
The turtle principle and other tales from the world of GMFF Scholars  


By now most of you have heard us say two things often:

1) “the students make us feel hopeful” when speaking about the fine young men and women we meet while 

interviewing scholarship candidates

2) “it’s not us, it’s them” when speaking about the mentoring our partners do to ensure success of GMFF 

Scholars in not only getting into but also persisting through college and into the workforce 


We continue to learn a good deal about education, community, hope and 
perseverance.  All of that learning furthers our conviction to execute one 
of our key operating principles:  that everyone needs and deserves a little 
help.  How, after all, did that turtle get to the top of the fencepost?  


	With help, of course.  


There are many stories of students who overcome seemingly insurmountable, sometimes tragic, circumstances 
to chase the promise of a brighter future through education.  And, no, they don’t do it alone.  There are people in 
their lives that support them and in the case of GMFF Scholars, our partners are key to their success. Our 
partners work every day to help hundreds of students, beyond just GMFF Scholars, realize their visions - or 
sometimes even discover a vision - or sometimes help them see they deserve to have a future vision.  


If you’re reading this, you’ve helped us stick with that turtle principle either through a donation, cheerleading or 
even a warm bed during interview “season.”  We want you to know that nine (9) years on, our conviction is just 
as strong - we’ll continue to help individuals realize their goals through scholarships and support the 
organizations (our partners) that help them achieve their goals through grants.  As our supporter, you are also 
part of the stories, many stories in fact…  


In 2019, we hit the 100 mark - 100 students had been awarded a GMFF scholarship.  Five years later I can say 
we’ve hit the 200 mark.  In addition, we now have more than 100 GMFF Scholar COLLEGE GRADUATES.  
To date, the GMFF scholar graduation rate is 94%, substantially higher than the 11% national average for the 
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same cohort, thanks to our partners.  GMFF Scholars attend 46 different universities, 85% in North Carolina.  
And as you can see below, more than one-third of graduates earned degrees in STEM fields.


In 2023 we grew our scholarship program to $1.8M.   Ninety-five percent (95.2%) of GMFF Scholars 
participate in one of our partners’ programs.  They earned an average cumulative GPA of 3.46 and logged more 
than 1,600 hours of volunteer service.  As I mentioned, there are many stories.  Here’s one written by a 2023 
scholarship recipients, Te’yana:


“Rain poured in the night, gently dripping on the roof attachment, carefully connected to the trunk of a yellow 
rusted pick-up truck. The family in the yellow truck parked in the empty lot, was just one of many families 
battling California's never-ending war on homelessness. It contained a 5-year-old girl, who had an obsession 
with Spiderman and who begged her mother to go down to the 
nearby laundromat so that she could watch recurring episodes of 
Spongebob on TV. She snuggled up against her mom, a victim of 
childhood abuse. The rain poured in the night as the girl 
gradually fell asleep, simply satisfied by her mother's warm 
embrace. That is my reality-the situation I was born into. 

“Experiencing homelessness sparked a deep fire inside me, 
filling me with an ambitious drive to surpass the educational 
barriers stacked higher than ever before. Determined to prove 
those who said it couldn't be done wrong, I worked diligently for 
my betterment and never backed down from a challenge that 
stood in my way. My mother's and mentors' unwavering support 
throughout this journey provided a sense of comfort and 
reassurance in times when all seemed lost. Now at 18-I am still 
homeless-couch surfing, making ends meet. Often worrying 
about housing uncertainty-while working to provide for myself 
and family. 


“But I am also a honors student. FIRST Robotics fanatic. Selected graduation speaker of my class. Pursuing 
academic excellence, so that one day be the first in my family to attend college education. I want to attend 
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2023 by the Numbers 

100 Total number of students helped in 2023

75% % of cost students raise through savings, 
merit scholarships, grants and work 

$3,109 Average 2023 scholarship amount

$298K Total value of GMFF giving in 2023

0.98% Annual operating expenses as a percent of 
assets

100% % of donations that go directly to students

$1.8M Total scholarships awarded since 2015

208 Total students helped since 2015

105 GMFF Scholar college graduates



college to be the scissors that cuts the line of generational poverty in my family, and I wish to inspire others and 
my community. That is why I eagerly await the opportunity to attend a university to finally fulfill my dream. And 
one day, using all the experiences and wisdom I gained from my college professors and peers, I hope to help my 
community and not only to inspire future generations to pursue the wonders of STEM but to empower them with 
the tools needed to break through every socio-economic barrier standing in their way.”


Many things about this student’s story are striking: her hopeful tone, her ability to persevere in school despite 
homelessness and likely hunger, her ability to contextualize her future vision within her current reality.  And, 
her acknowledgement, even in those circumstances, that she had important support from mentors.  This is why 
our relatively new commitment to grant making is important.  Not just because our partners are a great resource 
for scholarship applicants, but because each dollar we grant stretches to many students in similar circumstances 
as Te’yana.  In 2023, we gave $87.5K in grants to four (4) of our partners:  Appalachian ACCESS, NC State 
TRIO, GenOne and Carolina Youth Coalition (CYC).  


The Appalachian ACCESS Program, $25K.  The ACCESS team, led by Director Beth Marsh, serves 200 
students/year.  Services include orientation, long-term academic advising, academic support courses, mentors, 
tutoring, personal support and career development.  ACCESS students have a graduation rate of 84%.  Not only 
are ACCESS students beating the graduation odds, they are doing it with outstanding academic success:  
45-50% of ACCESS students earn the Dean’s List or Chancellor’s List every semester.  And, more than two-
thirds of ACCESS students have a 3.0 gpa or higher.  The ACCESS program used the GMFF grant to provide 
study abroad scholarships, laptops, expand mentorship availability, provide mental health support, and create 
community building activities (aimed at addressing the imposter syndrome many first generation students 
experience). Background about the ASU ACCESS program can be found at universitycollege.appstate.edu/
access. 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The North Carolina State University TRIO Collegiate Program, $25K.   TRIO collegiate programs was GMFF’s 
first partner.  Since 2015, we’ve awarded NC State TRIO high school and college students $841,700 in 
scholarships.  The 7 person team at TRIO, Led by Courtney Simpson, Senior Director of Collegiate Programs, 
“strives to encourage educational opportunities for undergraduate students by providing academic and personal 
support to enhance academic skills, increase retention and graduation rates, and facilitate entrance into graduate 
and professional programs for 285 students.  Ninety-one percent (91%) of program participants will graduate 
from the university in six years or less.”  Learn more about the NC State College and pre-College TRIO 
program at trio.dasa.ncsu.edu.


With support from the Goodwin Meissner Family Foundation, NC State TRIO Program participants engaged in 
an immersive cultural experience in San Juan, Puerto Rico, during the summer of 2023. Twelve attendees (six 
college students and six high school students) engaged in an enriching experience to build on their global and 
civic knowledge while connecting with other NC State TRIO Collegiate and Pre-College Scholars and 
developing their leadership skills and cultural competence.  During their five day/4-Night experience in Puerto 
Rico, participants:


• visited historical sites & monuments in Old San Juan, 

• took part in Bomba & Plena cultural dance workshops, 

• traveled through the “Santurce Arts District,” 

• engaged in an AfroBoriken Roots and Music Experience, 

• took a Salsa dancing class, 

• hiked through the National Rainforest and 

• attended a Global Leadership Symposium in San Juan.


“I wanted to express my utmost appreciation to the Goodwin 
Meissner Foundation for sponsoring this trip. I know in some way 
they’re taking a huge risk in sponsoring this trip and allowing us to 
go out and experience the world, but it feels great to know that 
someone believes in us so much that they would provide us with this 
opportunity not knowing what the outcome would be. This trip will 
be a core memory for me and mark a very important era in my life. I hope this program can continue to uplift 
students in this way and provide them with opportunities that might have seemed unattainable. Thank you so 
much for investing in our abilities and trusting us to make the most of this opportunity.”  -Kaitlyn, Student 
Support Services (NC STATE UNIVERSITY)

The Carolina Youth Coalition (CYC), $25K in Charlotte, North Carolina.  In 2018, Aaron Randolph and 
Katherine Kissam founded CYC using a generous donation from the Albemarle Foundation with the goal to 
“nurture and propel high-achieving, under-resourced students to and through college.”  To date, CYC has 
encouraged, mentored and tutored 428 high school and college students.  Just last year, they provided nearly 
1,500 hours of tutoring and mentoring (30% of which is pro-bono from members of the Charlotte professional 

GMFF -  -4 February 2023

http://trio.dasa.ncsu.edu


community).  And, it’s paying off - CYC boast a 99% college placement rate for their seniors, 67% of whom are 
attending college debt-free!  Find out more at carolinayouth.org. 


Two (2) Goodwin Meissner Fellows, Le and Gloria, at CYC are funded by the 2023 $25K grant.  The fellows 
are college graduates, bridging the year between undergrad and graduate studies at CYC.  They are focussed on 
data management for the College Persistence Program, executive operations support, donor outreach and 
student recruitment.
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Ngoc Le

Graduated with a degree in pre-dentistry from Queens in 
May 2023 where she was Senior Class President. Le 
plans to attend graduate school in order to pursue a 
degree in Dentistry


Gloria Nzuzi

Graduated in May 2023 with degrees from UNC-CH in 
Biology, Chemistry and African Studies.  In addition to 
her work as a GMFF Fellow, Gloria works as a nurse’s 
assistant in Charlotte, NC.  Gloria will attend graduate 
school in order to become a Physical Therapy

http://carolinayouth.org


GenOne, in Charlotte, NC, $12.5K.  Co-founded and led by Ian Joyce, GenOne “partners with talented, first-
generation students from under-served communities, helping them successfully navigate to and through college”   
Since 2021, GenOne boasts a 100% college acceptance rate for 244 students; 83% of whom attend college debt 
free.  You can read more about GenOne at https://www.genoneclt.org.  With the GMFF grant in 2023, GenOne:


• Grew their high-school to college summer bridge 
program by 20 students


• Continued persistence services for more than 73 
students


• Established a new partnership with ‘Janes Fund’ to 
procure laptops


• Held summer and winter reunions for their 
student participants


• Launched an internship program with Credit 
Karma and Ally


We are looking forward to 2024.  It will be the first year that “Goody’s” grandsons, Harrison and Pierce, will 
join us on the board of GMFF and help with our shared mission.  


Thank you for your generous and continued support.


Best Regards, 

Laura Dean Meissner

President, Goodwin Meissner Family Foundation
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Scholarship Information Session at GenOne

February 2023, Charlotte, NC


