
Barrio is no barrier, students told
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Consuelo Castillo Kickbusch offers advice to Jose Reyes at the Hispanic Education Summit at N.C. State University. 
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By MICHAEL EASTERBROOK, Staff Writer

She was raised in a poor barrio on the southern border of the United States, three streets north of Mexico. It was a rough start, but the little girl from Laredo, Texas, rose to become a college graduate and decorated officer in the U.S. Army. 

On Friday, retired Army Lt. Col. Consuelo Castillo Kickbusch told hundreds of high school students at the sixth Hispanic Education Summit in Raleigh that her story can be theirs if they follow the advice she heard countless times from her parents. 

"The future is yours, and I pray you'll never leave school," Castillo said during her keynote address. 

More than 700 students from dozens of school districts throughout the state went to N.C. State University's McKimmon Center to attend the daylong summit. Organized by the N.C. Society of Hispanic Professionals, the goal of the event is to encourage Latino students to finish high school. 

	


That message comes at a crucial moment. 

Last school year, Hispanic teens dropped out at a higher rate than blacks and whites, said Linda Fuller, a spokeswoman for the state Department of Public Instruction. 

At the summit Friday, students and teachers cited a number of reasons for the high dropout rates -- including language barriers, family pressures and discrimination. 

"People look down at you," said Marvin Molina, a senior at Middlesex High School, describing his experiences. "They belittle you." 

Olbi Dilday, an English as a Second Language teacher from Bertie County, said it's often hard to persuade students to stay in school. Many of her students leave when they turn 16. 

"They have the pressure from home that they need to support their families," said Dilday, who was with six students. 

The summit featured dozens of presentations and panel discussions on topics such as applying for college, planning for a career and staying out of gangs. 

But for many, the highlight was the morning keynote address by Castillo, who lives in San Antonio, Texas. 

Speaking in English and Spanish, Castillo wove together potent stories of her strict but loving mother and father, both of whom are dead, and of her first forays into the non-Latino world outside her impoverished neighborhood of wood shacks, backyard chickens and broken-down cars. 

When as a high school student she first expressed interest in attending college, her teachers brushed her off -- even mocking the way she pronounced "college," she said. 

Yet she won a scholarship and later earned a bachelor's and master's degree. 

Today, she works as a professional speaker to educators, corporations and government agencies. 

"The only limit that will ever exist is the limit you make in your mind," she said.

Staff writer Michael Easterbrook can be reached at 836-5701 or measterb@newsobserver.com.
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