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Oran Abel

I was born in Denver, Colorado but grew up in Austin, where I now work at a gas station and as a 

referee for YMCA soccer matches. Free Minds has provided me a neutral space to explore my own 

academic relationship and taught me new things about the ways I learn. I could not have made it 

through the program without the support I received from staff and classmates. Music, food, colors, 

and bringing people together are what make life worth living to me, and I am passionate about 

inspiring others to explore their self-worth. After Free Minds, I’m going to take a break from school 

and work to save money in hopes of living on my own again.

Tammy Alexander

I was born November 30, 1961 in Odessa, Texas. I’m the oldest of five children. I’m 57 years old, 

a stepmom and a grandmother. I always wanted to go back to school but I always talked myself 

out of it. “You’re too old,” I would say, “You don’t have the finances.” But little did I know, God 

always had me. Free Minds gave me the opportunity of a lifetime to go back to school. It was 

challenging at first, but with the help of the staff, the professors and my classmates, I did it. I will 

always be grateful to Free Minds for giving me a sense of direction and opening my mind to the 

various things I could do. I hope and pray I will be able to continue with my education and get my 

associate’s degree.

April Anschutz 

I am a native Austinite with deep roots and close family ties. I was raised by a trio of unique adults 

who allowed me to simply be me. I found an early love of telling stories, like the many people 

who came before me who would share theirs during reunions or when I had precious one-on-

one time with them. I was born with a rare disease that took me down unusual paths, too many 

hospitals, doctors appointments, and medications, so I learned to adapt, to talk to anyone, and to 

figure out how to traverse it all. Beautifully, this life has taught me to appreciate opening my eyes 

each day, embracing the good, and loving the feeling of sore muscles because that means I was 

able to perform physical labor. Free Minds has freed my mind to wander and wonder about new 

possibilities, opportunities, and dreams yet to be discovered.
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Megan Barbour

I grew up in the Northeast, where I really enjoyed art museums and learned to love the library. 

Viking heritage is in my blood—you can tell by my red hair. I believe in social justice and 

community activism, and I’m a bleeding heart for all sorts of issues. Over the course of my life, I’ve 

been told that I’m obstinate. But that stubbornness is what drives me to better myself and persist in 

my effort to help others. Free Minds was a catalyst that helped develop my self-confidence and my 

ability to succeed in academic endeavors. 

Christina Brunson

I am Christina Brunson. Much like so many of my classmates, I wear many hats. I’m a single mom 

of four, a grandmother of twin boys, a daughter of my last living parent, a sister to 16 siblings, 

a friend, a multi-passionate entrepreneur, a student, and one who challenges those who say, “I 

can’t.” I’m capable of anything. Simply put, I’m unapologetically vivacious and unstoppable.

Petra Gallardo

Born and raised in Austin, Texas, I’m a single mother and a grandmother. I currently work part-

time from home, that way I am able to tend to my two sons with special needs. This alone has 

been a journey for me. Free Minds has given me an opportunity to allow myself to reach back to 

what I love doing most, which is writing. Writing helps me in a lot of ways. Free Minds has been a 

wonderful experience for me, and they offer so much support. Thank you very much Free Minds. 
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Oona Gollihugh

I’m an Austinite who can’t wait to explore the world. When I’m not trying to prevent my toddler 

from coloring over the walls in crayon, I spend my spare time making glass mosaics, reading, and 

studying sign language. All of my siblings are pursuing higher education, and their dedication 

inspired me to realize a dream I’ve harbored for years. My husband and parents have been an 

invaluable support, as well as the Free Minds staff. This program has kindled my excitement for 

learning deeply and widely. I plan to enter the American Sign Language Interpreter program at 

ACC, and see what paths my educational journey takes me on from there. 

Chenetra Houston

Homegrown Austinite. Blessed to parent three angels. I enjoy music, poetry, nature walks, the 

outdoors, learning new things and people, helping others, football, basketball, and spreading 

a little love. I’m not your ordinary woman! I rock heels well but don’t mind getting down and 

dirty. I decided to show my children that “impossible” is actually saying “i’mpossible”! You can do 

anything or be whatever you set your mind and heart to do. Through my journey with Free Minds 

I’ve learned to be patient with myself, to let the past go, that we are all unique, and that there is 

no limit to learning. I’ve gained confidence in returning to school and friendships that will last a 

lifetime. I have also learned that I can actually manage parenting, working, and attending school. 

In God there is no failure, and He makes no mistakes! A dream has been awakened in me and I’m 

going to reach my destiny. Step by step!

Hada Kifaye Zawaideh

I was born in Syracuse, New York and raised in Austin as an only child. I am the mother of four 

breastfed children ranging in age from 19 to 3. I have a full-time job in lactation for the City of 

Austin WIC program, and I love what I do, encouraging and empowering breastfeeding mothers. I 

also serve as president of the Central Texas Breastfeeding Coalition. My Free Minds experience has 

been both tough and wonderful. Trying to juggle a full time job, four kids, and a broken leg has 

definitely been challenging, but my family’s encouragement kept me going. Free Minds renewed 

my passion for learning and put me on a path to a better future. I have always wanted to go back 

and finish my degree but never thought it was possible. Through this amazing program I can see 

the options and know I can finish school. I plan to keep going and get my BS in Psychology.
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Ana Lassiter

I was born and raised in Panama City, and moved to San Angelo because of my husband’s military 

career. It was difficult for me to adjust to a new culture away from family and friends, but I soon 

discovered I needed to change my perspective. After all, I didn’t travel hundreds of miles to give up 

because I was homesick; I put on my big girl pants and rolled my sleeves up. I started doing things I 

enjoyed back home: playing tennis, kayaking, and taking long walks. The birth of my twin girls was 

life changing. They inspired me to be stronger, take chances in life, and be positive. I heard about 

Free Minds on KAZI during their morning announcements and took it as a sign: a chance to do this 

educational experience right. The support I received at Free Minds has been exceptional. My teachers 

inspired me to do my very best, and even though I had some hurdles along the way, I kept my spirit 

up and continued building my education.

Marie Lujan

I was born in Washington, but I’m truly an Austinite. South Austin is my favorite place. I enjoy 

writing poems, playing mini golf with my son, reading books, eating sweets, and sleeping. My 

experience at Free Minds has been amazing, and the biggest thing I’ve gained is confidence in my 

work. I’m almost always second guessing myself when I shouldn’t. All the people in my class are 

beautiful, and the instructors believed in me. I appreciate them very much. Throughout the year, 

my son was the one who kept me going. He’s so proud of me going back to school, and even free 

writes with me. Free Minds rekindled my love of learning, and I plan to enroll in school next year. 

This year, I’ll be volunteering at SAFE to help survivors of abuse. I know other college programs 

won’t be as great as Free Minds. However, with the support and love from my wonderful family, I 

know I can accomplish anything. 

Barbara Ramirez Perez

Barbara Ann. A human, being. Sibling to twelve. Texas, born and raised. Someone who collects 

candles, elephants, and whales with a minor shopping addiction. An obsessed mom who enjoys the 

adventures of play dates, the beauty of nature, and mini dance parties in the middle of her living 

room with a glass of wine arms-length away. A woman just striving to better herself daily, trying to 

make a path her daughter would be proud to follow.
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Janci Roberson 

I am an Austinite to my core, born and raised. A proud mother of three beautiful children ages 6, 9, 

and 11, who have no idea how they’ve helped save my life. I began hobbying in different areas of 

creativity in 2014. In 2016, I launched two small businesses: Fancied Naturals, which produces body 

essentials, and Fancy Snacks, that focuses on well thought out desserts. I was led back to school in 

steps. Something told me to stop and get a copy of my transcript. While picking it up, I was given 

info on adult high school classes and then enrolled in the Goodwill Excel Center to get my GED. 

After graduation, I ran into a lady who passed me info on Free Minds. The rest is becoming history. 

ACC is definitely on my radar. 

Rachel Rojas

My name is Rachel, and I am a 2018-2019 Free Minds student. Aside from my school life, I 

have four wonderful children, a full-time job, and am trying to be the best me I possibly can. 

Sometimes that’s hard to do while having kids, work, and school at the same time, but it keeps 

my mind fresh and always learning. My Free Minds experience has been difficult, but as the end 

draws near I realize that the time I thought I lost during school was actually helping me grow into 

the better me I anticipate becoming. I’m not there yet, but this stepping stone has brought me so 

much closer. While in class, I’ve learned there is so much more to my little world than I thought 

possible! This brings me great hope for my future. I still am not sure where I’m going, but I’m 

confident that doing my best, going to college, and keeping an open mind will get me there!

Alondra Sanchez

I’m from Pahokee, Florida. I’m a mom, and I like to hike trails and swim in lakes. At an early age I 

suffered an accident that resulted in a facial scar. I dealt with a lot of bullying and embarrassment 

because of it but found self-love thanks to my mother. Watching her move about the world 

in high heels, dresses, her shoulders back and head held high, formed in me a confident, self-

assured character. I hope to do the same for my daughter. Free Minds has been the best schooling 

experience I’ve ever had. I never learned how to be a good student until now, and I’ve never had a 

community of people care so much about my studies. I’ve gained a new family and forever friends, 

reading and writing skills, and have met wonderful authors and poets. My goals are to read a lot of 

books and become the most confident writer I can be. I also plan to take as many college classes as 

I can handle per semester and to continue learning from both wonderful people and great stories. 
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Jadinson Sastre Alvarado

I was born in a small town called Veracruz in Colombia. There is no tradition of higher education 

in my family, so education has been a constant friend throughout my life. I’ve had the privilege 

of having several good teachers and mentors, which has driven me to dream and fight in the 

adventure of life. One of my dreams when I arrived almost three years ago in this country was to 

study history, especially the civil rights movement, to learn the spirit with which this country was 

founded so I could feed on these ideas and strengthen my faith that the world can be better and 

that we must fight every day to make it so. Free Minds has nourished my spirit. It has made me dive 

into the depths of my being and has given me both strength and hope to continue my journey.

Celsa Tamayo

Third generation Austinite; I love my city, but I love to travel too. I’m 20 and a mom to my sweet 

two-year-old boy. I love Instagram (@celsatamayo), thrift shopping, fashion, sewing, and now 

pursuing my higher education. Without Free Minds I doubt I would’ve ever taken the initiative 

to enroll in college on my own. I’m so happy this opportunity came upon me by chance, the flyer 

given to me by a coworker. I remember working on the application on my phone while on vacation 

to celebrate my son’s second birthday. The page kept refreshing and kicking me off. I literally had 

to start over five times! I’m grateful that fate was on my side and didn’t let me give up after the 

fourth time refreshing. So many things had to line up for me to end up where I am now, and I will 

always be thankful that God, everyone, and everything came to be on my side for this. 

Demetra Tennison

I am Demetra Tennison; all my family call me by my middle name, Michelle. Born in Dallas, Texas. 

In 1967, my father’s construction job moved us to Austin. I now have four adult children, three 

daughters and one son, and I’m the proud grandmother of 14 grandchildren (with two sets of 

fraternal twins). I love getting together with my immediate and extended family. When I started 

the Free Minds program, I also started my new job as a Certificate Community Health Worker at 

Austin Public Health. Free Minds gave me an opportunity to further my education and in doing so, 

I have learned so much about the humanities. It has also given me the tools to write the book I put 

on hold. Now I’m more equipped for growth in my life, and I am forever grateful for the knowledge 

I have gained. It spiked my zeal to be the best me I can be.  
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Sandy Wolff

I was born in Abilene, an army brat. My daughter gave me eight grandkids. I say my past doesn’t 

define me, yet it molded who I’ve become. In 2015 I was given a twenty-month sentence, during 

which I achieved my GED and worked towards the life I deserved. Being locked up saved my life. On 

June 2, 2017, I walked out with a better outlook. I moved to Aransas Pass, where Hurricane Harvey 

soon wiped out my home, making me homeless. I eventually planted roots in Austin, really not 

sure what life would deal next. My dreams started unfolding; I started advocating for victim rights 

both in the free world and behind bars. Now I speak my truth all over Texas, volunteering for Truth 

Be Told, ACLU, TCJC, and THN, advocating in front of our government, and even as part of a PBS 

documentary on re-entry. One of the most important steps I’ve taken is applying to Free Minds. At 

59, I thought I was stupid. I soon learned I’m a great student. Today, I can look in the mirror, and I 

love the reflection looking back at me!

David Wright 

I am a writer, electronic music producer and composer with the goal of bringing people together 

under the banner of art. I grew up in Austin, and it remains my favorite city in the world, a place 

where I believe people can grow and thrive. My Free Minds experience has allowed me to grow 

in a way I didn’t think would be possible after my other attempts to get my education, and I am 

grateful for an environment that cultivates learning and growing on an individual basis. I am 

in love with music above all else and strive to make it as best as I possibly can, as it constantly 

challenges me to be creative and unique. Upon completing Free Minds, I will attend ACC to 

continue my education with the hopes of transferring to UT in the near future.  


