
The 2022 Princeton Prize 

in Race Relations 

Proudly Honors 

Seven Extraordinary Teen Heroes



Giovanni Santana
11th Grader from the School Without Walls



In a poem written and delivered by Giovanni to hundreds of area residents on Juneteenth, Giovanni -- for whom English is a second 
language -- demonstrated a global approach to racial equity that not only caters to his Hispanic heritage, but includes advocacy across races 
and cultures. This activism dovetails with his collaboration with other students and local leaders on the annual ROC2Change Summit and 
Black Lives Matter panel discussions. Giovanni believes that exposing others to the racism he and his peers experience is powerful. As he 
explains:

“We’re giving people insight about how it affected our lives and let them feel how it would be if they walked in our shoes. It really 
changed some people and opened their eyes and they wanted to join us to make change in the community, schools and eventually worldwide. I 
have plans to keep doing events and being the Hispanic voice for my culture both in high school and college because it brings me happiness to 
be doing my part to make a difference.”

Recommender Karen Wagner, a School Without Walls teacher, describes Giovanni as a true leader who is committed to enacting 
change.  In her words, 

“Giovanni has not been involved in the Black Lives Matter movement or ROC2Change Summit because it’s ‘cool’ or because it looks 
good on his resume. He is genuinely passionate about these topics. Because he is so comfortable in social settings and speaks from the heart, 
people are at ease around him and they listen when he talks. He is a special and outstanding young man who has overcome significant trauma 
and challenges to excel both as a student and as an agent of change.”

Giovanni is also one of 25 high school students from across the region to participate in RCSD’s Emerging Leaders Program. Giovanni 
says it’s a great honor and responsibility:

“It shows that the work I have been doing is being recognized and respected by our community.”

The Princeton Club of Rochester
Giovanni Santana

Junior, School Without Walls

“It feels like all this will never end so that ALL LIVES MATTER and we are one.
As one we will all be loved and at peace with each other.”

--Giovanni Santana, excerpt from his poem At Last We are Free



Isaiah Santiago
12th Grader from the School of the Arts



The Princeton Prize judges are consistently astounded by the resilience and maturity of their applicants. Isaiah Santiago is no exception. 
Having recognized and escaped a troubled household growing up, Isaiah found himself hurt, angry and acting out. But as a teen, he set out to put 
an end to youth violence and help his peers better understand their circumstances as well as heal and empower them in positive ways. Isaiah met 
with the Mayor and other city leaders and founded an organization he calls “We Got This”. The youth-to-youth mentoring program in part offers a 
recording studio program to help get at risk kids off the streets to pursue their passions. Isaiah says the impact was remarkable:

“One of my proudest parts of the program is two of the young people who joined came in as members of gangs, but by the end of the 
program, they no longer have anything to do with the gangs.”

That in itself is remarkable.  But Isaiah isn’t done. To help young people better understand their circumstances and navigate to healthier 
and better lives, he advocated for and created a mental health literacy course that will be taught at the high school. He says reflecting on his own 
struggles and seeing the same anger and pain at school in too many of his peers, he knew something serious had to be done:

“I then questioned myself, ‘How effective would it be if we had a class in our school district that can help our young people identify, 
problem solve, and resolve their mental illness the right way?’”

Although he’s now a senior, Isaiah says he plans to continue his work as a consultant to the class when it begins next year.
Monroe County Legislator Mercedes Vasquez Simmons, Isaiah’s recommender, describes his leadership as bringing awareness to racial 

inequities and ways we can improve. She says his impact on effecting change is far reaching:
“Isaiah Santiago is a movement. He has caused the entire school and community to pause and look at racial equality as a human right. 

He is a leader in every sense of the word. He is a force that has activated change and the best is yet to come!”
We couldn’t agree more, Isaiah.   Onward!
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Senior, Rochester School of the Arts

“Extraordinary people survive under the most terrible circumstances and become 
more extraordinary because of them.” --Robert Davies



PeiLin Lu
12th Grader from Fayetteville-Manlius High School



PeiLin recognized that challenging both her school and her district to improve race relations -- when COVID rather than DEI was their most 
pressing priority -- would require leadership, determination and a collective voice. So she conducted a survey that provided powerful input from 
BIPOC students, documenting a pervasive sense of alienation, and a feeling they didn’t have a community at school they could call home. PeiLin 
was stunned, as were the administrators with whom she shared her findings:

“How can students of color grow and excel when over half don’t feel welcomed in the very place that’s supposed to protect them? This 
discovery made me realize that I was not alone in my struggle and also helped me see just how severe underrepresentation and lack of inclusion was 
in my district. There was no way I was going to let discrimination continue to be swept under the rug.”

As a result of PeiLin’s efforts, the Diversity Coalition was administratively approved, and is now well-established.  The Coalition aims to 
foster inclusivity and healing through school-wide dialogues, student panels, intergenerational connections, and responding to race-related issues -- 
wherever those issues occur, and whichever marginalized group  they impact.  Following the murder of Daunte Wright, she initiated “Police 
Community Chats” in which students learned about police reform, policing in schools, and brutality.   When six Asian women were murdered in 
Atlanta, she created the school’s first “Stop Asian Hate Day of Solidarity.”  With PeiLin’s leadership, the Coalition has established a Black Student 
Panel, dedicated to promoting dialog with the administration about racial representation in the school’s English and History curricula.  On a more 
celebratory note, the Coalition has organized the district’s first month-long district-wide Cultural Festival.  

For PeiLin, inclusion means everyone, and no marginalized groups are beyond her scope.  Her race-related work offers unity and solidarity 
across a full spectrum of those who have been victimized. The Coalition’s recent “Classroom Convos”, for example, have focused on Indigenous 
People’s Day, Black History Month, and LGBTQ+ Identity.   

Teacher and supporter Ardyth Watson describes PeiLin as a true standout:   
“Out of the many students I have taught during my 20 years of experience in education, at both the high school and college levels, PeiLin is 

one of the very best. Her efforts are truly heartfelt. She is passionate, brilliant and a savvy advocate whose work has enriched the school in many 
ways.”

May you continue to be an empowered voice on behalf of us all, PeiLin!   
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Sarah Adams
10th Grader from East High School



Sarah recognized at a very young age the power of her voice to effect change and is working tirelessly by engaging her peers to do the 
same alongside her. While her focus is on racial equity in education, her activism has no boundaries. As a pivotal member of Teens With Attitude 
(TWA), a youth coalition comprised of several Rochester area youth organizations, Sarah and other students fought for and won Foundation Aid 
for the Rochester City School District. She further advocated in a “We Won But We Ain’t Done!” Youth Field Day to spread awareness about 
students’ priorities in terms of how that aid would be used. One critical impact of their efforts was that fifty fewer RCSD teachers had their jobs 
cut, most of those teachers being POC since they had been the district’s most recent hires.  Sarah says there was a culture shift that made the youth 
voice much more valuable, and she is working to maintain that dynamic.  As she explains it:

“Other youth organizers and I consistently attend meetings with important stakeholders, voice youth demands on radio shows, open up 
conversations for larger groups of youth, and make sure to hold people accountable when they do things that aren’t in the best interest of 
students.”  

Sarah is also a Youth Organizer at The Center for Teen Empowerment. She says she will continue to look at the various issues youth face 
today and create and inspire dialogue that will help combat those problems to effect real system changes. She says,

“I expect this will place me in positions where I will be able to hold individuals with the most influence accountable. I understand this 
could be difficult considering that COVID has changed how lobbying and social activism is done, but my innovation is undying.”

Teen Empowerment Program Coordinator and recommender James Kegler says Sarah has been critical in organizing marches, teach-ins 
and walkouts and her “ripple effect” has been profound.  In his words:

“Sarah is a passionate and dynamic young person whose dedication towards fighting for racial justice in education has become a beacon 
of inspiration for other young people ready to advocate for themselves and gain a voice in the control of their future.” 

We hear you loud and clear, Sarah.   Onward!
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“The more youth begin to recognize that they have a voice, 
the more change is possible.”

--Usher



Ameera Duarte
11th Grader from Pittsford Sutherland High School



As a founder of Diversify Pittsford, Ameera provided a platform needed to effectively mobilize students -- and the community beyond -- to 
champion race relations, diversity and activism. Ameera explains that through this organization, she is able to work with her school administration, 
students of all ages and grades at both district high schools, as well as community leaders from the town and village of Pittsford.  In her words: 

“I wanted to represent other people of color in my community who were silenced or too nervous to speak out. My main goal is to make 
sure that students of color are heard by the administration and that the administration holds students, staff and parents accountable and truly 
prioritizes safety over reputation. Students of color in my school are often pushed aside and ignored, and my goal is to help them not only be 
heard, but feel safe enough and confident enough in the administration to actually report racist incidents.”

Ameera was also instrumental through Diversify Pittsford in organizing a walkout to highlight racism in the two Pittsford high schools, 
with nearly 400 students and others participating. When the New York Times ran a front-page story about race issues within her school district, 
Ameera was interviewed, and quoted as saying: “They need to work on showing us that they actually care and want to help.”

School Teacher and supporter Joel Menchel describes Ameera’s voice as being heard in profound ways: 
“Ameera is a quiet storm. She doesn’t make her impact by shouting. She changes the world by doing.”
And doing she is.  Ameera has met with equity coordinators from the district, making efforts to diversify the school curriculum beyond 

what she calls the “incredibly euro-centric” education system there. She is now planning another Diversity Day event through Diversify Pittsford, 
sustaining her ongoing race-related work to help keep the community moving forward. 

You are setting a high bar for your followers, Ameera.  May your “quiet storm” of efforts toward equity and racial harmony continue! 

The Princeton Club of Rochester
Ameera Duarte

Junior, Pittsford Sutherland High School

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, concerned citizens can change the 
world. Indeed it is the only thing that ever has.”

--Margaret Mead



Django Paine
11th Grader from Pittsford Sutherland High School



It is often said that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. Sutherland High School’s Django Paine is touching hearts as 
well as growing the minds of young people through an innovative program to promote racial justice--aptly titled, “Lunch and Learn.” 

Django believes traditional approaches to educating students about racial issues are seen by some as unrewarding and 
bothersome. Through his “Lunch and Learn” events, Django coordinates with staff and school leaders to present carefully curated 
lunchtime lessons on topics like micro-aggression, “redlining” and its modern implications, and activism, all designed to inspire 
curiosity in attendees. He further motivates interest by awarding prizes for participation. He says he accomplishes a lot in a relatively 
short period of time:

“We only have 35 minutes, but in that time we are sure to leave every student that comes through with the desire to learn more or 
at the very least share what they have learned.”

Django says he hopes to expand the program by offering “Lunch and Learn” on multiple days during the week and at other 
schools across the region. He says making every bit of information ‘bite size” and as engaging as possible is novel, but effective:

“We cannot lob opportunities and chances to learn at unwilling individuals, but if my team and I can educate even a dozen 
classmates, then the impact will be tremendous.” 

In addition to his activism within his own school, Django is a Student Ambassador for the New York Civil Liberties Union, and 
last year became a virtual intern for Senator Samra Brouk. 

Sutherland school advisor and mentor Emily Natoli-Burns says these important roles as well as his work on the ROC2Change 
Annual Summit give Django the opportunity to advocate on an even larger scale:

“Django takes his role very seriously and advocates not just in school, but also out of school for policy and curricular changes. I 
can see him continuing this work in college, as he cares a great deal about making the community a more just place.”

May your work continue to open the hearts and minds of young and old -- near and far -- for years to come, Django.   
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Junior, Pittsford Sutherland High School



Muhammad Mbowe
11th Grader from Pittsford Mendon High School



The mission of the Princeton Prize is to recognize high school students who significantly engage and challenge their schools or communities 
to advance racial equity in order to promote respect and understanding among all people. Pittsford area schools were thrust into the national spotlight 
late last year when the New York Times ran an article highlighting racism within the district. But Muhammad Mbowe was already shining a beacon 
on the problems.  As an organizer of the walkout of nearly 400 people at Pittsford Mendon High School to demand that the district do more to protect 
and represent students of color, Muhammad spoke passionately to participants about the many problems minorities face at his school.  He sees 
talking about these issues as critically important, and even created a TEDx Talk to share his perspectives on diversity.

“My belief is that conversation is the only way for people to learn, grow and understand other people’s experiences. So by sparking this 
conversation through peaceful protesting, I have caused my community to be more aware of the problems faced by people of color in my district and 
town, thereby fostering an environment where respect and understanding holds the most value.”  

To further foster that respect and understanding, Muhammad initiated the first Black Student Union at Pittsford Mendon and is co-leader of 
Diversify Pittsford -- a student-led initiative focused on inclusion, equity and diversity. He says he plans to remain in that leadership role until 
graduation, and although the Black Student Union is still in its pilot phase, Muhammad has solid plans. He says, 

“What I envision for my Black Student Union is for it to be a place that fights for the needs of the students of color in my high school 
through empowerment, education and discussion. The BSU has people of all different races working together, putting aside their differences to make 
our school a better place.”

Pittsford Mendon teacher and mentor Anne Muoio describes Muhammad as a natural at bringing people to the table:  
“Because of his generosity of spirit and desire for collaboration, his efforts to bring tough conversations about race and prejudice to our 

majority white suburban town has had sizeable impacts. People listen to Muhammad.   Quite simply, he is a light. I consider myself lucky to have 
worked with him.” 

We are fortunate to share your advocacy, Muhammad.  May your light shine the way to a brighter, more equitable future for us all.   

The Princeton Club of Rochester
Muhammad Mbowe

Junior, Pittsford Mendon High School


