
Jose Santiago (Santy) Mendoza 

Peninsula Bridge Speech – November 2, 2017 

On the fourth of July, my dad left his home in Mexico, his family, and everything he ever 

knew for a chance at the American dream. My young parents, with two children, realized that the 

unreliable tourist-based economy and the overwhelming crime in Mexico was not the best life 

for us. My father was caught at the border, again and again. But he persevered. A few months 

later, he arrived in Dodge City, Kansas, having survived the sometimes-fatal journey across the 

border. He was lucky, many are not. After that, the rest of my family and I made the same 

journey. 

My parents have instilled in me values and morals that I hope to someday pass on to 

others. Perhaps the most recurring one has been “work hard and you’ll be successful”.  

 Yet, I’ve found it’s a lie. Life isn’t as simple or fair. Working hard is a big part of the 

equation; the other part is luck.  

Life in America was a struggle financially for us. My parents took tough and laborious 

jobs, the ones no one wanted. They were physically demanding jobs, yet the most difficult aspect 

was the way they disrupted the unity of our family. I remember waking up to an empty home 

with no one but my sister. My sister was my keeper. After 8 years of working in all sorts of jobs, 

my mom was lucky to find a sales job for a makeup company. For the first time, she was her own 

boss. My dad was working for an oil refinery company, where he made decent money due to the 

long working hours. We got by. I remember the warm Kansas summer nights sitting on our 

porch as a family, watching our dog chase beetles. But eventually, our luck dried up. My dad, 

who had been working without a work permit, was discovered by the immigration department. I 

remember feeling an overwhelming sense of confusion and fear. We were forced to leave our 



home and find shelter in my uncle’s home across the street from mine. I would stare out the 

window to our home and wondered why we had to hide. My dad who is my hero and the kindest 

man in my eyes, was treated as a criminal for working hard, paying his taxes, only to provide our 

family with opportunities to have a better life than he ever did.  

 Once again, we were running away from a settled life. We found refuge in East Palo Alto 

and moved in to my relative’s garage. My parents began working the typical jobs that our 

immigrant parents can access. Walking down the hall as a second grader in my new school in 

EPA, I remember a feeling of uncertainty. My entire life had been flipped upside down once 

again. 

 Throughout my experience in elementary and middle school, the path was full of 

obstacles. I had unfairly been accustomed to large classes, limited materials, and no 

extracurricular activities. There were no resources. It was an advanced version of a third world 

public education. What we lacked in resources, the teachers at Cesar Chavez made up for with 

their passion for their students. I can’t recall a single teacher who didn’t have an impact on me. 

One of my mentors during those times is here tonight, Rene Jimenez, currently my academic 

advisor at Peninsula Bridge. I met Rene when I was an 8th grader. He was the one who 

introduced me to the concept of private schools through Peninsula Bridge’s “Choice Program”. 

Imagine…a school with almost endless resources, a school with small class sizes, a school with 

access. I remember nights where I furiously typed away with Rene by my side helping me edit 

my responses until I was done. Rene was always there and not once did he refuse to help. After a 

lot of nervous waiting, I was accepted to every school I applied to. Opening the letters and seeing 

the pride of my parents’ eyes was a moment I will remember forever. I like to think that all the 

struggles they had endured, for a second, felt worth it to them.  



I felt proud as well. I felt proud because I had shown that more could come out of East 

Palo Alto than just furniture from Ikea.  

 Making the decision between the schools was one that was immensely difficult for me. I 

felt gratitude to every school for offering me the opportunity to learn on their campus. But after 

much consulting with my parents and teachers, I chose Menlo School.  

 Fast forward to the beginning of freshman year. As I pulled into the renowned loop of 

Menlo School, I was met with a multitude of luxury cars, cars that I could not ever imagine 

owning for myself. I felt as if I didn’t deserve to be there. I began to doubt all my hard work. 

Perhaps they had felt pity for me. Perhaps they saw my complexion and felt that I was a nice 

addition to their diversity efforts. Perhaps my acceptance was a mistake.  

But I was wrong, and when I heard -- “Everyone here, is here for a reason. The 

admissions department doesn’t make mistakes” -- I changed my perspective and decided to use 

the opportunity given to me to the fullest.  

 Fortunately I’ve also had the continuity of Rene as my academic advisor and the ongoing 

support of Peninsula Bridge’s High School Academy. At the Academy, I’m surrounded by kids 

like me, kids with similar stories, facing similar challenges, who are determined to graduate from 

college too. I really get a lot of encouragement and support from my Peninsula Bridge friends. 

I’ve also learned about different careers through visits to Amazon Web Services and Ropes and 

Gray. Without Peninsula Bridge, I would have never been exposed to different careers in these 

booming industries. Aside from career development, I have access to academic support. At 

Menlo School, there is always academic support when needed, but Rene never fails to remind 

about the various tutoring resources available to me through Peninsula Bridge.  



 One of my luckiest days was getting assigned a mentor through Peninsula Bridge’s 

Mentoring Program. Jim Batchelder, thank you for everything you have done for me. I am so 

fortunate to have met you. I have dreamed about becoming a lawyer like Jim one day. The 

support he has given me as a mentor is indescribable. We met for the first time in a small diner. I 

wore my best button down shirt, nicely ironed thanks to my mom, and my nicest jeans. I was 

nervous because I had never met a lawyer, from Ropes & Gray nonetheless, and I expected a 

fierce and intimidating character from Law and Order. But, Jim walked in wearing shorts and a t-

shirt, and I knew that we would get along well. He invited my family and me to a dinner and 

shared his life story, which inspired me to develop a deeper mentorship with him. I connected 

with Jim’s ability to build something out of nothing. He has guided me in much more than 

decisions about academics and has become an example to follow in my life. Thank you, Jim.  

 Now I face a whole new experience on the horizon. I am proud to say that in less than a 

year I will be applying to college. I am excited about the college application support I have been 

and will continue to receive throughout my last semesters in high school. Pretty soon, I will be 

continuing my SAT test prep at Peninsula Bridge. It’s exciting and I anticipate another moment 

of success coming soon to my family, created by mainly working hard, and partly by luck, and 

also by the support of my school and Peninsula Bridge. I want to end my speech by thanking 

everyone in attendance. Thank you to the Peninsula Bridge Board Members, the Peninsula 

Bridge Program, and all the supporters. I would also like to thank my parents for all their 

support. Without their hard work, I would not have such a strong work ethic to follow. Once 

again, thank you so much for this honor. 

 
!


