
A4  Sunday, February 15, 2015 winonadailynews.com

“

“

“

“

STORIES BY ABBY EISENBERG, DAILY NEWS

F or a long time, race was a 
trigger for sophomore Brynn 
Strange.

It’s the reason why for as long as 
she can remember, Brynn — adopted 
when she was six months old by a 
white family in Winona — has been 
singled out. Stared at. Questioned.

“I could literally see people 
just stop and stare and look at my 
mother, like, ‘Why do you have a 
black child?’” she said.

Growing up, Brynn, now 15, 
noticed that sometimes her younger 
sister, who’s mixed-race and has 
light skin, would get picked over her, 
even though maybe Brynn would be 
more eligible. She’d wonder if her 
skin color was a factor.

When she’s hanging out with 
other friends of color — walking 
places, shopping, going to each 
others’ houses – Brynn will notice 
a police car slowing down just a bit 

while passing. Or a few extra people 
standing behind the cash register or 
guarding the jewelry case when they 
walk into certain stores.

It’s the same at school.
“Here, if you’re of color, or of a 

different race, you basically have a 
big, red target on your back,” Brynn 
said.

When fights happen, every-
one seems to assume that it was 
between two black people. And that 
Brynn, and other African-American 
students, know something about it 
or were involved, she said. Or white 
students will have one black friend 
and think that makes it okay for 
them to make racist remarks over 
and over again.

“I get really, really angry – but, I 
mean, I don’t really express my feel-
ings very well,” she said.

She knows it would help – at least 
a little – if she could say something 

about it. But it’s not easy.
“The thing is, I have this habit of 

doubting myself,” Brynn said. “I say 
‘I don’t know’ a lot. Because I never 
really saw myself as someone who 
could achieve a lot.”

But Brynn knows she has privi-
leges, and she plans on taking full 
advantage.

Next year, Brynn plans to par-
ticipate in WSHS’ post-secondary 
enrollment options program to gain 
college credit. She thinks she wants 
to become a nurse, and may double-
major in law.

What keeps her going is the 
encouragement of her parents and 
grandparents.

And her attitude:
“I just feel like today’s a new day,” 

she said. “Today’s a day where you 
can choose to make a difference, or 
you can choose to not do anything 
and let bad things happen to you.”

BRYNN STRANGE: ‘I have this habit of doubting myself’

T ion Scott barely spoke a 
word when he first came to 
Winona Senior High School 

about three years ago.
Only to his teachers, when he 

had to. No one else.
“I’m shy coming into new 

things, new places,” he said. “It 
just takes me a while to – not to 
fit in – but to settle in.”

T ion’s sister had moved to 
Winona from Chicago the year 
before, and didn’t know anyone 
– so Tion, his mom, and his other 
siblings followed. Winona was 
really different from Chicago, his 
hometown – Chicago’s a bigger 
city, he said, with more options for 
things to do, places to go.

School in Winona was differ-
ent, too.

“It’s not a lot of different 

cultures here,” Tion said. “It’s a 
big percentage of one culture and 
several of the other cultures is, 
like, smaller percentages.”

He doesn’t think it’s a big 
deal. Even in when he first moved 
here and wasn’t talking to any-
one, people would come up and 
introduce themselves. Slowly, he 
found friends. He began taking out  
his headphones when he’d walk 
down the hallways. Now, he’s 
settled.

Outside of school, Tion, 18, 
keeps busy running track, working 
an afterschool job at McDonald’s, 
and babysitting his ten nieces and 
nephews. That’s his favorite, bab-
ysitting. Especially the newborns.

He’s also committed to FOR-
TITUDE. Through his work in the 
school group, he strives to be a 

good example for other students.
“What motivates me is to set 

an example for the younger grades 
and to make sure I’m doing – and 
they’re doing – what they need to 
do to finish high school,” he said. 
“And just to be the elder instead of 
the follower.”

In college, Tion – a lifelong car-
lover who’s good at fixing things 
– wants to study auto mechanics 
and business. He dreams of start-
ing a business and being his own 
boss one day. He hopes to be suc-
cessful, and be able to take on even 
more challenges.

The outlook is good.
“I’m the kind of person to push 

myself to get where I need to get, 
to always work harder,” he said. 
“Yeah, I get there most of the 
time.”

TION SCOTT: ‘Be the elder instead of the follower’

D iante Blass’ family moved from 
Chicago to Gary, Indiana, to 
Winona, trying to escape vio-

lence.
Each place has had its own set of 

problems.
“When I was in Chicago and Gary, 

it was more of a physical violence,” 
Diante, 19, said. “Now, it’s more of, 
like, a mental violence.”

That means profiling and stereo-
typing, which have crept into Diante’s 
life since he moved to Winona when 
he was about 13.

He’d go into a gas station, and be 
followed by employees.

“They would like try to act like 
they were fixing the bread or some-
thing like that, but I know they were 
trying to look and see what I was 
doing,” he said.

At school, kids would come up and 
try to talk to him in slang, because 
they knew he came from a rough 
neighborhood. On Halloween, kids 
would dress up in baggy pants and tell 
Diante they were dressing like him.

It’s not easy to take. But Diante has 
his strategies for keeping cool.

Zone out. Stay positive. Learn.
He tries not to look like a stereo-

type, he said: no sagging pants, no 
baggie clothes, no doo-rags, no ban-
danas.

“Because people will try to steer 
you down to a level that you’re not,” 
he said. “Or say that you’re stupid or 
things like that based off of how you 
look.”

Music keeps him strong.
In his group, Blassingame Mafia 

– formed by Diante and two broth-
ers and two cousins – Diante does a 
little bit of everything: sings, dances, 
raps, makes beats. Diante guessed he 
came by most of his talents naturally 
– his parents can both sing, his dad 
can dance.

Where rapping came from, he’s 
not sure.

“I just had stuff on my mind, and 
I was able to say it through a differ-
ent form and make it rhyme,” he said.

The music, Diante said, is a com-
bination of what people want to hear, 
and what they need to hear.

What people want to hear is turn-
up or party music.

What they need to hear, Diante 
said, is his life story.

About what it’s like to not have 
a home. To live in shelters or move 
from house to house, family member 
to family member.

About not having anything to eat, 
any good clothes.

About going to ten or more dif-
ferent schools in one year, and not 

being able to get “the right educa-
tion.”

He was young during those parts 
of his life, but he does remember a 
lot.

Like working, as early as 9, raking 
yards and mowing lawns to earn a 
few extra bucks for the family. And 
his mom, a single mother, not being 
able to pay the bills but still work-
ing hard and teaching Diante and his 
siblings to always be strong.

People need to hear all of that, 
because “that’s just an example of 
me telling you not to give up,” Diante 
said. “Even though I’m still living my 
story right now, I’m still going to be 
able to pursue it in the future and 
that’s what I would exactly expect 
you to do.”

Looking forward, Diante hopes 
the next chapters of his story will 
mean more music. He wants to be 
famous – “bigger than Michael Jack-
son.” He’ll use the money he makes 
to help people like him.

“Because when I was younger, 
people really didn’t give back to me 
or my family and I know how that 
can feel,” he said. “I don’t want 
people to grow up feeling like that. 
I want everybody to be, you know, 
stable and be able to eat. And look 
fresh when you want to.”

DIANTE BLASS: ‘Me telling you not to give up’

I f sophomore Teyanna Ross were 
a child’s toy, she’d be a Jack-in-
the-Box. At least that’s what her 

classmates decided about her in a 
recent class exercise. When you first 
meet her, she comes off as an intro-
vert, they explained, but then later 
reveals herself as “a raging little 
thing, all bouncy and everywhere.”

Sometimes, Teyanna said, she 
thinks that makes people afraid of 
her, but she can’t really think of a 
time where she’s ever been mean to 
anybody. Even when she’s been ste-
reotyped. Called racist names. In 
that health exercise, Teyanna said 
she wouldn’t be a toy, but a blan-
ket: “Because they’re nice, soft and 
great for cuddling.”

I’m from Chicago originally. But 
I moved here in 2005, so I pretty 
much did grow up here. I went to 
this school called Libby in Chicago. 
It wasn’t a very big school, but it 
was like 900 people. It was so dif-
ferent.

The thing is, there wasn’t much 
of a change except for the skin 
tones. At Libby it was majority 
black people, but here’s it’s a wide 
range of people – like different 
nationalities and backgrounds.

I think the only white people 

I actually saw in my school were 
my teachers. Which is really funny 
because I’ve never actually had a 
black teacher. I’ve never had a black 
teacher, and I’ve never had a male 
teacher up until sixth grade.

I don’t really mind it. They’re 
good teachers – I like all of my 
teachers – it’s just, I kind of find it 
ironic.

I honestly haven’t had many 
racial experiences in Winona, 
because, like, I don’t come outside. 
It’s kind of hard for me to have those 
experiences if I don’t come outside. 
But I’ve had some encounters where 
it was just like, oh my gosh, she’s 
just so ghetto.

I did get called a nigger by a girl.
I didn’t know what to do in that 

situation, because I had never got-
ten called a nigger by a white per-
son, so I was like, what? I just sat 
there and was kind of confused for 
a second, like, is she allowed to do 
that? I didn’t tell anyone. I just kind 
of left it off, just brushed it off like, 
okay, that was inappropriate. I was 
in third grade when it happened.

But (after I moved to Winona) 
I learned most of the same stuff 
(in school), except some things 
were learned on a more advanced 

level. Like we could be learning the 
Pythagorean Theorem in Chicago, 
but come here and we’re learning 
distance and isometric change. I’m 
like, okay, what is this?

English is, like, a consistent 
learning where nothing changes. 
That’s why I’m such a strong reader.

Reading can take you to differ-
ent places. Or if you’ve never really 
traveled anywhere, a book can 
take you places you’ve never been 
before.

I do want to travel. I think that’s 
why I want to take that gap year 
in college. I kind of want to travel 
to Europe, especially to Athens, 
Greece, mostly because it has so 
much history there. Like the Par-
thenon and all that stuff. Plus, 
I’m just a really big fan of Greek 
mythology.

My goal is to hopefully become a 
successful or aspiring author, that’s 
my career choice. Or I want to have 
a career in psychology. I’m just so 
interested in people’s emotions and 
how they work or why they think 
the way they do. Because although 
I don’t really like people poking in 
my mind — no — I kind of just want 
to be that part of a person’s journey 
through their life.

TEYANNA ROSS: ‘I’ve never had a black teacher’

YOUNG, DIVERSE, HOPEFUL

Today’s a day where you can 
choose to make a difference.”

Even though I’m 
living my story right 
now, I’m still going 

to be able to pursue 
it in the future.”

I’m shy coming into 
new things.”

I want to have a career 
in psychology ... I 

want to be that part 
of a person’s journey 

through their life.”


