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"Life is not measured by the breaths you take, but rather by the moments in life
that take your breath away."

-- Carlos Ojeda Jr.
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VINELAND -- Those words NEW JERSEY
were etched in the minds of LOTTERY

about 200 Latino high school
and college students
throughout the county as they
took part in the 16th Annual
Hispanic Student Leadership
Conference at Cumberland
County College Wednesday.
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Keynote speaker Carlos
Ojeda Jr. kept the students
laughing as he told his story of
being a first generation Latino
in a diverse and troubled
community.

"It inspires you a lot," said
Millville High School junior Charles Gomez. "This is someone who is just like
you. It pushes you forward."

Ojeda recalled the advice his father gave him.
"You can stay in school and live or drop out and die," he said.

Teachers said he had two options: Become a beautician or a mechanic.
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Neither of those appealed to Ojeda, 28, who is now president of Distinct
Communications, a motivational speaking firm in Pennsylvania.

But when he was in high school, Ojeda's teachers never had high
expectations.

"I was told | was the greatest piece of garbage," Ojeda recalled.

It was those words that motivated him to go to college, where he graduated
with a degree business administration with a minor in marketing and law.

He also has a master's degree from Kutztown University, where he now
teaches and spends the rest of his time speaking to groups all over the region.

"Don't ever let anyone tell you who you are or what you're going to become,"
he said.

Ojeda said he wanted to be different from his friends.

One of them is now on Death Row in Pennsylvania, another is dead and one is
dying of AIDS, he told the group.

Students leaving Wednesday's presentation agreed that the words spoken hit
home.

"It was really good," said Cumberland Regional High School sophomore
Jessica Espinoza. "(These speakers) give us encouragement to go to college.
It helps us to do something in life."

Senior admissions counselor at CCC and conference coordinator Lucy
Acevedo explained the growth of the conference over the past few years.

At first, it was just for those at CCC, but then they expressed interest in offering
such a program to high school students.

"It's to help them succeed in life," Acevedo said. "Every year, we try something
different and exciting for them. My hope is that they become positive leaders."
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