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The Trojan
Ticket

Three LA siblings become frst-generation  

college students thanks to the success of USC’s 

Neighborhood Academic Initiative.
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endy Garcia-Nava treasures 
a faded snapshot taken when 

she was a fourth grader. She’s standing in 
Pardee Plaza, shyly waving at the camera. 
Her T-shirt reads: “I’m going to college 
at USC.” It was admittedly a boast. Tough 
she lived only a mile from the USC Univer-
sity Park Campus, the gulf between home 
and higher education spanned far beyond 
a few city blocks. Her family squeaked by 
mostly on her father’s income as a gardener. 
Neither of her parents had studied past el-
ementary school.

Yet in May, she marched with cap and 
gown as a graduating senior alongside her 
Trojan classmates at USC’s 132nd Com-
mencement. An honors student majoring 
in psychology at the USC Dornsife Col-
lege of Letters, Arts and Sciences, the 
22-year-old also completed three minors: 
forensics and criminality, Spanish, and 
computer and digital forensics. She hopes 
to study law next year. Her two younger 
brothers aren’t far behind. Jesus Garcia Jr. 
begins his senior year as a computer sci-
ence major at the USC Viterbi School of 
Engineering this fall, and Bryan Garcia, 
undeclared but leaning toward economics, 
heads into his sophomore year.

How did one family send three 
children—their frst generation to go to 
college—to USC on a gardener’s salary? 

Te Garcia children are products of the 
Neighborhood Academic Initiative (NAI), 
USC’s college-access program run in part-
nership with the Los Angeles Unified 
School District, which includes Murchi-
son Elementary and El Sereno Middle 
School in east LA and the James A. Foshay 
Learning Center, a K-12 public school in 
south LA. Upon graduation from Foshay, 
all three siblings received admissions ofers 
from USC. Tey also earned a full-tuition 
scholarship—the program’s biggest perk.

“I am forever in debt to them,” 
Wendy says of the program, passion food-
ing through her voice. 

Only one in every 12 students from 
low-income families in the United States 
completes a four-year college degree by age 
24, according to the National College 
Access Network. 

NAI has changed that in the neigh-

borhoods around USC. 
Established in 1991, the program guides 

students through seven years of rigorous 
after-school tutoring, Saturday classes and 
summer sessions. In ninth grade, students 
start four years of honors and Advanced 
Placement classes, which are taught daily at 
USC, often barely after sunrise.  

Over the program’s life, 99 percent of 
its students have graduated high school and 
entered college, and 83 percent have entered 
four-year colleges as freshmen. Many of 
them stay on at USC. Last year, 118 NAI 
graduates were enrolled as Trojans, includ-
ing 20 freshmen, making Foshay USC’s 
No. 3 feeder school for 2014.

NAI’s most remarkable feature, accord-
ing to Tomas S. Sayles, USC’s senior vice 
president for university relations and him-
self a south LA native, is that it “doesn’t 
cherry-pick the best students.” It’s open to 
almost anyone. A minimum 2.75 GPA is all 
students need to be in the program. 

Academic excellence is the goal, not 
a prerequisite. “I remember the frst time 
that I got straight A’s,” recalls Wendy, who 
had started high school with mostly B’s. “I 
thought, Oh my God, I can do this!”

Kim Tomas-Barrios ’84, who has been 
running NAI since 2002, often sees students 
like the Garcias seize the college-prep op-
portunity and go on to university success. 
Asked to name NAI’s most impressive 
graduates, Tomas-Barrios balks. “Tere 
are so many who have done so much,” she 
protests. But Sierra Williams is surely one. 
In 2014, she got ofers from 10 schools, 
including New York University and Carn-
egie Mellon. She chose USC. In 2012, twin 
brothers Jesus and Arnulfo Moran were 
scooped up by Harvard and West Point, 
respectively. More than 800 NAI gradu-
ates have fnished college and now work in 
felds from law to medicine, from dentistry 
to social work. Many are giving back to the 
south LA community as well. 

You could call the Garcias the unofcial 
poster family for the program.

Bryan and Jesus Jr. tutor NAI scholars 
in the afternoons and teach pre-calculus and 
calculus in the biweekly Saturday Academy. 
Jesus Jr., who played trombone at Foshay, 
volunteers his time building a website for 
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the school’s music department. Each fall 
Wendy talks about the realities of college 
life with Foshay’s roughly 160 graduating 
seniors. She’s also involved with the USC-
NAI Teater Workshop, an outgrowth of 
the NAI Advanced Placement English class 
held at the University Park Campus every 
morning. All three Garcias fell in love with 
the stage through this program, which is 
why Jesus Jr. founded a USC booster club 
to support it.

Teir mom, Isidra Nava, is equally 
committed. She serves on the NAI Parents 
Leadership Board, and on Saturday Acad-
emy days, you’ll fnd her at the parent sign-in 
table doling out advice—even though her 
own children have already moved on to USC. 

“Tey’re just stellar,” says Tomas-
Barrios of the Garcia family. “If there’s 
something to do, they’re there.”

Isidra beams as she welcomes a guest 
into her one-bedroom cottage about a mile 
west of USC. She and her husband raised 
four children here. Academic medals and 
trophies adorn every nook. She fashes a 
jaunty grin, though life hasn’t always given 
her reason to smile. 

She made her way alone from Mexico 
30 years ago seeking a better life, leaving 
behind two young children. In LA, she had 
another child before she met and married 
Jesus Garcia. Te couple had three children 
of their own. When her older kids joined 
them, the large family squeezed into a suc-
cession of small apartments. Te Garcias 
were close and those were happy times, she 
says. But after a serious workplace accident 
left Isidra needing surgery and unable to use 
her arm, Jesus had to stop working to look 
after her and the four youngest kids still at 
home. Money grew tight. 

When Wendy, Jesus Jr. and Bryan 
were recruited into NAI, they discovered 
the program would require discipline and 
sacrifce. Wendy’s passion for Mexican folk 
singing was the frst thing to go: Rehearsals 
conficted with NAI’s afternoon tutoring 
sessions and half-day Saturday Academy. 

Every night, the children took over 
the apartment, spreading their binders and 
textbooks on the cofee table that doubled 
as the family dinner table. Studying, always 
studying, their mom recalls. 

“It was a lot of work,” Wendy says. 
“Friends who weren’t in the program would 
want to hang out or do other things, and 
we couldn’t.” 

When they weren’t home, the Gar-
cia kids were at the public library. If they 
needed a computer, they waited their turn 
for a public terminal. Limited to one hour of 
computing time a day, they planned ahead 
for their term papers, pooling and rationing 
their library login privileges. Tey worked 
efciently—and stayed ruthlessly on task. 

All three became excellent students, 
taking many AP courses and earning mostly 

A’s. When report cards came home, Mom 
gave each child a kiss on the cheek and 
rewarded them with a trip to the 99 Cents 
Only Store to buy more school supplies.   

Getting NAI students ready for col-
lege takes seven full-time staf and 120 
part-time staf, including instructors, 
mentors and tutors.

Tomas-Barrios makes a point of hir-
ing tutors who are NAI graduates. Tey 
bring an insider’s perspective. “Tey sat 
in the same seats, and now they’re teaching. 
Te younger kids see that, and it builds con-
fdence,” Tomas-Barrios says.

NAI graduates are expected to vol-
unteer at least 20 hours a year with current 
NAI students. But the Garcias give much 
more than that.

“When we were in the program, we 
always had alumni coming back to help us,” 
Bryan says. “Tat’s why we do the same. 
We do it naturally, like you would help 
your family.”

Tings could have turned out very dif-
ferently for the Garcias. When they moved 
to the neighborhood 20 years ago, their 
father had no idea there was a university 
nearby. Looking back, it feels like they won 
the lottery.

“I can’t believe that all this happened,” 
Isidra marvels. “I’m very happy.” 

As a girl, she had dreamed of becoming a 
teacher, but she never had a chance to fnish 
school. “Seeing my children’s achievements,” 
Isidra says, her eyes glistening, “they feel like 
my achievements.” 

DEGREES IN 
PREPARATION 

Joan Payden’s $5 million 
gif supports college readiness 

in east Los Angeles.

When USC expanded the Neighborhood 

Academic Initiative (NAI) to about 100 sixth 

graders from Murchison Elementary and El 

Sereno Middle School in 2013, east Los Angeles 

families around USC’s Health Sciences Campus 

embraced the program. 

 But program director Kim Thomas-Barrios 

soon grew worried: How would USC pay for 

the students’ expanded coursework when they 

reached high school?   

 Enter USC Trustee Joan Payden, whose  

$5 million endowment gift in February ensures 

that NAI will fourish. 

 “It’s such a blessing,” Thomas-Barrios says 

of the gift.

 Payden, a member of the USC Board of 

Trustees since 2000, is a passionate advo-

cate for education and has supported several 

schools and programs targeting underserved 

communities.

 “NAI has had remarkable successes over the 

past two decades,” says Payden, who is presi-

dent and CEO of Payden & Rygel, a Los-Angeles 

based global investment management frm she 

founded in 1983. “I’m thrilled to play a part in 

expanding its scope and ensuring that even 

more students have access to this life-changing 

educational experience.” 

 Income from the Payden endowment will 

allow the east LA NAI program to grow to 600 

students by 2020, the year it reaches full 

capacity and graduates its inaugural class. 

 In all, about 800 students are part of NAI 

programs around the University Park and Health 

Sciences campuses, a number that will eventu-

ally grow to 1,100.   

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Wendy 

Garcia-Nava, center, paved the way 

for brothers Jesus Garcia Jr., left, 

and Bryan Garcia; The family proudly 

displays the siblings’ medals and rib-

bons at home; Like his siblings, Jesus 

Jr. mentors students going through 

the Neighborhood Academic Initiative; 

Wendy honed her tutoring and men-

toring skills from a young age; Isidra 

Nava is grateful for the opportunities 

her children received; When not study-

ing, Bryan practiced the trumpet after 

school; Wendy received an academic 

achievement award in 2014 and, in 

May, was the frst in her family to get  

a USC degree.
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