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Our Stories is a collection of essays written by eleven Carver students who are
representative of Carver youth. They are not necessarily our most accomplished 
youth, though you will be moved by each of their stories. What they all have in common 
is that they are rich in heart and committed to becoming lifetime achievers.  

Founded in 1938 as a neighborhood community center, named the 2013-2014 “Nonprofit 
of the Year” by the Norwalk Chamber of Commerce, Carver today is the largest provider 
of free after-school programs for middle and high school students in Norwalk, CT. Carver’s
free after-school Youth Development Program began its expansion into Norwalk Public
Schools in 2008, and is now conducted in the Carver Community Center and in Norwalk’s
four middle and two high schools. Carver also offers college scholarship funds and multiple
summer programs, winning basketball travel teams, international learning opportunities,
health and wellness programming, spring and fall college tours, food drives, community
holiday events and more for the benefit of the Norwalk community.

Since 2005, 100% of our high school seniors graduate on-time and for the past 
several years 100% received admission into college. Sixty-seven percent of our 
students complete college compared to just 41% of all Connecticut college students. 
There are many elements that produce outcomes like these such as our 90%+ daily
attendance throughout the school year and that the average CMT proficiency level for
Carver students is 84% compared to 77% for all of Connecticut and 82% for Norwalk. 
Young people enjoy learning and striving at Carver. 

Stories of success abound as Carver completes its 76th year of raising expectations,
changing lives, and building careers. Thank you for your contribution to the Carver story.
Your friendship and support today will be felt for generations to come.

Sincerely,
Novelette Peterkin
Executive Director



My Story 
by Peyton Korzenik
Roton Middle School 

          Carver’s STRIVE Program has been a great experience for me. It helped me with time 
management and I also became a better person. When I first got the notice to join STRIVE,
I wasn’t too excited to join. I thought it was going to be all work and no fun. But, with my
parents both working, I needed a structured program after school. Boy, was I surprised after
the first day of STRIVE! I met all of the wonderful STRIVE teachers and jumped in to 
the programs. I love my Carver homework folders because they make me feel that I have 
accomplished a great deal. 

One of the great parts of STRIVE is that they give us a snack and a drink while we 
do our homework. After homework is completed, I fly to my Carver enrichment! Among my 
favorite enrichment classes are: computer science, making cameras, and the game room.
Every student in STRIVE takes computer literacy, which includes a PowerPoint presentation
that I make to the class. This enrichment will help me in future years, as computers become
an increasingly significant portion of my homework base. Also in technology, we had the 
opportunity to build a camera and, in doing so, learned about all of the interior components 
of a camera. 

The enrichments in STRIVE are not only interesting, but they are also educational. 
Other enrichments include videography, gym games with Mr. Sellers and Mr. Zakkar, and
karaoke. Carver’s STRIVE also takes field trips to places such as Lake Compounce and 
bowling. STRIVE has helped my parents in many ways. The STRIVE teachers can help me
with my homework instead of my parents. They can stay later at work when I am at STRIVE.
STRIVE has also helped me in many ways and made me a better person. It has helped me 
get my homework done and I have become better at managing my homework. I now realize
that learning can be both educational and fun.  STRIVE is a great program and I am 
definitely continuing the program next year.



My Story by 
Anastacia Negron
Roton Middle School

If it wasn’t for Carver’s STRIVE Program, I would be home doing nothing, simply nothing.
Whether it is at my grandma’s or at home, I would be bored, doing loads of homework alone.
With the STRIVE (Carver) Program, I can work on my homework with other students, get
help from my teachers, or even help other students with work. The STRIVE Program has
given me the opportunity to get my work done with extra help and jump into many activities.

In elementary school, before Carver, I was an A student. I loved to work and I never
missed a single assignment. Since I have come to middle school, my classes have gotten
more difficult. Now that I am taking a ninth grade Algebra course as well as academically 
talented classes, I thought my grades were going to slip. After school, I enrolled in Carver
STRIVE and stayed focused on getting my work done.  On some days, I took an extra hour 
of homework time to finish my homework before heading home. In my opinion, I think the
Carver environment after school is perfect. 

When I have a question or just want to study for a big test I have the next day, the
teachers at Carver STRIVE will help me. I can even ask my teacher that gave me the 
homework because they are there after school or working at Carver’s STRIVE program, 
which is another advantage of STRIVE. Because of this, I rarely need to come in early for 
extra help or studying.

During elementary school, I would hop on the school bus ride home, and sit on the 
couch inside doing homework and watching TV. I did not do any type of sports or activities
after school. Once I had graduated elementary school, I thought that there were going to be
sports that I could play on a team. Sadly, the year I came, there were no sports at Roton. I
decided to try STRIVE, it was recommended by my older friends. Now I realize that without
STRIVE, I couldn’t have joined the basketball team, CPEP, Women’s ensemble and many 
more after- school enrichments that were offered to me. Carver really helps my family
because it is a free program that keeps me engaged and active. Since my mother is a single
parent, the STRIVE program is a tremendous help because she knows that I am safe, active
and doing important work. In conclusion, the Carver Program has helped both my family and
me greatly, academically and financially, and will help us later on in the future.



My Story by 
Marisol Rivera
Norwalk High School

My journey with the Carver Foundation’s Youth Development Program began my
freshman year.  I joined half-way through the year because my history teacher felt that I 
was not performing to my potential. My mother, friends, and teachers suggested that I 
make the commitment to Carver and the program has influenced me greatly academically,
socially, and personally.

Computer labs are available, as well as tutoring, or we can get extra help from our
own teachers. The Carver staff ensures that we remain on task, and are always glad to help
students.  Since I joined Carver in my first year of high school, the program teachers and 
managers have helped me to grow as a person and as a student. I have learned to manage
my time better, to  become more organized, and to avoid getting distracted from my studies. 
I believe I became more aware of the quality of my assignments, given the extra time I have 
in the program, and that has helped me maintain my grades. I have benefited greatly from
the guidance, care, and help of each teacher. 

Thankfully, we have a break after “homework time,” when a snack is provided.  After
these fifteen minutes, we have an activity such as dance, improvisation, Zumba, jewelry, 
and a variety of other fun activities. I enjoy having the activities because it gives me time 
to be stress-free. Having difficult classes, and trying to get straight A’s make high school a 
challenging environment. However, Carver gives me so many opportunities to keep up with
my work, and have time to enjoy learning new skills.

As a Hispanic, it was always hard for me to ask for help after school. My parents 
would not know how to help me, and could not understand the courses I take. My mother 
has seen a great change in me since my Carver Program journey started.  She likes that I
can get help with challenges and she always reminds me to take advantage of every 
opportunity. She also likes the fact that I’m not home for three hours, and that I am not
wasting my time. But more importantly, she makes sure that I am doing everything possible
to be the best student and person I can be for my future potential.  My parents and I believe
that, without the Youth Development Program, I would not have achieved my current level of
skills and self-confidence. I have learned, benefited, and expanded my education due to
every single staff member from the program. I thank them for all they have done. 



  My Story by 
  Lilly King
  Ponus Middle School

I have made strong friendships at the Carver after-school programs, friends I hope 
to stay in touch with throughout my life. I have been attending the Carver Ponus P.R.I.D.E.
program for three years now and, just this year, my brother started going as well. This 
program has helped me achieve more in school as well as the obvious benefit of finishing my
homework. I have grown more as a person and as an A student at Ponus Ridge and I feel
that the Carver Program has played a huge part in that growth. I have loved attending the
program and meeting many new people. Just like the name of the program, Ponus P.R.I.D.E,
I feel very proud and fortunate to be a part of this program. 

Through my three years at the Carver After-School Program, I have come to realize
that I would like to study fashion and marketing in college. I realized that I wanted to do this
after attending the Carver annual Career Fair. I have loved going to the Carver Afterschool
Program and I plan on attending the Carver program next year at Brien McMahon High
School. I have also enjoyed learning to give back to the less fortunate by participating in 
the Carver toy and food drives. I learned the importance of community service when we
cleaned the outside of our school and planted new flowers. Also there have been many 
opportunities to take Carver classes such as cooking, filmmaking, knitting, theatre, arts and
crafts, CPEP, or robotics class. There is always something interesting and challenging to do
after homework time!

I have loved everything about Carver, especially all the wonderful teachers and 
students that are part of the program.
  



 My Story by 
 Angel Reyes
 Ponus Middle School

For three years, I have been in Carver’s Ponus PRIDE program and, to tell you the 
truth, it has been the best experience of my life. This program has so many advantages 
and has many things that I can go on about, over and over. Yet, it is just the beginning of
my time with Carver. 

In the start of my sixth grade year, it was all new to me. Just having this program 
offered to me was the best opportunity I have ever received. I have been so grateful that I 
was accepted into this program. All of the activities that were in store for me were really 
exciting. The cooking class is my favorite of all of them, but all the extra activities were 
pretty eye-catching, too. We cooked sandwiches of all kinds, cookies, and other treats.
The knitting class was really fun, as well, due to the fact it was a new experience. We 
also have “Arts and Crafts” activities. During these fun-filled experiences, like helping 
out in the charity drives, I am also able show off my creativity.

At the beginning of seventh grade, my second year in the Carver program, the 
after-school program helped me tremendously. Having this opportunity was so amazing 
and also the experience was a great addition to my life. I got to meet new teachers and I
made new friends. I was able to experience for the first time the Carver college tour, a 
thrilling trip to remember.

So far this year, my third in the Carver programs, as an eighth grader, I have been 
more focused on setting goals for high school and the future. I went on another college 
tour and found this trip to be even more fascinating than I anticipated. Thanks to Carver 
programs, I feel a new sense of accomplishment and purpose.



  My Story by
  Peter Montanez
  Carver Community Center

I am a fourteen-year-old eighth grader attending Side by Side Charter School in Norwalk 
Connecticut. I have attended the George Washington Carver Community Center since I was in the
third grade. I am now a member of Carver’s Junior Youth Development Program better known as the
JR. YDP. I consider myself to be an intelligent person and I perform very well in school. With 
encouragement from my mother, father and the Carver, I am constantly striving to do my best, both
inside and outside of school, while learning along the way. 

I really like the fact that students involved in the Carver programs receive rewards like 
special trips, ice cream socials, pizza parties and other incentives, special activities, certificates, and
treats when we have a good report card. Carver emphasizes the importance of behaving well 
in school as well as the importance of getting good grades so that you can become “college ready”
and have many strong options once you complete high school. Carver celebrates our successes.

I consider myself very athletic, playing sports constantly in formal leagues or in various sports
just for the fun of it. The sport that I enjoy the most is basketball but I am looking forward to playing
football in the fall when I go to high school. In addition to sports, I also enjoy music; I am active in the
school band and in the Side by Side School choir.  I play the trumpet in the school band and I plan to
continue band at the high school. Carver has been a big part of my life ever since the first day that I
walked through the doors for the very first time.  It has provided me with teachers and staff members
who have made a difference in my life by teaching me and encouraging me to work hard and to
strive to be the best that I can be. 

I have gained many friends during my time at Carver and I have accomplished many 
achievements, including my grades and my overall attitude about my school work. Carver is where
I began playing basketball, playing in its summer recreational leagues. In the Carver after-school
program and in the sports program, I have learned to treat people with respect and to work 
cooperatively with others. Carver has, most importantly, taught me what it means to take 
responsibility for my actions.  

Another important thing that Carver has taught me is that, if I have courage, I can achieve all 
of my goals with hard work and perseverance. The Carver teachers have taught me many important
life lessons. They help me sort through any problem that I have, whether it is at home, in school, or
with my peers. They sit down and talk with me about my life and they show concern about me in
every respect. When we make a mistake, the staff will talk to us about what we can learn from a 
mistake rather than focusing on punishment. Carver is an important part of my life; they motivate 
and encourage us to set goals and to work hard.  Because of my involvement in Carver, I have big
dreams for a promising future and I know that I am off to a great start. Thank you all for making it
happen, not just for me personally, but for all of the kids who attend the many Carver Programs.



  My Story by 
  Trinity McFadden
  Carver Community Center

My name is Trinity McFadden and I am a thirteen-year-old, eighth grade student at Ponus
Middle School.  I started in the Carver C.A.S.P.E.R program in the middle of my fifth grade year;
I am now a member of the Junior Youth Development Program.  I am a high honors student at
Ponus with a 4.0 GPA, which means I have an A average.  I am a hard working, intelligent person
and my school work is very important to me for many different reasons.  In addition to wanting to
make my family proud of me, I was born with a progressive hearing loss and, if you listen to me
talk, you will notice that I speak with a lisp. When I talk, my tongue does not always move, which
at times creates articulation challenges for me. Because of this it makes me a little hesitant
whenever I am asked to give a speech. However, I refuse to allow this challenge to interfere with
my goals and with my day-to-day functioning inside and outside of school. Having speech and
hearing concerns presents its own set of challenges for me, but these issues do not prevent me
from pursuing my dreams and working hard in school and achieving.

Participating in programs at Carver make me forget about my speech and my hearing 
issues. At Carver, I am comfortable, everyone knows me, and it’s like a second family to me! The
Carver staff and students accept me for who I am and they treat me the same as anyone else;
they have high standards and expectations for me, regardless of my hearing and my speech 
issues. I try very hard to achieve success because I want to be a role model for other students
who may have a disability.  There are many students who may be deaf, have a hearing loss or
are hard of hearing; I want them to know that they can also be successful despite their disability.
I work hard at being a confident person to set an example for them as well as for others. 

The Carver has played a major role in my life. I attended the C.A.S.P.E.R. program, the 
Junior Youth Development Program and I have also attended the Carver summer camp. I 
enjoyed being in the summer program; it was also a big benefit to my parents because they were
able to find an affordable summer enrichment plus recreational program for me during the 
summer months while they worked. While enrolled in C.A.S.P.E.R. I learned Lacrosse, and I
received a scholarship to attend Camp New Pond Farm in Ridgefield, CT. I was away from home
for a week and we lived on a farm, and got a chance to see and care for the farm animals and
eat fresh eggs.  It was a great experience and I enjoyed it very much! Carver offers so many
programs. For example, I am a member of LEAP, which is an amazing Leadership program, and
I am so fortunate to have all of the opportunities Carver provides. I hope that my leadership 
inspires other students, particularly those with a disability, for many years to come. 



  My Story by 
  Christopher Thigpen
  Norwalk High School

As a senior at Norwalk High School, I am in my fourth year in Carver programs and 
a proud honors student during my high school career. Carver programs have significantly 
impacted my life, shaping me into the person I am today, and helping me achieve my goals.
I’ve learned many critical lessons from Carver, such as the aspiration to continuously
improve, and the ability to achieve honors and high honors.

Carver helped me to decide my life career goals and offered me tremendous 
opportunities, such as the college tour. I have hopped aboard the Carver college tour three
times in my high school career. I really enjoyed myself on the tours and the tours have
opened my eyes to many different experiences and thoughts about college. In the YDP 
program, we engage in many great activities, such as cooking, jewelry making, STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and math), gardening and many other activities. I also
have a paid work internship twice each week through the Carver program, tutoring sixth
grade students at West Rocks Middle School for the last two years and I have also tutored 
at Ponus Ridge Middle School for one year. I love tutoring the students and have discovered
that the younger students really look up to me as leader and as a mentor.

I was thrilled to join Carver my freshman year of high school. I would recommend 
this program to all students because Carver has opened so many doors in my life. I am so
grateful for the Carver Youth Development Program and all that it has to offer.



   My Story by 
   Joel Santiago
   Brien McMahon High School

I grew-up in a single parent household. My mother had me at 16-years-old. I grew 
up in low-income housing living with my mother, grandmother, and aunt. In middle school, 
my grades ranged from D- to C. Going into 9th grade, I thought I would do a lot better 
academically, but first quarter gave me a rude awakening. I earned a 1.3 GPA and my 
mother wasn’t too proud of it. I kept hearing things about a program in the school that 
would help me do better with my grades. I asked my English teacher, Miss Molinelli, 
about the program and it happened to be that she was the one in charge of running it.

My first day in the program, I was very nervous and felt uncomfortable. Although I 
knew quite a few people involved, everyone had started before me so it was obvious that
everyone was very comfortable with each other. After my first year, I made a lot of new 
friends and grew closer to some people also.

YDP has gotten me involved in things such as community service, cooking, and 
working out weekly. I look forward to Mondays-Thursdays because I know I will be 
entertained and have a quiet environment in which to do my homework.

Being in YDP, my GPA reached 2.7. I had one of the highest scores in the SAT program
and I was one of the students who earned a spot on the Annual Carver College Tour this
year. I was introduced to quite a few schools and realized I’m interested in some of them. 

This program means a lot to me and it has changed me. I am now dedicated to doing
my work and improving my grades. YDP has changed who I am and has helped to push me
in the right direction.



   My Story by 
   Seliana Seradieu
   Norwalk High School

My name is Seliana Seradieu and I am a sophomore at Norwalk High School.  
I joined the Carver Youth Development Program last year when I entered high school.  
When I first joined, it was not voluntarily. Now, my outlook on the program has changed
completely. At first, it seemed as if it was a chore to go to the afterschool program because
my parents forced me to. Today, I come to the program because I want to.

Through the Carver Program, I’ve made new friends, gone on a college tour, 
received help in homework, and have participated in multiple activities. The activities 
include gardening, cooking, and photography. In Nica-Photo, I have had the chance to have
my photographs displayed to a larger audience outside of the school. In gardening, I now
know how to plant, seed, water, and take care of vegetables and herbs. In cooking, I’ve
learned how to bake and cook a variety of different foods. In 2013, I went on the college
tour and visited North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. With this experience, I feel 
that I have more knowledge and a better understanding to what I am looking for in a college
for the future. 

The Carver Program has increased my social skills and has made me become
more of an extrovert. I now have a group of friends within the program that I’ve been able 
to connect with in my classes, as well as other extra-curricular activities.  It is an honor to
be a part of the program and I thank all who have helped and will continue to support my
journey throughout high school at Norwalk High with the Carver Youth Development 
Program. I’d like to thank my family for pushing and guiding me to make the right choice 
by joining this program. 



   My Story by 
   Raul Gonzalez
   West Rocks Middle School

I came to this country from Guatemala when I was eight years old. My dad was
already working in Norwalk so I made the trip to United States with my mother. I attended
Cranbury Elementary School and began to learn English in the ELL program.  It was a 
struggle at first, but I managed to overcome the obstacles by working really hard and 
always staying positive. Three years later I started sixth grade at West Rocks Middle School. 

My years at West Rocks have been amazing and are filled with unforgettable 
memories.  I have made so many supportive friends and have become more confident in 
myself and the person I am destined to become. In school I learned the importance of
working in groups, and how to communicate better by sharing ideas with one another. 
I have had lots of laughs, gained so much knowledge, and also received great advice from
all my teachers.

For all three years, I have been in the Carver/REACH after-school program. It 
has allowed me to keep up with my homework. Because of the teachers’ dedication and 
commitment, I have earned High Honors every year. In fact, this year I received the
prestigious Scholar Circle Award because my GPA for my three middle school years is 
higher than 3.75. 

I have also enjoyed the field trips with my friends, like going on the rides at Lake 
Compounce, visiting the Maritime Aquarium, and going bowling for the first time in my life.
The after school program also provided fun and educational activities at the school such as
cooking, economics, and marine life and environmental concerns in Norwalk.  

My interests are soccer, math, and especially art. When I start drawing, I get to
express feelings that can be hard to communicate with words.  Math is my strongest 
subject. I motivate myself to do better every day, and I am actually the leader of my class.
When I have free time,I play soccer with my friends at Veterans Park, and I have a great
time with them.  

I also hope to improve my skills by taking as many art classes as I can once I get to 
Norwalk High next year. I am planning to be involved in drama and do creative drawings for
the background scenery. I am also waiting to be old enough to work at the Carver Center. I
would like to help out with anything they need, and give back to Carver by helping other kids
like me. make the right choice by joining this program. 



FOUNDATION OF NORWALK, INC.

We help children and youth reach

their greatest potential by providing

educational, social, and recreational 

programs in a positive,

safe and fun environment.  
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