
Dear Friend,

Kimberly, an alumna of If Given A Chance, describes her life as growing 
up “dirt poor” spending months without electricity and not having 
enough to eat. Her family lived off the dollar menu at McDonald’s. At 
the age of eight she was left with responsibility to raise her younger sister 
and two brothers -- cooking, helping with homework and fighting off 
imaginary monsters under the bed, while her mother worked from 3pm 
until 11pm, and her father, a drug abuser and dealer, was in and out of 
jail.

She describes living in fear, locking herself and her siblings in the 
bedroom to protect them from their violent father and the screaming 
arguments that rattled the walls of the house. Attending school was a 
relief, a place where she felt safe, smart and empowered. But all that 
changed when her family experienced a tragic car accident that killed her 
sister and grandmother. Her entire world shattered and at 13 she turned 
to drinking. By 14 she became an alcoholic and joined a gang. Then her 
father was shot and she realized that she was repeating the pattern of her 
father, choosing drugs and addiction over family.

“My success was not that I made it through the death of 
my sister, my alcoholism, my gang affiliation, it was that 
I was able to use my painful experience to help somebody 
believe in themselves, to inspire somebody because that is 
what success is.”

This was Kimberly’s wake-up call to break the cycle of fear and violence. 
She drew upon the words that her aunt had instilled in her, “Education 
is the key to freedom.” It was in Kimberly’s senior year of high school, 
and with great determination, that she committed to create a new life 
and aim for college. She started a peer counseling program called Girls 
United at her high school addressing issues of depression, anxiety, self-
image, eating disorders, drug abuse, incarceration and gang-affiliations.

“When I was applying for college… I felt like it was a joke, even if 
I got in I couldn’t afford it. I couldn’t ask my mother to take food 
from the mouths of my siblings” Kimberly explains. Fortunately, she 
was awarded a four-year scholarship, from Students Rising Above as a 
first generation college student and an If Given A Chance Award that 
gave her both financial support and a mentor to guide her through her 
undergraduate years.

Our expanded vision
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If Given A Chance is 
celebrating its 25th year of 
identifying and supporting 
vulnerable youth of Napa 
County. Youth who have 
experienced homelessness 
or extreme poverty, suffered 
abuse, neglect, faced 
daunting health problems, 
or made poor choices. This 
past year If Given A Chance 
has successfully expanded its 
vision to include mentoring 
high school juniors through 
the complex procedure of 
successfully choosing the 
right college and completing 
the application process 
along with providing 
financial reimbursement 
for college entry expenses 
through their senior year 
of high school. The goal is 
to deepen our support to 
ensure students will have 
long term success. If Given 
A Chance continues its 
financial and mentoring 
support throughout our 
students’ undergraduate 
college years or completion 
of their vocational training. 
Please help us help them.

To Rise Above

If Given A Chance If Given 
A Chance identifies high school 

students who have been faced with 
extraordinary social, medical and 
economic challenges and provides 

them with mentoring and financial 
assistance to support their efforts 
in completing a college degree or 

vocational training program.
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“What UC Merced gave me was a sense of community to network 
with students who love this country enough to challenge it to be 
better. I found home.” At UC Merced she was the president of the pre-
law fraternity Phi Alpha Delta, she helped establish the student-run, 
Immigration Law Clinic at UC Merced, spoke at TEDx and advocated 
for women’s and children’s rights in South America.

Kimberly got her chance to shine and turn her trauma into her 
strengths. In June Kimberly graduated from UC Merced and is now 
working for Justice at Last, a nonprofit law firm that specializes in legal 
advocacy for survivors of human trafficking in the Bay Area.  Her goal 
is to continue on to law school next year and to advocate for kids who 
don’t have a voice, and for survivors of domestic abuse.

Kimberly describes how If Given A Chance is unique in its impact. 
“They understand that their students experience financial hardships 
and need financial flexibility with their award which sometimes 
includes money for gas to get to school or for food so they can stay 
focused in class.”

The mentoring and support of the Student Services Manager was 
priceless. “She was an adult in my life that was so inspiring. She believed 
in me without any limits. This connection really made a big difference. 
We talked frequently especially in my freshman year of college. Her 
guidance went beyond career and academic help.”

“If Given A Chance connected me to community members of Napa 
that supported me and also my family. That broke the cycle of poverty. 
My younger brothers and I accessed resources that were available to us 
because I learned how to ask for help. Now college is a natural transition 
from high school for my brothers. I learned no matter what we can 
make it work.”

“Use whatever it is that you have! Everyone has 
something. Use that. Inspire someone, help someone, 
save someone, change someone’s life. We can all do 
that if we are willing to lend a hand. Success is helping 
other people.”

With your support we find courageous and vulnerable students who are 
committed to build a better life than they have known before. Since our 
founding we have provided more than 350 students in Napa County 
financial, emotional, and moral support to help them achieve success 
through college or vocational training. Go to our website to find out more 
and donate: www.ifgivenachance.org/donate

Sincerely,

Michael Mulcahy,
President
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