
For many of our scholars and families, 
college planning is especially complex 
and it requires a team effor t every step 
of the way. Star ting in 9th grade with an 
introduction to college f inancial planning 
and continuing through high school 
with submission of applications, Rainier 
Scholars helps students and parents 
navigate the process. As Derek explains, 
it’s important that both scholars and 
families “…think more deeply about 
selecting colleges and about the range of 
choices.” The goal is not only acceptance 
to a four-year college, but to have 
multiple college options and to f ind the  
best match.

As a f irst step in college counseling, 
Derek helps scholars ar ticulate what 
is most important to them in a school 
experience. Scholars often pinpoint a 
campus culture that welcomes intellectual 
curiosity, offers strong academics and 
an inclusive college community. Families 
often look for f inancial support, safe 
campuses and a specif ic school size 
or location. Weighing these priorities, 
Derek helps scholars def ine a balanced 
list of target schools, including some 
“reach” schools, as well as lesser known 
schools that might offer great options 
academically, socially and f inancially. 
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College Planning, College Choice

At Rainier Scholars, college planning  
 is always a part of the conversation. 

When we ask 6th graders just starting their 
11-year Rainier Scholars’ journey to tell us 
the colleges they know, their answers are 
often limited to two schools: University 
of Washington and Harvard. For the next 
six years, our task is to help our students 
broaden their view and access educational 
pathways that will ultimately lead them to 
colleges and universities they may never 
have envisioned for themselves.

This path is not an easy one and it can 
feel like an uphill climb for students of color 
who face the challenges of being from low-
income families without a four-year degree. 
“Our students are from communities 
where there are not a lot of peers with 
the same goals, where there is often not a 
culture of support for being college-bound,” 
shares Director of College Counseling 
Derek Rogers. This is why creating a college 
vision and providing a framework of 
support is so critical. Rainier Scholars offers 
a unique opportunity to prepare for college 
and become competitive candidates  
for top schools nationwide. 

The process intensif ies in 11th grade 
when scholars receive their f irst in-depth 
introduction to college admissions from 
school representatives, as well as attend 
1:1 meetings with Derek and begin 
rigorous SAT preparation. 

Senior year is all about prioritizing 
their target colleges, creating strong 
applications and applying for f inancial aid. 
Rainier Scholars has partnerships with a 
range of high school college counselors 
and students are strongly encouraged to 
take advantage of the resources at their 
schools. Rainier Scholars provides critical 
support for public school students where 
fewer resources are available. In many 
ways, the college planning process in itself 
is preparation 
for the challenges 
which higher 
education brings.  
As Derek shares,  
“College is a more 
multi-faceted 
experience than 
students have 
had before – we 
want them to be 
able to handle that complexity.” 

Our f irst two cohorts of college 
graduates have proven they are up to 
the challenge of earning a degree. “We 
want our students to maximize their 
experience in college.” Derek noted. 
“This is essential for our students to 
become fulf illed in their careers and to 
develop as leaders in their communities.” 
Our scholars are now members of college 
communities nationwide which they 
select from a broad range of choices 
made possible through access to college 
planning and preparation, hard work and 
relentless determination. 

Director of College Counseling Derek Rogers, right

College Counseling Sessions
9th–12th graders and their families

• Financial Aid meetings for each high 
school grade level led by RS Leadership 
Development Team

• One-on-one meetings for juniors and 
families with RS Director of College 
Counseling

• SAT Preparation for juniors overseen  
by RS staff and faculty

• Essay writing workshops for seniors 
taught by RS faculty

• One-on-one fall meetings for seniors 
with RS College Counseling Director

• Financial aid award review meetings  
 for families with RS Directors of 
College Counseling and College Support
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Kalia Hendricks loves to write, “…but  
the challenge of condensing my 

academic journey into 650 words or 
less is a lot of pressure.” Like many 
high school seniors before her, Kalia 
par ticipated in the college essay writing 
sessions at Rainier Scholars to accomplish 
this necessary but daunting task. It 
requires thoughtful ref lection, as well as a 
thick skin, as multiple rounds of feedback 
challenge even the best of writers. “We 
star ted with writing prompts and f illing 
in boxes to help create an outline. I 
struggled with this f irst step. I knew I had 
to do it differently.” Kalia decided to star t 
writing in free form, following random 
thoughts and ideas, then stopping and 
star ting again with new and different 
subjects. She compiled at least 10 pages 
of writing with nearly 20 different story 
directions. 

At the suggestion of her instructor, 
Drego Little, she picked up a highlighter 
to search for common threads until  
a creative theme revealed itself.  
It became clear that words  
and writing are central to 
Kalia’s life journey. 

Reading has been a powerful 
coping mechanism for most 
of her young life. “The books 
I read by f lashlight under my 
covers allowed me to escape 
to a different world where I 
wasn’t afraid.” Books initially 
helped Kalia calm her anxieties 
and fears, but eventually reading 

Capturing Hopes and Dreams in 650 Words

and writing stories took her to places she 
never imagined and helped shape her 
hopes and dreams for the future. “I have 
looked up to powerful literary f igures like 
Peter Pan, Harry Potter and Odysseus…” 
While quite an unlikely combination of 
characters, Kalia explains “I identif ied 
characteristics in them that I valued – 
wit, conf idence, humility, determination, 
cunning, bravery, compassion – and I 
worked to develop them in myself.” 

Learning to be brave and conf ident 
were important outcomes of Kalia’s 
educational experience. Understanding 
the hurt of racism and feeling the pain 
of economic challenges were part of 
growing up. In her college essay, she 
describes her transformation. “Before I 
was a f lower bulb, a source of untapped 
potential. Now I have bloomed to be 
assertive, intelligent and hard working. 
With every book, I grow another petal 
for every new attribute I discover  
within myself.” 

Student Advisor Kalia Hendricks, front right,  
Cohort VII, Lakeside School Class of 2015

At Rainier Scholars we know the gifts 
and talents our students possess have 
been within them all along. Kalia has 
applied to colleges throughout Pacific NW 
and beyond. As part of this process, she 
courageously tells her story – her goal of 
becoming a writer, her fears about being far 
away from her family for the f irst time and 
her conf idence in knowing she is capable  
of using words to change the world.



 
  

Decisions on the Pathway to College 

Andrew Calimlim has ambitious     
  goals. His insatiable curiosity 

and love of learning fuel his desire to 
pursue a future in computer science. 
When he begins talking about robotics 
and the launch of a new competition, 
his eyes light up. “Students like me 
need exposure to new and different 
things to f ind our inspiration.” A 
senior at Raisbeck Aviation High 
School in the Highline School District, 
Andrew’s interest in STEM careers 
has skyrocketed thanks to a broad 
range of oppor tunities and hands-on 
experiences. 

“It’s impor tant to be in a suppor tive 
environment for your academic goals. 
I ’m lucky to have a family that also 
suppor ts me – not everyone does.” 
Andrew’s father works as a Metro Bus 
driver and his mom is an instructional 
assistant with Seattle Public Schools. 
They believe education is the key to 
Andrew’s bright future as he plans to be 
the f irst in his family to earn a four-year 
college degree.

Choosing to attend Raisbeck Aviation 
High School turned out to be a brilliant 
move for Andrew, albeit an ironic one. 
He quietly smiles and confesses, “As 
a kid I was always afraid of airplanes. 
I ’m not sure why. Perhaps it was really 
my fear of the unknown.” This is a 
far cry from the high school senior 
who, at the urging of Rainier Scholars, 
boarded a plane to New York City when 
selected by Columbia University to 
par ticipate in a f ly-in program to help 
under-represented students visualize 
themselves on a college campus.

For an even starker 
contrast, rewind back 
to Andrew’s early days 
as a Rainier Scholar. Shy and reserved, 
Andrew struggled to speak up and make 
friends during the Academic Enrichment 
phase. He remembers falling apar t 
during a small group discussion when 
others challenged his opinion. Yet one 
of his fondest memories came later 
when he recounted this meltdown and 
the reasons for it as par t of an essay for 
literature class. Mr. Little approached 
him in front of the entire class, shook 
his hand and congratulated him on his 
bravery in sharing his story. It was the 
f irst time Andrew can remember feeling 
truly courageous. 

Six years later Andrew now shares 
a dif ferent story, this time in the form 
of a college essay. He recounts how 
his internship at an asteroid mining 
star t-up company allowed him to 
apply his calculus skills honed at 
school to problem-solving in the work 
force. Claiming to work well under 
pressure, his college essay took on 
many forms and included several last 
minute changes. “What I liked about 
the college essay process was taking 
time to stop and ref lect.” When 
asked about his primary strengths he 
proudly cites his ability to not only 
think in technical terms, but to think 
creatively. Andrew is also aware of his 

weaknesses, admitting 
“I tend to over-think 
things and I could be 
more organized.” He is, 
af ter all, still a work-in-
progress.

Intending to study 
computer science, a 
passion sparked by his 
academic and internship 
experiences, Andrew 

prepares his college applications and 
narrows down his list of submissions 
which include top-notch schools like 
Cal Tech, Carnegie Mellon, MIT and 
Columbia. Once again, Andrew will 
continue to take calculated risks and 
be comfor table with his f inal decisions. 
“I don’t know what my future holds, 
but I am excited to f ind out.”  

“It’s important to 
be in a supportive 
environment for 
your academic goals. 
I’m lucky to have 
a family that also 
supports me…” 

Andrew Calimlim, Cohort VII, 
Aviation High School Class of 2015



 
  

As the parent of two 
  small children, I am 

often struck by the presence 
of the “college –bound 
culture” which surrounds 
me in schoolyards and 
playgrounds throughout the 
city. Children as young as 
three kicking a soccer ball 
while wearing a Harvard 
sweatshirt, a fifth grader in Science 
class sporting Stanford gear or the ever 
present competing Husky and Cougar 
colors at an all-school assembly. In each 
of these cases, these young people have 
likely visited these campuses with their 
families for reunions, special events and 
high-profile sporting matches. It is often a 
certainty that these children 
will also one day attend the 
campuses of our nation’s 
top schools because it is 
the expectation and vision 
of all who surround them. 
It is, in so many ways, a 
predetermined outcome.

Such is the reality when 
one has many generations 
of college-going adults 
before them, but how does that same 
vision and culture get established for 
low-income students of color who will be 
the first in their family to attend college? 
At Rainier Scholars, we believe it is about 
starting early. From the moment a child 
enters the Academic Enrichment phase, 
we intentionally message this goal over 
and over again for as long as scholars 
are in the program. From daily assembly 
where college trivia and knowledge 
are emphasized to a three-day trip to 
Whitman College at the close of the AEP, 
from summer enrichment experiences 
in middle and high school on campuses 
around the country to seeing their 

Executive Director’s perspective

Creating a College Vision 

student advisors preceding 
them on the college 
application pathway, the 
messages are everywhere. 
College is no longer a 
question of “if ” but rather 
one of “which” and how 
many choices our scholars 
will have in the spring of 
senior year. As articles in 

this issue illuminate, the college counseling 
process is comprehensive, deeply 
personalized and aims always to match 
scholars with the school in which they 
will most thrive. This process of discovery 
begins the moment they enter Rainier 
Scholars and reaches a crescendo during 
the final years of high school.

As I reveled in many 
opportunities recently to 
gather with our college 
scholars home on winter 
break, I smiled to myself, 
imagining the day when 
these scholars start 
families of their own. It will 
be their children running 
around the playground in 
sweatshirts bearing the 

names of their parents’ alma mater. It will 
be a predetermined conclusion that this 
is what the future holds for them, proving 
once again that the generational impact 
of the Rainier Scholars model is deep and 
real. Creating a college-going vision and 
culture, one scholar and one family at a 
time, is at the heart of our work at Rainier 
Scholars and we continue to give thanks 
for your support of this endeavor. 

 
 
 
Sarah Smith 
Executive Director

“Creating a college-
going vision and 
culture, one scholar 
and one family at a 
time, is at the heart 
of our work at 
Rainier Scholars...”

College Planning
A total of 45 colleges visited Rainier Scholars 
this fall to host:
• Case study presentation for juniors introducing 
the admissions process

• Hands-on application workshops for seniors
• Individual meetings with staff and scholars 

Case Study Program  
11th graders and their families
Davidson College (NC)
Duke University (NC)
Lehigh University (PA)
Wellesley College (MA)

Application Workshops  
12th graders
Bates College (ME)
Carleton College (MN)
Central Washington University (WA)
Chapman University (CA)
Columbia University (NY)
Dartmouth College (NH)
Emory University (GA)
Franklin & Marshall College (PA)
Macalester College (MN)
Mount Holyoke College (MA)
Pitzer College (CA)
Reed College (OR)
Saint Martin’s University (WA)
Seattle Pacific University (WA)
Seattle University (WA)
St. Olaf College (MN)
Tufts University (MA)
University of Washington (WA)

College Visits  
12th graders and RS staff
Barnard College (NY)
Brandeis University (MA)
Colorado College (CO)
Earlham College (IN)
Grinnell College (IA)
Harvey Mudd College (CA)
Ithaca College (NY)
Johns Hopkins University (MD)
Kenyon College (OH)
Lewis & Clark College (OR)
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MA)
Princeton University (NJ)
Scripps College (CA)
Simmons College (MA)
Smith College (MA)
Stanford University (CA)
Swarthmore College (PA)
Trinity College (CT)
University of Puget Sound (WA)
Vanderbilt University (TN)
Willamette University (OR)
Yale University (CT)



With Juma, Scholars Build Resumes and College Savings 

 ‘‘Students from Rainier Scholars have 
a high level of engagement and 

preparedness, they take responsibility 
and come ready to work!” says an 
enthusiastic Mason Moore about his 
team of six Rainier Scholars students. 
Mason is the Seattle Site Director for 
Juma Ventures, a social enterprise that 
provides employment to low-income 
youth so they can save for college. 
In 2013, Juma expanded its national 
job-training and placement program 
to Seattle by reaching out to ‘best 
in class’ education programs. Mason 
was struck by the synergy of Juma and 
Rainier Scholars, both striving to help 
hard-working, high-need students earn 
a college education and prepare for 
careers. He believes that the partnership 
is the “…essence of collective impact” or 
“working together” – the meaning of the 
word Juma. Rainier Scholars’ Director 
of Leadership Development Susie Wu 
agrees that Juma’s strategies, support 
and savings program align with the RS 
philosophy of empowering students.

Through year-round contracts 
with Key Arena, Century Link and 
Safeco Field, Juma employs students 
to operate concessions at sporting 
events. 10th grade students undertake 
the “Juma Challenge,” a rigorous and 
competitive application process to be 
considered for the program. From day 
one, applicants are expected to take 
responsibility, be accountable and work 
hard. If hired, students commit to work 
through 12th grade participating in Juma’s 
professional training and taking on 
increasing responsibility. Opportunities 
for promotion include managing 
multiple food car ts and a team of fellow 
employees, growing their earnings and 
real-world leadership experience. 

But what makes Juma’s program really 
unique? In 1999, they pioneered the f irst 
college savings program which combines 
comprehensive f inancial literacy 
education and Individual 
Development Accounts 
(IDAs) for students where 
their earnings are matched 
by donors. Education about 
f inancial responsibility and the 
contribution to college savings 
were key reasons Rainier 
Scholars chose to partner 
with Juma. According to Susie, 
“Our scholars really benef it 
from working in a structured 
environment where taking personal 
responsibility and initiative is rewarded.” 

Juma seeks young people who are 
willing to work hard, look at themselves 
honestly and take feedback – all core 
attributes of Rainier Scholars. In addition 
to their sales responsibilities, students 
are required to manage their work hours 
and complete f inancial education online. 
Each quarter Susie reports back to Juma 
about the students’ academic progress, 
including their attendance, grade point 
average (GPA) and credits earned 
toward high school graduation.

Juma recognizes that for most young 
people, this is their f irst job. “We’re 
not looking for youth who already have 
honed work skills. We’re willing to work 
with students who make mistakes, but 
who want to grow from them.” Mason 
feels a shared responsibility to help 
students be successful academically, 
professionally and personally. He’s 
passionate about Juma’s commitment 
to its students and believes that “…it’s 
powerful for youth to know that there 
are multiple layers of adults who care 
about them, who are positive mentors 
pushing them toward a four-year college 
degree.”

In the f irst year, three RS students 
have already distinguished themselves 

among their 
Seattle Juma peers: 
one promoted 
to management 
training, one having 
the highest average 
per day sales and 
one being the 
top salary earner. 
All par ticipating 
scholars continue 
to work hard and 
invest in their 

futures, growing their resumes and their 
savings. Susie hopes to expand the  
RS / Juma team to 10 in 2015 so that 
more scholars have the opportunity 
to not only earn funds for college and 
increase their f inancial literacy, but to 
also develop professional skills and put 
their leadership abilities to work.

“…it’s powerful for 
youth to know that 
there are multiple 
layers of adults who 
care about them, 
positive mentors who 
are pushing them 
toward a four-year 
college degree.”

Heron Kassa, Cohort VIII, Bishop Blanchet  
Class of 2016
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Staff Updates 

Jonthomas (JT) Williams, Director of Recruitment  
M.Ed., Educational Leadership & Policy Studies 
B.A., Community, Environment & Planning 
University of Washington
Rainier Scholars is excited to congratulate 
Jonthomas ( JT) Williams, our new Director of Recruitment. “I am 
inspired everyday by the hard work and dedication of our scholars, 
their families and the staff here at Rainier Scholars.” JT has been with 
Rainier Scholars for f ive years as an Academic Counselor serving 
7th-12th grade scholars. He’s familiar with the public and private 
educational systems and has built meaningful connections with 
community-based organizations. As a parent of a Seattle Public School 
student, JT believes, “My investment in quality education for all young 
people extends beyond my family and is rooted in educational equity, 
opportunity and access for all students.”

Maurice Jones, Academic Counselor, LD  
B.A., History, Western Washington University
The Leadership Development Team welcomes 
a new colleague, Maurice Jones, who will serve 
as an Academic Counselor to over 50 10th-12th 
grade scholars. “I am honored to serve scholars as they continue 
their educational journeys, paving a way for their future. Rainier 
Scholars is an exceptional program dedicated to the diverse families 
and students in the Puget Sound area. I am inspired by effor ts to 
deliver quality education and support to our community.” For the 
last four years, Maurice has helped create youth programming for 
the Northwest African American Museum (NAAM) and mentored 
students in a variety of youth initiatives and programs. Maurice brings 
a positive energy and a great deal of passion and enthusiasm to his 
work with our scholars, families and school par tners. 


