
Some girls at Academic Connections 
bond while taking a picture. 
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Building brighter futures 

UCSD College prep program partners with San Diego nonprofit Reality Changers to offer 

college experience for high schoolers 

                                                               by Aurora Valdez 

La Jolla, CA  — While some teenagers may think 

that the summer is not meant for school, others want to 

prepare for a life beyond high school. Academic 

Connections (AC) is a program at the University of 

California, San Diego (UCSD) that provides teenagers with 

a three week college experience. Students stay in a dorm 

with a roommate, take a college-level course and even eat in the college cafeteria — an 

experience that also remains true to the college life.  

“This is the real experience 

here. You definitely don’t go to 

college for the food,” said 

Residential Advisor Jacqueline 

Guan on July 12, 2013..   

AC is a simulation of a 

college experience that many 

students have found to be very helpful, but nearly $4,000 cost per student can be expensive for 

Reality Changers gives out checks 
to the scholarship students. 

Academic Connections take 
students on trips to the 
beach, something that may 
be new to students who are 
from different places. 



some families. There may be many teenagers who want to attend but can’t afford it. For cases 

like these, programs such as AC scholarship partner Reality Changers supply help.  

Reality Changers (RC) is a San Diego-based 

nonprofit organization that helps teenagers from 

disadvantaged backgrounds with the financial and 

academic support they require to get into college and 

be first generation college students. Started by 

Christopher Yanov in May 2001 with only $300 and 

eight students, it has now become a program of 1,000 

students who 

have earned over $40,000,000 in scholarships. Still 

based in San Diego, RC is headquartered in City 

Heights, a community where few people graduate high 

school or go on to college. RC chose this neighborhood 

because of this, hoping to help its less fortunate residents 

get to college. It provides tutoring for homework, 

Princeton Review classes to study for the SAT, College 

application support to help teens get into the college of 

their dreams and financial help to be able to participate in programs like Academic Connections.  

 Academic Connections works very closely with RC to send potential first generation 

college students to the UCSD campus for the three-week college preparatory intensive. “My 

parents have a hard time making ends meet, so if it was not for Reality Changers, I would not be 

The ceremony for the scholarships gives 
students a chance to show off their hard 
work. 

Academic Connections provides the 
students with fun times at the Padres 
game. 
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here,” says Alexis Urias, a first year student at both Reality Changers and Academic 

Connections.  Although AC itself does not provide scholarships, it helps by making the program 

cost-effective so Reality Changers and similar scholarship programs can afford to send as many 

students as possible. Reality Changers was able to send more than 60 students to the program 

this year, all of them earning scholarships by working hard throughout the school year. 

 Reality Changers gives scholarships to the students who received a 3.5 or higher GPA. “I 

worked very hard throughout the school year to have the GPA to be here, because at Reality 

Changers they talk to you about Academic Connections as a kind of prize or achievement you 

can receive for having good grades,” says Arlene Guerra. Guerra is a first year student at both 

Reality Changers and AC, and is taking Multimedia Journalism in a Digital Age through the 

program. The course consists of nine students, five of whom are there on scholarships, four with 

scholarships from Reality Changers.  

“About a fourth of the 352 students at 

Academic Connections are here with scholarships 

from various programs, but yes we do partner very 

closely with Reality Changers,” comments Robin 

Wittman, the program manager at AC.  

 Academic Connections and Reality 

Changers offer these teenagers three weeks of 

the college life, a taste of what could be to come 

for them and a hope that’s the future they have 

waiting.   

The students at Academic Connections are 
encouraged to share their talents and practice them. 
In this case students showed off their surfing skills at 
the beach. 
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