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Jessica Torres '08, 26, is the Assistant Press Secretary of the 2016 National Democratic Convention. Before 

that, she worked with Media Matters and at the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Southern District of New York. 

She's an incredibly accomplished young woman with a bright future, but as Jessica points out in her essay 

below, originally written for and published on Women's Health Online, as a Dominican girl growing up in 

the Bronx, it took an extremely loving mother, a supportive community, the right education, and countless 

sacrifices to get her where she is today. 

I was born and raised in the Bronx, in a neighborhood where you shook hands across pews when it was time 

to share the peace at mass, and grabbed buttered rolls for breakfast before hopping on the bus to go to school. 

The 1 train still feels like it's tearing through my grandma's building every time it passes by. 

My grandparents emigrated from the Dominican Republic in the 1960s, and raised my mom and uncle in the 

Bronx. They constantly emphasized how I had to be a doctor or a lawyer, and I had to do well in school or 

else I would be stuck in what they considered to be dead-end jobs, just like they were. In their eyes, fucking 

up was a luxury we couldn't afford. They didn't want me to repeat their—or, more specifically, my mother's 

"mistakes." 

After getting pregnant with me in high school, my mom pursued her GED and then completed her  

Associate's Degree when I was four. 

The barriers my mom faced as the daughter of hard-working immigrants, and as a student, are hardly unique, 

and perhaps serve as testament to education and poverty's inextricable linkage in the Bronx. In fact, the 

Bronx has the highest concentration of women and children in poverty across the five boroughs. Close to 50 

percent of women have less than a high school diploma, and only 22 percent of women have a Bachelor's  

Degree or advanced degree. 

My mom didn't want that normal for me. 

To keep me curious, she kept me busy. I played sports. We took field trips to the Hall of Science in Queens, 

FAO Schwartz at Christmas, the Bronx Zoo, the Museum of Natural History. As we both fell in love with the 

world beyond our neighborhood, I watched my mom realize how little of it was hers to give me; we both 

seemed to realize how little of the world was ours to begin with. We needed stronger tools to become a part 

of the magic that museums and art galleries presented to us. 

With the help from some teachers and guidance counselors, my mom started looking for pathways to better 

schools—programs that would get me into private schools where I could be challenged, and where I could 

grow. A good education ultimately arms girls with the tools to be greater than we've been told we're capable 

of being. 

I got accepted to PREP9, a city-wide program which "develops leaders through access to superior education 

and life-changing opportunities." Founded by a teacher in the South Bronx in the 80s, PREP9's network of 

alumni have attended some of the best schools in the country, and have gone on to do amazing and diverse 

work. 

 



And because of PREP9, I learned to expect shining faces of fellow students, wide-eyed and furious with  

curiosity; round tables where we were graded on our participation; classrooms with big windows that we'd 

crack open to taste the spring breeze; a grassy knoll in the shade when weather permitted. And I wondered 

how to explain this new, academic world to my family. 

Each summer during the PREP9 preparatory component, the students would leave our homes behind for two 

weeks and relocate to a boarding school campus. Our families arrived in charter buses on a Sunday  

afternoon, our little brown faces shielding our eyes and waving at our moms and relatives, their fingers 

pressed against the tinted windows. We all smiled wildly. 

I grabbed my mom's hand and pulled her into my dorm, proudly showing off how my roommate and I had 

decorated our room, our books neatly stacked on our desks. I pulled her across my favorite shortcut in the 

grass: "Let's go see the library and the theatre and the dining hall." 

At St. Andrew's, the boarding school I was admitted to after completing PREP9, I was surrounded by  

mentors: my coaches, teachers, dorm parents, chaplains, guidance counselors, admissions staff. Just about 

every adult I interacted with taught me to be bolder, ask hard questions, and spend time getting to know  

myself and the world around me. 

The support and partnership of so many mentors was paramount to the success I've had in life thus far. 

There's no doubt in my mind that I learned to see myself and my mother as more than statistics, as more than 

survivors of some tragic story predetermined by our zip code and heritage. I'm grateful for my family's  

dedication to my education. Without them, I might've never started asking for more. 

I hope it will be easier for girls like me, like my eight-year-old sister and seven-year-old cousin; and my half

-sister and cousin from Long Island, both women in college and grad school. But that would require more 

extraordinary effort from people surrounding each and all of them. I hope that they find mentors who  

genuinely believe that they're capable and amazing. I hope they find safe spaces in their communities for 

leadership development. 

I believe community partnerships are key. That might mean public education campaigns, more community-

sponsored events at our schools and libraries, college workshops, public conversations with women leaders 

who are from the area, more investment in sports programs. 

I want more girls to make history. If we bring together stakeholders like families, coaches, mentors, teachers 

and politicians, who may very well be any of these people in the life of the girl, we can certainly find ways 

to make our girls more confident, to give them more access and agency in their education. 

The World Bank has deemed education as one of the most powerful instruments for reducing poverty and 

inequality. But education also allows us girls on the margins to become heroines, to bravely imagine more. 

Reprinted with permission from Women's Health Online. 


