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About the Contest

New York City youth in foster care were 
invited to answer questions about seeing 
past stereotypes and a time they helped 
someone else. The 15 essays excerpted 
here were selected by the judges listed 
below. Congratulations to all the winners.
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David A. Hansell
Commissioner, Administration for 
Children’s Services

Mayor de Blasio appointed David A. Hansell 
Commissioner in February 2017.

Commissioner Hansell has decades of experience 
in social services work across the public, private, 
and non-profit sectors.

From 2009 to 2011, he served as Acting Assistant 
Secretary and Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary for the Administration for Children 
and Families in the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services. At HHS, Hansell helped 
oversee a division with an approximately $50 
billion annual budget, with responsibilities 
including child welfare, economic support, early 
childhood education, and special population 
programs. In his role, Hansell helped implement 
the “Fostering Connections to Success Act” to 
improve services for older youth in foster care 
and enhance educational continuity.

At New York State, Hansell was Commissioner 
of the Office of Temporary and Disability 
Assistance, where among other things he helped 
achieve a historic level of household participa-
tion in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) through the Working Families 
Food Stamp Initiative, and helped reform New 
York State’s child support programs to heighten 
compliance and increase payments to custodial 
parents and children. He has also served as 
Chief of Staff in the NYC Human Resources 
Administration, and in various leadership roles 
at the NYC Department of Health & Mental 
Hygiene, where he managed a portfolio of HIV 
treatment and prevention programs.

During the height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, he 
was the Director of Legal Services and Deputy 
Executive Director of Gay Men’s Health Crisis. 
He was a former aide to two U.S. Senators, 
and began his career as a sixth grade teacher. 
Commissioner Hansell is a graduate of Yale 
Law School and Haverford College.

THE WINNERS
SPEAKER

Brandon Cassulis, Jewish Child Care Association

Alexus Colbert, MercyFirst

Abigail Johnson, Good Shepherd Services

KimAlysha Seligmiller, Good Shepherd Services

Elvia Victorio, New York Foundling

Nicholas Scoppetta Prize - $700

Chantel Jackson, Seamen’s Society for Children and Families

Jael Jarvis, Children’s Aid Society

Ana Quinones, New Alternatives for Children

Xavier Roberson, MercyFirst

Cearia Scipio, Jewish Child Care Association

Grand Prize - $1,000

Ni’jai Daugherty, New York Foundling

Lloydell Mills, New York Foundling

Da’Jahna Rodriguez, Children of Promise

Junior Salmon, SCO Family of Services

Emily Villarroel, MercyFirst

Al Desetta Prize - $500
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S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S

Chantel Jackson
Age: 17
Seamen’s Society for 
Children and Families

Grand Prize Winner

I always had the impression that foster par-
ents didn’t care about the kids, and that they 
were only interested in the money. But in 
December 2014, I was placed into the care of 
a foster mother named Ms. Anderson, and 
my life changed for the better.

About a year before that, I first went into care 
after my mom was arrested. I had a break-
down and spent a month in the psych ward. 
The foster mother I was staying with at that 
time said she didn’t think I should live with 
her anymore because it was “too overwhelm-
ing.” Then I was placed with Ms. Anderson.

Ms. Anderson (Ma) treats me like her own 
daughter, and I’ve made strong bonds with 
the rest of her family too. Since I’ve moved 
in, she hasn’t taken in any other foster chil-
dren.

In the summer, Ma, her daughter, grand-
son, and I go to visit her brother’s house in 
Queens. They have a pool and it lights up. A 
lot of friends and family come as well, and 
it’s a great get-together. I’ve grown comfort-
able with the family, and I can trust them 
as my own. I’ve always been antisocial and 
unable to open up and express my feelings, 
but Ma listens to me and loves me.

For about half of freshman year and all of 
sophomore year, I didn’t go to school. I 
didn’t care about anything or anyone. But Ma 
told me I have potential and that I just have 
to set my mind to it. She motivated me and I 
began to focus and set goals.

By the end of junior year, I had an 88 aver-
age with 25 credits, and I’d conquered three 
Regents. I’m almost at the end of my senior 
year now and have an 85 average and have 
passed all my Regents. I just got my SAT 
scores, and I did well. I wake up every day 

amazed at what I have overcome these last 
couple years. I’m grateful that Ma was there 
to lift me in my time of need.

Ma isn’t one of those foster moms who try 
to take the place of your birth mother either. 
She makes it clear that she cares about me 
and wants to see me succeed. When I didn’t 
have a phone, she let my birth mother call 
the house phone to speak to me.

Ma doesn’t have her own agenda; everything 
she does is genuine. For example, back in 
July, she and I got into a big argument. I 
said some things I regret, and I went to live 
at another home. We both decided I needed 
a break and that I would come back to live 
with her after she had her surgery. I moved 
back in with Ma as promised at the end of 
January and am still there. Just like families 
do, we argue but always make up.

I have learned from experience that you 
should not judge a person solely on stereo-
types. Not everyone is out to get you. There 
are good people who genuinely want what’s 
best for you. You may believe someone is 
different from you and can’t relate to your 
situation, but if you open up, you may find 
your similarities. Never judge a book by its 
cover. 

A Foster Parent Who Cares
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S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S

In the summer of 2015, I had recently been 
freed from a living situation that was toxic to 
my mental health. I began working at a sum-
mer camp called Utopia Outreach as a coun-
selor, and there I made an unlikely friend.

My first day at Utopia Outreach was also my 
first day of working ever. I was excited to 
make my own money and have more respon-
sibility. However, I struggled with anxiety. 
And when I signed in as a new worker, in 
the church parking lot, I saw that I stuck out 
like a sore thumb. I was the only African-
American, Cuban, and Native American girl, 
the only one with thick poufy hair and skin 
three different shades of brown.

I’d never had a Caucasian friend, not because 
of disdain or hatred, but rather due to unfa-
miliarity and fear of ignorance on their part. 
I was also uncomfortable with the religion at 
the camp. I found out that part of my job was 
to participate in Bible discussions and stud-
ies with the young children: The camp was 
sponsored by a church.

Mother Earth was my god and my heaven. 
I prayed every night for her healing. How 
was I supposed to fit in and connect with the 
others? I accepted that I wouldn’t make close 
friends and would stay to myself.

At lunch I ate alone in the park near the 
church, watching the other employees walk 
to McDonald’s together. I didn’t want that 
poison anyway. I’d lie on the grass, not fear-
ing the sun because she never burned me or 
my ancestors. This is how I spent my first 
three days, avoiding conversation and living 
in my head.

On the fourth day, it rained, and my hair got 
even more frizzy and wild than usual. I stood 
under the awning of the back door, letting 

the sound of the rain drown out the static 
in my head and the screaming of my old 
demons and ghosts.

The aftermath of the rain was peaceful—the 
smell of wet concrete and grass, nature wak-
ing up again with the chattering of birds. I 
was about to go back inside when a cowork-
er, Katelyn, joined me outside.

I had been intrigued by her since I saw her 
on the first day of work. She twirled her 
short blonde hair nervously, and her large 
green eyes were filled with curiosity and life.

“Damn, I missed the rain,” she said, pout-
ing. “I wanted to dance in it with you.” She 
touched my arm softly. I was jolted by the 
contact, the hairs on my arm standing up. 
Who touches a person they don’t know?

“You think I’m crazy,” she continued, “and 
well, you’re right, I am. But you are too. You 
hide inside yourself, but I can read you, and 
I think we should be friends. We can keep 
each other sane.”

From then on, we were joined at the hip. We 
connected on a deep level despite our differ-
ent cultural backgrounds. Katelyn said that 
everyone should communicate and try to 
understand different perspectives.

My unlikely friendship with Katelyn made 
me more open-minded and pushed me out of 
my comfort zone. “We will make the world 
a better place together. We can be the change 
we need. Let’s keep spreading friendship and 
love,” Katelyn said on the last day of camp.

“OK,” I said, hugging her tightly. 

A Friend I Never Expected

Grand Prize Winner

Jael Jarvis
Age: 18
The Children’s 
Aid Society
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Grand Prize Winner

Starting in 6th grade, my best friend Brittany 
and I were alike in everything, from our big 
group of friends to the nonfiction books we 
read. We did everything together: shopping, 
going to movies and the park, visiting each 
other’s apartments. Brittany was cool, funny, 
and smart, and I always had her back.

But Brittany? She didn’t love me; she was 
just using me. Freshman year, my guid-
ance counselor warned me that Brittany had 
started a rumor about me and had gotten 
a bunch of girls together to fight me in the 
bathroom. I was terrified and stopped going 
to school until my school called ACS about 
my absence.

Back at school, there was a scary girl in my 
math class named Amada. She wore all black 
every day, had bangs covering her eyes, and 
listened to rock and heavy metal. Amada 
wasn’t the type I would socialize with, but 
she came up and asked me if I was OK. She 
said she’d seen what happened with Brittany 
and was worried because she saw that I was 
powerless. I responded that I was OK, and 
she said I could hang out with her whenever 
I wanted.

Amada and I were so different. She loved 
doing her nails, and I loved reading books. 
She loved anime, and I loved Disney and 
Nickelodeon. She loved ComicCon and I 
loved the park. It was awkward the first time 
we hung out, but in time we got closer and 
hung out more. She got me into anime and 
doing my nails, and I got her into reading 
books.

Sophomore year, Amada and I both tried out 
for tennis and both made the team. It was 
exciting to have that in common. Amada’s 
and my friendship grew stronger every day. 
The summer of sophomore year, I turned 

15, and Amada gave me a necklace that said 
“Best friends.”

Junior year was rocky because my mom 
started to get sick. I distanced myself from 
everyone, even Amada. She wondered what 
was going on with me, but I was scared 
to tell her my mother was sick. I had to 
rush home after work to take care of my 
mom, and finally I told Amada that’s why I 
couldn’t hang out with her.

She offered support and so did her parents. 
My mom got worse, and by March her 
organs were failing. I was terrified she would 
die, and I withdrew again. Amada tried to 
help me, but I wasn’t letting her, so she got 
upset and stopped talking to me.

Right after that my mom died, and I didn’t 
have anyone. No one in my family wanted 
to take care of me. I reached out to Amada 
and apologized for shutting her out and 
told her my situation. She told her parents, 
who offered to take me in. The process took 
a while, but after a month and 15 days, 
Amada’s parents officially became my foster 
parents.

Living with Amada brought us even closer. 
We’re no longer just best friends; we’re sis-
ters. We love each other no matter how hard 
it is sometimes, and we always look out 
for each other. Having her there to comfort 
me makes bad times much more bearable. 
Some of my best memories are with her. I’ve 
learned a lot from having Amada as my best 
friend, but the lesson I carry in my heart is 
that friendship isn’t based on looks or similar 
interests. It’s only love. 

The 'Scary Girl' Became 
My Sister

Ana Quinones
Age: 18
New Alternatives 
for Children

S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S
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Grand Prize Winner

On November 15, 2015, I gave birth to a 
beautiful baby boy, Aiden, whose father is 
James Batson. James was a high school drop-
out who didn’t seem to want to do anything 
with his life. He despised college and refused 
to look for a job.

I spent countless hours yelling at James and 
dictating to him, taunting him that Aiden 
would eventually look down on him if he 
didn’t turn his life around. All my negative 
comments drove James away from me, and 
he left me to fend for myself and the baby.

It made me remember my father’s absence. I 
became depressed because not only did the 
father of my son leave, but my father had left 
as well. I never wanted Aiden to grow up 
the way I did, wishing he knew the man who 
gave him life.

In James’s absence, I reflected on how poorly 
I’d treated him and swore to make it up to 
him whenever he decided to speak to me.

Around Aiden’s first birthday, James 
returned. We spoke for hours, and I told him 
how I truly felt. I told him I loved him and 
only wanted to see him do better. I encour-
aged him and ensured him that he was too 
smart and too talented to have it go to waste.

Weeks went by and we reestablished our 
relationship. I told him about an amaz-
ing program called the CUNY Fatherhood 
Academy. I let him know that I would be 
there for him every step of the way instead of 
degrading him.

He took the initiative to enroll himself into 
the program. Since then, James has become 
not only a better person but a better father 
and spouse. He lets me be a teen, so the bur-
den of parenthood doesn’t consume me. He 

takes Aiden off my hands whenever I need 
him to, and he has become deeply invested 
in his future. James sees that I am going to be 
a doctor no matter what. He says that if I can 
do it that, with my help, he too can be any-
thing he sets his heart to.

All it took was my love and support to turn 
a caterpillar into a beautiful brown butterfly. 
James is now bettering his life for his loved 
ones. He is motivated and caring. I have 
someone to lean on in my time of need, and a 
fiancé my son will happily look up to. 

My Encouragement Helped 
Him Transform

Xavier Roberson
Age: 18
MercyFirst

H E L P I N G  O T H E R S

Essay Brochure-2017 (pages).indd   5Essay Brochure-2017 (pages).indd   5 5/12/2017   1:26:22 PM5/12/2017   1:26:22 PM



6

Grand Prize Winner

As youth in the foster care system, we are 
exposed to various cultures. Some of this 
exposure can come from our foster homes. I 
believe that living in different foster homes 
has helped me develop a greater understand-
ing for cultures other than my own. I come 
from a Caribbean-American background, and 
I wasn’t used to much else until I met my 
foster mother, Ms. Maryann Dubose.

Two years ago, I was changing homes and 
was very anxious about meeting my new 
foster parent. I didn’t know much about Ms. 
Dubose before meeting her—just that she 
owned a few pets and was Italian. A bunch 
of questions immediately popped into my 
head. Did she have a huge family like the 
Italians on Jersey Shore? Was she always 
going to cook Sunday dinner like the Italians 
on Jersey Shore? Did she go to the gym, go 
tan, and then do laundry like on Jersey Shore? 
To be honest, I didn’t know anything about 
Italian people. The closest I’d ever gotten to 
Italian anything was Olive Garden and (quite 
obviously) Jersey Shore.

This was a very big deal for me because all 
my previous foster parents were African-
American. I was scared coming into Ms. 
Dubose's because I thought I wouldn’t be 
allowed to practice things specific to my cul-
ture in her house. I was scared my voice and 
culture would be stifled.

I could not have been more off target. Ms. 
Maryann Dubose turned out to be the best 
foster parent I have ever had. Once we 
started to get to know each other, all my 
fears went out the window. She wasn’t like 
anyone on Jersey Shore at all. She had a slight 
accent, but it wasn’t hard to understand what 
she was saying. She loved cooking and she 
would always check on me and ask if I was 

hungry. I believe a few things are universal: 
smiles, hugs, and FOOD.

After spending a few months around her, I 
knew I wanted this woman in my life for a 
very long time. Even though I moved into 
my own apartment in the Bronx, I still travel 
all the way to Brooklyn to see her every 
weekend.

We have become inseparable. We shop 
together, get our nails done together, and she 
even comes along with me to my doctor’s 
appointments. She’s very protective of me 
and considers me her daughter. Ms. Dubose 
has welcomed me into her family, and I’m so 
grateful for her patience and kindness.

After meeting Ms. Dubose, I learned that 
it doesn’t matter what color your skin is or 
what religion you practice. Love is univer-
sal. She never once treated me differently 
because of my skin color. Ms. Dubose has 
shown me that just because we come from 
different places doesn’t mean we can’t care 
for each other as mother and daughter. I love 
her very much. 

I Fell in Love With My Italian 
Foster Mother

Cearia Scipio
Age: 20
Jewish Child Care 
Association

S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S
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Give Everyone a Second Chance
Brandon Cassulis, 20, Jewish Child Care Association

March 13, 2015, seemed like a regular day of high school. I 
went to my classes, socialized with my peers, and went to 
lunch.

All school year, I had been noticing Nicole. Long brown 
hair and big round eyes—you couldn’t miss her. She 
wasn’t big on talking, but once approached she would 
engage in conversation. In class that day, I approached her 
and asked, “Hey Nicole, what are you doing after school 
today?”

I never got an answer, just a roll of the eyes. I thought to 
myself, “What did I do to upset this girl?” After school, I 
caught up with her leaving and asked if she would like to 
grab something to eat with me. It was as if she didn’t even 
hear me; she kept walking. I got upset.

The following day I went to school and didn’t bother to 
speak to Nicole. If someone doesn’t want my company, 
why bother? A few days later, I went to class and got the 
cheeriest smile from Nicole. What was wrong with this 
girl? Why did she ignore me, then smile at me? I was 
confused.

My first thought was to be spiteful and ignore her, but 
instead I asked Nicole what she was doing over the week-
end.

She said, “Seeing you.”

I was shocked. As the weekend approached, I was ner-
vous. I met her near school and we got something to eat, 
and she explained why she’d been so distant. She said 
she’d been moving from state to state with her parents, 
and it was hard to connect and grow a friendship when 
you’re constantly leaving.

I began to understand Nicole in a deeper way and wanted 
to be with her so she wouldn’t feel alone.

I have yet to leave her side, and we are closer than we have 
ever been. As I get older, I give everyone a second chance. 
It could just be the wrong day for someone, and every day 
is a new day. 

Reuniting With My Sister
Alexus Colbert, 20, MercyFirst

When I was 3, my mom lost my older sister Tasia in a cus-
tody battle with her father. My little sister Destiny and I 
lived with our mother for six years, until we entered foster 
care. A few years later, my aunt took in Destiny and me.

Then I heard Tasia was moving back to New York from 
Virginia. I worried that she forgot about me or that we 
wouldn’t get along due to our different upbringings.

One day I stayed home from school sick, and I heard an 
unfamiliar noise. A crying baby? I went to the kitchen and 
saw a young woman pacing silently, a baby tugging at the 
nipple of her exposed breast. It was Tasia and my nephew, 
wrapped in a blue blanket. Such a beautiful picture.

“Alexus! Say hello to Jeremiah.” She beamed at me.

Tasia began to visit more. She and I went on walks in 
Central Park, conversing over a wide range of topics. Her 
childhood wasn’t as easy as I assumed it was. Her father 
was a jerk, and she had more than her share of evil step-
mothers. I told her about living in shelters with Mommy 
and about foster care. It felt like she was becoming my big 
sister all over again.

We are very different. For instance, I’m reserved and don’t 
like attention, while Tasia likes to stand out. I remember 
telling her that she didn’t need to dye her entire head blue 
because she was pretty without it. She did it anyway.

We do have things in common though, and we get along 
well. We both write, and we share our work with each 
other. I thought it was too late for anyone to be my role 
model, but I look up to Tasia.

When I’m depressed, I call her to talk, and when I’m mak-
ing a decision, I seek her wisdom. I’m worried about aging 
out of foster care, and recently I went over to Tasia’s apart-
ment in tears. She reminded me that when she was my 
age, she was a runaway in Virginia with a newborn and 
no money. She stayed in a shelter with my nephew until 
she got her own apartment and now she’s a nurse. That 
inspired me and gave me direction.

Tasia’s a strong woman and I’m happy we reunited. I 
needed a big sister. 

Nicholas Scoppetta Prize Winners (Excerpts)
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Accept the Rainbow
Abigail Johnson, 18, Good Shepherd Services

I remember the day we met so clearly. My friend forced 
me to go to The Door with her. I was hesitating because 
the weather was too hot and made me lazy. When we 
arrived, I spotted him and got antsy. His beauty caught my 
eye in a split second.

His skin was white as snow, and he had a slightly hunched 
back. His hair was nearly down to his shoulders.

My friend and I were at a table, and he came toward us 
and said, “Hi.” My friend knew him, so he introduced 
himself to just me. His voice was softer than a baby’s cry.

After that, I tried to ignore him (trust me, I did), but he 
kept staring at me, which made me uncomfortable. I’m not 
saying I didn’t like it. I get extremely nervous when I’m 
near an attractive person.

I found myself following him. My friend was in my ear 
about what she’d heard about him. “Abby, he’s always to 
himself, and a creep at that.”

Everything she said went in one ear and out the other 
because I don’t like the “he said/she said” thing. I prefer 
experiencing for myself.

My friend announced that this boy, named Sasha, was 
looking for me. (It’s a boy's name in Russian.)

This is not supposed to be a love story, but I realized it 
wasn’t his teeth or the way he flexed his muscles when 
he’s excited or the way he yells at people in public that 
makes us different from each other. I never even thought 
of us as an interracial couple until one of my friends asked, 
in these exact words, “How do you feel about being an 
interracial couple?”

That question caught me off guard, and my response was 
“I honestly don’t know.” But now I do. It feels normal 
because I’m never aware of his skin tone when it’s just him 
and me. He opened my mind to a different point of view.

Because there are many kinds of people, you can taste the 
rainbow and connect. Accept the rainbow for what it is, 
because if we were all one color, with the same characteris-
tics, we would be robots (boring robots). 

Nicholas Scoppetta Prize Winners (Excerpts)

H E L P I N G  O T H E R S

I Helped Mom Escape Her Guilt
KimAlysha Seligmiller, 17, Good Shepherd Services

The thing I did that had the most positive impact on some-
one is to forgive my mother. Not everyone can forgive 
and move on from a situation. No matter how much you 
try to move on, you keep replaying the moments they did 
you wrong or just weren’t there for you when you needed 
them.

Well, I had to learn to forgive so I could move on and have 
a better relationship with one of the most important people 
in my life. I needed to build a relationship, so I could have 
a smooth conscience and live life not worrying about what 
could’ve been said and what should’ve happened.

I’ve been in the system for as long as I can remember. I 
blamed my mom for everything—the pain, the sorrow, the 
separation of my siblings, and the many disappointments 
each time I had to leave another home.

I wouldn’t listen to her apologies; I never wanted to hear 
her side. Instead I just put all my problems on her, saying 
that if she had been there for me and my siblings, if she 
had just done her job as a parent, it wouldn’t have been 
like this. I wouldn’t have had to worry about impressing 
my foster mom; I’d be impressing my mom. I wouldn’t 
have to worry about calling my foster moms “mom” in 
front of my real mother.

But I finally talked to my mother about how I felt and lis-
tened to her side of it. When I forgave her for the things 
that have happened to me, I saw relief in her eyes. I could 
tell that the forgiveness helped her as much as it helped 
me.

It seemed like the guilt she felt from all those years was 
eating her alive. I could tell that her life restarted in that 
moment I forgave her. She looked genuinely happy to talk 
to me. She no longer had to be uptight during our conver-
sations on the phone or face to face. Yes, my mother does 
frustrate me sometimes, but I have to cherish her now 
because tomorrow is not promised. 

Essay Brochure-2017 (pages).indd   8Essay Brochure-2017 (pages).indd   8 5/12/2017   1:26:22 PM5/12/2017   1:26:22 PM



S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S

9

Nicholas Scoppetta Prize Winners (Excerpts)

Not My Mom, But She Cares
Elvia Victorio, 20, New York Foundling

The summer night I lost my mom and my home with her, I 
called her closest relative, my aunt. When we got together, 
I first noticed our height difference; I was looking down at 
my new guardian-to-be, and already feeling out of place. 
She spoke fast and a little louder than me; it was hard to 
keep up with her.

My aunt lived in the Bronx with her three daughters, while 
my two siblings and I had lived in Queens our whole lives. 
The first year I was living with her was my senior year of 
high school and needed a lot of help. I worried I wouldn’t 
graduate and needed someone to talk to. My aunt and I 
rarely talked about school.

We felt comfortable cooking together, though, and this 
helped me find more things we had in common. Though 
my aunt didn’t know about the college application process, 
she knew how to support me, and she encouraged me to 
ask professionals for help. She couldn’t give me the same 
kind of advice my mom could because of their different 
experiences, but my aunt’s wise words about self-respect 
and the value of education motivated me to dream bigger.

She may not cook the same things my mom did, but she 
has taught me to cook many new delicious meals. My 
mom and I used to dance a lot, and though I miss that, I 
enjoy singing along with my aunt.

I didn’t want to go to my high school graduation because 
my mom had told me she dreamed of me going up on that 
stage to get my diploma and waving to her. She would 
have wanted to take me to get my hair and nails done, and 
my aunt did that. She also assured me that my mom would 
be watching me graduate. I went up to the stage, waved to 
my aunt, and smiled up to the sky.

I didn’t realize it at first, but my aunt has always tried to 
understand me better. It has never been easy to let some-
one new into my life, but my aunt’s patience helped me 
overcome my fear of asking for help. Most important, I 
have learned that no matter how different a person may 
seem at first, give them a chance. They could be caring and 
understanding in their own way. 
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Why She Was Mean
Ni’jai Daugherty, 14, New York Foundling

I have done a lot of things that had a positive impact on 
others. One was helping a classmate pass her test—and 
more.

I am really good in math, and my classmate Asia was not. 
I didn’t really like her because she was kind of mean. She 
was always fighting. One day my math teacher kept us 
after class. She asked if I could help Asia study in math. 
I didn’t really want to do this job: It meant being around 
negative energy, and I wasn’t in the mood for that.

At first I said No, then I said, “Yeah, I guess.” I met her in 
the library during lunch and she showed up 20 minutes 
late, but I still helped her. She seemed like she was really 
learning something, and at that moment, she seemed like a 
different person, less mean.

I helped her study for about three weeks, and her grades 
went up in math. But she was still the same person, and I 
wanted to ask her why she acted like that. One day in the 
library, I asked her why she was so mean at times.

At first she kept working on her problem and didn’t 
answer. Then she put her pen down and asked me why I 
decided to help her. I shrugged.

I continued to help her in math, and one day she showed 
up late as usual. But something was different. She didn’t 
seem mad; she seemed proud or happy. She dug in her bag 
and pulled out her test results—an 85 in math. I was happy 
for her.

I went to my agency one day, and I saw her there. I went 
up and said Hi. She looked as surprised to see me as I was 
to see her. I asked why she was there and she said she’d 
just gone into foster care. I told her I had been in care for a 
couple months. She looked at me like I’d said five years or 
something. She told me not to go running my mouth about 
her, and I said, “I won’t.” From there I helped her get used 
to foster care and helped her cope with it. 

Helping My Coworkers Paid Off
Lloydell Mills, 17, New York Foundling

In November of 2016, I started my first full-time job, work-
ing at Staples as intern cashier. I am required to maintain 
the register and help customers who are purchasing items.

My first day, it was kind of difficult adjusting to the atmo-
sphere, but my coworkers helped me feel more comfort-
able and open. I was working with a brown-skinned guy 
named David, a girl named Alexandria, and a Jamaican 
guy named Kevoy whom people call KG. They gave me 
a couple assignments such as stocking shelves, stacking 
boxes, and helping finish projects to meet deadlines. I did 
well and got a lot of acknowledgment of my hard work.

From there, I started becoming more confident and real-
ized that I had the skills needed to do more than one job in 
the store. I met a lot of people, including my bosses, their 
bosses, and the whole nine. Whenever somebody couldn’t 
make it into work, had to do another assignment, or need-
ed someone to fill in for them, I would do it.

One time I was getting ready to leave work at the end of 
my shift, but I noticed that the notebook aisle needed to 
be taken care of, so I volunteered to do it. The next day 
I was thanked for that. I started staying past my hours 
more often to see what needed to be done and help out. 
Sometimes I would prep early to allow other workers to 
get off in time instead of leaving it for them to do at the 
end of their day.

I went out of my way to volunteer because I feel the more 
work you put in, the better your outcome. If you give it 
your all, dedicate yourself, and work hard, it will pay off. 
Through my hard work, passion, and dedication, I was 
able to move up to the Assistant Manager position. 

H E L P I N G  O T H E R S H E L P I N G  O T H E R S

Al Desetta Prize Winners (Excerpts)
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The 'Bad' Boy Taught Me Not to 
Judge
Da’Jahna Rodriguez, 13, Children of Promise

When I was in 1st grade, I was so, so quiet. I did not know 
anyone in my school, and I felt lonely every time my mom 
dropped me off there. The school was big , cold, and old. It 
had beige walls and smelled like sour milk. It was another 
world, a world where I was a stranger. The teachers 
seemed nice, but I just wanted to be with my family.

There was a boy in my class named Benjamin. He was bad. 
He never listened and argued with everyone. One time he 
tried to stab the teacher with a pencil. I was afraid of him.

I didn’t understand why he was like that. I always listened 
and respected the teachers and other kids in school. I was 
shy, creative but unsociable. I wouldn’t talk to anyone who 
wasn’t my friend.

One day, Benjamin said, “Hi.” I was stunned. I didn’t 
know what to say, so I said nothing. I just looked at him, 
confused as to why he was talking to me. We’re both Afro-
Hispanics, so I thought maybe he wanted to start some-
thing with me.

But I discovered he was friends with everyone. He kept 
saying Hello to me, and I would just stare at him. One day 
another kid shouted at him, “Don’t speak to her! She’s 
crazy. She doesn’t talk.”

Benjamin shouted back, “She’s not crazy! She’s my friend.”

From that day he was my friend. I found out we were simi-
lar in other ways. We were both smart and funny and both 
loved chocolate. I wanted to be more outgoing, like him.

As I got older, I was bullied. The kids in class laughed at 
me when I made mistakes. One time when I did a math 
problem wrong on the board, everyone laughed at me. I 
cried and they laughed more and called me a crybaby.

As I got older, the bullying got worse because I didn’t 
wear the newest clothes or sneakers. Sometimes I felt like 
killing myself. I got into fights.

I learned how to redirect my anger toward my writing. I 
write stories about people like me. They are judged or mis-
understood because they are different. In my stories, they 
learn, like I did from Benjamin, not to judge others if you 
don’t want to be judged. 

She Taught Me Trust
Junior Salmon, 20, SCO Family of Services

A few years ago, I was referred to a program at Good 
Shepherd Services called Brooklyn LYFE. There I met Ms. 
Layne.

At first, I did not trust her. Not only because she was very 
different, but since probation referred me to her, I thought 
she was an “Opp,” in other words, working with the 
Feds. I thought my freedom was in her hands and that she 
would run back and tell my probation officer everything I 
said and did.

Ms. Layne is a social worker, and I did not have good 
experience with counselors in the past. This made it hard 
for me to connect with her. I remembered all the other past 
betrayal by friends, family, and other people I thought I 
could trust.

Ms. Layne was the program director. I sat with her to do 
the intake. At the time, I just wanted to do what I needed 
to do to get my P.O. off my back. I first thought Ms. Layne 
was clever, manipulative, and deceitful. I initially saw her 
as a she-devil.

But Ms. Layne turned out to be unlike any social worker 
I’d met. She was down to earth and seemed to understand 
me better than a lot of people. She appeared to actually 
care about me, so I let my guard down.

Due to some major challenges in my family, I was placed 
in the foster care system. This was and still is one of the 
hardest things that has happened to me. During that time 
Ms. Layne was there for me. She went to my school to 
advocate for me. She also communicated with my fos-
ter agency when things were not going well. Ms. Layne 
helped me get back into school and connected me to peo-
ple who could help me.

I learned that there are good people. Ms. Layne guided 
me as a mother, mentor, and counselor. I couldn’t have 
imagined finding all of this in one person. She is where 
she wants to be, and with her help I am getting where I 
want to be. Ms. Layne has degrees, and I am slowly getting 
there. She believes in helping people and finds it in her 
heart to forgive.

Not everyone is out to get you. When you find someone 
who has your back, things start to feel possible. 

S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S

Al Desetta Winners (Excerpts)
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Completely Wrong About Him
Emily Villarroel, 20, MercyFirst

Several years ago, I met a guy at my job. He seemed intro-
verted and distant. He walked with his hoody up, back 
and forth from the stock room to outside the store. He 
looked like he was mad at the world. He seemed like a 
person who was up to no good.

I thought, “Maybe he’s going through something, or some-
one got him upset.” But he always looked this way. We 
had only short conversations, and I thought he might not 
like me.

I also feared the possibility that he could be violent or 
aggressive because of his fast walk and hostile appearance. 
He reminded me of someone who hung out in the streets.

When I caught myself assuming this “thug” stereotype, I 
asked myself, “What if there’s more to him?” I could not 
figure him out.

Then he asked me out to dinner. I worried, “What if he 
is the way I think he is?” But I figured I wouldn’t be dis-
appointed either way because I had low expectations. I 
accepted his offer.

At the restaurant, he was a real gentleman. He opened the 
door for me and pulled the chair out for me as well. As we 
engaged in conversation, I laughed in a way I never had 
before. He spoke very well and was goofy, which made me 
comfortable.

We spoke about our future goals, and this is what sur-
prised me the most. He told me he majored in Computer 
Science at LaGuardia Community College and was cur-
rently working another job besides where we worked 
together.

He told me that he saved his money because he wanted 
to own a car and one day a house. I saw a very driven, 
focused, and determined person. I was further stunned to 
discover that he created and performed his own music.

Finding out all this helped me overcome my doubts about 
him. Over time we became very close. He not only became 
my boyfriend, but he became my best friend. We have 
been together for two long years now, and I could not 
imagine my life without him.

There was a time when I had thought the worst about him. 
He turned out to be the complete opposite of that—and the 
best thing in my life. 

S E E I N G  P A S T  S T E R E O T Y P E S

Al Desetta Winners
(Excerpts)

Nelsan Ellis
Actor

Nelsan Ellis is best 
known as Lafayette 
Reynolds on the hit 
HBO vampire series 
True Blood, directed by 
Alan Ball, and as Martin 
Luther King Jr. in Lee 
Daniels’s film, The Butler. 
Currently, Ellis is a series 
regular on the fifth sea-
son of CBS’s Elementary. 
He also recently starred 
as Bobby Byrd in the 

James Brown biopic, Get On Up.

In addition, Ellis can be seen in the independent film, The 
Standford Prison Experiment, which premiered at the 2015 
Sundance Film Festival. He also stars in the indepen-
dent dramedy, Little Boxes, and the independent drama, 
True to the Game. Other film credits include The Help for 
DreamWorks, based on the best-selling novel, Disney’s 
Secretariat opposite Diane Lane and John Malkovich, 
The Soloist, opposite Robert Downey Jr., Jamie Foxx, and 
Catherine Keener, and The Express for Universal Pictures. 
Ellis also appeared in Gods Behaving Badly opposite Edie 
Falco, Christopher Walken, and Sharon Stone. 

Ellis’s other television credits include the Fox television 
series The Inside produced by Brian Grazer and the HBO 
film Warm Springs, opposite Kenneth Branagh, Cynthia 
Nixon, and Kathy Bates. 

While studying at Julliard, Ellis wrote a semi-autobi-
ographical play called Ugly, which was performed at 
the school, and for which he received the Martin Segal 
Award from Lincoln Center. Further productions of Ugly 
were performed at the Fringe Festival, Storm Theatre and 
the Santa Monica Playhouse. He also wrote and directed 
the short film Page 36, which aired on HBO. 

Ellis was born in Chicago and raised in Alabama. He cur-
rently resides in New York City.

SPEAKER
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Al Desetta
Founding Editor of Represent

In 1993, Al Desetta was 
the founding editor of 
Represent: The Voice of 
Youth in Care (then called 
Foster Care Youth United), 
the first magazine written 
by and for youth in care. 
Mr. Desetta recruited and 
trained the first staff of 
teen writers, and worked 
closely with them to pull 
back the cloak of secrecy 
that muffled foster youths’ 

voices. The goal was to tell stories that would help young 
readers feel less alone and show how peers had managed 
the challenges in their lives. The stories were also designed 
to inform staff and policy makers about youth concerns 
and spur changes in policy and practice to improve foster 
care. 

Mr. Desetta edited Represent for six years, during which 
time it achieved a national circulation of more than 10,000 
copies of each bi-monthly issue. He also edited the first 
anthology of stories from the magazine, The Heart Knows 
Something Different (Persea Books, 1996). The teens’ stories 
in that book helped convince Hillary Clinton to push for 
the Foster Care Independence Act of 1999, which doubled 
national funding for programs to help youth aging out 
of foster care. (Two Represent writers who had published 
stories in the book were invited to the bill signing at the 
White House.) 

Mr. Desetta subsequently edited more than a dozen anthol-
ogies of stories by teens in care that are used nationwide in 
schools and foster care agencies. Mr. Desetta has an MA in 
English Literature from City College of the City University 
of New York, and a BA in English Literature from SUNY-
Binghamton. During 1990-91, he was a Charles H. Revson 
Fellow at Columbia University. He is currently a writer 
based in Woodstock, New York. 

Nicholas Scoppetta
First Commissioner of ACS

Nicholas Scoppetta was 
born on the Lower East 
Side of Manhattan in 1932. 
The youngest son of Italian 
immigrants, he was placed 
into foster care when he 
was 5 years old and lived 
in various institutions until 
he was 12. 

After serving two 
years in the Army, Mr. 
Scoppetta attended 

Bradley University on the G.I. Bill and graduated in 1958 
with a degree in engineering. In 1959 he began studying 
at Brooklyn Law School at night while working during 
the day in the criminal courts, assisting in the investiga-
tion and prosecution of cases in which children had been 
abused or neglected. 

From 1969 to 1995, Mr. Scoppetta worked for the 
Manhattan District Attorney’s office and in several other 
public legal jobs, was a law professor, and founded a law 
firm. In 1996, he became the first Commissioner of the new 
Administration for Children’s Services. 

As ACS Commissioner, Mr. Scoppetta listened to the 
voices of youth in the foster care system. Represent: The 
Voice of Youth in Care, had been founded just three years 
earlier; youth voices were new and sometimes unset-
tling. During his six-year tenure, Mr. Scoppetta met with 
Represent’s teen writers more than half a dozen times. His 
personal and professional openness helped ACS became 
more responsive to the concerns of youth in care. While at 
ACS, Mr. Scoppetta founded New Yorkers for Children, 
which has focused much of its work on helping youth in 
care make a successful transition to adult life. 

After leaving ACS, Mr. Scoppetta was New York City Fire 
Commissioner for eight years. He died in 2016 at the age of 
73. 

HONOREES
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Thank You to 

the Adults Who 

Nominated This 

Year’s Winners

Thank You to the 

Agencies That 

Provide Services 

to This Year’s 

Winners

242 W. 38th St., New York, NY 10018 • youthcomm.org

Andrea Bellissimo, New Alternatives for Children

Eileen Bruno, Seamen’s Society for Children and Families

Jennifer Casey, MercyFirst

Jacquelyn Cook, New York Foundling

Lori Dixon, Children of Promise

Michael Evans, MercyFirst

Elise Gelbman, Good Shepherd Services

Justin Gratta, Jewish Child Care Association

Lettice Layne, Good Shepherd Services

Keana Moore-Bowens, Jewish Child Care Association

Gabriel Nathans, New York Foundling

Milan Owens, Brooklyn LYFE, NYC Department of Education

Jessica Puma, New York Foundling

Melissa Reina, Children’s Aid Society

Crystal Screen, Attorney

Children of Promise, Da’Jahna Rodriguez

Children’s Aid Society, Jael Jarvis

Good Shepherd Services, Abigail Johnson, KimAlysha Seligmiller

Jewish Child Care Association, Brandon Cassulis, Cearia Scipio

MercyFirst, Alexus Colbert, Xavier Roberson, Emily Villarroel

New Alternatives for Children, Ana Quinones

New York Foundling, Ni’jai Daugherty, Lloydell Mills, Elvia Victorio

SCO Family of Services, Junior Salmon

Seamen’s Society for Children and Families, Chantel Jackson
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