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In June 2014, NPR published this story about Rashema Melson. At the time, Melson was a homeless high
school senior at Anacostia High School in Washington, D.C. She is now a student at Georgetown University.
As you read, make notes about Melson’s character, specifically, the character traits that allowed her to excel
in spite of her tough circumstances.

On Wednesday, Rashema Melson will graduate at
the top of her class as the valedictorian of
Anacostia High School in Washington, D.C. She’s
headed to Georgetown University this fall on a
full scholarship. Melson has excelled at her
homework — but for the past six years, she
hasn’t had a home to do that work in. She
currently lives in the D.C. General Homeless
Shelter along with her mother and two brothers.
The shelter houses up to 300 adults and 500
children and has come under scrutiny for its poor
conditions.

Melson, 18, tells NPR’s Audie Cornish that after
school, a typical night involves reluctantly
heading back to the shelter around 9:30 p.m.

“I try to stay out as late as possible,” she says. “I wouldn’t say it’s my favorite place.”

Among the many frustrations of shelter life are long security checks and noise. Because of the second,
she would often wake up in the middle of the night just to do her homework in peace. Melson says she
didn’t keep her homelessness a secret from classmates — but didn’t offer up the information either.

“I don’t like sharing with kids because they start to pity you or they start to look at you in a different
way,” she says. “And I feel like, ‘Hey, I’m just like the rest of you. I come in to get an education.’”

Even Melson isn’t sure how she’s managed to successfully juggle school (a 4.0 GPA), athletics (cross-
country, track, volleyball) and homelessness. “I just know when I have a goal, I try not to let anything
get in the way,” she says.

That goal, even before becoming homeless, has been to graduate from medical school and become a
forensic pathologist.1 She says her father’s murder when she was a baby inspired her to pursue the
career.

But it’s never been easy.

[1]
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1. A forensic pathologist is a person that determines the cause of a person’s death by examining their corpse.

1



"At The Head of Her Class, and Homeless" from NPR.org, © 2014, National Public Radio. Reprinted with permission, all rights reserved.

“Along the way, we stumbled and we started struggling as a family,” she says.

When those struggles began, she considered quitting sports and getting a job. But her coaches and
teachers convinced her otherwise.

“They were just like, ‘Don’t worry, you’re doing the best you can — keep it up, just do what you have to
do,’” she says. “They were always there for me. They took a lot of stress from my mind.”

But she says she still worries about what will happen to her family after she heads off to college in the
fall, even if the campus is just a few miles away. She’s hopeful her younger brother, who’s 14 years old
and a talented athlete, will continue to find a haven in sports.

In the meantime, she has advice for other homeless kids: Don’t let your situation define you.

“I would just say keep your head up because you never know what’s going to happen,” she says. “You
just have to have hope and faith and don’t let it change who you are. Don’t become ashamed and don’t
be embarrassed. And just know who you are inside. Just because you live in a shelter — that’s not who
you are, that’s just where you reside at for the moment.”

She says it’s the best advice she can give; it’s what she tells herself.
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. Which of the following best states a central idea of the article?
A. Homelessness is a problem that can affect anyone – even the academically

successful.
B. Any struggle can be overcome if you have the right attitude and if you work

hard.
C. Rashema got a full scholarship to an elite college due to hard work and

determination.
D. Despite being homeless, a resilient girl from D.C. is graduating at the top of her

class.

2. What character traits does Rashema possess, and how did these help her excel in
school?

3. PART A: Which of the following best describes Rashema’s attitude toward her
circumstances (e.g. her homelessness)?

A. Appreciative
B. Perseverant
C. Excited
D. Bitter

4. PART B: Which of the following quotations best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “I wouldn’t say [the shelter is] my favorite place.” (Paragraph 3)
B. “I don’t like sharing with kids because they start to pity you or they start to look

at you in a different way.” (Paragraph 5)
C. “[My coaches and teachers] were just like, ‘Don’t worry, you’re doing the best

you can — keep it up, just do what you have to do.’” (Paragraph 11)
D. “Just because you live in a shelter — that’s not who you are, that’s just where you

reside at for the moment.” (Paragraph 14)
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[RI.4]5. Explain the line, “Don’t let your situation define you.” What does Rashema mean by
this?

4



Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In your opinion, what is the primary reason Rahema succeeded? Cite evidence in your
answer.

2. Do you believe that our culture tends to expect more or less of people who are
experiencing hardships? Why?

3. According to the National Alliance to End Homelessness, in January 2014, there were
578,424 people experiencing homelessness on any given night in America. Pretend you are
a consultant to the National Alliance to End Homelessness. What is your proposal to reduce
these numbers?

4. Why do you think Rashema was so driven to excel in school? In general, what is the goal of
education? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or
history in your answer.
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