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Youth Activism 
 

ENDIYA GRIFFIN 
San Diego 
Metropolitan 
High School 

 
Endiya Griffin is a 16 year old junior at San Diego Metropolitan High School. She is passionate 
about working with underserved communities to promote wellness and social justice.  
 
Endiya believes that art and self-expression can be instrumental in bringing about social 
change.  She is a social media strategist for the AJA project in City Heights, a nonprofit that 
teaches the art of photography-based programming and social justice concepts to transform 
the lives of youth and communities.  Endiya crafts social media posts, corresponds with 
teaching artists, and organizes funding and promotional campaigns.  
 
Endiya is also an intern at the ACLU where she guides volunteer work, documents events and 
creates marketing materials.  She is a freelance writer for YR Media, an NPR affiliated network 
of young journalists.  To be a catalyst for change, Endiya has worked for the San Diego Urban 
League and Launching Legacies – all organizations geared towards making life better for others 
in the community. 
 
Endiya has won multiple awards for scholarship and leadership.  She has also utilized platforms 
such as TEDX and the Big Picture Learning to spread her message of empowerment.  In 2018 
Endiya was a panelist at the California Youth Media Conference and the Grantmakers for 
Education Workshop. Endiya is currently a councilmember for both the United Nations Youth 
Advisory Council and the Youth Network Advisory Council.  
 
Endiya’s avid love of storytelling has been displayed through her journalistic work published by 
NPR, Teen Vogue and the San Diego Voyager.  
 
Endiya is relentless in her efforts to improve the lives of those in the community.   
 
Although Endiya is a high school junior, she will graduate high school in 2020 with an 
Associate’s degree in sociology from Mesa College.  
 
Endiya Griffin receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Youth Activism. 
 



 

Community Service 
 

MATTHEW 
CAMPOS 
 
Valhalla High School 

 
Matthew Campos is an 18 year old senior at Valhalla High School.   
 
Matthew has a heart for people with disabilities and has devoted his time to becoming an 
advocate for this community. Matthew’s love for the developmentally disabled community 
ignited from his time volunteering at Noah Homes, a residential community for adults with 
developmental disabilities. Whether it is coloring, reading, playing the piano or simply talking 
with them, Matthew realizes that the most important thing he can offer these men and women 
is his time.  
 
At Valhalla, Matthew is an officer of Norse Crew, a high school transition program offering 
freshmen students support and guidance from upper classmen who have been through the 
challenges that high school poses. Matthew works collaboratively with other leaders to 
organize events throughout the year while also finding service opportunities for Norse Crew 
members in the community. Recently, his passion for community engagement motivated him 
to recruit 30 Norse Crew leaders to work on a service project at Noah Homes for a holiday 
fundraising event.   
 
In her nomination of Matthew, teacher Sarah Ritter writes, “Matthew has an incredible heart 
for community service. He never expects nor desires recognition for the work he does.  He does 
it purely because he is passionate about caring for the diverse community he lives in.”  She 
describes Matthew as one of the most remarkable students she has met. 
 
Matthew says he has been most inspired by his grandfather.  He shares a quote from his 
grandfather which especially moves him, “Life is only worth living if you serve one another.” 
 
Matthew will be attending Azusa Pacific University in the fall and plans to study psychology in 
order to be a Special Education Teacher or Occupational Therapist.  
 
Matthew Campos receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Community Service. 
 



 

Courage to Overcome: 
Health Condition 
 

JULIA SARNOFF 
ESPINOSA 
Del Lago Academy 

 
Julia Sarnoff Espinosa is a 17 year old junior at Del Lago Academy. 
   
Julia was born with a rare genetic disorder called Neurofibromatosis (known as NF1), which 
affects just 1-in-3000 people worldwide. Neurofibromatosis has impacted Julia’s life with eight 
major surgeries in the past eight years – including four spinal fusions, three tumor resections, 
and a spinal cord ‘detethering’.  Julia also suffers with chronic pain due to tumors growing along 
her nervous system.  In spite of her medical challenges, Julia excels in her studies and has 
volunteered in support of those suffering with Neurofibromatosis. 
  
Julia’s volunteer activities have included fundraising for non-profit organizations focused on 
supporting the NF community by participating in sponsored walks, selling various products and 
even setting up information tables at local venues.  Julia’s father Herb Sarnoff says that Julia’s 
biggest fundraising effort was in support of scholarships for children going to NF Camp in Utah. 
  
Julia also mentors a seven-year-old girl with NF1 and has travelled twice to Manchester, 
England as the only foreign representative at the annual NF Camp in the United Kingdom.   
In her nomination of Julia, Charlotte Hicks writes, “I am recommending Julia because of her 
remarkable determination, drive, spirit and dedication to helping others with NF despite her 
own daily pain and physical challenges.  She will not give up on herself, her advocacy or her 
aspirations.” 
 
Julia has participated in several clinical trials to help advance medical understanding of 
Neurofibromatosis, including a study where she travels to Washington D.C. annually to measure 
how the disease progresses as she gets older. 
   
After high school, Julia is committed to leveraging her significant experience being a patient 
into becoming a medical doctor herself. 
   
Julia Sarnoff Espinosa receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Courage to 
Overcome: Health Condition. 
 



 

Creativity  
 

SOYON KIM 
 
Canyon Crest 
Academy 

 

Soyon Kim is an 18 year old senior at Canyon Crest Academy.   

Soyon is a mathlete and artist who has left a mark in her community.  She has been part of the 
San Diego Math Field Day committee since her sophomore year. Math Field Day is an annual 
middle school math competition that has been running for almost 50 years and provides a 
venue for friendly competition that will encourage interest in math and STEM fields for middle 
school students throughout San Diego County.  Each year more than twenty schools and 300 
students compete. 

Soyon recognized the lack of female members in the math community and decided to do 
something about it. In an effort to encourage more girls to actively engage in math, she 
founded the Girls’ Math Club at her school. As the club grew, she decided to expand her efforts 
to a younger age group and organized the Math and Art Program at the Solana Beach Public 
Library. With the other club members, Soyon teaches elementary school children who visit the 
library topics combining math and art. Activities include folding origami, discovering 
mathematical patterns in plants around the garden and carving geometric designs relating to 
topics of fractals on papers and orange peels. 

Aside from math and art programs, Soyon artistically advocates women’s empowerment 
through her art. In a recent art portfolio, Soyon interviewed several women of various 
backgrounds about their specific challenges as women. As a member of her school Envision 
Visual Arts Conservatory, she creatively communicates their stories at exhibitions and projects 
using mixed media.  

Soyon has committed to attend the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign in the fall where 
she hopes to continue her inter-disciplinary pursuit of mathematics and art.  

Soyon Kim receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Creativity. 
 



 

Public Speaking 
 

MIGUEL ALDRETE 
 
San Diego State 
University 

 
Miguel Aldrete is a 19 year old freshman at San Diego State University.   
 
Miguel graduated from Bonita Vista High School in 2018, but he has been making his mark on 
society for the past 10 years.  At age eight Miguel formulated a plan to help end deforestation, 
and founded a non-profit, “Kids 4 Our World”.  In 2015, Miguel partnered with La Reserva 
Forest Foundation, a Costa Rican and U.S. based non-profit dedicated to replanting, restoring, 
and protecting the world’s tropical rain forests.  Travelling to Costa Rica with seven peer 
Ambassadors, “Kids 4 Our World” raised money locally to join the La Reserva project and help 
plant 2 ½  acres of new trees.  The La Reserva Forest Foundation has now planted over 16,000 
trees in eight countries while organizing local and international volunteering campaigns.  
 
Miguel has written two children’s books.  He wrote the first one at age 10.  These books 
became the main source of income for “Kids 4 Our World”.  His writing and non-profit work 
opened up opportunities for Miguel to speak and inspire other students on the premise that 
“You don’t have to be an adult or famous to make a difference in the world.”  
 
Miguel has a gift for persuasive public speaking and has won various speech contests.  Since 
2010, he has given motivational speeches in schools in Chula Vista, San Diego, Los Angeles and 
Mexico City.  Miguel gave an especially well received motivational graduation speech at Rancho 
Del Rey Middle School and has given a TEDx talk entitled “Reciprocal Service, The Gift of Serving 
Others.”  
 
In 2019, while at SDSU, Miguel started his own company, Aldrete Investment Group.  He has 
also earned his real estate license and works for Coldwell Banker. 
 
Miguel Aldrete receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Public Speaking. 
 



 

Youth Humanitarian 
 
 

HABON HASSAN 
 
Crawford High School 

 
Habon Hassan is an 18 year old senior at Crawford High School. 
   
Habon is an excellent public speaker, a strong negotiator and a fierce advocate for human 
rights. 
  
Born in Somalia, Habon lived in Kenya for nine years until coming to the United States at the 
age of 14.  
  
As a refugee from Somalia, Habon has overcome obstacles uniquely challenging for a young 
person to face.  Though Habon experienced an early life of turmoil, she persevered and has 
grown to be a selfless and determined young woman with empathy and true concern for the 
misunderstood.  Habon believes she must “fight for what’s right for those who have been 
wronged.” 
 
Habon is a leader in the International Rescue Committee’s Peacemakers program where she 
has shared her story with thousands of people.  
 
Habon competed at the College, Career and Technical Education showcase and won the award 
for most unique project. She led the IRC’s Girl’s Academy in a fashion show as opening speaker 
where she discussed the value of refugee voices and influence in the San Diego community. 
 
Habon translates for refugee parents and children, helping them understand what to expect 
and what will be expected of them in their new homes. 
   
Habon is President of Culture Club and has been part of the Crawford Law Academy for three 
years where she worked on the California Innocence Project. 
 
Habon lives with her mother and eight siblings.   Habon credits her mother’s hard work and 
sacrifice with her success. 
  
Habon will be attending San Diego State University in the fall with the goal of becoming an 
Obstetrician Gynecologist and practicing in underserved countries to help families bring new 
lives into the world safely. 
 
Habon Hassan receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Youth Humanitarian.  
 



 

Most Enterprising 
 

EMILY HADA 
 
Mount Miguel  
High School 
 

Emily Hada is an 18 year old senior at Mount Miguel High School.   
 
Emily has been in the Matador Business Academy since ninth grade. MBA is a four year 
pathway where students are introduced to different career options and taught the knowledge 
and skills for a successful career in business.  Emily is currently President of the Matador 
Business Academy Union where she deals with budgeting, future events and student suggested 
problems.  
 
Emily is CEO of a student-created virtual business, VE Radio, an online streaming platform 
where “students and teachers can enjoy hot and amazing music while also enjoying interesting 
content.”  Emily delegated and led 26 students in creating all the elements of a real company 
while competing in national competitions in Bakersfield and San Francisco. 
 
Emily is also the Career, Technical and Education “Champion of Champions” in 
entrepreneurship and serves on the School Site Council. 
 
Emily volunteers at her local elementary school by reading to the students and setting up 
holiday festivals.  She is also active in Mount Miguel’s Garden Club where members clean and 
grow plants on the campus. Here she hopes to promote eco-friendliness at her school.  
 
Nominator Laura Aragon, guidance counselor at Mount Miguel writes, “Emily connects with 
other students in a compassionate way, with a human touch that makes her shine brightly…I 
call Emily my “Queen of GSD” (Getting Stuff Done).  She will be running her own business 
empire and changing the world in no time.” 
 
Emily has always been fascinated with the mysteries of space. She will be attending San Diego 
State University in the fall to major in Aerospace Engineering. Her dream job is to work at NASA 
or SpaceX and build the next innovative spaceship! 

 
Emily Hada receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Most Enterprising. 
 



 

Technology 
 

ANTONYIO 
POWELL 
 
San Diego City College 

 
Antonyio Powell is a dancer, audio engineer and youth mentor from Southeast San Diego’s, 
Lincoln Park community. While Antonyio has always been a leader amongst his peers, early on 
he was misguided. In his words, “Growing up I looked up to gangsters, so I aspired to be a 
gangster too. This is the life I wanted.”  
 
As Antonyio flirted with gang membership, his aspirations eventually shifted in a positive 
direction when at age 12 he joined a local hip-hop dance crew called “The Junkyard Dance 
Crew” – all members having had previous associations with gang members but now focused on 
influencing others to stay off the streets and away from gangs.   
 
Antonyio quickly found a passion for dance and developed relationships with role models who 
encouraged him to strive for excellence in the classroom. After one of his teachers at Gompers 
Preparatory Academy noticed that Antonyio was gifted at editing music the teacher suggested 
he enroll in the David’s Harp Foundation “Student Studio” program. Antonyio exceled in the 
program, learning audio engineering and music production in their state-of-the-art recording 
facility while receiving additional studio access in exchange for good grades.  
 
Upon graduation Antonyio was invited to participate in the David’s Harp Business Pod program 
for transitional aged youth where he is currently working professionally as an audio engineer 
while attending San Diego City College as an Aaron Price Scholar.  
 
Antonyio is also utilizing his audio engineering and technical skills to give back to “opportunity 
youth” at Southeast San Diego’s Oak Park Elementary as a David’s Harp Artist Mentor 
Instructor. He has come full circle, providing mentorship to 5th graders and inspiring others to 
choose a positive direction as mentors encouraged him.   
 
Antonyio Powell receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Technology. 
 
 



 

Courage to Overcome: 
Personal Adversity 
 

SYRIA MYERS 
 
Monarch School 

 
Syria Myers is a 15 year old freshman at the Monarch School. 
 
Though her young life has been marked by hardship and heartbreak, Syria Myers uses these 
experiences to shape, rather than define her.  
 
When she was eight years old, Syria and her mother found themselves unexpectedly homeless, 
and at the beginning of a six-year pattern of instability that would put Syria on the streets and 
in various shelters throughout southern California.  
 
Her education was also impacted, as Syria was not enrolled in school for the majority of her 4th 
through 8th grade years. She enrolled at the Monarch School in January 2018 for the final half 
of 8th grade and was transferred into foster care shortly thereafter.  
 
Despite being an emotional caregiver at a young age, not having steady access to formal 
education, and navigating the foster system alone, Syria kept her spirit and her mind alive 
through creating art and reading fan fiction. She is adaptable and kind, a bright young lady with 
an emotional maturity and self-awareness that takes many a lifetime to learn.  
 
Syria is well-loved within the Monarch community as an incredibly empathetic friend and 
confidante who prioritizes the needs and well-being of the people she cares about.  
 
In the last two years, Syria has exhibited artwork twice at Art San Diego and will be on display 
again at the “More Than” exhibit at Liberty Station.  
 
After high school, Syria has aspirations of earning a post-graduate degree and dedicating her 
life to a career that she loves, potentially in art or mental health – but as is her nature, is open 
to all of the opportunities and surprises life is sure to bring her.  
 
Syria Myers receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Courage to Overcome: 
Personal Adversity. 
 



 

 

Performing Arts: 
Dance 
 

HANNAH 
LOPEZ-POWERS 
San Diego High School 

 
Hannah Lopez-Powers is a 17 year old junior in the School of International Studies program at 
San Diego High School.    
 
Hannah is a talented performer playing both violin and piano and singing in her school choir, 
but one of Hannah’s main interests is dance, specifically classical ballet.  Hannah has been a 
student of ballet at the San Diego Civic Youth Ballet since the age of four and performs in four 
ballets a year with the Civic Youth Ballet.  
 
Hannah displays enormous commitment and discipline spending 14 to 18 hours a week at 
ballet, both learning new skills and honing her technique, but her years as a dancer have not 
always been clear cut or pain free.  When Hannah was 11 she considered quitting – stories of 
wanting to quit are part of the journey for many young people spending much of their free time 
in such a pursuit.   Her uncertainty averted when Hannah considered the powerful force of 
passion that drove her to work so hard.  She simply loves to dance.   
 
Within The San Diego Youth Civic Youth Ballet, Hannah has also been able to work with special 
needs children through the Ballet for Me! Program, a classical ballet series designed specifically 
for children aged seven to twelve with unique physical needs. 
 
During the past three summers, Hannah has been volunteering with the San Diego Humane 
Society in implementing their Animal Adventure Camp, a hands-on animal activity program to 
help children develop a positive experience, attitude and respect toward all living beings.  
 
Hannah would like to pursue a career in film and hopes to attend the University of California 
Los Angeles or the University of California Irvine in 2020.   
 
Hannah Lopez-Powers receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Performing Arts: 
Dance. 
 



 

Commitment to 
Personal Excellence 
 

ANGELO 
SALAZAR 
Patrick Henry  
High School 

 
Angelo Salazar is a senior at Patrick Henry High School.  He will be attending the West Point 
Military Academy this fall.   
 
Throughout his life, Angelo has excelled academically as well as in athletics.  He plays both 
Varsity rugby and football while maintaining a high GPA and completing multiple AP courses.   
 
Angelo also coaches a 10 and under basketball team at the Allied Gardens Recreation Center, as 
well as tutoring students for the ACT exam. 
 
Most significant about his high school years has been Angelo’s dedication and commitment to 
mentoring and tutoring the special needs children in his high school through the school’s Circle 
of Friends club. Angelo is Vice President of Public Relations and Fundraising for the club. The 
purpose of Circle of Friends is to provide opportunities for students with disabilities to build 
relationships with non-disabled students.  School counselor and nominator James Achenbach 
writes, “Angelo volunteers countless hours and is a steadfast and conscientious participant who 
inspires others to do wonderful things.  Angelo is personable, good natured, smart, engaging 
and outgoing.  He chooses to work hard to bring out the best in both the special-needs students 
as well as the other students involved in the club.”  
 
School Vice-Principal William Miller recognizes Angelo’s effectiveness in Peer Mediation, a 
program and process whereby students facilitate dispute resolution at a peer level.  “Angelo is 
excellent at diffusing situations when students are having trouble with other students, 
especially for things like bullying and harassing,” he says.  “His calm demeanor brings necessary 
balance and helps resolve these often difficult situations.” 
 
Angelo has future plans to become a lawyer so he can continue to help people and give back to 
the community. 
 
Angelo Salazar receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Commitment to Personal 
Excellence. 
 



 

Singer / Songwriter 
 

KIELER MULLER 
 
Bonita Vista  
Middle  School 

 
Kieler Muller is 14 year old 8th grade student at Bonita Vista Middle School.  She is a singer, 
musician, songwriter and actor.  
 
Kieler plays guitar, piano, ukulele and trumpet. She has been a featured actor and soloist in 
regional preforming arts productions of the Bonitafest Melodrama, Christian Youth Theater and 
Sweetwater Kids Theater.   
 
In his nomination of Kieler, Max Branscomb, Artistic Director of Bonitafest Melodrama, 
describes Kieler as “a young genius who is a prodigiously talented singer-songwriter-guitarist … 
with a powerful bluesy voice.”  He further writes, “Ms. Muller’s musical talents are a gift, but 
also the product of very hard work.  She is mostly self-taught and practices with great discipline 
for hours each day...a very rare musical talent with the potential to be a major performing artist 
in the near future.” 
 
Kieler has already been a featured guest soloist for the national champion Bonita Vista High 
School Music Machine show choir, the youngest person ever to be featured.  
 
Kieler was granted membership in the Tri-M Music Honor Society and is Co-President of the 
Bonita Vista Middle School Advanced Choir.   
 
Kieler is also a gifted actress and theater artist.  She has performed in 40 shows and sings 
whenever and wherever she can, including at various open-mic nights throughout San Diego 
County.  
 
When asked who inspires her, Kieler says singer Tori Kelly.  Kieler especially likes the Tori Kelly 
song “Silent” which she sang during her interview.  Kieler shared her favorite line from the 
song, “My dreams are loud and my heart’s wide awake, and all I know is I’m not meant to be 
silent.” 
 
Kieler hopes to inspire other people in the same way with her songs and music. 
 
Kieler Muller receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Singer / Songwriter. 
 



 

Personal Determination 
 

JOHN 
FINKELMAN 
 
Canyon Crest Academy 

 
John Finkelman is an 18 year old senior at Canyon Crest Academy. 

 
John strives to leave an indelible mark on this world. Rising from a low-income background, 
John has overcome many obstacles. As a young boy, he lived in a household marked by neglect 
and violence. Of those years, John says, “There were times I was scared there would be no end 
to my situation, but I didn’t allow myself to lose hope. I understood that while I could not 
change the conditions around me, I was the only one in charge of my own life.”  
 
John has not been held back by his childhood or the difficulties he has faced. Instead, he has 
excelled by pushing himself to strive for greatness. John's strength allows him to forgive those 
who hurt him and he is immensely thankful to the people who have helped him.  
 
These days, John does everything he can to help others. John created his own 15-member non-
profit, the Equal Voice Initiative, to teach English and life skills to San Diego's vulnerable 
refugee community. He has also founded numerous clubs that work with San Diego’s most 
marginalized. His most active club has taught STEM concepts to children at 20 libraries 
throughout the county in order to promote an enjoyment of learning.   
 
John goes to great lengths to make these efforts possible. He walks one hour each way to 
attend one of the top public schools in San Diego. He also spends four hours round-trip on four 
different buses to get downtown and work at his non-profit. But for John, it's all worth it.  
 
John will attend Stanford University in the fall and is determined to use his passion to lead and 
effect positive change.  
 
John Finkelman receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Personal 
Determination. 
 



 

Social Justice 
 

KAROLYN 
CURTIS 
 
Morse High School 

 
Karolyn Curtis is a 16 year old junior at Morse High School.  Her goal is to make positive change 
in her southeast San Diego community.   
 
Karolyn is the President of Morse’s One World club which educates students about social 
injustices locally and around the world.  Under Karolyn’s direction the One World club 
organized the Week of Consciousness, a week of activities that included the first annual campus 
Walk for Peace.  One World also supports a pantry that provides food and clothing to Morse 
students and families in need, as well as providing hygiene products for Rachel’s House, a 
shelter for abused women.   
 
Karolyn represents her school as a Student Equity Ambassador.  These ambassadors are 
students from various backgrounds who advise the school district by presenting social justice 
and cultural issues from a student’s perspective.  Karolyn continuously lobbies for school safety 
and has spoken to law enforcement and district board members as she works to ensure that 
San Diego schools are safe from gun violence.   
 
Karolyn participated as Youth Ambassador at the International Rescue Committee, a program 
focused on humanitarian crises as well as community issues.  This program revealed a life 
vocation; to teach refugees to speak English. 
 
Being a former foster child, Karolyn is interested in addressing flaws and injustices within the 
foster system as well as advocating for the well-being of children who come from situations 
similar to her own. She plans to be a first generation college student and wants to major in 
International Affairs and Social Work.    
 
Morse’s Principal and nominator, Cynthia Larkin writes, “I am proud of Karolyn’s leadership, 
determination and activism…and I am blessed to have her on Morse High’s campus.” 
 
Karolyn Curtis receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Social Justice. 
 



 

Writer/Filmmaker 
 

MEL 
DEORSOLA 
 
Point Loma  
High School 

 
Mel Deorsola is a 17 year old senior at Point Loma High School.  She is a writer and filmmaker. 
 
Mel has been writing, producing, and editing short films since taking a Video Production class in 
her freshman year. Three of Mel’s films – Dream Thief, Trapped, and Anything – were shown at 
the San Diego Film Festival under the Emerging Filmmakers category and one was presented at 
the Mesa Film Festival in Arizona.  
 
As an assignment in teacher Anthony Palmiotto’s Cinematic Art class, Mel crafted and directed 
a PSA which addressed the stereotyping of different peoples.  Mr. Palmiotto said that Mel’s 
piece was as good as anything a professional political campaign could produce. Brandon 
Rodriguez, one of the people who appeared in the video says, “Melissa contacted me and 
expressed her vision and I thought it was a great idea.  It was a way to express my voice as an 
active citizen of America…in a peaceful manner. I wanted to participate, not for rebellion, but as 
a means of getting my voice heard.”  
 
Mel has also made a name for herself as a prolific writer at her school. She has been the editor 
of the Pop Culture section for her school newspaper, the Pointer Press, and is well known 
around Point Loma for her poetry, performing her own pieces in class, outside of class and on 
stage at a symposium run by the Poetry Club. 
 
Mel’s artistic talents also extend to drawing and painting, which she does in her free time.   
 
Mel’s nominator, Clairemont Town Council President Eden Yaege, describes Mel as “creative, 
innovative, daring and committed to her craft.”   
 
Mel’s goal is to become a screenwriter for film and television and to promote diversity and 
inclusion on screen.  
 
Mel Deorsola receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Writer/Filmmaker. 
 



 

Courage to Overcome: 
Family Situation 
 

CINDY 
MALDONADO 
Orange Glen  
High School 

 
Cindy Maldonado is a 17 year old senior at Orange Glen High School. 
 
Cindy became a single mother at the age of 15.  Growing up with seven siblings, including one 
with Down’s syndrome, family life was hard for Cindy.  At age seven she watched her mother 
being taken away by ambulance, struggling to breathe, after yet another drug overdose 
precipitated by a violent fight between her mother and father.   
 
Cindy knew what it was like to go to bed at night listening to rival gang members trading gun 
shots outside her front door.  She knew what it meant to go to bed frightened and hungry and 
she was determined to give her daughter Sophia, an easier childhood than the one she had.  
Although Cindy loved her mother deeply, she refused to live her life as a victim. 
 
 Committed to changing her environment, Cindy became an emancipated minor at 16.  After 
enduring several difficult living arrangements, which included suffering as a domestic violence 
victim, Cindy found help in her church and committed to her goal of graduating high school. 
 
Cindy considers herself a problem solver.  She will not let her difficult past define her future 
self.  She leads by example and her strength of character and determination shine through her 
every action.  Cindy brings a thankful and gracious heart to every challenge. 
   
Rachel Asman, Program Coordinator for Escondido Union High School District’s Cal-Safe 
Program and Cindy’s nominator writes, “Many young people would have given up, but Cindy is 
determined to succeed and give her child a better life.” 
 
Cindy plans to attend Palomar College in the fall where she will pursue a career in 
pharmaceutical sales. 
   
Cindy Maldonado receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Courage to 
Overcome: Family Situation. 
 
 



 

Campus Leadership 
 
 

SIDNEY ADAME 
 
San Marcos  
High School 

 
Sidney Adame is an 18 year old senior at San Marcos High School.   
 
Sidney has spent the last four years being as involved as possible in campus life and motivating 
other students to do the same.  She has been a part of ASB, the leadership class on campus, for 
the last two years.  This year Sidney serves as student director, responsible for running a 
successful ASB class where she mentors underclassmen and helps bring their ideas and 
aspirations to life.   
 
Sydney was selected as School Board Representative and prepares and gives monthly 
presentations on campus updates to the San Marcos Unified School District Board. Teacher 
Union Representative Mike Sterling says, “Sidney is one of the best representatives we’ve had 
in over 20 years.”   
 
Sidney also volunteered to be a School Site Council Representative to learn more about campus 
funding and move forward her vision to become a teacher herself. 
 
Sidney is a Link Crew leader helping freshmen transition into high school, and a Knight of the 
Round Table, a prestigious group of 12 seniors who go to local elementary schools to talk about 
the importance of living a drug and alcohol free lifestyle.   
 
Sidney is passionate about softball and is a four year Varsity softball athlete with a CIF, State 
and National championship under her belt.  She also plays Club Softball and has a weekend job 
at the baseball field snack bar. 
 
Nominator Tara Razi says that Sidney believes in honorable contributions and civic engagement, 
and makes every effort to “bleed blue” on the SMHS campus and in the community.  Ms. Razi 
writes, “Sidney is truly is an amazing standout among our 3,500 students.”   
 
Sidney will be attending Sonoma State University in the fall. 
 
Sidney Adame receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Campus Leadership. 
 
 



 

Graphic Art 
 

SANTIAGO 
LOPEZ 
 
Ideate High School 

 
Santiago Lopez is a 17 year old junior at Ideate High Academy. 
 
Making art connects the hand, eye and brain in a unique way. Santiago discovered the power of 
image making at age two when his artwork led to the discovery that he was a gifted artist and 
storyteller with autism.  
 
Santiago makes drawings, paintings, digital imagery and stories that get noticed. Fueled by an 
exceptional imagination and keen observational skills, Santiago’s work took first place at the 
California Center for the Arts, Thinking with Pictures competition. His mythological art caught 
the eye of a European television producer who crafted a feature story on his work for the 
German Child Channel.   
 
Santiago’s artwork has also been exhibited at the Nickelodeon Gallery in Los Angeles, California 
Center for the Arts and at school exhibitions.  
 
Santiago has learned to grow through what he goes through. At 15 he had to overcome the 
challenges of spinal fusion surgery for scoliosis.  Santiago credits his father with easing his fears 
by sharing an image for Santiago to visualize as he underwent this painful surgery and the long 
healing process that followed. 
 
A volunteer intern and art teachers’ assistant, Santiago also works with young children to help 
them discover art’s power to express emotions and unlock potential.  
 
In his community, Santiago helps create murals with other artists and donates his designs to 
support worthwhile causes.  
 
Asked what sets Santiago apart from others, nominator MaeLin Levine writes, “Santiago has 
autism and sees the world differently, creating powerful art that stands out and motivates 
others. He never gives up.  He uses his work to communicate, heal and inspire. Santiago is a 
visionary thinker who will create amazing work in the future.” 
 
Santiago Lopez receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Graphic Art. 
 



 

Perseverance 
 

ENRIQUE 
GONZALEZ 
King Chavez 
Community School 

 
Enrique Gonzalez is a 14 year old freshman at King Chavez Community School. 
 
Enrique’s story is a story of perseverance, optimism and resilience; it is a testament to the will 
of the human spirit to overcome, and Enrique says a result of his strong positive family 
connection and his faith. 
 
When Enrique turned 13, his family lost their home, a place he expected to live the rest of his 
life; a place where he felt safe. This turn of circumstances in June 2018 has had Enrique moving 
from van to local shelters, and finally to Father Joe’s Village where he has lived with his mother, 
step-father and four siblings for the past three months.  
 
Despite his losses, Enrique says his struggles have made him stronger.  He knows that education 
is the path to his future and he is focused on excelling in school and doing what he loves 
most…playing his guitar.    
 
Enrique believes it is the reaction to adversity, not the adversity itself, which determines the 
direction of one’s life.  With this mindset, Enrique approaches all of life’s challenges head on. 
Enrique credits his loving mother and her courage for keeping him focused and confident. 
Enrique says because of her, he faces every day knowing he has the strength to persevere.  
 
These days Enrique can often be found at the Central Library doing homework or sitting at a 
chess board.  
 
After high school graduation Enrique plans to attend college and pursue a career as a high 
school music teacher. He feels as though teaching is the job for him, because through teaching 
he will be able to help young people develop their abilities and discover a passion for the arts.  
 
Enrique Gonzales receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Perseverance. 
 
 



 

Leadership 
 

CRYSTAL SUNG 
 
Classical Academy  
High School 

 
Crystal Sung is a 17 year old senior at Classical Academy High School.  
 
Currently an Executive Junior Political Coordinator with the Republican Party of San Diego 
County, Crystal helps recruit and call volunteers during election season, coordinate events, 
manage donations and write articles, among other responsibilities.  
 
Crystal previously interned for Assemblywoman Marie Waldron and Senator Joel Anderson, 
composing responses to constituents, giving legislative updates and visiting local businesses.  
 
On her high school campus, Crystal started a Junior State of America chapter, penning a policy 
proposal on mental health to present to legislators, and headed the nationally recognized 
school newspaper, the Crimson, as Editor in Chief for three years in a row.  
 
In 2017, Crystal was one of three finalists for the position of Student Member on the California 
State Board of Education, the agency that determines all K-12 educational policy.  
 
In her free time, Crystal works on research papers and creative writing, plays piano and does 
ballet. Crystal has self-published two poetry books, “Better Ahead” and “Head Tr*p”.  In 2018 
Crystal received the National Gold Medal from Scholastic Art and Writing for her poetry 
collections.  In an interview for the Crimson, Crystal says, “My passions in life are politics, policy, 
prose, poetry and puns.” 
 
Nominator, Jordan Gascon writes of Crystal, “I am nominating Crystal because she is, at her age, 
the most accomplished and determined person I have ever met…Crystal is a leader among 
leaders who inspires everyone around her to be better.” 
 
Crystal will be attending Georgetown University’s Walsh School of Foreign Service in the fall 
where she plans to pursue a career in international policymaking, specifically in the realm of 
US-China relations. 
 
Crystal Sung receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Leadership. 
 



 

Performing Arts: 
Viola 
 

EMILY 
PILKINGTON 
University City 
High School 

 
Emily Pilkington is a 17 year old senior at University City High School. 
    
Emily is an accomplished violist, pianist and singer who performs extensively at school 
functions, church activities and other venues.  Emily is also a percussionist in both the school 
orchestra and marching band. 
   
Having been a musician for fourteen years, Emily has made an effort to inspire others through 
music by participating in numerous ensembles in the San Diego area. Emily plays for the San 
Diego Youth Symphony, San Diego Unified School District Honor Orchestra and the All Southern 
California Honor Orchestra. 
 
Not only has Emily developed her leadership skills by earning the principal positions in these 
groups, but she has also found a passion for teaching her peers.   
 
When she isn’t practicing music, Emily spends much of her time contributing to the community 
with her Girl Scout troop.  Emily has been a girl scout since kindergarten, and the other seven 
girls who remain in the troop all play musical instruments. Emily and her scout troop volunteer 
at Community Christian Services, a homeless shelter in Clairemont.  They have also built bird 
houses in Rose Canyon to promote biodiversity in the community, and as part of their gold star 
project they built musical instruments to be placed in their former elementary school garden to 
inspire future students to learn about music. 
  
Emily believes that teaching is a natural fit for her, and hopes to use what she has learned to 
become a teacher where she can continue to inspire others to develop a passion for music.   
 
Emily will be attending Brigham Young University in the fall on a full scholarship to study Music 
Education. 
 
Emily Pilkington receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Performing Arts: Viola. 
 
 



 

Social Conscience 
 

AZAREEL 
CANIZALES 
 
La Jolla High School 

 
Azareel Canizales is a 17 year old high school senior at La Jolla High School.   
 
Azareel lives in Barrio Logan and has already been an agent for change in his neighborhood.  
Azareel is an active part of the student leadership team for the Barrio Logan College Institute 
(BLCI), an organization whose mission is to break the cycle of poverty by preparing underserved 
students to be the first in their families to go to college through programs that begin in the 
third grade.    
 
As part of his work with BCLI, Azareel presented at the Council for Education Conference in New 
York City on the BCLI model and the importance of allowing students access to higher 
education.  
 
Azareel is President of “Circulo De Hombres” where he develops and leads workshops to 
provide emotional support for young men of color where they can feel empowered and express 
themselves in a safe environment.   
 
Two years ago Azareel and several other BLCI student leaders founded the Communities 
Converse Conference.  The purpose of the conference is “to eliminate social hierarchy based on 
race, economic and immigration status by developing a sense of pride in underserved youth 
thereby turning their struggles into a source of empowerment to confront future challenges.”  
As chairman, Azareel works with other organizations to generate conversation events to 
promote social change within San Diego communities. 
 
Azareel is currently President of La Jolla High’s M.E.Ch.A (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de 
Aztlan) club where he promotes cultural identity and higher education as well as civic 
engagement on campus.  
 
Azareel will attend San Diego State University in the fall to study Marketing and Sociology so 
that he can learn how to better connect the non-profit and for-profit sectors. 
 
Azareel Canizales receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Social Conscience. 
 



 

Non-Traditional 
Sports: Wrestling 
 

PHONISHA 
PRUITT 
 
Lincoln High School 

 
Phonisha Pruitt is an 18 year old senior at Lincoln High School.   
 
School staff first came to know of Phonisha in her freshman year as the “9th grade girl who went 
to the State Championships in wrestling in her first year.”  Phonisha has wrestled competitively 
throughout high school and is the only person in Lincoln High history to qualify for CIF State 
Championships four years in a row.   
 
Academically Phonisha is one of the class leaders and was elected ASB President in her junior 
year.  Some of the highlights of her term as president include having the largest number of 
special education students in ASB and hosting the first ever district-wide ASB meeting. 
 
Phonisha is president of the campus Bible Club.  She works with other student leaders to create 
a food and clothing pantry as a place for less fortunate students to come and receive services to 
help enhance their educational performance.   
 
In addition to being a CIF Wrestling Champion, Phonisha is Cheer Captain and was elected 
Homecoming Queen.   
 
Phonisha’s ASB/AVID teacher and nominator Melykke Bacon says that in her 25 years as a 
teacher Phonisha is a stand out.  Ms. Bacon writes, “I KNOW she is going to do great things and 
have an impact on many in a most amazing way… I can’t wait for her to find her passion, 
because she is going to set the world on fire with her power.” 
 
Phonisha will be attending UCLA in the fall with the goal of pursuing a career as a Pediatric 
Emergency Room doctor. She wants to work with children in order to make an impact on the 
lives of those who will soon become the future. 
 
Phonisha Pruitt receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Non-Traditional Sports:  
Wrestling. 
 



 

Citizenship 
 

THA DAH SAY 
 
e3civic High 
Charter School 

 
Tha Dah Say is a 16 year old sophomore at e3civic High Charter School.   

Tha Dah came to San Diego at the age of six from a refugee camp in Thailand where he was 
born.  His parents fled Myanmar (formerly Burma) when their village was burned to the ground 
as a result of violence directed toward their indigenous ethnic group, the Karen people.   

Tha Dah became a United States citizen on February 13, 2019.   

Learning English only after arriving in the U.S., Tha Dah is an honor student and an involved 
student.  Tha Dah recently headed a food drive at his school and is a member of the community 
based Jewish Family Services Hand-Up Teen Leadership Program where he helps staff a food 
pantry and organizes military food distributions.  

Every week, Tha Dah volunteers for a four-hour shift at Alvarado Hospital.  He was chosen to 
shadow surgeons in the Fresh Start Surgical Program at Rady Children’s Hospital where he 
observed operations on two children to correct their facial deformities.  

Tha Dah is also involved in the Harvard VISION Global Health Society and founded a VISION 
chapter at e3civic.  He was chosen to participate in the VISION Global Health Conference at 
Harvard University to explore Public Health issues and raise awareness of preventable blindness 
in Ghana, Honduras and India. Tha Dah will present a research paper at the Conference.   

Tha Dah also led the effort to raise $3,000 for cataract surgery in Honduras, and will be 
traveling to Honduras in 2020 to participate in a medical mission with Unite for Sight Global 
Impact Corps.   

Tha Dah’s dream is to become a surgeon and provide medical care to those in need. 

Tha Dah Say is being recognized as a Remarkable Teen in the category of Citizenship. 
 



 

Most Promising Teen 
 
 

PAYTON SMITH 
 
Muirlands Middle 
School 

 
Payton Smith is a 13 year old seventh grade student at Muirlands Middle School. 
As a member of the Muirlands Link Crew, Payton helps new students transition to the school 
and aims to make all students feel welcome and supported.   
Payton is President of the Allied Action Club, a newly created branch of Allied Action. The 
club is specifically an anti-bullying group committed to setting a positive example and 
empowering students to choose respect over bullying.  
In March 2018 Payton spoke at the San Diego Unified School District Board meeting about 
the importance of student empowerment. 
Payton also coaches at a youth basketball camp, and is a junior coach at a cheer camp for 
kindergarten---fifth grade students 
Mick Rabin, Payton’s nominator writes, “Payton is passionate about giving back to the 
community and lifting the voices of her peers.  She is committed to causes that level the 
playing field for those who need their voices amplified.” Mr. Rabin believes that Payton’s 
oratory skills and innate kindness make Muirlands Middle School a safer and more affirming 
space for ALL students.   
Payton is also a small business owner and established Payton’s Dance Camp when she was 
12 years old.  The camp is held in the backyard at her grandmother’s house for one week in 
the summer where Payton teaches ballet, jazz and hip hop to young children.  Payton has 
been dancing since she was three and believes that dance not only builds fitness and physical 
strength, but also improves self-confidence and social skills.  Plus Payton knows the 
enjoyment that music and dance can bring and wants to share that pleasure with others.    
Payton is intelligent, articulate, focused, committed, inspiring and joyful. Her enthusiasm for 
life is infectious. 
 
Payton Smith receives the Remarkable Teen award in the category of Most Promising Teen. 

 



 

In Memoriam 
 

JULIANNA 
CAMPOS 
 
Monarch School 

 
Julianna Campos was a 14 year old campus leader.  As a freshman, she was integral in reviving 
Monarch’s ASB with younger student leadership.  She was both well-liked and highly respected, 
which had the effect of inspiring her peers to follow her into ASB and to work toward a shared 
goal of contributing to a healthy and thriving school community. One of Julianna’s biggest 
strengths and most effective ways of being was in her capacity as a community leader: a friend, 
a young woman, a fellow human being. Time and time again, Julianna could be seen yielding 
her influence with peers to help build confidence in them. 
 
Like many Monarch students Julianna came from a home life that presented challenges with 
regard to finance, emotional stability and shelter. For anyone in these circumstances, it can be 
easy to focus on your own well-being over that of the community; however Julianna was 
community-minded first. In the Monarch community Julianna made sure to let others know 
they were not alone.  Julianna inherently recognized the power of community to provide a base 
of support and took it upon herself to be a leader in that regard.  There was restraint, patience 
and grit in Julianna, a deep and selfless wisdom that is rare, especially in those who have lived 
lives marked by trauma and sadness. 
   
Of Julianna, nominator and teacher Aliza Cruz writes, “I can confidently say that had Julianna 
lived to see her high school graduation, she would have left an indelible mark of hope and 
agency on the Monarch community.  She inspired me, an adult, to live with more patience, 
humility and grace. Whatever setback her young life dealt her, Julianna was just beginning to 
discover the power of leadership to change her life, and by extension, the lives of the people 
around her.” 
 
Julianna Campos is being recognized posthumously as a Remarkable Teen. 
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