothing was 
exciting. There was no stimulation. So, one day I just decided to give school 
another shot.

Michele: Did you all come here as first year students at LaGuardia? Is anybody 
a transfer student? 

Molly: I’m a transfer. I went to Hunter. 

Frank: I transferred from Nassau Community College.

Michele: How many credits did you come in with?

Frank: Like, forty, a pretty good amount. 

Michele: You’re ready to book—you’re ready to go pretty soon?

Frank: Well, a lot of the credits didn’t apply to my major. 

Michele: That does happen, but if you have a purpose, perhaps you’re willing 
to make those sacrifices.

Frank: At the time I couldn’t decide on a major. So I went from finance to 
accounting to civil engineering. Then I decided I wasn’t good enough at civil 
engineering with the math and everything. So I came here and I stuck with 
environmental science. 

Michele: Hmmm…you moved around a little bit, your identity wasn’t fixed. 
Whereas Richard, you knew from the get, from when you were six years old 
and looking at those animals and taking apart laptops. Portia, you moved 
around, a bit. You had some fluidity of purpose. You said you wanted to be 
a dancer?

Portia: Dancer, yes.

Michele: Between bio and dancing I can see a connection. I’ve heard of dancers 
who have later gone into health fields after. What about you, Patrick?

Patrick: I didn’t always know what I wanted to do. I still don’t know what I 
want to do. I know that I’m doing biology to be in the medical field so I can 
basically help people. 

Michele: When did you come to this? When did you realize you wanted to 
study science?



Patrick: Probably high school, which was only, like, three years ago. I was just 
sitting there and we would go on field trips in our science class and we would 
see everything and learn everything about how people aren’t doing too well. 
We would visit hospitals. We would volunteer and do other things like that. I 
wanted to help people. I felt like I could do something to help them feel better 
and not be in so much pain and not be so sad anymore.

Michele: So you had empathy?

Patrick: Yeah.

Michele: You connected to individuals, to people, to human beings? And you 
want to go into a medical field?

Patrick: Yes, I just don’t know which medical field yet.

Michele: That’s normal. You get to do your residency and make the rounds 
and all those things. Serene, what about you?

Serene: At fourteen, I fell in love with Grey’s Anatomy. Not so much for the 
drama and the romance that goes around, but so much for the surgical excite-
ment, the unpredictable things that happened in the show. That’s what I fell 
in love with. Around that time, I was also diagnosed with fibroids which I did 
undergo surgery for it and most doctors that I have seen after surgery, they 
tell me that I can never have kids. In some cases it can happen, but there is a 
50/50 chance. So ever since, I feel like pediatrician is the way to go because I 
love kids and it’s sad for me that I might not be able to have any of my own. 
So that’s why. It’s a lot of work, biology. I’ve taken the course before and sadly, 
I failed, but I’m determined that I can become a pediatrician.

Michele: When you were in high school, did you have mentors? Did you have 
an environment where you knew, “Yeah, these are my people?”

Richard: Yeah, especially for me. I didn’t go to a normal high school. It’s called 
an expeditionary high school. It was all male and instead of having a regular 
curriculum you really get to flesh out the topics that you’re into. I was into sci-
ence, so I was always inside the science room. I was working with the science 
professors, especially my bio teacher. She taught us about MSRA in ninth grade 
and I just wanted to learn everything. I was constantly in her room, constantly 
asking her questions.

Michele: You were a science nerd?
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Richard: I was a science nerd, yeah. I was always asking questions and I was 
always the last one to leave the room. I was always annoying the teachers. I 
was interested in reverse osmosis; I wanted to know how it worked. There was 
an entire week where I stayed after school and tried to get my mind to grasp 
the concept of it. 

Michele: Did your parents—did you get recognition for that passion?

Richard: Yes. I did win an award called “Intellect and Curiosity.”

Michele: I’m not surprised.

Richard: It was basically reserved for students who really want to get into 
their topics, who ask questions, always trying to figure out the next question. 
I always tried to stay ahead of the class inside of all of my science programs 
that I took there, which was chemistry, earth science, bio—I wanted to take 
AP bio, but I couldn’t because my school wasn’t set up for that.

Michele: Does anybody want to pick up on what Richard is saying?

Molly: He has a lot of ambition.

Serene: Passion. 

Michele: Do you think this is a characteristic of somebody who wants to be 
a scientist? 

Kaya: I think it’s almost a prerequisite, yeah. There’s so much study to get into 
the field and then your job is basically to continue to study.

Michele: In order to keep the motivation up you have to…. 

Richard: …you have to have a love for it. 

Molly: He has the mind of a scientist.

Michele: What is the mind of a scientist?

Molly: Constantly asking questions and trying to get the answers to those 
questions through experimentation, like destroying his laptop or whatever. 
He definitely has that curiosity. I think curiosity, coupled with passion, drives 
a scientist. 

Frank: Richard definitely sounds very passionate. I can’t really connect. I was 
more passionate about history, but I realized it wasn’t a very good career path.

Michele: You could always be a professor.



Frank: Yeah, but that’s very difficult in the current job market.

Michele: I’m curious about the mind of a scientist, and how you relate to that. 
Do you have the mind of a scientist? I guess if you’re going into the sciences 
you must have the mind of a scientist, right? What would you say about your-
selves that reflects this identity? Do you have the mind of a scientist, Khadijah?

Khadijah: I guess. Being persistent and not giving up, that’s a big thing for me.

Michele: Why?

Khadijah: I don’t feel like I’m persistent enough. I think I give up all the time. 
But all of my teachers, that’s the one thing they say about me. So, I don’t know, 
maybe it’s just me.

Michele: Why do you think others recognize your persistence and you don’t? 

Khadijah: I’m not really sure.

Michele: Maybe you’re a perfectionist.

Khadijah: I can see that.

Kaya: I think that might be something within all of us. I know I am a self-
proclaimed perfectionist, and sometimes to my detriment. I beat myself up 
constantly. I’m always giving myself a good lashing. I had a math test and I 
got—I’m embarrassed to say I got an 88 and I had to go to the Wellness Center. 
By the way, I was very happy about the scavenger hunt to find the Wellness 
Center because I knew where it was when I needed to go there and cry my 
eyes out over my 88.

Michele: I’m seeing a lot of head nods. Do you keep pushing yourselves? Are 
you all perfectionists? 

Portia: I agree with her. My family thinks I’m so motivated because I get good 
grades. And yeah, I get good grades, but if I get a B I feel like I’ve got to drop 
out, that I just can’t do this. I told Frank earlier, I dropped my biology class 
because the teacher told me I can’t get an A as of now. All of my tests have 
been Bs—and not even in the high 80s, they’ve been in the low 80s. And I 
failed a test, that’s embarrassing to say. I would rather try again from scratch 
and clear my slate and do it again. Then my family sees me and says, “You’re 
doin’ so good.” And, yeah, I’m doing my best, but my best isn’t good enough.

Kaya: Oh yeah, I know what you’re saying.
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Portia: So I gotta keep going and going and driving myself until I get what I 
want, until I’m satisfied. You know, my mom is, like, “A or B is good.” And 
I’m, like, “No. It’s not good enough.” 

Serene: That is actually the same thing that happened to me last semester. I 
thought I could handle all these classes at once. So I was taking biology and 
math and NSF and they all—

Michele: Was this your first semester?

Serene: Yes, last semester was my first. And coming into biology, I thought I 
was doing pretty good, but then I started getting Bs and then I got a C and 
it wasn’t what I signed up for. It wasn’t the kind of grade that I wanted. So I 
ended up dropping the class, and I ended up failing NSF. So here I am once 
again, trying to do better.

Michele: That brings us to the question of failure. How do you deal with 
failure? Are scientists geared toward—

Richard: Failure and trying again.

Michele: Yeah. 

Portia: Basically I’ve been in this school called KIP since fifth grade. Basically 
if you was in KIP and you got a C, everyone thought of it as, like, an F. There 
was nothing in-between, it was, like, A, B or failure. Then when I got to high 
school it was A, B, C or failure. So ever since I was younger, I had to get that 
A. If I fell back even a little bit, it was failing. 

Michele: Is self-punishment and self-criticism part of being a scientist? Are sci-
entists over-achievers and drivers and achievement crazy? Do you ever relax?

Richard: I don’t feel that way, personally. I see scientists as people who are 
willing to fail. You have to fail a lot to come up with that one big scientific 
breakthrough. Honestly, you can’t expect someone to spend one day and come 
up with the perfect formula for the perfect equation to solve X, Y, and Z. You 
have to have multiple failures. Then you strive to do better, based on your 
past failures. I see that as—I’m not saying fail all your classes and then re-take 
them. I’m definitely saying that. I’m saying you have to look at your failures as, 
“Okay, this happened, but I’m going to do better based on this evidence.” You 
have to break down the steps that worked and take away the steps that didn’t.

Kaya: I think that’s a very mature way to look at things. I’m thirty-three and 
I’m not that mature.



Michele: You used the word “evidence.” Do you want to talk about that a 
minute? Patrick, have you ever had a failure?

Patrick: Since I was in kindergarten up until the eighth grade, I failed miserably. 
I got “Promotion in Doubt,” which questions whether or not you should be 
moved on to the next grade, or left back. I did the state tests; I used to get fours 
on them, but I would fail my classes. But because of those tests, I was able to 
move on. I graduated from middle school and got into high school and then I 
was really good. I think the classes were super-easy.

Michele: Were you bored in the classes? Bright and bored, maybe?

Patrick: Yeah. I was always ahead in my classes. The teachers felt I should be 
in AP, but I chose not to, because I don’t like to work.

Michele: Hmmm…you can’t be a lazy scientist.

Patrick: That’s why I don’t feel like I have a scientific mind, but then again 
maybe I do, because I feel like scientists are dreamers, they’re creative. I like 
so many different things, and that’s why I don’t know what I want to do. I 
feel like if I dream about something, then I can create it. Sure, I fail and stuff, 
but if I keep working to create it, then it’s not really a failure because I’m just 
bettering it and sharpening that tool. In the medical field if I need to make a 
prosthetic or make a certain sense better for that person, that’s just making it 
better rather than failing at it.

Michele: You get information from your failures. You’re getting more evidence 
to use. Would anybody like to comment on this? Dylan said there is no suc-
cess like failure, right? I want to ask about your families. Did your families 
recognize this interest? Did they encourage it? Khadijah?

Khadijah: Okay. My mom definitely encourages what I want to do because 
mostly she likes science also, so she can relate. She was a nurse, but not in this 
country. I was born in Norway. She was a nurse there, she’s nursing again. 
She encourages me a lot and she sits with me and helps me. She will explain 
things the way she understands them. I would make her so proud if I could do 
something in the medical field. 

Michele: A lot of people are motivated by wanting to follow in their families’ 
footsteps or keep up the family tradition. Your mom does encourage you. Did 
you get encouragement at school?

Khadijah: In high school, I had a really amazing teacher. He taught sports and 
medicine, and the second year he teaches anatomy and physiology. He made 
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me understand the human body so much better and he did it in a fun way. He 
was the kind of teacher you can talk to. You can ask him to explain things. 
He was so friendly.

Michele: He had the mind of a scientist, interested in questions and probably 
gratified by your enthusiasm. What about you, Portia?

Portia: I’ll be brief. When I was younger, like my first year of high school, I 
didn’t do so well. My brothers and sisters was jealous of me and they was, 
like, “You’re not as smart as you appear to be.” I was only twelve or thirteen, 
but once you speak something into existence, then it will manifest. So they 
started all these bad things of me and so then I started to fail. I had self-doubt. 
When I got older, in high school, my mom started doing the same thing. She 
didn’t come to my parent/teacher conferences. My brother came to one and 
I got one 78 in global history and I was really embarrassed. I thought he was 
going to come and see that 78 and say I’m not smart. I swore I would never 
get a 78 again. So from there I had to self-motivate myself. My school was 
very supportive of me. I could email my teacher at any time of the day, even 
at midnight. My teachers continued to help me, and then, as I got older in my 
high school career, I got mentors and different advisors and college counselors 
and they helped me change my mindset.

Michele: You talked a little bit about thinking scientifically and what that is. 
Is the social connection, the relationships and support, are these important in 
developing a science-directed identity? Do you think you should do it on your 
own, or do you need support? Then I’m going to ask about LaGuardia and 
the support that LaGuardia gives you.

Molly: It definitely helps to be connected and to have that support group. 
Sometimes things get hard and overwhelming and it helps to talk to someone, 
someone offering words of encouragement and support. “Hey, you can do 
this.” 

Michele: Do you have that?

Molly: I do. My co-workers, my family, they have all be a constant support 
for me. So it has definitely helped me.

Michele: How do they show support?

Molly: Talking to me. Listening to me. Sometimes I just go on rants about 
various topics and just saying it out loud relieves something in me.

Michele: Do you talk to anybody about science, your ideas and projects?



Molly: Not really. I don’t really know anyone in the same field as me. I have a 
very small circle of friends, of people. I would say no.

Michele: You have emotional support, but not intellectual support?

Molly: Right. Right.

Michele: What about you, Frank?

Frank: I don’t have too much of a scientific mind. I’m mostly pursuing my 
career path because of my work experience and what I have accomplished 
through it. When I do have questions—in terms of what I can do or in terms 
of grades—I just speak to my friends or family. They’ve been supportive of 
me, just like Molly, giving me emotional support even if they can’t exactly 
understand whatever topic I’m doing at school.

Michele: Why do you say you don’t have a scientific mind? 

Frank: Science isn’t my primary interest I guess. That’s what it is.

Michele: But environmental science is science.

Frank: It is. It is environmental and industrial studies.

Michele: What courses do you have to take? 

Frank: Biology. I’m taking a GIS course that’s very interesting. I also work 
full time.

Michele: What other courses do you take in science for environmental studies?

Frank: Chemistry I and II. 

Michele: That sounds pretty science-y to me. Right, guys?

Frank: It definitely does.

Kaya: Yeah.

Michele: And what about math?

Frank: Pre-calculus.

Michele: Do you have to go higher than pre-calc?

Frank: Calculus I. 

Michele: That’s science. I’m in literature and film; I haven’t studied biology 
since high school. In high school, did you seek out science-minded people?

Three Conversations  •  207



208  •  In Transit 

Frank: Not really.

Michele: And now? Do you look for clubs here on campus, or study groups 
or competitions? 

Frank: Study groups, that’s about it, just to help me study a little better before 
a quiz or a test. That’s about it though.

Michele: Do you participate in class? Do you ask a lot of questions?

Frank: It depends on if the material interests me or not.

Michele: What about time? Do you have enough time to support your studies? 
And, what about a social life on campus? 

Molly: I totally agree with Frank on almost everything he’s saying. I feel like I 
don’t have time. I work full time, just like Frank. My only exposure to other 
students is if they’re taking the same classes that I am. I would like to join 
organizations and get involved, but I don’t have time.

Richard: I like reading a lot of articles on the newest scientific discovery, even 
though it might be out of my range of interest, I think it’s important to know 
what’s generally going on in the scientific community. I also really like YouTube 
because YouTube does some cool breakdowns on physics and stuff like that.

Michele: Yeah, YouTube is great.

Kaya: I think more so than academic support, I think emotional support, for 
me, it is more important. When I was in high school, I did extremely well in 
biology and chemistry. They were the two courses that I did the best in. I went 
to an all-girls Catholic high school. So probably religion, biology, and chem-
istry were my best subjects.

Michele: Was that in this country?

Kaya: Yes. I did well in those classes, but I didn’t see myself doing that because 
my sisters were slated to be the doctors, so it was like that slot was taken. 
My sisters—one is a biology teacher and the other is a gynecologist, so that’s 
already taken; I had to find something else.

Michele: Can’t you have a family of doctors?

Kaya: We could have had a family of doctors, but that support wasn’t allocated 
for me. “We can’t give you that support because we’re already giving it to her.” 
I got two scholarships, one to Adelphi and one to Marymount. I couldn’t go. 



I was told I could only go to community college. I said I wasn’t going to go 
to community college when I had two scholarships to four-year universities. 
I was not allowed to go away. All of my other—I did well in school but my 
father didn’t see me as motivated because I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do.

Michele: Which is legitimate, not being sure. 

Kaya: Yeah. If I had had the emotional support it would have worked out bet-
ter. Now my whole family is either a nurse or a doctor. The support is different 
now. I’m older and I’ve lived a life—

Michele: I hope you have more life to live!

Kaya: Definitely. But I have gone through a phase in my life and now I’m start-
ing a new one and they’re more supportive and willing to help me.

Michele: They are? So they recognized your maturity. It sounds like both of 
you, Portia and Kaya,—this question of self-doubt, other people’s impressions 
of you—does it affect your science identity?

Portia: One thing I can say is that out of four children, I’m the only one who 
seems to be amounting to anything, to be better than my siblings. Yeah. I’m the 
youngest and my mom and dad expect me to be great, even though sometimes 
they hate on me. 

Michele: But when you were younger, you had that stuff with your siblings 
and they put the seed of doubt in you? And also disappointment with yourself? 
They judged you and you were embarrassed?

Portia: Yeah.

Michele: I guess I wonder if we are to succeed in something, if we have to get 
over that feeling of shame and embarrassment, if we just have to push forward. 
You fought against the restrictions on you and found your way anyway?

Portia: Yes.

Michele: Kaya, you used the word “allocate,” a very interesting word, and you 
said that the resources were already used. What about you guys? Did you get 
support at home from your families?

Richard: Yes, I got a lot of intellectual and emotional support. From the house, 
I didn’t get much intellectual support. In my house, I have a bunch of police 
officers, literally, both my brothers are police officers and my mother didn’t 
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go to college. But cousins—I have a cousin that’s a doctor and another one is 
a pharmacist.

Michele: Did they recognize this interest of yours?

Richard: Yeah, ever since I was a little kid. When I was a little kid I would 
always be sitting in front of the TV watching some documentary and they 
would ask me why I was watching it, why wasn’t I watching Sponge Bob or 
something like that. Right? You don’t expect a six-year-old to be watching a 
documentary on great white sharks and how their predatory instincts are to go 
into murky water and sneak attack seals. Normally that would mortify little 
kids. But I was that kid. So ever since I was a little kid they would be, like, 
“Oh, he’s going to be a marine biologist.” So ever since I was a little kid I was 
labeled, “He’s going to be this.” So whenever I have any doubts in my head 
they tell me to push on. My school was the biggest help. I had a lot of teachers 
who saw this interest in me and they wanted me to gun for it. They always 
supported me. I messed up a couple of times; I wasn’t the perfect student. But 
they always were forgiving and willing to see the better side.

Michele: Is recognition important to you? To develop science we need to have 
recognition in the forms of opportunities, time, faculty acknowledgement, 
yeah. What do you think?

Richard: I would say yes, because if you have people acknowledging you, then 
you can further yourself and actually focus on what you’re trying to study 
rather than, if nobody acknowledged you, you would be on your own, having 
to fight either hard and probably not get to where you wanted to be because 
you have nobody there to acknowledge you.

Serene: I agree, recognition is important.

Michele: What would the form of recognition be for you? How would you 
want to be recognized? 

Serene: Even though I may not be the best student in school, a support system 
where family member and friends actually believe in me could also push me 
to do better and to be better.

Michele: What about your teachers?

Serene: School in New York is different than school where I was in Haiti. In 
Haiti, the teachers were very strict, so anytime—how can I put this? The teach-
ers are very, very strict. It’s not like in New York where some teachers do not 



care about your schooling. In Haiti, they pressure you; they punish you. They 
make sure that you are on top of your grade.

Michele: And what about now, at LaGuardia, what kind of recognition would 
you want from your faculty? 

Serene: I think all of us want a little more from them. 

Michele: Yeah? What would you want?

Serene: Support and understanding.

Michele: What kind of support? Words of encouragement? Study groups? 

Kaya: I would say something that’s probably not feasible because it’s CUNY.

Michele: Go ahead. Go for it. 

Kaya: I have a very big situation and it was the reason why I got this 88, 
but if it weren’t for this situation I wouldn’t have gotten the 88. I wish my 
teacher would have taken it into consideration while grading my paper. Then 
I wouldn’t have an 88. It’s two points away from a 90. This is a very serious 
situation I’m in. I have to go back to Spain and to court to fix this situation. 
This is not an easy thing; it is life changing. 

Michele: So you would want…?

Kaya: Some consideration, a bit of humanity in the grading and not so much 
mechanics. I understand that this is science, but—

Michele: What would an alternative be? They can’t just give you the points.

Kaya: They should give me the points! [Laughter]

Michele: Hmmm…we can’t just give points; we have to earn points. But maybe 
there could be another way, right?

Kaya: Yeah. I don’t like extra credit because it seems like a bullshit way to say, 
“You did bad, but let me give you a couple of extra points.” It seems like a 
cookie for a bad kid. 

Michele: What kind of support would you want? And then we’ll have pizza; 
that’s my form of support. [Laughter] What kind of support would you want? 
I’ll come back to you.

Portia: I agree that we do need some type of—I agree that we need a sys-
tem where the teachers can be more helpful. I’m in a math class right now. 

Three Conversations  •  211



212  •  In Transit 

Sometimes the student will ask the teacher a question and he’ll be, like, “Oh, 
it’s okay, you’ll figure it out. You’re geniuses. Y’all smart.” And then he’ll just 
go on to the next question. Another kid might say, “No, I’m paying for this 
class. Would you please review this topic?” He’ll just say, “No. Y’all got it. 
You’re good. Go to the Math Lab.” But, I went to the Math Lab… 

Michele: So recognizing all of your goals in the form of academic support? 

Portia: Yes.

Frank: I think it would help, like in Kaya’s case, maybe weighing the exams 
a bit less and focusing more on homework. What happens is when students 
don’t have a lot of homework they lose the motivation to go home and study 
and then by weighing the exams heavily what ends up happening is they end up 
putting all their eggs in one basket and for whatever reason—maybe a personal 
circumstance happened or maybe they just didn’t understand the material well 
enough, then that exam could be the difference between staying in the class or 
withdrawing or failing entirely. 

Michele: Do you feel yourselves to be scientists? How do you know that this 
is it for you? Is there any chance that you’re going to stall?

Molly: No. I have a narrow scope of interest and this is it. There’s nothing else.

Michele: Do you love it?

Molly: I do. I love it. But I’m not asking the questions that I should be asking, 
like Richard. Richard likes to ask questions. I’m not there yet. Right now, I’m 
taking in the information, memorizing the information. The information is 
very interesting, but I’m not applying it yet. I think that is something that will 
sharpen over time. 

Michele: You have the love, but you recognize that there’s more to being…

Molly: There’s more to being a scientist than just knowing the information. 
It’s the application of it.

Michele: Yeah. I like that. I wonder if we should get the pizza, and maybe I 
can ask you a few more questions while you’re eating. Would that be okay?

[Students break for pizza and talk among themselves.]

Michele: Frank, I think that was a good idea. I think it’s way too much. When 
I do homework, I have time to think about it. I stop. I have a coffee. In the 



middle of a test you can’t get up and say, “I need to smoke a cigarette and think 
this through.” You know? 

Frank: I noticed that every single math class, I kind of did poorly in because 
I have a problem with that. I re-took College Algebra three times. The only 
math class that I actually passed was the one where I focused less on the exams 
and more on the homework.

Richard: So I’m in a math class, right? My professor goes over topics and he 
likes putting in the same thing, only he does it in multiple different ways. He’ll 
put it up on the board. He’ll explain the topic. Then he’ll go around and see 
what students don’t understand it and then she will try to explain it again. 
The professor that I have right now explains things five or six times, a lot of 
students lose interest because he’s doing the exact same thing, and we won’t 
copy the notes, then the one time he shows us something important, he doesn’t 
go over it again! [Laughter] 

[Conversation resumes.]

Michele: I think that we’re just about finished. What was our last question 
before hunger set in?

Frank: Do we feel we have a scientific identity?

Richard: School support. What do we want LaGuardia to do? 

Michele: Yeah, and you were talking about faculty—which science courses 
are you taking now? 

Serene: I’m taking Math 115 and NSF. 

Michele: And Patrick?

Patrick: Biology 201 and Biology Lab 201.

Michele: Do you like it?

Patrick: No. I hate it. [Laughter]

Michele: Why do you hate it?

Patrick: Because I’m failing.

Michele: Why are you failing?

Patrick: I’ve done everything that we’re doing in biology in freshman year. I 
passed it. It was easy. Now he’s adding extra stuff and I’m not doing as good. 
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And for some reason, every time I see the test, I’m failing and I don’t know 
why. So I don’t like it because I’m failing it. 

Michele: Are you doing anything about that? Are you getting help? 

Patrick: No.

Michele: Does your teacher recognize that you’re failing and talk to you about 
it? 

Patrick: No. 

Michele: Do you talk to other students in class about it?

Patrick: Oh yeah, for sure. There’s—my biology partners are telling me that 
I need to study more and work harder. I’m—eventually I’ll get to that point.

Michele: What are you doing if you’re not doing that? 

Patrick: I have so many other things that I would rather do. I don’t get stressed 
out much because I always put my interests before school and stuff. That’s 
what’s important to me. That’s why I’m failing. I’m at the point where I don’t 
really care too much that I’m failing. I know it’s bad because it’s money. I just 
can’t bring myself to study. I have never studied in my life. I just can’t do it.

Michele: This is interesting.

Richard: I think studying is mandatory. You’re going to have to learn how to 
do that, dude. Especially if you’re really trying to grasp something, you have 
to study.

Patrick: Yeah, but the way I feel, I think if you can’t get something, then you 
just won’t get it.

Richard: I used to think like that also until I—at a certain point I did not 
understand math. I was just so bad at math. It was terrible. But what I learned 
is, if I sit myself down and force myself to do something—you need to give 
yourself that motivational talk. You need to wall yourself in. You really need 
to force yourself to do it. I will shut off everything around me and I will just 
study towards this one thing. If my brain starts hurting, I’ll do something else 
for half an hour and then I’ll get back at it. 

Patrick: My brain’s not hurting, but as soon as I start to do something that’s 
school-related I just can’t think anymore. I’m staring at a blank piece of paper. 
But when I’m cramming for a test I just—my biology lab test I’m doing okay 



because I go on YouTube and I watch a crash course and I will watch that. 
That’s what I do. But I don’t take notes. I don’t go into the textbook and read 
or anything. I can’t do that.

Richard: Maybe you’re not—some people are auditory learners. They don’t 
learn from writing down stuff. They learn from hearing things.

Patrick: My professor, he talks so much that he puts me to sleep. Or I’ll be on 
my phone playing Pokémon Go.

Michele: Oh no! Portia, did you want to say something? 

Portia: I wasn’t good at studying either. I had noticed that I wasn’t doing as 
well as I knew I could. I sat down with my general biology teacher. He asked 
me how I study and I told him that I read the textbook and write down the 
information that I think is important. He told me that’s not a good way to 
study. He said, “Tell me something about meiosis.” I said, “I really can’t tell 
you. I went over the information in the textbook, but it’s not registering in 
my head what I read and wrote about.” He got all scientific about where the 
memory is stored in the brain and how to trigger it and blah, blah, blah. He 
told me to tell him one thing I know about meiosis. Finally, I said, “Chro-
mosomes.” So, then he tells me that part of my brain was working and then 
basically we worked on my memory. We talked about meiosis, and the steps, 
and what those steps do. Ever since then, I remembered what meiosis is and 
the steps of meiosis.

Michele: Do you think it’s because of the memory system or the interaction 
between you and your instructor?

Portia: It could be a little bit of both. Now if I do it on my own and I do the 
same thing, it will register the same and I can remember. He says that I have 
to practice on my memory and the only way to practice is to read, re-read, 
and then try to remember.

Michele: Do you think that memory is a big part of being a scientist?

Portia: Yeah.

Michele: Why?

Portia: I feel like you have to remember information in order to really dig 
deep in what you’re doing. If you’re in a lab and you’re told, “See how these 
membranes fuse into something?” and I don’t know what a membrane is or 
what it’s for, I’m gonna be, like, “What is that again?” I’ll be lost.
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Khadijah: I’m taking biology and I’m taking SEB 252. I’m doing okay. The 
thing with biology is that there’s a lot to take in and I have a lot of—I don’t 
know if they’re anxiety attacks, but I will start crying a lot and it’s hard for 
me. I put myself down a lot. 

Michele: This is a recurring theme, I think. I don’t hear it from the guys so 
much. I’m hearing it from the women.

Khadijah: Guys are strong. 

Portia: I don’t think it’s because guys are stronger. Women have a bigger plate 
to fill in society ever since way back when. Men are expected to do certain 
things, so they do them and it’s, like, okay because that’s what’s expected of 
them. People expect you to do good, and when you do something bad it’s a 
surprise. So when women are steppin’ up it’s, like, “Oh, she’s actually doing 
something.”

Molly: The standards are higher for women.

Kaya: I don’t think it’s a sexist thing as much as an ageism thing, at least for 
me. I’m more on myself because I know that I have to do it and I have to do 
it well because I don’t have a second go-round. I’m not eighteen. I can’t say, 
“This is not fun. I’m taking a leap year to travel Europe.” 

Michele: Are you committed to it?

Kaya: Oh yeah, I’m committed.

Michele: Do you love what you’re doing?

Kaya: I love that I’m here. I’m not sure if I will become a clinician, a researcher, 
or, quite frankly, just an activist for—I was supposed to be the lawyer in the 
family because I like to talk a lot. I like to argue. I like to debate. This is where 
everyone saw me going.

Michele: Maybe you can combine those interests?

Kaya: Yeah. That’s what I’m thinking. It’s almost natural to me. I want to 
know about the body, and the reason why I want to know—what upsets me 
the most is not “Why can’t my body heal me?” It is, “Why was that doctor 
allowed to do that to me?” It’s more of the malpractice—everything flows 
back to the law part. This should be against the law. Why should I be going 
to detox? Why should I be labeled as an addict when I didn’t elect to do this 
to my body?



Michele: So you might find—all of you might find—that you can use science 
in many directions. You can go in many directions. Which courses are you 
taking, Kaya?

Kaya: I’m taking the NSF 101 and I’m talking Math 117. 

Michele: Have you taken your science courses yet?

Kaya: No, I haven’t taken my science classes yet because I still have to take 
English, so I’m taking that next session, too.

Michele: Are you doing anything to prep for science now?

Kaya: YouTube. I like to watch YouTube. I think more than having a mind of a 
scientist, I have more of a gut. I like to watch surgeries. I like to see people get 
cut open. We have two reflections and they were based off of TED Talks—one 
was neurology and the other was a neuro-anatomist and I found it extremely 
interesting.

Michele: Do you go out on your own to look at things?

Kaya: Oh yes, yes.

Michele: What about you Molly?

Molly: Right now I’m taking general bio I, lecture and lab, and the First Year 
Seminar for natural sciences. And in session two, I’ll be taking math. Initially, 
when I started—I’ve been out of school for a while, so when I started general 
bio I was very overwhelmed at the amount of information that was given to 
us and it made me realize how much I didn’t know about biology. I thought 
I knew biology, but when I had that first class and the professor kept asking 
questions and quizzing us, I realized I didn’t know the answers to any of the 
questions. 

Michele: Did that throw you, or did you say, “Wow, I have so much more 
learn?”

Molly: Yeah, I was a little disappointed that my awareness of how much I 
knew was not there. For some reason, I thought that I knew all this stuff and 
I didn’t.

Michele: But you persisted?

Molly: I persisted.

Michele: That goes back to your word, Khadijah.
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Molly: It was tough. I read the textbook and I couldn’t understand it that well. 
So I had to supplement with videos. I love watching the videos. It just breaks 
it down.

Michele: Thank God for YouTube.

Molly: Right, it’s just a great learning tool. The textbook alone, it’s very hard 
to grasp, I mean, you can learn a few things, but if you want more clarity on 
certain topics, videos are the best.

Michele: Where do you go? 

Molly: I watch Khan Academy. 

Michele: Everybody goes to Khan, right?

Molly: Love Khan Academy. 

Kaya: It is great. 

[Talking at once.]

Richard: When I was taking math modeling my freshman year they forced me 
to do Khan Academy. It was torture.

Kaya: You didn’t like it? I think he’s so clear. I don’t like that he has to write 
everything, it makes it slow. 

Molly: But it helps to see it written out. It definitely does reinforce stuff you 
read in the textbooks and what the professors are saying in class. 

Michele: Do you find that you go there often?

Molly: All the time, for every little thing. I consult Khan Academy for 
everything..

Michele: Not only Khan, but other videos?

Molly: Yeah, other videos or I will do web searches. I really want to under-
stand something. I have this thing where, if I don’t understand this, I’m going 
to do what it takes to understand it, and then move on to the next topic. Yes, 
those videos—I wouldn’t know anything if I didn’t have those videos. 

Michele: Do you watch TED Talks?

Molly: I do.



Michele: You can go on and listen to scientists. I find that so wonderful, amaz-
ing. Everybody can have access—at least, if you have digital capacity. Frank, 
what about you?

Frank: Intro to GIS. GIS is Geographic Informational Systems.

Michele: You said that you liked that?

Frank: I do, actually, it’s pretty interesting, mainly because I can see the appli-
cation of it toward the real world. If you ever open up a magazine like the 
Times or the New Yorker and you see an infographic, a lot of times it was 
made in a GIS programs. For example, quantity—the amount of tuberculosis 
in New York City or the amount of pollution in New York waterways.

Michele: You sound like you have love and enthusiasm for that field?

Kaya: He does.

Michele: Yeah, when he talks about it something shifts in his face.

Molly: And it’s obvious that he knows what he’s talking about.

Kaya: It sounds like he’s already a professional.

Frank: Well, I already am, in the sense that I’ve been around a lot of people 
who have it as their main passion when I used to work in the field and it just 
grew on me. I was actually thinking of going into finance or accounting, but 
through working with—you know. 

Michele: You made me think that influence, positive influence, is a good part 
of why we do what we do. I didn’t have any scientists around me growing up, 
but I had artists and people in literature. So I just went in that direction. Lord 
knows what would have happened had there been a person around who was 
interested in science. Only later, in my first year at college, did I meet a scientist, 
and he became my mentor, not just in academics, but also in social life, in poli-
tics, and educational reform. He had studied science at MIT, and computers 
at Carnegie Mellon. I remember learning about genes and that study of green 
peas! Thank God for him, a life-saver. Anyway, so what do you—as beginning 
scientists—what do you think you need that you don’t have now that you’re 
going to go looking for?

Portia: I would say experience in the field. Now I’m looking for internships. I 
want to work at a children’s hospital or shadowing a doctor in an ob/gyn clinic 
or office, whatever it may be. That’s hard because when you’re young and you 
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don’t have experience in that field people drift away from you. “She’s young. 
She’s a college student. We need someone with experience.” 

Michele: So this is something that you would like to have? And then you would 
get so much; you would get support. You’d get recognition. Are you going to 
look for an internship?

Portia: I have been, but I’ve called—I guess they’re getting tired of me. I’ve 
called about five hospitals over and over.

Michele: Keep doing it.

Portia: I’m, like, “Hey, it’s Portia Clarke,” and they’re, like, “Oh, it’s Portia 
again.” [Laughter]

Michele: Keep doing it. Go to Sloan-Kettering and see if you can be a temp or 
do anything, anything at all. Khadijah, what do you need that you don’t have 
now that you are looking for?

Khadijah: I also agree with Portia and I actually go to Sloan-Kettering, I’ve 
been trying to get an internship or volunteer work or something there.

Michele: They’re serious about their volunteer work there. You have to fill out 
forms. You have to do training. I was going to volunteer there. You can’t just 
walk in and volunteer. You have to be interviewed. It’s a big deal. You two 
need to put your heads together and support each other. Kaya?

Kaya: I don’t know. I really don’t know. I want to be taking my science courses. 
I want to be done with this remedial stuff that I have to do. I understand that 
it’s necessary, but it’s a very big delay and frustration.

Michele: Maybe you need patience. 

Kaya: No. I need science classes! [Laughter] We need more classes in second 
session, that’s for one. English for one, the remedials need to be given in second 
session. There are too few classes. I’m told, “I’m sorry, it’s just too intense.” 
But if I’m here and I’m motivated why shouldn’t there be a class—an English 
101, so I can start taking my math, so I can start taking my science courses. 
I can’t touch a science course until I have my English done. It’s these sort of 
things. 

Michele: That’s right, that’s a gateway course.

Kaya: Exactly. I understand it’s necessary, but there needs to be a bit of human 
understanding about situations, about age. 



Molly: Well, for me, I don’t ask questions, I’m not super-curious. I love facts 
and learning about facts and memorizing stuff. In science, it’s not all about 
that. It’s about the application of this knowledge, and—I’ll give you an exam-
ple. In class, the professor will ask questions about DNA. It’s easy to answer 
those questions, but then when he asks us questions about an experiment that 
was done regarding DNA, it’s, like, hard to understand what they did. My 
mind blanks out. I don’t understand why this experiment was done. I don’t 
even understand the results.

Michele: It sounds like you’re on the threshold of deep knowledge. You know 
what you need and you’re going to learn how to look for the concepts and the 
abstractions. You need practice. You could go to your professor and tell your 
professor that that’s the leap that you need to make and then a whole new 
world will open up for you. Thank you for that. Frank?

Frank: I don’t feel that LaGuardia can offer me too much. A lot of the failings 
I’ve had in previous courses had to do with me, not with the school itself. 
Mainly it’s been a lack of time and a lack of preparation, in the sense that I 
could have studied better. I could have better reviewed the material. So nothing 
comes to mind in terms of resources at the school.

Michele: In yourself, then, what are you looking for in yourself?

Frank: Time to study more. 

Michele: So it’s the shortage of time because of—how many hours do you 
work? 

Frank: Forty-five to fifty hours a week.

Portia: Wow. That’s full time, more than full time.

Kaya: That’s just crazy. 

Molly: That’s nuts.

Michele: Wow, okay. Serene?

Serene: I procrastinate a lot. That’s something I’ve been working on since this 
semester started. I keep a little notepad with me. I write stuff down in my 
phone and I put the due date next to it so I know that I have time to do the 
assignment before it is due.

Michele: Time management?
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Serene: Yes.

Patrick: I don’t know if this is a need as much as a want, but I could use more 
money. College is a lot of money. If I fail I could use extra money to take a class 
over or do something else, just in case. I need a fallback. 

Michele: Maybe you can study so that you don’t fail and that way you won’t 
need the money. [Laughter] Then you can want something else. Yeah. I’m 
going to check on you, Patrick. Richard?

Richard: Personally I feel like it’s acclimating toward college life. This is my 
first semester. I didn’t want to go heavy on my courses.

Michele: So what are you taking now?

Richard: I’m only taking this as my science course, but that’s because I wanted 
to acclimate and stuff. I wanted to make sure I was mentally stable enough to 
devote all of my time. I wanted to make sure I was ready for this.

Michele: Do you think you’re getting ready?

Richard: I think I am ready now. I’ve been—I thought it was going to be 
super-hard. I thought college classes were going to be five or six time harder 
than high school—

Michele: But you’re only taking one course?

Richard: No, I’m taking this and a couple of others.

Michele: What else are you taking?

Richard: English 101 and then I’m taking Math 101. 

Michele: So you have seven—you probably have nine credits? English is how 
many credits? Three?

Richard: Three. And then I’m taking winter stuff also.

Michele: Okay, so you have a full semester? Portia?

Portia: I have a question for you. All of us are striving to be the best, so let’s 
say we do want to take a major class in a small session, but the class that we 
want to take, like English, for example is major. In the six-week period that 
we have how do you think we can properly prepare ourselves to succeed in 
that small amount of time?




