Good Morning, My name is Maria.  I came to the United States when I was three years old.  I grew up and went to school in Nashville.  At first it was difficult because I didn’t know the language but it did not take long for me to become fully bilingual.  I remember my mom always saying, “Please focus in school so you can have a different opportunity in life than the one that I had.”   I wanted to make her happy so I really focused.  When I was in high school I wan an honor student.  Although I was on the right path,  I knew that after high school I wasn’t going to be able to continue in college.  Why?  The answer is simple.  I was not legal!  
     My mom applied for my residency in 1995, but that process is almost impossible.  Waiting for a chance to become legal was my only hope.  Meanwhile during high school I got pregnant.  For someone like me want to succeed, that was the worst mistake ever.  Of course I quit school after my daughter was born.  I had to look for a job and I found one as a server at a restaurant.  I never imagined that would be my occupation for the next eight years!  
     Not a day went by without me thinking, I’ve got to save enough money to change my life and go back to school.  After eight hard working years I found the YWCA GED program.  I called the YWCA and found out there was a waiting list for classes. Two weeks later, Buffy (the program director) called and said “Come in and take your enrollment test?”  I remember telling Buffy that I wasn’t ready.  She said, “Yes you are, you are going to do just fine.”  I was so not ready but I said okay.  

     The day of the enrollment test I was both nervous and excited.  To me, I had finally stepped in the door of success.  After the test, the staff looked at the scores and told me I was a good reader but I needed some work in writing and of course – Math!
      So beginning on September 1st, 2009, I started going to classes every Tuesday and Thursday morning.  In the classes I began remembering a lot of the math that I thought I had forgotten and also started learning new things.    I did homework every night with my daughter.  I could see that I was improving, I was learning about percents, geometry and algebra.  I especially enjoyed learning to write and sharing information about myself, like I am doing this morning.  I never missed a class – and that helped me learn a lot very quickly.  My teacher, Ms. Nancy is the best teacher I have ever had.  She made it so easy for me to understand everything we covered in class.  Her patience and caring heart were the keys to my success.  She says I did it and I’m smart!

     Every couple of weeks Ms. Nancy tested me to see how much I was improving and what I still needed to work on.  After only a month she said I was ready to take the Official Practice Test.  That made me nervous but I did just fine on everything but Math!  Again Ms. Nancy said not to worry!  By the end of October she said I was ready to sign up for the actual GED test.  I panicked!  All I could say was it’s too soon, I think I need more time.  I bet you can guess what Ms. Nancy said. 

     When the day for my test finally arrived, my knees were trembling and I was panicking.  I, more than anyone, wanted and needed my GED.  The test started.  I felt pretty good about the first sections but then on the essay part, I ran out of time.  I thought my essay was the worst essay anybody could ever write.  It took me days to  forget and forgive myself for messing up on something  so important to me.  Waiting for my results was punishment, I didn’t want to learn that I didn’t pass the test.
     When I got my scores in the mail, I was more than excited. I did it!  I passed!   Wait there is more, my grade was high enough for me to get a Hope lottery scholarship. 

That essay must not have been so bad, I got a great grade on the writing part of the test.
      I  am starting to realize how many opportunities are now open for me, this is just the beginning.  Now people ask, “What college would you like to go to?”  I still can’t believe someone is asking ME  that question.  I am so glad I never stopped believing that one day I could do it.   I am going to take the ACT test and will apply to colleges.  I want to start in the fall.  I want to work in the medical field.  Helping people in need has always been something I enjoy doing.  I think my bilingual skills will help me help others.

     Last but not least, I can’t thank the YWCA enough for helping me.  Thank you a billion, YWCA.  You helped make my dream come true.
