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PAIRED:

Two people who stood at a crossroads. Businessman

Wes Moore met a convicted murderer of about the same 

age, with the same name, and from the same state—and 

tried to fi gure out where their paths had split. Gang 

member Maria Reyes faced a diffi cult choice: betray her 

friends and family or put an innocent man in jail.
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Wes Moore

“[For] those of us who live in the most precarious 

places in this country, our destinies can be 

determined by a single stumble down the wrong 

path, or a tentative step down the right one.”

4



5

Maria Reyes

“I was raised in gangs. My father was in a 

gang; my brother was in a gang; my uncles 

and cousins were in gangs. I didn’t know 

anything else. I thought drive-bys, drug deals, 

and beatings were normal.”
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Some decisions are just that important.

Life and Death





 8  Witness  56

 9  Jumped In  62

10  The Cage  70

11  Hating Ms. G  78

12  The Door Opens  86

13  Flying Away  94

 1  Busted 12

 2  Seeing Double 18

 3  Decisions 24

 4  A Bold Move  30

 5  Last Chance  34

 6  The Turnaround   40

 7  Two Wes Moores 44

BIRD IN A CAGE: Maria Reyes

MOMENT OF TRUTH: Wes Moore

Conversations with the Authors 102

What to Read Next  106

Glossary  108

Sources 110

Index  112

Contents

9





11

MOMENT OF TRUTH

How did one Wes Moore end up at a top 

college and the other in prison?
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Wes Moore was detained by the police for tagging in 

1990. Moore, whose father had died suddenly eight 

years before, had been struggling with his grades and 

skipping school.
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Busted
1

Wes Moore eyed the cans of spray 

paint in his friend Shea’s backpack. “You 

wanna tag?” asked Shea. 

It was a warm Saturday evening in October

1990. Wes turned to the wall of the Cue 

Lounge, a bar and billiards club in the 

Bronx in New York City. He sprayed his 

tag, KK, for Kid Kupid, and stood back to 

take a look. He had chosen his street name 

to advertise his charm with girls. 
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He was still admiring his work when he 

heard a police siren. Both boys took off, 

but Wes managed to run straight toward 

the police car. An offi cer forced him 

against the car, face down. He cuffed Wes 

and threw him into the backseat.

Wes couldn’t believe it. He was being 

arrested. Then again, maybe it was the 

direction he’d been headed in for a while. 

Ever since his mother had moved Wes and 

his two sisters from southern Maryland to 

the Bronx, Wes hadn’t been sure where he 

fi t in. During the day he was one of the 

few black students at a private school that 

was  mostly wealthy and white. His single 

mother worked multiple jobs to pay his 

tuition. 

After school and on weekends, Wes hung 

out on the streets with kids like Shea, who 
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ran drugs for a neighborhood dealer. In 

recent months, Wes’s grades had dropped. 

He’d been caught skipping class and often 

didn’t show up for school at all. He was on 

the verge of being expelled. 

Soon Shea joined Wes in the patrol car, 

handcuffed but defi ant. He swore at the 

cops. Wes told him to shut up.

One of the police offi cers climbed into 

the car and listened to the two boys argue. 

Before letting them go, the cop unloaded 

a lecture on them. “I see kids like you here 

every day,” he said. “If you don’t get smart, 

I am certain I will see you again.”

The same year, in a development of row 

houses just outside of Baltimore, Maryland, 

another kid named Wes Moore got bust-

ed. It wasn’t the cops who caught this Wes 

Moore, but his older brother, Tony. 
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Tony had often lectured Wes about 

avoiding the drug corners of Baltimore. 

“You’re not built for this game,” Tony 

would tell him. “You’re smart, you can 

do other things.”

But Wes cared more about what his 

brother did than what he said. Tony had 

been dealing drugs since before he was ten. 

By 18, he had people working for him. He 

wore the hustler’s uniform, sporting every-

thing from the fresh clothing to the gold 

chains around his neck. Wes was stuck 

with beat-up sneakers and old clothes. He 

wanted what his brother had.

One day Wes got a visit from Tony, who 

noticed a tower of shoe boxes in his 

younger brother’s bedroom. Tony de-

manded to know where Wes had gotten 

the money to buy the shoes. 
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Wes claimed he had earned it by 

working parties as a DJ. Tony didn’t 

believe him. When Wes insisted it was 

true, Tony punched his brother square in 

the face. Wes fell to the ground, and Tony 

pinned his arms down and kept swinging 

at him. One blow after another found a 

target until their mother, Mary Moore, 

burst in and stopped the beating.

The next day, Mary Moore discovered 

Wes’s stash of pills, marijuana, and cocaine 

in shoe boxes under his bed. She fl ushed 

$4,000 worth of drugs down the toilet. She 

ordered Wes to stop selling drugs and said 

she’d keep checking his room for them. 

His drug dealing was putting the whole 

family in danger, she said. 

Wes Moore had been caught. The next 

move was his. 
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Wes Moore from the Bronx became a star student 

and ended up at Oxford University in Great Britain 

(top). The other Wes Moore was sentenced to 

life in prison at Jessup Correctional Institution in 

Maryland (bottom). 
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Ten years after Wes Moore got 

stopped by the Bronx police, he picked 

up a copy of the Baltimore Sun. “Hopkins 

Senior a Rhodes Scholar,” read the news-

paper headline. The story was about 

Moore himself. The one-time graffi ti 

vandal had just won one of the world’s 

most prestigious scholarships.

Moore had traveled a long way from the 

backseat of the Bronx patrol car. He had 

studied at Johns Hopkins University and 

Seeing Double
2
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in South Africa. He had worked for the 

mayor of Baltimore. Now he was on his 

way to Oxford University in England. 

But around that same time, there was 

another article in the Sun that Moore 

couldn’t get out of his mind. “Two Wanted

in Offi cer’s Killing Are Captured in 

Philadelphia,” the paper had announced 

on February 20, 2000. The two suspects 

had allegedly shot a police offi cer during 

a jewelry store robbery in Baltimore 

County. The suspects were brothers. And 

the younger one’s name was Wes Moore.

Moore was rattled. Not only did the two 

men share a name, they had been born 

in Maryland, just a few years apart. Both 

Moores had grown up without a father, 

done poorly in school as kids, and had 

trouble with police. 
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A couple of months before Moore left for 

Oxford, his namesake was sentenced to life 

in prison without parole. 

Four years later, Moore fi nished his degree 

at Oxford and took a job as an investment 

banker. But he was still obsessed with the 

other Wes Moore. How had they ended up 

on such different paths? Entire lives seemed 

to hang on small decisions, made early on 

when you didn’t know they mattered. The 

outcome could be triumph or disaster, 

Oxford or jail.

Moore fi nally sat down and wrote a letter 

to the other Wes Moore at Jessup Cor-

rectional Institution in central Maryland. 

“Dear Wes: Please allow me to intro-

duce myself . . . ” He went on to ask a few 

questions: Did Wes see his brother, Tony, 

who was also serving a life sentence at 
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A cell in a maximum-security prison in Maryland. Wes 

Moore from Baltimore was sentenced to life without 

parole in 2001. He will spend the rest of his life in a 

prison like this one.
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Jessup? What happened to lead to the 

robbery and the murder? How did 

Moore’s life end up where it did? Wes 

Moore the banker sent the letter, not 

expecting to hear back.

A month later he received a reply. Two 

letters turned into dozens. Questions were 

asked and stories exchanged. And for the 

Wes Moore who wrote the fi rst letter, 

a shot in the dark turned into an all-

consuming project. He decided he would 

uncover the details of the other Moore’s 

life and refl ect on the shape of his own. He 

would tell the story of two lives that could 

have been different. “The chilling truth,” 

he would write, “is that his story could have 

been mine. The tragedy is that my story 

could have been his.”
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Young kids play baseball in an abandoned lot in the 

South Bronx. The neighborhood was plagued by drugs 

and violence during the years when Wes Moore the 

author lived in a neighborhood to the north.
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Wesley John Moore was born in 

West Baltimore in 1974. That was less 

than 26 years before he would be sent to 

prison for life. 

His mother was the fi rst in her family to go 

to college. While raising Wes, she earned a 

two-year degree and was accepted to Johns 

Hopkins University. But then the govern-

ment cut back on education funding, and 

she had no choice but to drop out and fi nd 

work. She got a full-time job as a medical 

secretary.

Decisions
3
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At $6.50 an hour, Mary Moore could bare-

ly afford her children’s food and clothing. 

There was no money left over for child care, 

and Wes’s father wasn’t around to help. By 

the age of six, Wes was on his own much of 

the time.

Wes’s half brother, Tony, didn’t live with 

Wes and his mother, but Wes saw Tony 

often and looked to him for guidance. Tony 

taught his little brother the harsh survival 

code of the West Baltimore streets. If people 

disrespect you, Tony told Wes, respond so 

fi ercely that they’ll never dare to do it again.

Wes followed his big brother’s example. He 

was arrested at age eight for pulling a knife 

on a boy during a fi ght. He failed classes at 

school and had to repeat sixth grade. He 

spent his time on the street, hanging out 

with other troubled kids.
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Mary Moore’s response was to get Wes away 

from West Baltimore. When Wes was 12, 

they moved to Baltimore County, just out-

side the city. They found a house in the leafy 

Dundee Village housing complex.

But Wes gravitated to what he knew. 

One Saturday afternoon, he spotted a boy 

standing on a street corner wearing a cool-

looking headset and a sparkling gold ring. 

Wes asked the boy where he could get a 

headset of his own, and soon he was wearing 

one, working as a lookout for a local drug 

dealer. It was Wes’s job to keep an eye out 

for the police and call the drug dealer when 

he spotted them.

This new life brought Wes power and 

status. He moved on from his job as a look-

out and started dealing drugs himself. With 

the profi ts he bought new clothes, jewelry, 
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and the shoes that earned him a beating 

from his brother in 1990. 

That beating, along with the warning he 

got from his mother, could have served as 

a wake-up call for young Wes. But when his 

mother fl ushed his drugs down the toilet, 

Wes fl ew into a rage. Then he started storing

his drugs at his girlfriend’s apartment.

The following year, a fi ght over someone 

else’s girlfriend got Wes into his fi rst serious

trouble with the law. He was showing the 

girl out of his house at 1 A.M. when her 

jealous boyfriend—a guy named Ray—

jumped Wes and beat him up.

When the girl fi nally pulled Ray off, Wes 

didn’t hesitate. He ducked into the house, 

pulled out a handgun, and tore into the 

street to chase Ray down. A friend joined 

him, and they ran through the streets fi ring 
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shots at Ray. A bullet found its mark, and 

Ray fell wounded behind a car.

Wes ran home and burst into the house. 

He ran past his mother to hide his gun and 

clean himself up. He had barely fi nished 

when the police arrived. He would spend 

the next six months in juvenile hall for 

attempted murder. 

While he was locked up, another girlfriend, 

Alicia, gave birth to a baby boy. At 16, Wes 

was both a father and a convicted criminal.
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Students march in formation at Valley Forge Military 

Academy and College in Pennsylvania. Wes Moore 

from the Bronx was sent to Valley Forge by his 

mother when he was 12.
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In 1991, while Wes did time in juvenile 

hall in Baltimore, Wes Moore the future 

Rhodes scholar was driving his mother 

crazy in the Bronx. After getting caught by 

the police, he had gone right back to tag-

ging. Administrators at his private school 

warned his mother that he was about to be 

expelled. I lost my husband, Joy Moore said 

to herself, I’m not going to lose my son.

Wes’s father had been a popular journal-

ist for a Washington, D.C., radio station. 

A Bold Move
4
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One evening when Wes was three, his 

father collapsed and died at their home in 

a Maryland suburb. A rare virus had made 

his throat swell shut.

After her husband’s death, Wes’s mother 

felt overwhelmed. She worried about their 

neighborhood, where crime was on the 

rise. One day, in desperation, she called 

her parents in the Bronx: “I need help.” 

Wes moved with his mother and two sis-

ters to the Bronx. His grandparents had 

even stricter rules than his mother. But 

Wes found a way around them. By the age 

of 12, his grades had slipped. He skipped 

school to hang out on the streets. He was 

put on academic probation.

Joy Moore knew she had to do something. 

With fi nancial help from her parents, 
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she sent Wes to Valley Forge Military 

Academy in rural Wayne, Pennsylvania. 

Once again Wes found himself dropped 

into an alien world. He hated everything 

about Valley Forge, from the school 

grounds to the people to the military com-

mands: “right face,” and “left face,” and 

“parade rest.” How could his mother do 

this to him? In his fi rst four days at the 

school, Wes ran away fi ve times.

On his fi fth attempt, he was caught and 

dragged back to school. His colonel 

offered him one fi ve-minute phone call 

to get his head straight. Wes dialed his 

mother and pleaded to go home.

Joy Moore refused. “It’s time to stop 

running,” she told him.
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The mural on the side of this building is a memorial 

to young men killed by street violence in Baltimore. 

The initials, LB, stand for “Lost Boys.” 



B ack in Baltimore, Wesley John 

Moore had just fi nished his six-month 

sentence in juvenile hall. He enrolled 

at Lake Clifton High School. Lake 

Clifton was one of the largest and poor-

est-performing public high schools in 

the country. Some people referred to it 

as a “dropout factory.” When Wes cut 

class, no one dragged him back or called 

his mother. In the middle of his fi rst year 

at Lake Clifton, Wes dropped out.

Last Chance
5
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Wes’s education had been cut short, but his 

family grew. He had a second child with 

Alicia and two more with another woman, 

Cheryl, who lived nearby. By 1996 he had 

two girlfriends and four children looking 

to him for support. He had no diploma or 

job skills. With his criminal record, Wes 

was nearly unemployable—except in the 

one area he knew well.

Wes had become a leader in the drug trade. 

He ran his own crew like a business, some-

times making more than $4,000 in a day.

By his early twenties, Wes understood that 

he had to make a change. He had been shot 

at and had attended the funerals of friends. 

He had been busted and jailed many times. 

Cheryl, the mother of two of his children, 

was a heroin addict.  
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A friend told Wes about Job Corps, a federal 

program designed to help disadvantaged 

youths fi nd work. Two weeks later Wes was 

on a Job Corps campus outside of Baltimore. 

For seven months he trained as a carpenter.

He built a fi ve-foot-tall house for his 

daughter. It was the most successful project 

in the class. He also earned a high school 

degree by passing the General Educational 

Development (GED) test. He was reading, 

it turned out, at a college level. 

Wes graduated from Job Corps with a 

diploma and a skill. But fi nding steady work 

wasn’t easy. He worked as a landscaper and a 

carpenter, but both jobs were temporary. He 

found a job preparing meals at a restaurant 

in a mall. He worked ten-hour days but had 

little to show for it.
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A 24-year-old member of the Job Corps learns to do 

electrical wiring. Job Corps provides free education 

and job training to qualifying young people ages 

16 and up.
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The pressures that weighed Wes down 

before Job Corps hadn’t gone away. Alicia, 

Cheryl, and his mother all needed money. 

He managed for a year before he grew too 

frustrated.

One day when Wes fi nished chopping 

vegetables at his restaurant job, he decided to 

visit his old West Baltimore neighborhood. 

The place felt familiar. Little had changed. 

It would be easy enough, Wes thought, to 

bring home a package of cocaine, cook it up, 

and turn it into crack for sale on the street.
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A cadet does push-ups at Valley Forge Military Academy. 

The academy’s mission is to foster “character development, 

personal motivation, physical development, and leadership” 

in its students.
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In Wayne, Pennsylvania, Wes Moore 

realized he was stuck at Valley Forge 

Military Academy. So the new cadet started

to accept his fate. 

The school was modeled after the U.S. 

military. Cadets were organized into com-

panies of 100 students each. They could 

move up in rank if they did well in class 

and mastered the strict routine of military 

life. Blaring music woke them at dawn. 

Every day they polished their black leather 

shoes with their own spit. 

The Turnaround
6
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As Wes suffered through the rigid 

schedule, he began to bond with the 

other cadets. He also found a mentor in a 

19-year-old captain named Ty Hill. Wes’s 

mother knew her son needed a male role 

model in his life, and she had asked Hill 

to watch over him. “I can try to teach you 

how to be a good human being,” she had 

often told Wes, “but I can never teach you 

how to be a man.”  

Wes was drawn to Hill, who led the 

most impressive company of cadets at 

Valley Forge. Hill commanded respect 

by example, not by scare tactics. Hill 

embodied a new version of manhood 

for Wes—one more impressive than the 

bullying he’d seen pass for manhood back 

in the Bronx. 
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Wes also responded to the clear system 

of rewards at Valley Forge. If he got good 

grades, he earned the right to leave the 

campus. If he polished his shoes to a high 

shine, he was rewarded with a later “lights 

out” at night.

Showing leadership brought added 

benefi ts, and it turned out that Wes could 

lead. A star basketball player, he was the 

youngest starter on the high school varsity 

team. He became president of his senior 

class and climbed in military rank.

In 1998, while the other Wes struggled to 

stay out of the Baltimore drug trade, Wes 

Moore graduated as the highest-ranking 

student out of 750 cadets. 
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This photo shows the visiting area at a maximum-

security prison in Maryland. At Jessup Correctional, 

Moore occasionally gets visits from his family, but he 

fi nds it painful to say good-bye when their time is up.



45

In 2005, after graduating from high 

school, Johns Hopkins, and Oxford, Wes 

Moore stood in a large visitor’s room at 

Jessup prison in Maryland. Armed guards 

paced the fl oor. Long tables with low metal

dividers separated the imprisoned from the 

free. The prisoners were marched in, and 

there he spotted the other Wes Moore.

The details of the crime that had put Wes-

ley John Moore in jail were well known in 

the Baltimore area. On February 7, 2000, 

Two Wes Moores
7
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four masked men waving guns ran into a 

jewelry store in Pikesville, Maryland. They 

smashed the glass cases, grabbed $438,000 

worth of watches and jewelry, and fl ed out 

the door.

Sergeant Bruce Prothero, a Baltimore 

police offi cer who worked security at 

the store, ran after the gunmen with his 

weapon drawn. As he searched the 

parking lot for the robbers, he ducked 

behind a car for protection. By some 

terrible stroke of fortune, he had hidden 

next to one of the getaway cars. A gloved 

hand, clutching a handgun, reached out of 

the window. Three shots struck Prothero 

at point-blank range. The cars screeched 

off, leaving Prothero, a father of fi ve young 

children, to die on the street.
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Police march at Sergeant Bruce Prothero’s funeral. “It 

seems like forever since I saw him. But the event itself 

seems like yesterday,” said his widow, Ann Prothero, 

three months after the murder.



Within two weeks, all four robbers had 

been arrested. Tony Moore escaped the 

death penalty by confessing to shooting 

Prothero. Wes Moore insisted on a trial. 

He claimed he hadn’t been involved in 

the robbery. But DNA evidence placed 

him at the scene of the crime, and he was 

convicted of murder and sentenced to life 

in prison.

Four years later, Wes Moore the prisoner

sat down across from Wes Moore the 

investment banker. The prisoner wore 

a long goatee and a knit cap, refl ecting 

his conversion to Islam in jail. The men 

shook hands and began the fi rst of dozens 

of conversations, many of which seemed 

to lead to the same question: why did one 

Wes Moore end up in prison and the other 

at Oxford?

48



One day Wes Moore the prisoner came up 

with an answer. “We will do what others 

expect of us,” he said. “If they expect us to 

graduate, we will graduate. If they expect 

us to get a job, we will get a job. If they 

expect us to go to jail, then that’s where we 

will end up, too.”

Across the table, Wes Moore the banker 

wasn’t so sure. At some point, you have to 

take control of your own life, he thought. 

But he agreed that the expectations of 

the people around you are important. As 

he wrote later: “Other people hold on 

to your hopes and dreams for you until 

you’re ready to take them on yourself.” 

His mother had held onto his dreams until 

he was ready to live them.

The two men often talked about the book 

that Moore would write, The Other Wes 

49
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Wes Moore the author walks down the Baltimore street 

where Wes Moore the prisoner grew up. Beside him is his 

mother, Joy Moore, “the rock of our family,” he says.
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Moore: One Name, Two Fates. They didn’t 

know then that it would become a best 

seller and that Moore would tour the 

country to promote it.

On his tours, everyone would ask him: 

what matters most? Education, he’d tell 

them. As Moore’s grandfather often said, 

“Education is like a skeleton key. If you 

can get that skeleton key, it can open 

any door.”

People also ask whether the other Wes 

Moore supported the idea of the book. 

Moore the author repeats what the 

prisoner has told him: “I have wasted 

every opportunity that I’ve ever had 

in life, and I’m going to die in here. If 

you can do something to help people 

understand . . . then I think you should 

do it.”
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Wes Moore speaks at an event for Iraq and Afghanistan 

Veterans of America. “So little separates us from 

another life altogether,” he says.
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Wes Moore
Born:  

 October 15, 1978 

Grew up:  

  Takoma Park, Maryland, and the Bronx 

Education:

  Valley Forge Military Academy and College, 

Johns Hopkins University, Oxford University

Military service:

  Paratrooper and captain in the U.S. Army; 

served in Afghanistan, 2005–2006

Life’s work:   

  Author, businessman, advocate for veterans, and 

mentor for youths

Website:

 theotherwesmoore.com 

Author of:

  The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Fates 

He says:  

  “When we’re young, it sometimes seems as if the 

world doesn’t exist outside our city, our block, 

our house, our room. We make decisions based 

on what we see in that limited world. What 

changed was that I found myself surrounded by 

people . . . who kept pushing me to see . . . the 

boundless possibilities of the wider world . . . ”
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BIRD IN A CAGE

Maria Reyes was raised on gang violence. By 

the age of 13, she had already been arrested for 

carjacking, drugs, and weapons possession. 

She wanted out—but she’d have to risk 

her life to make it happen.
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Maria Reyes was born in East Los Angeles. When she 

was just 11 years old, she joined the same gang that 

her father and grandfather had belonged to.
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The court offi cer stepped into the 

lobby and called her name. Here we go, 

Maria thought. She followed the offi cer 

inside and walked the lonely center aisle to 

the witness stand. 

The previous spring, Maria had been 

jumped by several members of a rival gang. 

She and her best homeboy, Paco, had 

tracked them down, and Paco had shot one 

of them. It was payback, the oldest rule of 

gang life.

Witness
8
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A member of the rival gang had been 

arrested for the murder, and now he was on 

trial. Maria and Paco had been subpoenaed

as witnesses, and they both planned to 

testify that the innocent defendant had been 

the shooter.

When Maria was seated in the witness 

stand, she looked around the courtroom. 

One side was fi lled with her homies, the 

members of her gang. They had pledged 

their lives to protect each other. The 

members of the rival gang, who sat on the 

other side of the courtroom, had made the 

same pledge to their fellow members.

As Maria scanned the courtroom, she made 

eye contact with an African American 

woman. The woman had tears on her face 

and a young daughter on her lap. Could 

she be—? 
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Maria was in court to testify that an 

innocent guy was guilty of murder, and 

here was his mother. Maria tried to push 

the image from her head. She had a job 

to do. She was there to fulfi ll the code of 

her family and the gang—protect your 

own. But she couldn’t help seeing her 

own mother in the woman’s sad face, and 

herself as the little girl. 

Protect your own. It was that simple. 

Maria looked over at Paco. She noticed 

he didn’t look nervous at all. He was 

completely positive that she would lie to 

protect him—even if it meant sending an 

innocent man to prison. Her whole gang 

expected her to identify the rival gang 

member as the shooter. 

She could hear her father’s advice ringing 

in her head. He had grown up in the gang 
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and remained loyal, even in prison. He had 

already told her she needed to lie for Paco. 

But recently Maria had felt her loyalty 

shaken. New ideas were taking root, planted 

by new friendships at school and the books 

her English teacher kept assigning. Maria 

had begun asking herself questions: Does it 

have to be this way—hating and fi ghting and 

shooting and dying? Could there be something 

better? Could I choose something better? 

But if she told the truth, she knew she 

might pay a terrible price. If she named 

Paco as the murderer, her own gang would 

probably turn on her. They might even 

kill her. 

Maria tried to act cool as the lawyers began 

laying down questions. “Why did those guys 

attack you? Where were you on the night 
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of the shooting? Who were you with?” 

Maria answered each one. Her gaze shifted 

between the two sides of the courtroom.

The questions pushed Maria toward 

the point of no return. Should she 

uphold the code of the gang? Or should 

she speak the truth and deal with the 

consequences?

Lives—including her own—hung in the 

balance.
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Teenagers hang out in an urban playground. “Throughout 

my life, I’ve always heard the same thing: ‘You can’t go 

against your own people,’” Maria says.
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For Maria, joining the gang was 

never really a choice. Gang life was part 

of her world, from her earliest memories

on. She had been born in East Los 

Angeles, a tough neighborhood with a 

deep history of poverty and crime. East 

L.A. was a gritty, ragged place. Swirls of 

gang graffi ti layered bridges and walls. 

Steel bars and metal gates sealed off 

houses and shops from break-ins. Broken 

beer bottles sparkled in the gutters, and 

weeds overran empty lots. 

Jumped In
9
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But Maria didn’t know anything different. 

East L.A. was home.

Her dad and grandfather were veteranos—

veterans in their Latino gang. Her dad had 

once dreamed of being a boxer, but most 

dreams died in East L.A. Her mother was 

a great cook and a hard worker, but she 

never got past second grade.

For her fi fth birthday, Maria had hoped for 

a mountain bike. Instead she opened a box 

to fi nd a pair of shiny red boxing gloves 

and a note from her dad: “Life is tough. 

When it knocks you down, I want you to 

get up swinging.” Maria took his words to 

heart.

Shortly after that birthday, her family 

visited her grandparents’ house. Her 

mother tried to catch Maria to braid her 

hair, maybe even put a dress on the little 
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Maria’s father gave her a pair of boxing gloves for her 

fi fth birthday so she could learn to protect herself.
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tomboy. Maria escaped by climbing the tree 

in the front yard, out of her mom’s reach. 

She was still hiding in the tree when she 

heard sirens closing in. Her older cousin 

was coming up the street. She liked him a 

lot. He was tall and strong and told her bed-

time stories. As he approached the house, 

Maria heard fi ve shots. Her cousin fell to 

the concrete, shot by police for reasons that 

never became clear. He died shortly after, 

another victim of gang life in East L.A.

Maria was still in grade school when the 

violence hit even closer to home. Her 

father was arrested for a gang-related crime 

he didn’t commit. The judge sentenced him 

to ten years in a maximum-security prison. 

Overnight, Maria’s mother was left alone 

to raise three young kids. She worked three 

jobs, day and night. She cleaned the homes 
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of rich people, scrubbed toilets at big 

hotels, and sewed fancy clothes in sweat-

shop factories. Even so, she struggled to 

pay the bills and keep food on the table. 

“We don’t have the luxury of crying,” 

Maria remembered her grandfather say-

ing. “Because for people like us, if we 

started, we’d be crying for a lifetime.”

Maria wasn’t much for crying, anyway. 

Whatever sadness or despair she felt 

quickly turned to anger. She would fi ght 

with anyone, no matter the punishment. 

In fourth grade, she was expelled from a 

school for punching a teacher.

Maria was short, but by age 11 she had 

proven she was plenty tough. She was sit-

ting on the porch one summer evening 

when a member of her father’s gang walked 

up. “Do it now?” he asked her.
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Maria nodded. She wasn’t scared. She 

didn’t even feel excited. Joining the gang 

was just the next step in growing up, and it 

was time to get it done. She was about to 

get “jumped in”—endure a major beating 

to earn her place in the gang.

Gang members gathered in an alley across 

the street from Maria’s house. For the fi rst 

round, a group of older girls circled around 

her. Maria knew she wasn’t supposed to 

fi ght back. That was the custom. But when 

someone slugged her in the nose, her 

instincts kicked in. She threw a punch. 

She had broken the rules. The leader added 

extra time to the fi rst-round beating. 

For round two, gang members formed 

two facing lines—ten cholos on the right, 

ten chicas on the left. Maria’s mission was 
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to pass between them. This time she could 

return the punches and kicks. But she had 

to be standing at the end. 

She strode into the human tunnel. She 

ducked and battled while taking blow after 

blow. She fell near the end and someone 

stomped on her leg. She fought her way to 

her feet and stumbled to the fi nish. 

To Maria, the ten-minute ordeal felt like 

it had taken two hours. Her nose was 

broken. One of her eyes was swelling shut. 

At the hospital, doctors found she had a 

broken arm and leg. But the pain was 

worth it—she was now a warrior like her 

dad. She belonged to the gang, and the 

gang belonged to her. 
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A 16-year-old girl looks out through the fence at a 

juvenile hall in California. In 2007 more than 17,500 

young people were locked up in California.
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In 1992 Maria and her family moved 

from East L.A. to Long Beach, a city 20 

miles south of downtown Los Angeles. Its 

neighborhoods are a patchwork of white, 

Latino, black, and Asian communities.

Maria brought her gang connections with 

her. She was only 12, but she was already 

a “working soldier”—an active member in 

the gang. She wore the belt buckle and the 

colors, with the bandanna dangling from 

the back pocket of her jeans. 

The Cage
10
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Maria refused to hang back like many of 

the older girls in the gang. She belonged to 

a new generation of chicas who were deter-

mined to act as tough as the guys. She fell 

right into step dealing drugs, selling guns, 

and fending off challenges from rival gangs. 

Before her one-year anniversary in the 

gang, Maria had already been arrested 

and locked up. The police caught her in a 

stolen car. They found drugs in the trunk 

and in her pockets. The driver of the car 

had slipped away, and Maria refused to 

name him. The result was her fi rst stint 

in a juvenile detention center, or “juvie,” 

as everyone called it. To Maria, getting 

locked up in the detention center seemed 

like just another step in growing up. 

Maria was one of the youngest girls in 

the center, but she knew how to protect 



73

herself. When older girls tested her, she 

fought back. It was the only way to make 

them respect her, she fi gured. 

During what should have been her middle  

school years, Maria spent more time in 

juvie than she did in school. She was busted 

seven times before the age of 14. Cops would 

see her on the street in gang colors and stop 

her for questioning. Once she was locked up 

for carrying a gun. Usually she was busted 

for violating the terms of her probation. 

After one arrest she chose to go to a boot 

camp program instead of juvie. The boot 

camp guards enforced military-style dis-

cipline—5 A.M. wake-ups, cold showers, 

push-ups, and laps around the track. The 

guards barked orders like drill sergeants. 

“You may be something on the street, but 

you’re nothing in here!” they shouted in 
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Female offenders march at a California boot camp. 

Boot camps are very strict programs run by drill 

instructors. Maria dropped out of one during her 

middle school years.
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her face. Maria couldn’t stand it. She left 

the program and was bused back to juvie.

The early 1990s were an especially 

harsh time to be a kid in the poor neigh -

borhoods of L.A. and Long Beach. To a 

lot of people living there, it seemed like 

a war zone. Latino gangs, black gangs, 

and Asian gangs battled for control of 

the streets. They trapped entire neigh-

borhoods in an ongoing cycle of attacks 

and revenge. Drive-by shootings were 

daily events. 

Gang life was dragging Maria down, but 

she felt she couldn’t leave. It seemed that 

the only thing she could do was embrace 

the violence. No one made it out of her 

neighborhood anyway. She fi gured she’d 

be pregnant by 15, like her mom. Or 

locked up like her dad. Or dead like her 
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cousin and other gang members she’d 

run with. She had already attended more 

funerals in her life than birthday parties. 

At 14, Maria was arrested for fi ghting, 

skipping school, and missing appoint-

ments with her parole offi cer. All three 

offenses violated her probation. She served 

another couple of months in juvie and 

then joined a line of teen gang members 

in front of a judge. She was dressed in a 

blue jumpsuit with “Property of Juvenile 

Hall” stenciled on the back. Her wrists and 

ankles were cuffed.

The judge stared down at her. “It’s clear 

you haven’t learned anything, and I don’t 

know what else to do with you,” he said. 

“You have violated parole time after time. 

It seems clear you’re on your way to 

becoming a career criminal. If you’re ever 
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in my courtroom again, you’ll be behind 

bars until you’re 18.”

Maria glared back. Who is this guy kidding? 

she thought. The game is rigged. I’ll mess 

up or the cops will cook up some bogus charge 

and I’ll be right back here. It’s just a matter of 

time. She thought about giving the judge 

the fi nger, but the cuffs made it impossible 

to lift her hands.

Maria was beyond caring, but her parole 

offi cer stood up for her. He got her sen-

tenced to house arrest. Maria would be 

able to leave home only to go to school. 

The offi cer also got her enrolled at 

Woodrow Wilson High, a school across 

town. He hoped it would be far enough 

from her neighborhood to help her stay 

out of trouble.
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Maria was sent to Room 203 of Woodrow Wilson High 

School. If she got in trouble there, a judge threatened, 

she’d be locked up until she turned 18.
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Maria was already on edge when 

she entered Room 203 of Wilson High. 

Her face was marred by a black eye from 

a recent fi ght. Still, the staff had insisted 

on taking her ID picture—the photo that 

would appear in the yearbook. She was 

wearing an ankle monitor so her parole 

offi cer could keep track of her movements. 

And she didn’t know a single person at the 

school. 

I might as well wear a prison jumpsuit with 

“Jump Me” taped on the back, she thought. 

Hating Ms. G
11



80

She dropped her backpack and took a seat 

in the back of the room.

She scanned the rest of her ninth-grade

remedial English class. It was a mix of 

blacks, Asians, Latinos, and one white boy 

who looked terrifi ed. Most of them took 

buses from the poorer neighborhoods of 

Long Beach. Several classmates gave Maria 

suspicious looks, and she glared right back.

But Maria also noticed the defeat in every-

one’s eyes. They were all no-hopers, kids 

everybody knew were on the fast track 

to dropping out. Through the years they 

had all gotten the message from teachers 

and classmates—you’re lazy, you’re dumb, 

you’re doomed. The teachers seemed to 

want them to quit school so they could 

focus on the “good” students.
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The teacher had scribbled “Erin Gruwell” 

on the chalkboard. She was really young, 

really white, and faced the class with a 

goofy smile on her face. She wore a polka 

dot dress and a pearl necklace and had chalk 

dust on her butt. This lady ain’t going to last 

a week, Maria thought. That was one truth 

she knew all her classmates could agree on.

Maria had a lot of reasons for hating school. 

Teachers seemed to get a kick out of making 

her feel stupid. She remembered her shame 

when grade school teachers had made fun 

of her “Spanglish”—the mix of broken 

English and Spanish she had grown up 

speaking. And she had only fallen further

and further behind while stuck in the 

revolving doors of juvenile hall. She was 

sick of people saying they wanted to 

help and then turning on her when she 
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disappointed them. As soon as you catch me 

messing up, or see what a lousy student I am, 

you’ll bail, too, Erin Gruwell, Maria thought.

Maria skipped school sometimes, but most 

days she made the long bus ride to and 

from Wilson High. When she wasn’t in 

school, her probation required her to be 

at home.

None of her homies pressured her to run 

with the gang during this time. When Maria 

said she didn’t want to do something, it was 

begging for trouble to ask twice. 

One day in school, Ms. Gruwell laid down a 

line of tape on the fl oor. “We’re going to play 

a game, the Line Game,” she announced in 

her cheery voice. “I’m going to ask a ques-

tion, and if it applies to you, I want you to 

stand on the line.” She asked a couple easy 

questions, like “How many of you have the 
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new Snoop Dogg album?” Almost every-

body put their toes on the line.

Then the questions got more serious.

“How many of you have been shot at?” 

Most people touched the line. Then they 

stepped back for the next question.

“How many of you have a friend or rela-

tive who was or is in juvenile hall or jail?” 

Maria stepped forward. Many of the other 

kids put their feet on the line, too.

“How many of you have lost a friend to 

gang violence?” Almost all of the class 

stepped on the line. “Two friends?” A few 

students stepped back. “Three?”

Maria kept her face still as the class played 

Ms. G’s “game.” But it struck her as she 

glanced at the other students: We’re all dif-

ferent colors and come from different gangs 
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and neighborhoods. But we’re all dealing with 

the same stuff. We feel the same pain. They 

were like soldiers who had all survived 

combat. She felt a strange bond with the 

rest of them.

When it came time to write in her jour-

nal, Maria didn’t hold back. It was another 

assignment Ms. G had given the class—to 

write every day about their experiences, 

thoughts, and feelings. “Write the truth,” 

she had said. 

Want the truth? Maria thought. Okay, here 

it is. “I hate Erin Gruwell. I hate Erin 

Gruwell,” Maria wrote. “If I wasn’t on 

probation, I’d probably shank her.” 

Maria handed in her journal. She was sure 

Ms. G would fi nally call her probation 

offi cer. Then it would be a quick trip back 
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to juvie and Maria’s lousy life would be 

back on its lousy track. 

But nothing happened. When Maria got 

her journal back she fl ipped to what she 

had written. The only comment Ms. G 

had made was a big smiley face in red pen. 

Maria looked at it in disbelief. What is with 

this woman? she wondered.

It was that April that Maria got jumped 

by the rival gang. A few weeks later, she was 

in the car with her friend Paco when he 

spotted the gang’s leader. Paco got out of 

the car and, as Maria watched, gunned the 

guy down. Then Paco turned to Maria and 

said, “This is for you.”

Another man was arrested and charged 

with the murder. Maria was an eyewitness. 

She would be subpoenaed to testify at the 

trial about what she had seen that day. 
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This is a page from the diary that Anne Frank wrote 

while she was in hiding from the Nazis. To her surprise, 

Maria found herself inspired by Anne’s story.
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Maria returned to Room 203 for 

her sophomore year. She was annoyed 

that Ms. Gruwell was back again. But 

she noticed that other kids in class were 

warming up to their peppy English teacher. 

Unlike most teachers, Ms. G seemed will-

ing to listen just as much as she talked. 

Maria still thought she was a fake, but she 

had to admit that Ms. G was no quitter.

Ms. Gruwell told the class that the theme 

for the school year was tolerance. She 

handed out the fi rst book. It was The Diary

The Door Opens
12
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of a Young Girl, by Anne Frank—a true 

story about a Jewish girl and her family 

who were forced to hide from the Nazis 

during World War II.

Maria frowned at the girl’s picture on the 

cover. Another book about some white kid, she 

thought. “Why have I got to read this?” 

she asked Ms. Gruwell.

“I think you’re going to fi nd yourself in 

the pages of this book,” Ms. G replied. 

Maria laughed in her face.

Maria was still under house arrest. Her 

mom hadn’t been able to pay the elec-

tric bill, so there was no TV. Maria had 

nothing better to do, so she went ahead 

and started reading. She wanted to prove 

to Ms. G just how wrong she was. Find 

myself in a book? Get real, Maria thought. 

They don’t write books about bad girls like me.
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But Maria got caught up in the story. Anne 

Frank had guts and a sense of humor. 

Maria wondered how Anne’s romance 

with a boy in the hiding place would turn 

out. And when the Nazis started closing in 

on Anne, Maria was rooting for her. Maria  

even found herself talking about the book 

with Ms. Gruwell. 

Then Maria read a passage that hit her like a 

ton of bricks. While Anne wanders through 

the family’s secret hideout, she feels trapped 

within its walls like a bird in a cage. She 

longs to be able to fl y away. 

The words stunned Maria. That was how 

she felt, trapped in her violent, luckless life. 

But she’d never had the words to express it. 

When she fi nished the book, Maria held it 

in her arms and cried. She felt knocked off 

balance, like someone had tilted her world.
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The next day Maria threw the book at Ms. 

Gruwell. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?” asked the startled teacher.

“Why didn’t you tell me Anne Frank didn’t 

make it? She died.” Maria was in despair. If 

a nice girl like Anne couldn’t make it, she 

asked Ms. Gruwell, what hope was there 

for someone like her?

Ms. G stammered, trying to come up with 

a response. Then a classmate, Darius, 

spoke up. “She did make it, Maria,” he 

said. “She’s going to go on living even after 

she died because she wrote. How many of 

our friends have died and they didn’t even 

get an obituary?”

The idea landed hard on Maria. Her dead 

friends from the gang were gone with 

hardly anyone to remember them. But one 
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brave girl who shared her story of fear and 

hope would never be forgotten.

In the weeks that followed, Maria’s class 

studied more about the Holocaust—the 

systematic murder of millions of Jews by 

the Nazis. They took a fi eld trip to the 

Museum of Tolerance in L.A. They sat 

down to dinner with Holocaust survivors 

to hear their stories fi rsthand. 

Maria felt something changing in her heart 

and mind. Here she was, reading about 

and meeting people who had suffered from 

the most terrible hatred and violence. Yet 

even as they faced terror and death, they 

refused to give up hope for a better world. 

If they still felt that way after all they had 

been through, why couldn’t Maria?

Back in the barrio, Maria’s gang-mates 

noticed the changes in her. “I feel you
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slipping away, a little each day,” Paco 

said. “And at times I have a hard time 

recognizing you.”

Maria tried to explain. New thoughts 

and feelings were pulling her in a 

different direction. She felt alone and 

confused, caught between worlds. But 

her longtime homies didn’t get it. It was 

like she was speaking a language they 

didn’t understand.

Meanwhile, the trial for the murder of 

the rival gang member was approaching. 

Maria knew everyone expected her to 

protect Paco in court by identifying the 

innocent defendant as the shooter.  

Maria visited her dad in prison a few days 

before the trial. She loved and trusted him 

deeply. He told her it was her duty to the 

gang to lie for Paco’s sake. Telling the 
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truth would dishonor the family and put 

her in danger.

But Maria’s soft-spoken mother surprised 

her. Before Maria left for court, her mother

asked her what she was going to say on 

the witness stand. “I’m going to protect 

my own . . . you know how it is,” Maria 

answered.

“I know how it is, but why does it always 

have to be that way?” her mom replied. 

In her whole life, Maria couldn’t remember

her mom ever questioning the gang code. 

The family had always obeyed it, even 

though it landed Maria in juvie and her 

dad in prison. It was the law of the hood, 

of life.

Why does it always have to be that way? The 

question echoed in Maria’s mind.
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Erin Gruwell’s students at Woodrow Wilson High School 

called themselves the “Freedom Writers.” All 150 of 

Gruwell’s Freedom Writers graduated from high school, 

and many went on to college.
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In the courtroom, all eyes were on the 

witness stand. The lawyer fi nally asked 

the question Maria had been waiting for: 

“Who shot the guy?”

Maria felt a kind of peace settle on her. 

Her thoughts were clear. Doing things 

the same old way never changed anything. 

Paco had pulled the trigger this time. Next 

time, they’d hunt down Paco and shoot 

him. It would never stop.

Meanwhile, brave people like Anne Frank 

had looked into the ugly face of hatred 

Flying Away
13
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and had still been able to feel hope. It was 

suddenly obvious what Maria had to do.

“Paco did it,” she answered. “Paco shot 

the guy.”

The courtroom froze for what seemed 

like hours. Then the world began to move 

again. As he was led out of the courtroom, 

Paco glared at Maria. “Of all people, 

you’re the last person I thought would 

betray me,” he said. 

Maria returned home and went back to 

school. She felt bad about sending Paco to 

prison and trashing the loyalty she had prom-

ised the gang. She knew she had destroyed 

her ties with them. That usually meant a trip 

to the hospital—or the cemetery. 

Her father was furious when he found out 

what Maria had done. “You’re no daughter 
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of mine,” he told her on the phone. “You 

have brought shame to the family.” But 

deep down, Maria knew she’d made the 

right choice.

Paco was sentenced to 25 years in prison,

and Maria received multiple threats 

afterward. But nothing happened. No one 

drove by and blasted her as she got off the 

bus after school. No one knifed her on 

the way to the store. It seemed like the 

word had been passed—keep your hands off 

Maria. Her family’s reputation must be 

protecting her, she fi gured.

Maria felt like she’d started a race toward 

a distant fi nish line, a race she was not sure 

she would fi nish. But she was running her 

race. She wasn’t just sprinting wherever 

gang life told her to run. Ms. G was 

always telling the class that education was 
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the best way out—the way out of being 

poor, powerless, and in prison. Maria was 

starting to believe her. She felt a new kind 

of strength growing inside her.

Two years later, Maria stood in line, listen-

ing for her name to be called. For some 

reason, it reminded her of waiting in line at 

juvie to see the judge. She wished the judge 

could see her now, graduating from Wilson

High. She was the fi rst in her family to 

complete high school. In a couple of months, 

she would be the fi rst to go to college. 

Maria heard her name called and walked 

across the stage in the bright sunlight. 

Beyond the fence, she heard her family 

members whooping. She glanced into the 

audience and spotted her mom and dad. Her 

dad had gotten out of prison and quit the 

gang. He and Maria had made their peace.
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The graduation gown Maria wore felt like 

wings. 

Maria’s father went on to earn his General 

Educational Development certifi cate. Today 

he works in a gang prevention program.

Maria and other students in Ms. Gruwell’s 

English class published their writings in  

a book called The Freedom Writers Diary. 

Money from sales of the book was used to 

create the Freedom Writers Foundation 

and help pay for college for the students 

from Room 203. Their story was later told 

in the movie Freedom Writers. 

Maria Reyes graduated from California 

State University–Long Beach and is plan-

ning a career in education. She travels to 

schools across the U.S. to share her story 

with students and teachers. 
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Maria Reyes was the fi rst person in her family to graduate 

from high school. She is now a college graduate and 

works for the Freedom Writers Foundation.
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Maria Reyes

Born:

  May 5, 1980

Grew up:  

  East Los Angeles and Long Beach, California

Life’s work:  

  To advocate for people who others have written off

Day job:   

  Speaks to youths, educators, and community leaders 

on behalf of the Freedom Writers Foundation 

Contributor to:

  The Freedom Writers Diary: How a Teacher and 150 

 Teens Used Writing to Change Themselves and the 

 World Around Them

First book she connected to:   

 The Diary of a Young Girl, Anne Frank

Other favorite books:    

 The Count of Monte Cristo, Alexander Dumas

 A New Earth, Eckhart Tolle

 One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel García Márquez

 White Oleander, Janet Fitch

Favorite quote:  

  “Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of 

true education.” 

—Martin Luther King Jr.
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A Conversation with Author
Candace Jaye

Q  What was your process for researching and writing 

the Wes Moore profi le?

A I read Moore’s book, The Other Wes Moore, as 

well as newspaper and magazine stories about both 

Wes Moores. I also interviewed Wes Moore the 

author. As for deciding what to write: like Moore, I 

looked for the key decision points in each man’s life 

and highlighted them.  

Q  What did you fi nd to be the most interesting 

similarity between the two Wes Moores?

A They both grew up in the 1980s, during a 

destructive crack cocaine epidemic. Early on, that 

drug culture defi ned manhood for both boys, 

especially since they both grew up without fathers. 

Q  How did the differences in their environments as kids 

affect the trajectory of their lives?

A Wes Moore the author’s parents and grand-

parents earned college degrees and became 
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professionals. His destiny was rooted in their 

example.

 That is in contrast to the other Wes Moore, 

whose mother was forced to cut her college career 

short. Without a network of successful relatives 

or a success story of her own, Mary Moore was 

unable to instill high expectations in her son. 

That left the eye-for-an-eye infl uence of Wes’s 

older brother, who was a drug dealer.

Q  What do you take away from this story?

A External support from a family, a school, 

and a larger community is essential. Education is 

absolutely essential. And then there’s the matter 

of personal character. It’s as if nothing great can 

be achieved without a person’s strong, sustained 

conviction—and resilience. I think of a plastic 

Bozo the Clown punching bag that a three-year-

old knocks down only to have it spring right back 

up. You try to achieve, life takes its whacks, and 

you have to spring back up every time.
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A Conversation with Author
John Malcolm

Q  What was your process for researching and writing 

the profi le of Maria Reyes?

A Maria took the time to do a two-hour phone 

interview with me. I asked her a lot of questions 

about how she had felt, what she’d heard, and other 

details. She was kind and patient, even when I called 

back with dozens of follow-up questions. I also 

had the pleasure of watching a video of her doing 

a school presentation. She’s great in front of an 

audience!

Q  What struck you most about Maria’s story?

A You don’t often meet people who open 

themselves to new experiences and allow those 

experiences to inspire them to improve their lives. 

But Maria saw a dead end waiting for her, and she 

found the courage to say, “I want something with 

hope.” She then did the very, very hard and gutsy 

work to remake her identity and her life.
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Q  Why was Maria able to make it out when a lot of 

others never do?

A It seems her mother gave her an opening 

by suggesting that Maria’s life could be better. 

And Maria eventually rallied to the support and 

inspiration of her classmates and a special teacher, 

Erin Gruwell, who refused to give up on anyone. 

I think having something hopeful and life-giving 

to move toward makes a world of difference.

Q  Why was writing so powerful for Maria and the 

other Freedom Writers?

A They got to experience why writing is such 

a powerful tool, shield, and weapon. It allows 

people to tell their own story, not have it told “at 

them” by outsiders. By reading and meeting other 

writers, they also experienced their common 

humanity with people from very different 

cultures. By the way, all of the real-life Freedom 

Writers graduated from high school, and many 

went on to college.
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What to Read Next

Fiction

Drive-By, Lynne Ewing. (96 pages) Tito’s older brother is killed 

in a drive-by shooting, and then the whole family is in danger.

Holes, Louis Sachar. (272 pages) Stanley Yelnats was in the 

wrong place at the wrong time, and now he’s in a juvenile detention 

center unlike any other.

Jumped, Rita William-Garcia. (192 pages) Three high school 

girls are involved in what may turn out to be a really ugly fi ght.

The Juvie Three, Gordon Korman. (256 pages) Three 

teenage boys in juvie get a last chance to avoid being locked up.

Miracle’s Boys, Jacqueline Woodson. (160 pages) Lafayette is 

raised by his two teenage brothers after his mother and father die. 

The Outsiders, S. E. Hinton. (192 pages) Ponyboy and his 

friends are in constant battle with kids from the other side of town.

The Skin I’m In, Sharon Flake. (176 pages) Maleeka is 

having a tough time in middle school, but she gets unexpected help 

from a new teacher.

Scorpions, Walter Dean Myers. (224 pages) A 13-year-old 

boy’s life changes drastically after he is pressured to become the 

leader of a gang.

Nonfiction

The Diary of a Young Girl, Anne Frank. (304 pages) Anne 

Frank kept this diary while she and her family were in hiding from 

the Nazis during World War II. 

Gifted Hands, Kids Edition, Ben Carson. (144 pages) This is 

the story of how Ben Carson escaped poverty and the mean streets of 

Detroit and became one of the world’s best neurosurgeons.
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Books

The Freedom Writers Diary: How a Teacher and 150 

Teens Used Writing to Change Themselves and the 

World Around Them, with Erin Gruwell. (292 pages) 

The Freedom Writers and Erin Gruwell tell how hard work and 

courage can change lives.

The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Fates, Wes 

Moore. (272 pages) Wes Moore’s best-selling memoir examines 

the paths that he and the other Wes Moore took.

The Pact: Three Young Men Make a Promise and Fulfi ll 

a Dream, Sampson Davis, George Jenkins, Rameck Hunt, 

and Liza Frazier Page. (272 pages) Three black teenagers from 

Newark, New Jersey, make a pact to go to college and become doctors.

Films and Videos

Freedom Writers (2007) This fi lm tells the story of Erin 

Gruwell and the Freedom Writers.

Websites

www.freedomwritersfoundation.org

This site for the foundation started by Erin Gruwell and her 

students provides stories, advice, and ways to get involved.  

www.homeboy-industries.org

This site is for an organization started by Father Greg Boyle to 

help keep young people out of prison by providing them support, job 

placement, and education. 

Voices from the Street: Young Former Gang Members 

Tell Their Stories, S. Beth Atkin. (131 pages) Girls and boys 

who have quit gangs describe their experiences.
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ankle monitor (ANG-kuhl MON-uh-tur) noun a 

device that allows the police to track the location of a 

person under house arrest

barrio (BA-ree-oh) noun a neighborhood in a U.S. city 

where Spanish is the main language

carjacking (KAR-jak-ing) noun the theft of a vehicle 

by force 

chica (CHEE-kah) noun a girl, in Spanish. In this 

book, the term refers to a Latin American female gang 

member.

cholo (CHOH-lo) noun a term used to refer to a male 

member of a Latino gang 

colors (KUHL-urz) noun in this book, clothing in a 

color that shows membership in a particular gang

drive-by (DRIVE-bye) noun a shooting done from a 

moving vehicle

GED (JEE EE DEE) noun short for General 

Educational Development, a test given to determine 

that someone has reached a level equivalent to having 

graduated from high school

Holocaust (HOL-uh-kost) noun the mass murder of 

six million Jews by the Nazis during World War II

Glossary
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Islam (i-SLAHM) noun the religion based on the 

teachings of the Koran, a book that Muslims accept as 

the word of Allah as told to the prophet Muhammad

juvenile detention center (JOO-vuh-nile di-TEN-

shuhn SEN-tur) noun a jail to hold young people until 

they are taken to court or sent to a long-term prison

Nazi (NOT-see) noun a member of the group, led by 

Adolf Hitler, that ruled Germany from 1933 to 1945

obituary (oh-BIT-choo-er-ee) noun a notice of a 

person’s death, often with a short account of the 

person’s life

probation (proh-BAY-shuhn) noun an agreement to 

release a person convicted of a crime from prison for as 

long as he or she displays good behavior while under 

close supervision 

row house (ROH HOUSS) noun a house joined to 

another by a shared wall

shank (SHANK) verb slang for to stab with a 

homemade knife

tolerance (TOL-ur-uhnss) noun the willingness to 

respect or accept the customs, beliefs, or opinions of 

others

veteranos (vet-uhr-AH-noze) noun longtime members 

of a Latino gang 
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