
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2015 Graduate Profiles 

“The Academy of Hope will be a school in which the main 

subject for everyone, teachers and  students alike, is not 

reading, writing or math, but hope.” 

 

The following stories of five graduates embody Academy of 

Hope’s fundamental commitment to planting and nourishing a 

sense of hope.  The lives of each of these individuals reflect 

resilience, hard work, courage and commitment to overcoming 

adversity – and are all driven, first and foremost, by hope for a 

better future.  We thank these graduates for sharing their 

personal stories, both orally and in writing.  Their personal 

achievements are what Academy of Hope is all about.  
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Life is Beautiful, Just Apply Yourself 

 Beverly Simms 

T 
he instant warmth and quick 

smile are what hit you first 

when you meet Beverly 

Simms.  She focuses on the positive, 

works hard, and, not surprisingly, is 

succeeding in meeting her goals.  This 

recent Academy of Hope graduate is 

definitely moving forward, enjoying 

helping others, and improving herself 

as she goes. 

 

Early Years 

Beverly grew up in a loving household with her two parents, four brothers, 

and two sisters.  As her father was in the military, the family moved often.  

Born in Florida in 1958, Beverly started school in Washington, DC, moved 

to California where she attended two different schools, relocated to 

Maryland and then back to California. When the family returned to DC and 

Beverly entered junior high school in Southeast, she found the environment 

rowdy and unfriendly.  She was bullied, skipped a lot of school, and started 

getting poor grades.   Fortunately, her mother had her transferred to Taft 

Junior High School in Northeast, closer to her home, where things 

improved.  Beverly was happy to repeat 9th grade, had friends, and “did 

great academically.”  But she describes herself as an “adventurous 

adolescent, not bad, but often caught out” by her strict mother.  When she 

entered McKinley Technical High School she says her grades were “good 

enough,” but in 12th grade she began to party and smoke grass, and things 

just “started going down hill.”  When she realized that she needed an 

additional 1.5 credits to graduate, Beverly dropped out. 

The World of Work 
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From that point on, Beverly has held down a long list of jobs, often working 

two jobs at a time, taking off only briefly when her two children were small.  

She started as a cashier at Peoples Drug Stores, where she did well due 

to her positive attitude and responsive customer service.  She also worked 

at China Closet, eventually becoming a department head, as well as at 

Safeway and the Sheraton Hotel in Northwest.   In 1979 she had her 

daughter and, thirteen years later, her son.  By 1998 Beverly went to work 

doing community relations in her housing complex and took on seasonal 

work at the Post Office.  During these years she came briefly to Academy 

of Hope to try to get her high school credential but didn’t follow up as she 

needed more time to raise her family.   She later went to work as a team 

leader for the Consumer Health Access Team, took some time out to stay 

home to help her son with some problems he was having in school, and 

then returned to work at World Market.  In 2005 she returned to AoH but 

quickly dropped out again.  Nonetheless, she succeeded in seeing both 

her children graduate from high 

school. 

Finally Back to School 

Then in 2011, while working at 

the Wounded Warriors Café in 

Bethesda, Beverly became very 

sick and had to be hospitalized.  Her health challenges were the cause of  

“some dark moments” in her life.   But it was following this tough period 

that she was finally able to return to Academy of Hope in September 2012.  

She says “it’s about me now, it was my time.” Though a bit surprised that 

she was able to stay focused on the work, she was eager to learn and felt 

that “it just came so natural.”  She was also fortunate to have the support 

of her two children, who took care of the household so that Beverly had the 

time she needed to study.  The only real challenge was math, so she is 

planning “to brush up further” in order to eventually enter college.   

During her time at AoH she just “kept on moving forward,” and in June 

2014 Beverly graduated from the National External Diploma Program 

(NEDP).  Thinking about her experience at Academy of Hope, Beverly 

particularly liked the staff, saying that they “give you hope and are willing to 

“They give you hope 
and are willing to 

work with you at any 
level.” 
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work with you at any level.”  She also appreciated the fact that “they put in 

the time to care for people.”  Overall she found that this is “a place that 

makes you want to learn, to go to another level.  I never felt during the two 

years that I wanted to stop!”  Following graduation she undertook the 13-

week Bridge program, during which she missed only one day, as she “just 

loved being here.” 

Graduation and Beyond 

Due to her own initiative and creativity, Beverly is now working at a job of 

her own making.  Seeing a need to connect AoH students to an array of 

social services, she proposed to Academy of Hope the position of Student 

Navigator.  Her proposal became a reality when she was accepted as a 

Public Allies DC fellow and placed at AoH.  She loves being able to help 

students by making connections and establishing institutional relationships 

with groups such as Dress for Success, Martha’s Table, and Foundry 

United Methodist Church.  Due to her work, AoH can now make referrals to 

these and other services, acting in the place of a case manager.  She also 

greatly enjoys inspiring and encouraging students, letting them know that “it 

gets better, easier, that there are so many opportunities.”  She believes it’s 

important to “lift people up and to make them feel good about what they are 

doing.” Overall, she says: “this is something I love doing.” 

Beyond spending Monday through Thursday working at AoH, Beverly does 

training in leadership and community organization with Public Allies on 

Fridays and works with her Streetwise Mentor on Wednesday evenings.  

She is also a Public Allies volunteer on holidays and weekends.  Her short-

term goal is to draw on her growing network of contacts to become an event 

planner and, later, to obtain a BA in business management.  Her longer-

term goal is to become an “extraordinary customer service trainer” and to 

purchase her own home.  Though she says that it has all “been challenging, 

it has also been easy as a result of all my learning.” 
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 This is Just the Beginning! 

 Dana Ebiasah 

T 
oday Dana Ebiasah is certified by the DC Department of 

Behavioral Health as a Peer Specialist, working to help her clients 

and herself to understand their diagnoses of mental illness and get 

the services and support they need.  Obtaining her GED was a milestone 

on the now-“positive and hopeful path” of her life. 

 

Early Life 

Dana was born in 1984, the oldest of 

six daughters.  Due to her mother’s 

substance abuse problems, Dana was 

placed in foster homes early in her life 

and was in and out of different homes 

and schools for most of her childhood.  

Her father came around only rarely, to 

bring her ice cream.  She describes 

herself as a “sweet, shy, and quiet” child.  While in middle school in 

Maryland, Dana says:  “everything was cool.”  However, she eventually 

started smoking marijuana, breaking curfew, and generally taking 

advantage of her kind foster mother.  By the time she was 14, she had 

stopped going to school and found herself pregnant.  All of this led her to 

move to another foster home and then to Saint Ann’s Infant and Maternity 

Home, where the sisters lovingly raised her and her baby for one year. 

Things Got Tougher 

At the age of 16, Dana had her first mental breakdown.  Yet – despite her 

inability to manage her daily life and her depression – she says that she did 

not take mental illness seriously.  So following a two-week hospitalization, 

she stopped taking her medication and stopped going to therapy.  Looking 

back, Dana describes these as “dumb decisions” which led her to spend 

several years on the street, running away from all the services that were 
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offered and getting into trouble with the law.  Though she began a GED 

course, she got into a fight with a fellow student and was expelled.  She 

later tried another GED course, but it did not hold her interest. 

By the time she was 20, Dana reconnected with the father of her daughter, 

and got pregnant again.  This caused discord between Dana and the 

woman she was involved with at the time, which left Dana devastated and 

depressed and led to a second mental breakdown.  During this period she 

continued getting into trouble with the law and later broke probation.   It was 

around this time that she called DC Child Protective Services to take her 

kids.   

Though Dana had a number of jobs, she often stole from her employers and 

got herself into a couple of serious 

fights with her friends.  It was while 

she was in police custody awaiting 

trial for one such incident that she 

decided that she wasn’t “going to 

mess up again.”   

Moving toward her GED 

Fortunately her friend dropped the charges against her, so Dana was able 

to go back to work.  But this time she became a hardworking, energetic, 

loyal employee – first at McDonald’s, then at Taco Bell.  She gained 

responsibility, got her driver’s license, and became a store manager.  Dana 

remained loyal to her employer, did not steal, dropped her old friends, and 

stayed off the street.  However, although other employers wanted to hire 

her, they did not due to her record. 

When Dana was 26, she says that she looked around at the people she 

saw on the streets of downtown DC and decided that she wanted to be like 

them.  She began “visualizing becoming something different” and realized 

this meant that she had to go back to school.  After researching GED 

programs she found Academy of Hope. She says, “I knew I would get my 

GED when I walked through the door.”  Dana was immediately struck by the 

bright atmosphere and by the instructors, whom she describes as “friendly, 

bubbly, cool, and funny,” and worthy of her respect.  She began taking 

“I knew I would get 
my GED when I 
walked through the 
door.” 
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notes and paying attention in class.  And the fact that all the other students 

were focused on obtaining their GED helped her to “stay focused.”    

However, while preparing for her GED, Dana became depressed after a 

breakup with her partner and was finally diagnosed with bipolar disorder.  

Though she had stopped coming to school, she says that Academy of Hope 

staff kept calling and encouraging her, and eventually got her re-engaged in 

her studies.   She also received strong support from AoH during a custody 

battle she had for her older daughter.  On the academic side, through her 

class on “Infinite Possibilities,” Dana learned to visualize her goals, increase 

her self-esteem, and become empowered.  She says this class “impacted 

transformation in my life:  how to speak positive things to the universe and 

how to support them with hard work.”    

In November 2013, AoH staff encouraged Dana to take the GED test and 

covered the cost.  Though she didn’t feel ready and was “stressed out,” she 

says that she read each question carefully, feeling that she “owed it to 

Academy of Hope to do well.”  When she called Ward 8 to let them know 

that she had passed, she remembers hearing them all applauding her 

achievement.  Dana recalls the support AoH gave her “every step of the 

way.  They were there for anything. They provided the support that others 

did not.  I really appreciate that, and I’ll never forget it.” 

Moving Forward 

Before graduation in June 2014, Dana felt stable enough to reach out to 

mental health services and began attending the DC Recovery Program.  

Today she is working there as a Peer Specialist.  She has completed 

training and testing and is now certified by the Department of Behavioral 

Health.  Dana says she gets “tons of support” there in her ongoing efforts to 

understand her diagnosis and set boundaries.  She wants “to help others 

and provide hope to those who have no hope, those who have given up.”  

From her own experience, she knows that “ here is a possibility and hope to 

change.”   
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If I had a Million Dollars I Would 

Give it to Academy of Hope 
Deborah Simmons 

T 
hroughout a lifetime of struggle due to her limited vision and 

related bullying, Deborah Simmons has persevered.  After many 

years and a number of false starts, Deborah finally found at 

Academy of Hope the understanding and support she needed to succeed.   

And succeed she did, winning two 

awards for her writing, obtaining her 

IC3 computer certification, and 

graduating in June 2014 with her 

NEDP. 

 

A Challenging Childhood  

Deborah was born in 1962 in 

Suffolk, VA, one of seven children.  

Due to her vision problems, it was 

hard for her to read the blackboard at school and to endure the teasing of 

other pupils.   When she was 11, Deborah’s mother left her abusive father 

and brought the children to DC to live with an aunt.  There her cousins 

teased her “for wearing thick glasses and for being from the country.”  

Overall, her memories of childhood “are not nice,” and she feels she has 

“faced cruelty” all her life. 

While at Hamilton Junior High School, the teasing was less bad but 

Deborah avoided being with people and began “hooking school.” For this 

she was hit with a ruler by her teacher and “whupped” by her mother.  

Difficulties continued when she transferred to Douglas Junior High in South 

East, where “it was hard to be a new student” and where she again started 

“hooking” to avoid the classes in which she was picked on.  Then, when she 

transferred to Anacostia Senior High School, she found herself put back into 

9th grade.  Although she remembers liking science and loving reading, 

Deborah stopped going to math classes, which she found very difficult.  At 

16 she dropped out, recalling:  “I just couldn’t do it anymore.”  
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Work, Family Responsibilities, Initial GED Efforts, and Worsening 
Eyesight 

At the age of 17, Deborah began working at National Airport, where she 

checked bags for a year.  However, she wanted to get a GED to become a 

licensed nurse.  She enrolled in Franklin Adult Education, but when she did 

not receive the algebra tutoring she needed, she dropped out.  The next 

year, while she was working as a secretary in an apartment complex, 

Deborah married an old friend of the family and had her first daughter.  Two 

years later she left her husband due to his drinking and drugs and went to 

work as a home health aide in order to take care of her child.  Three years 

later, in 1987, she had her second daughter.   

Then in 1989 Deborah completed a course at Automation Academy to 

become a Certified Nursing Assistant and began working in nursing homes 

and on private duty shifts.  She also enrolled in a GED program at Lenox 

Adult Education, but the school closed before she finished the course.  In 

2002 she again tried to get her GED, this time at the Arch Training Center, 

but the Center closed its adult education program before Deborah was able 

to pass all her tests. 

In the meantime, she worked in a group home for men, managing a shift 

from 3pm to midnight.  At the same time, she was also taking care of her 

mother, who had had a stroke, as well as her younger daughter and her 

new granddaughter.  She had little time to rest or take care of herself. 

This extremely demanding schedule took such a toll on Deborah that her 

doctor told her she had to stop or risk having a stroke herself.  On his 

advice, she stopped working.  However, she started studying for her NEDP 

at Living Wages, as she wanted to break the cycle of dropping out and to 

encourage her girls. 

But by then her eyesight was worsening and she was suffering from 

migraine headaches.  Finally in 2007, due to rapidly progressing glaucoma, 

Deborah was no longer able to see the blackboard or the papers she 

needed to read.  She quit the program and took a job working evenings at a 

thrift store.  Following surgery for her glaucoma, Deborah lost 80% of her 

vision in her “good eye.”  Although her pressure headaches have subsided, 
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her limited vision now allows her to see just a bit directly in front of her, as 

if she is looking through a small hole.  

Back to School, This Time for Good! 

Despite her challenges, Deborah continued working at her church and 

there, while researching vendors to participate in Community Day, she 

found Academy of Hope online.  About a year later, she searched for the 

papers she had filed on Academy of Hope and enrolled in Ward 8 in 2011. 

About Academy of Hope, Deborah has only good things to say.  “I love 

Academy of Hope.  They really helped me out, they understood.  They 

really care about their students.  They made the font larger so I could 

read, they were patient and encouraged me.”  She says that they also 

“stayed on me,” telling her:  “you’re going to get it!”  And, indeed, with 

tutoring, she was finally able to understand math.  To her great surprise, 

Academy of Hope teachers brought out her writing skills.  This led 

Deborah to write an award-winning story of her life for AoH’s “I Believe I 

Can Fly” competition and to deliver it at an Academy of Hope Literacy 

Breakfast.  In 2012, she placed in the top ten (out of 200) in a Women’s 

History Essay Contest sponsored by the DC Public Library, and was 

invited to read her essay – about her admiration for the co-pastor at her 

church – at the Martin Luther King Library. 

Looking Ahead 

Although Deborah continues to hold major responsibility for the care of her 

family, she would like to go to college and eventually work with people 

with disabilities.  “I want to show them that even though my vision is poor, 

I continued on and reached my goal.” Beyond this, Deborah reflects that 

she is “still going on her journey.”    
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You Can Do It, You Can’t Give Up! 
Elaine Evans 

A 
fter dropping out of school in the 9th grade and later trying without 

success to get her high school certification, Elaine Evans finally 

achieved her dream at Academy of Hope.  She persevered, 

overcame the odds, and, at the age of 62, received her NEDP certificate in 

June 2014. 

 

Growing up in Washington, DC 

Elaine was born in 1952 in Washington, DC, 

the third of nine children.  Though her family 

was stable – her father worked for the US 

Postal Service and her mother was a 

housewife – she recalls that life was not 

easy.  Financially, she says:  “I came up very 

hard, we didn’t have much.”  She also 

remembers that there was little warmth or 

affection in the home, and that she suffered a 

great deal as a result.  Moreover, she says that there was very little 

encouragement from her family for her to get an education.  In 9th grade 

when her teacher called her “dumb”, Elaine felt embarrassed and, with her 

mother’s support, she dropped out of school at the age of 15. 

Years of Hard Work 

After leaving school Elaine quickly enrolled at the Occupational Training 

Center (OTC), where she learned a lot of “people skills.”  She has put these 

skills to good use since 1970 when, at the age of 18, she began her long 

career with the US Federal Government.  She recalls being happy to start 

work, to have a little money, and to have her own place.  Over the years 

she worked in the Government Printing Office, the Naval Research 

Laboratory, and the Office of Personnel Management, among many others.   

She answered phones, worked as a file clerk, and in later years inputted 

information into a computer and worked as a supply technician. 
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In the late 1970s, Elaine gave birth to a little girl.   At first she received a 

great deal of help from her mother and her aunt.  However, by the time her 

daughter was five, Elaine took on full-time parenting responsibility, juggling 

childcare responsibilities with her full-time job.  Being a single mother was a 

challenge.  Still, she maintained her employment and made sure to attend 

all the important events and meetings at her daughter’s school. 

Although she was a reliable and hard worker, Elaine felt that “without a high 

school credential I couldn’t get anywhere. People don’t appreciate you at 

the office, despite your hard work.”  So over the years she sought to rectify 

this problem by trying a large number of night school programs – “too many 

to remember” – in the hope of getting her GED.  Her goals were to read 

better and to have her diploma as a life accomplishment.  “Without it, it’s 

hard to get anything, hard to move up.”   However, each time she started 

Elaine felt that it was “hard to learn” and that her reading just “wasn’t good”.  

At base she believed that she could not learn due to her weak educational 

foundation, and finally gave up on her hope of getting her GED while 

working. 

Retirement with a Goal:  Academy of Hope 

After retiring from the government in 2007, Elaine met a friend who told her 

about the Academy of Hope.  She finally began her GED studies in 2009, 

and at first says she found it “very hard.”  In fact, on many occasions she 

wanted to give up, thinking, “I just couldn’t do it, it wasn’t for me.”   

Fortunately, she did not give up.  With guidance from her advisor, she 

eventually transferred to the NEDP stream, where she says she had 

“wonderful tutors” who helped her whenever she needed it.   Nonetheless, 

the program proved to be a challenge, and there were many dark moments 

and thoughts that she might not get through.   

However, gradually Elaine saw her scores going up.  But it took time, as 

she knew she had to “get it right” before she could move forward.   “If you 

didn’t do it right, you had to do it over!”  She says that AoH’s high 

expectations helped her a lot, and that she had to study hard in order to get 

the right answers.   In the end, Elaine says that she was able to get past 

the rough spots with a lot of studying and the help of other people.   She 
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particularly admires her advisor for all her encouragement, and still recalls 

her saying, “Elaine, you can do it. You can’t give up.”  

Having passed all her tests and graduated in June 2014, Elaine believes,  “If 

I can do it, anyone can do it.”  She also feels that she has finally filled the 

void she’d felt for so many years caused by not having a high school 

credential. 

The Next Chapter in Her Life 

With her NEDP under her belt, Elaine wants to sing gospel music to make 

other people happy, and is looking forward to studying voice and doing a lot 

more singing.  She is also looking forward to traveling as much as possible.  

Having already visited Alaska, Hawaii, Ethiopia, Paris, London, Jerusalem, 

and the islands. She is thrilled at the prospect of a return trip to Alaska this 

year and to Australia in 2016.  As she says with her beautiful smile, “Life is 

too short not to enjoy!”  Finally having achieved her educational goal is an 

important part of it.   
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Academy of Hope is About Resurrecting 

People’s Lives through Education 
Greg Sims 

S 
ince the beginning, Greg Sims has led a tough life, including years 

spent in prison, living on the streets, and facing addiction and 

serious health challenges.  Yet through hard work and a lot of 

support, he has overcome these obstacles and, at the age of 56, received 

his NEDP.  Today he is sharing the life lessons he has learned with 

students, inmates, and law enforcement officials and is looking forward to 

celebrating his 60th birthday with his twin sister. 

 

Growing up 

Born in Southeast DC in 1955, Greg 

was one of 15 siblings. From the start 

he was close to his twin sister and 

always wanted her to have what she 

needed.  He remembers that he 

learned about sharing early on from 

what he saw within his own family and 

in the community.  Though his father 

worked construction jobs, Greg was 

“raised up poor, there was not much 

to go around.” Although he had plenty of friends in his grade, he found it 

hard to focus on his studies because he “never got enough to eat.”  In 9th 

grade he was picked up for burglary and in 10th grade for armed robbery.  

Though he was given probation for the first offense, he was sentenced to 15 

years for the second.  

Years Spent in Prison 

While inside, Greg studied and became certified in culinary arts, the 

educational opportunity that was offered.  This helped him get jobs once he 

was out on parole after five years, but as an ex-offender he preferred to 

work “behind the scenes and tried to remain invisible.”   Still, he enjoyed 

working and in this way he managed to support himself for about five years.  
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But eventually he got into drugs and ended up back in the state penitentiary 

for selling.  This time he was released after eight years, but due to his 

addiction he found himself repeatedly back inside for “petty stuff” over the 

next few decades. 

Reflecting on this period in his life, Greg says he found it “hard to set goals” 

and that he “never stuck with anything long.  Maybe if I had, I would have 

avoided going back.”  Despite so many years in and out of prison, Greg 

remained close to his family, and in 1985 he had a son.  His most important 

regret is having “missed him growing up.” 

Life on the Street 

Finally released from prison in 2002, Greg had nowhere to go and ended up 

living on the street.   Due to his continued use of drugs, he caught a 

bacterial infection that led to a four-month hospitalization.  In addition, an 

MRI found that he had a serious problem with his hip, which he had not 

even realized due as he was always high.  Although he needed a hip 

replacement, the hospital discharged him, so Greg “hobbled around for a 

year, back on drugs.”  Finally, he returned to the hospital with a frostbitten 

hand and lost part of one finger as a result.  At this low point, Greg says,  “I 

hurt to the core of my being.” 

Positive Decisions Lead to Positive Life Changes 

Having endured so much, Greg decided in 2006 he had “had enough of 

drugs” and of “hurting” himself and promised himself and God that if he 

could get out of his pain he would never go back.  The center where he 

went for his hand rehabilitation referred him to Christ House.  There he was 

finally able to have hip surgery and slowly to regain his health.  He has lived 

there ever since.  Also through Christ House he decided to join the Men’s 

Recovery Program, to attend weekly AA and NA meetings, and was 

encouraged to go back to school.  Inspired by friends – including a few from 

his prison days – who had traveled similar paths, he enrolled in AoH. 

 

“Do It, You Know It!” 

Greg entered AoH in Fall 2007.  There, he says, he found the atmosphere 

“great”, though math and science were challenging.  He recalls, “The staff 
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were patient, they stuck with me, gave me energy.” He remembers that he 

“had some trouble with attendance.”  But when he missed class someone 

would always call to ask: “Where are you?  You’re supposed to be here!”  

He also recalls getting help from many people – “when I couldn’t get it from 

one, I could get it from another, a different perspective.  They knew what I’d 

been through.  I’d been ready to give up, but they wouldn’t let me!  They just 

kept telling me that I could do it.”  With his own hard work and the support 

AoH, Greg graduated with his NEDP in 2010. 

Giving Back 

Since then, through the Men’s Recovery Program, Greg has been busy 

sharing his own life experience 

and the hard lessons he has 

learned.  This includes 

working as a volunteer at 

Christ House, supporting the 

homeless population; going to 

middle schools and high schools to talk about homelessness and addiction; 

talking to inmates in DC jails to give them hope for the future; and speaking 

to police departments about mistreatment of young black men (he attended 

a conference on this topic in April 2015).  In addition, he is involved in 

fundraising for Christ House, and speaks to their donors annually.  

Today, Greg spends time with his grandson and nephews and celebrated 

nine years of sobriety in September 2015.  He says he takes his “pain and 

suffering as a gift,” because it opened his “mind and heart to many 

possibilities” that he hadn’t known existed.  He sees his life as a 

“resurrection” and says that, “the people at Academy of Hope and Christ 

House have put life back into my body.”  Just as Greg has been inspired by 

those who have come before him at AoH, his own story is sure to inspire 

many more. 

“The staff were patient, 
they stuck with me, gave 

me energy.” 
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A Strong, Beautiful Survivor 
LaShunna Grier 

 

I 
n her 26 years, LaShunna Grier has endured more life challenges than 

most people can imagine.  A school drop out at 15, she has confronted 

bipolar disorder, violent rape, teen pregnancy, epilepsy, homelessness 

and more.  Through her personal strength and strong intellect, she is now 

creating a life for herself and her family, building upon her graduation in 

June 2015 from Academy of Hope. 

 

Ups and Downs of Childhood and 
Early Adulthood in DC 

Born in Southeast DC in 1990, 

LaShunna remembers happy times, 

filled with the love of her grandmother 

and her parents.  She did very well in 

school:  “I was a perfectionist and an 

over-achiever, always on the school 

honor roll.”  She competed in 

basketball, cheerleading and double-

Dutch, was elected student body president, and selected as a peer mediator 

and school safety and energy patrol member.  “I loved everything about 

school!”   

Before the end of 7th grade, however, her parents separated and she moved 

to Montgomery County with her mother.  LaShunna was upset being 

uprooted in the midst of the school year and missed her old friends.  She 

also lost her aunt, whom she had loved deeply.  Despite her sadness, 

though, she completed the full year’s work within a few months (despite a 

different curriculum) and made new friends.  But as the only black student in 

her higher-level 8th grade classes, she had to deal with racism.  And after 

witnessing an ugly KKK incident at school, “things started to spiral out of 

control for me.”   Feeling “hated, frightened and angry,” she attempted 

suicide and was diagnosed with bipolar disorder.  “The medication they 

gave me made me a zombie, I was emotionless for all of 9th grade.” 
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About a year later, when LaShunna was starting to feel “a bit happy,” she 

went through a rough breakup with her boyfriend, which led her to start 

drinking heavily, running away from home, and refusing to go back to 

school.  Then, at 15, she was violently raped by one of her “drinking 

friends.”  She was so badly injured that doctors told her she would 

probably never be able to have children.  Yet she kept drinking, ran away 

from home again, and got involved with an abusive man.  She left him 

when she became pregnant and realized that he did not want a child.   

The Start of the Bumpy Road Back 

Fortunately LaShunna’s parents took her in, and after the birth of J’Lynne 

Camille in 2006 they helped her to return to school.   Although she also 

tried to work evenings at Target, it was too much and so she quit school.  

She liked working, did well, and was promoted, but just before her 18th 

birthday in 2008 LaShunna stopped taking her medication and became so 

depressed that she could barely care for her child and lost her job.  Once 

back on her medication she worked first at JC Penny, and then got a better 

job at Filene’s Basement.  But when the company went out of business, 

LaShunna started taking pills and drinking to escape her situation.  “I felt 

like a statistic, a black teenage mom without an education.”  She also 

began to suffer from seizures and was diagnosed with epilepsy.  “My life 

was in shambles.”  In 2012, at the age of 22, she asked her mother to 

assume guardianship of her daughter. 

LaShunna moved to Baltimore, where she worked at two jobs.  She also 

became good friends with her husband-to-be.  He encouraged her to return 

to school and to get her daughter back.  In 2013, he proposed with a ring 

and a Reese’s Cup, and on April 1, 2014 they were married.  The entire 

family was there, including her biological father.  LaShunna finally felt 

“completely at peace.” But things soon started to unravel:  her daughter 

was acting out violently, and her marriage was strained.  She and her 

husband separated in September 2014, and she moved in with her father. 

Finding Her Way Back to Education and to Academy of Hope 

Around this time she saw a flyer for Academy of Hope. LaShunna enrolled 

and did exceptionally well on her assessment tests.  “I knew it was time to 

get my life together.  I threw myself into school.  I was so focused, moving 
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ahead of my classes, studying at home on the computer.  The AoH staff 

cared about me, they even gave me bus tokens so I could come to school.  

And they encouraged me.  It was more like a family than a school.  When 

they saw me slacking off they made sure I got back on track.  And it wasn’t 

just me, they do it for all their students.” 

From the outset of her NEDP course, LaShunna said that she “would walk 

across the stage in June”, and by December 2014 she had completed six 

NEDP competencies. However, her living situation was not easy and she 

eventually ended up in a shelter.  In addition, her daughter was diagnosed 

with ADHD, anxiety and depression.  LaShunna managed to stay in school, 

but she “got thrown off a little bit living in a hotel.”  By May 2015, when she 

had fallen behind and there was not enough time left to complete her NEDP 

before the June graduation, she decided instead to sit for the GED.  By that 

time she had already passed tests for Microsoft Word and PowerPoint, and 

had won an HP laptop for her high scores. Passing the Outlook test and 

becoming certified as a Microsoft Office Specialist gave her the confidence 

to take the GED test.   She says passing her GED was “a big moment” and 

that she considered herself “a walking success story.”  Sitting with the other 

graduates, she felt “proud of all of us, and really, really good to be part of it.” 

Though LaShunna was still living in a shelter on graduation day, things are 

now looking up.  She has reconciled with her husband, and her daughter is 

doing well in school.  In September 2015, LaShunna entered the Work 

Force Development Program at UDC Community College and by December 

was certified as a pharmacy technician.  She is now interviewing for 

pharmacy technician jobs, and has applied for a seven-year program to 

obtain a doctorate in pharmacy, which she hopes to begin in September 

2016.  “Not everything is where I want it, but this is a start!” 
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high quality education and services that change lives and  

improve our community.  

 

 

 

We would like to extend a special thank you to Jan Leno for 

volunteering her time and skills toward interviewing and writing each 

graduate’s profile.  
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