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TO CHICAGO HOPE
VOLUNTEERS, 
DONORS AND SUPPORTERS

– PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE;

Since our founding in 2006, Chicago HOPE has provided 
college scholarships and one-on-one mentorship to deserving 
Chicago Public School students. To date we have awarded 60 
four-year college scholarships and partnered each recipient 
with their own dedicated mentor. Our mentorship program is 
rooted in community service. Where student and mentor, as 
Gandhi expressed, find themselves by losing themselves in the 
service of others. Chicago HOPE made a commitment that 
reaches far beyond the classroom. Our vision was to provide 
the world a network of service-minded leaders. Through their 
own hard work and dedication, these incredible human beings 
are enriching the lives of others every day. These are some of 
their stories.

Thank you for supporting their journey.



Renita Williams is a Class of 2011 Chicago Hope Dollars for Scholars Award recipient. She graduated from Whitney Young 
High School in Chicago and went on to graduate from the University of Southern California in 2015 with a Bachelor of 
Science in Business Administration. She is currently pursuing her second master’s degree at University of Illinois – Urbana 
Champaign and is expected to graduate December 2021. 

Renita is the founder of The Marketing Plug, an award-winning digital marketing agency that focuses on leveling the 
playing field for small businesses across the country.  She is dedicated to helping small businesses grow through web 
design, SEO, paid advertising, email marketing, and social media marketing. In 2020, The Marketing Plug launched their 
No Money Down Web Design Service, which is the first of its kind, giving small businesses the opportunity to have a 
professionally designed website without any upfront costs. The company has been featured in Business Insider, ABC, 
NBC, Fox News, MarketWatch, and Yahoo News. 

Never be afraid to negotiate. It’s so easy to 
settle, but gather the courage to ask for what 
you really want. The worst thing that people can 
say is no, but no is not the end of the world. 
Embrace rejection and use it as fuel to become 
better, and don’t be afraid to ask again. 

Also, never stop learning! A great way to make 
your resume stand out is getting certifications 
(and keeping them updated). Between 
LinkedIn Learning and Coursera, there are 
countless certifications you can get in your 
field, for little to no cost. Whether it’s a 
popular tool or a common skill in your industry, 
a certification shows employers that you’re 
willing to go above and beyond. 

RENITA WILLIAMS | CLASS OF 2011

NITA’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



Take advantage of Chicago HOPE and all they have to offer.  It's hard to overstate what they 
have done for me. I like to think of it as having watered a fledgling plant--it gave me funds when 
I desperately needed them and support of wonderful people from fields I'd never been 
exposed to. It was a growing experience I didn't know I needed so early in my career and I'm 
very grateful. 

TAMMY’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:

After graduating undergrad at UChicago I spent some time working in nonprofit fundraising 
and gaining a better understanding of philanthropy. I went on to finish med school at UIC 
Rockford in 2018 and since then have been training in emergency medicine at Christ Medical 
Center on the south side. For the last few years I've been concentrating on social justice and 
emergency medicine and developing a curriculum to educate trainees on how to address 
health disparities in the ER. In the wake of the pandemic these disparities have been especially 
heartbreaking and striking, but it has been some of the most fulfilling work I've done so far and 
I'm grateful to have the support of amazing colleagues and mentors. As for the future, I'll be 
splitting my time between Rockford and Chicago ERs and finding new hobbies in between. 

TAMMY ABUGNAIM, MD | CLASS OF 2009



JOSEPH ENGLISH | CLASS OF 2013

I want to make it very clear to you that within the next four years and beyond 
things will not always work out as planned. It's ok when you're not sure what 
your next move will be. As long as you are not afraid to bet on yourself and have 
the right people in your corner, things will turn out alright. Embrace your 
mentors. You'll be very glad you did. 

JOE’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:

I grew up in Southside Chicago in what was considered the city's most dangerous 
neighborhood, Englewood. I went to Von Steuben and had to commute four 
hours a day. It still baffles me how I managed that. I never had time for anything 
apart from school and commuting, but before I knew it, I became the first in my 
family to go to (and graduate from) college.  

My first college was Beloit. I spent a year there before realizing it wasn't a good fit. 
Thankfully, I had my Chicago HOPE mentor, Jaisen, to help guide me through 
what my next steps could look like. After about a year back in Chicago doing 
community college coursework, I decided it was time to apply to a university. 
I wanted to go to the University of Minnesota and was pretty excited when 
I got in.  With the help of my mentors I was able to make it a meaningful 
four years. I graduated with a degree in economics and used that experience to 
launch my career in wealth management at Merrill Lynch. 



I will forever be grateful to my Chicago HOPE family for the consistent support you’ve given me.  Not only did Chicago 
HOPE financially help me to actualize my and my community’s dream for me to attend college, but for over a decade Chi-
cago HOPE has remained integrally involved in my professional and personal development.  Chicago HOPE is a family; 
our relationship did not end the day I walked across the stage as a college graduate.  Because of Chicago HOPE’s initial 
investment in me, I was able to graduate from Houghton College with degrees in Music (Opera Performance), Religion, 
and African-American Studies.  In 2009, I was named a U.S. Presidential Scholar of the Arts by President Barack Obama. 
As a result, I debuted in concert at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, D.C. 

Following college graduation, I pursued graduate study as a Dean’s Fellow at Boston University (BU) in Boston, 
Massachusetts.  At BU, I discovered my passion and gifts for teaching and community organizing.  Too often learning is 
seen as an individual achievement rather than a dynamic communal resource and “practice of freedom” for creating 
justice and communal flourishing.  In Boston, I worked as a church pastor.  Our church was located in the heart of one of 
the city’s most economically challenged and food insecure neighborhoods, and we had a vision for sustainable 
transformation.  We established a mobile hot-meal delivery system for serving nourishing meals to the homeless, 
we partnered with Trader Joes and BU’s Community Service Center to provide fresh vegetables to area restaurants, 
and organized the first church-community garden in our area

In 2018, I was invited to Buffalo, New York to lead in creating a new project—Houghton College Buffalo: East Side. 
HCB: East Side is a two-year associates degree program established to disrupt the systemic racial gap in 
college education by providing residents of Buffalo’s predominantly Black East Side the support and resources 
necessary to earn a degree in their neighborhood. Our program is very low-cost, staffed by a team of devoted 
justice-seeking educators, and (thanks to substantial funding) each student receives their laptop, course books, 
bus pass, and daily success-coaching free of charge. It is my privilege to serve as the founding dean of this 
amazing program.  Additionally, I am a third-year Ph.D. student in Social Ethics at Drew University and the Senior 
Pastor at Buffalo’s historic Macedonia Baptist Church.

JULIAN COOK | CLASS OF 2009

YOU are enough!  The ebb and flow of life can leave us feeling incredibly inadequate and inept.  In those moments, 
rest assured that you are good enough and have been gifted with all the inner resources needed to thrive. 
Raise your voice; ask your questions with boldness — even if your voice shakes and it’s uncomfortable.  
“Do it for the people!” Believe it or not, there are whole communities that need the power and excellence of your 
life’s-work.  

JULIAN’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



I was born and raised in the southwest side of Chicago. My passion is in education 
because I am the first person in my family to go to college. I understand that when 
we invest resources, time, and money into the next generation of leaders, it really 
pays off. I was fortunate enough to attend the University of Vermont for undergrad 
and later earned my Masters in Education from the University of Miami. I use my 
education background to develop student's leadership skills. Currently, I work for a 
nonprofit where I support community college students so that they persist and 
graduate. Prior to that, I was a Teach for America corps member in Miami Florida! 

MARYLYN ROGEL | CLASS OF 2013

My advice to you is to ask for help when you need it, to go at your own pace 
(life is your own journey), and to have fun. We only get to go to college once, 
and it goes by quick so make the most of it! Also, network, network, network.

MARYLYN’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



Hello Chicago HOPE family! Little known fact, but I was part of the inaugural class 
who received the first Chicago HOPE scholarships in 2008 (boy, does that make me feel 
old). Since then, I graduated from a small university in Indiana, had jobs in the corporate 
and startup spaces, moved from Chicago to Raleigh, North Carolina, back to Chicago 
again. I became a Chicago HOPE mentor, married my college sweetheart, and raised 
a 4-legged little monster (see picture).

Thinking back over the last 10+ years, I experienced much growth and change. 
What hasn't changed in those 10 years is my relationships with my Chicago HOPE 
mentors. All these years later and I still rely on their wisdom, guidance, and generosity. 
For those of you who graduated last year, are approaching graduation in 2021, or are 
still going through the rigors of college, I'll impart this tidbit of advice - it takes 
a network. Relationships matter. Nothing important in life is done alone. I certainly 
didn't have "a network" as a young college student; however, I was able to slowly, 
over the years, build one. And my Chicago HOPE mentor was, and still is to this day, 
a cornerstone of my network.  

SAM MAXEY | CLASS OF 2008

As someone who was on the receiving end of Chicago HOPE's generosity and has also 
seen the inner workings behind the scenes, I know that Chicago HOPE is a force for 
good. Engage with them. Do not worry about being a bother. They are here to 
help you. Know that someday you will be able to pass it forward, and you will 
know what I already know to be true - that you are also a force for good.  

SAM’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



Pretty early in my educational career I knew that I wanted to be a humanitarian. I never really knew what 
job I wanted or what I wanted to be but, I knew I wanted to help people. When I discovered the Peace 
Corps I was sold! So upon completion of a rough five years in college, I applied for the Peace Corps. I was 
accepted and I embarked on my journey to my new home. I loved aspects of my service. I hated other 
aspects of my service. But reflecting on my time, I am proud of myself for doing something that I wanted 
so badly. Fast forward to my return home in 2019. It took me a while to adjust back to being in the states 
but, I quickly got a job working with Veterans. Throughout the entire pandemic I’ve worked! Hard! 

SHAELA GILOT | CLASS OF 2012

Most of the normality in one’s life comes from 
knowing yourself and what you want out of life. 
I am currently in a place that is still filled with 
questions of, “what do I want to do with my life”. 
I’ve learned that that is a perfectly fine question. 
For some, it is a lifelong question. Having that 
sense of curiosity while exploring the world leads 
to more well-rounded people. You never know 
the impacts you make until you reflect. Be present
in every moment and live more curiously!

SHAELA’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



Donna Marie Gary is a nonbinary femme artist, spoken word poet, and administrator from 
Chicago. Just a short 7 years ago they found themselves the proud participant in the Chicago 
HOPE Scholarship program. They graduated from Whitney M Young in 2015 to become 
a first generation college student. They went on to attend NYU's Liberal Arts program 
and studied abroad in Florence, Italy. Their junior year they were admitted to NYU 
Gallatin's School of Individualized Study and went on to graduate cum laude with a 
cross school Disability Studies minor and Bachelor of Arts degree in Poetics of 
Embodiment: Study of the Ways Marginalized Folks Re-Imagine Their Value. This past 
fall they became the Project Coordinator and Operations Manager at Free Street Theatre 
where they create contracts, conduct contractor payroll, organize internal systems and offer 
their passion/research for programming and cultural accessibility. In 2019 their poem 
"Mouth," was nominated for a Pushcart Prize by Sycamore Review, and they received 
admittance to the Tin House Summer Workshop as a Poet Scholar mentored 
by Samiya Bashir.

DONNA MARIE GARY | CLASS OF 2015

Call up companies you are curious about. Remember behind every company is an employee 
who rarely gets to talk about themselves! It's a great way to get the inside scoop on what it's 
like to work in that industry. 

Get a jump start on lifelong connections and add everyone you know to your LinkedIn profile! 
It's an easy way to learn about internships, programs and accomplishments when you are 
seeking your own opportunities down the road. First step, add me on LinkedIn and stalk 
my resume. Maybe I did a program or internship you are curious about and you want 
an introduction? 

Scholarships and grants are your best friend. Set aside time every year to research and 
apply for free money. It will help a ton when you want to do an internship where they 
can't afford to pay you or you want to take a collegiate risk.

DONNA’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



Looking back at my personal statement written over ten years ago now, my career path has taken some turns that 
I would have never imagined. Originally planning to study medicine to become a clinician on the frontline, I am 
now in management working on the backend to support our frontline healthcare workers. As a project 
manager for our women and children service line at Rush University Medical Center, it is incredibly 
rewarding to be able to use data to support strategic and financial decisions to grow and improve 
programs for this vulnerable patient population. While working full-time, I never wanted to stop learning, 
so about four years ago, I decided to pursue my Master’s in Health Systems Management. Like many of you, 
I am a recent new graduate after 4 years and contemplating on what my next steps should be in my career.

ANNIE HUANG | CLASS OF 2010

If I have any advice to give, it is that it is fine to not know exactly what you want to do. Most of us are still trying 
to figure it out day by day; even really established mentors that I have had the honor to speak with. With time, 
you will find what brings you the most joy. Lastly, never stop learning, and when you do, you will know 
that it is time to start searching for something new.

ANNIE’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



My past few years have been spent studying and working so I can pursue higher education. In the near future I hope to get a 
data analyst position. To achieve this I’ve been studying coding and physics to bolster my problem-solving skills. Never stop 
learning, for without learning the world just seems stale. Even at my current job as a patient care technician I’m always 
learning new ways to help expedite certain processes or new ways to do things. Explore as much as you can, whether this 
be the world or a hobby or an interest. Exploring things will lead you down paths that you’d never think you’d be able to walk.  

Aside from studying and working I like to volunteer. A volunteer activity I hold dearly is my Kung Fu club that I help instruct. 
Our club offers a place for people to exercise discipline and experience comradery in a very troubled area. There’s nothing 
better than seeing my pupils grow into people that have overcome their past weaknesses. Whether those weaknesses be 
prejudices they held or their own inability to help themselves or others, it’s amazing to see people grow.

DAVIT KSOR | CLASS OF 2014

I hope that you all, being the bright young minds that you are, continue 
to shine as bright as you can. College is a time of confusion and hardship 
for many of us, me included. Sometimes you’ll feel lost or like you’re 
not good enough or maybe like you’re completely alone. Know that
in those times, HOPE is there for you. I’ve had many instances where 
I felt just absolutely useless and figured I had nothing to give back to 
the world. With some words of encouragement from Brandon and Scott that 
was no longer the case. Sometimes having someone who can listen and 
talk helps out much more than you think. So I urge you to reach out if 
you need to. Don’t let the muck dim your brightness. Here’s to hoping 
your college experience is everything you want it to be!

DAVIT’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:



LI WU | CLASS OF 2008
Li Wu is a Class of 2008 Chicago Hope Dollars for Scholars Award recipient. She 
graduated from Jones College Prep and received her Bachelor degree in Engineering 
Science from MIT in 2012. After college, Li moved to New York City to pursue a career in 
finance. She’s currently an interest rate trader at Jefferies LLC. 

“Thirteen years ago, a scholarship from Chicago HOPE made going to college in Boston 
a much easier process for me. But I learned Chicago HOPE is much more than a 
scholarship foundation. Over the years my mentor from Chicago HOPE has never 
hesitated to provide advice. Whether it was choosing college courses, graduate studies, 
or longer term career advice, I knew my mentor along with other members of the 
organization were only a phone call or an email away."  

LI’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:
Never stop learning and never stop pursing your dream. Take classes that interest you. 
Sit in for a class that you have never heard about. Work on a research project with a 
professor over the summer. 



JUAN CHACON | CLASS OF 2012
Being raised by a single mother taught me that no matter what life throws at you, staying 
determined takes you a long way. We did not have half of the things we have now, but the 
greatest gift I received from my mom is her example of hard work and never giving up. 
Without those two things I wouldn’t be where I am today. She was the one who 
encouraged me to apply for the Chicago Hope scholarship and I am deeply grateful for 
that. Chicago hope gave me the tools that I needed to pursue my interest and also have 
the courage to change my major multiple times. My mentor and now longtime friend, has 
been there since my college journey began and I now call him my brother. That is what 
Chicago hope is, family. I began as an engineer major, switched to pre-med and ended in a 
business career in steel manufacturing in Wisconsin. I had a dream of becoming a 
professional soccer player, and ended up competing all over the country in Latin ballroom 
dancing. Not just my mentor, but the rest of Chicago hope always had my back. Not once 
did they discourage me from following my path. They allowed me to make mistakes, 
change my mind and always backed me up when I needed it. I have a career, a family and 
a hobby I love, but it all took time. Do things on your timeline and follow your path and 
everything will work out.

JUAN’S ADVICE TO STUDENTS:
Do not be afraid to change your mind. Take chances, travel, open yourself to people with 
different views. It is okay to disagree but allow your thoughts to grow and learn because of 
their differences. If you make a mistake, know that even successful people have and continue 
to make mistakes. Even when the situation seems hopeless, there is always light at the end of 
the tunnel. Use your support system and know that someone out there does want to help 
you. All you have to do is ask.



BE INSPIRIED &
MAKE A DIFFERENCE.




