“I want to be a role model”

7 Id

Nicholas Freese ’'17 waits in 1line to participate 1in
commencement.

When Nicholas Freese heard his name announced as the recipient
of the Community College Presidents’ Scholarship in Honor of
Val 0gden, there was one person he wanted to discuss it with,
above all others: his 4-year-old daughter, Sadie.

“I really want to know what my daughter thinks about this,” he
said as he stood in line to receive his degree, clearly still
stunned by the news that he would be able to attend Washington
State University Vancouver for two years, tuition-free, 1in
order to complete his bachelor’s degree. Clark College
President Bob Knight made the announcement during the 2017
Clark College Commencement ceremony.
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Nicholas Freese stands,
stunned, as he learns that he
has received the 2017-2018
Community College Presidents’
Scholarship.

It might seem strange to want to know a toddler’s opinion on
your academic achievements, but for Freese, Sadie has been at
the heart of his pursuit of higher education. “With her, I
have the opportunity to be awesome, just from the get-go,” he
said during an interview prior to Commencement. “She can just
think of Daddy as this great guy who'’s worked hard and pursued
his goals.”

Freese is painfully aware that many people who have known him
since his own childhood might not see him in such an
unambiguously positive light. Growing up in Alburquerque, New
Mexico, Freese began getting into trouble around the time he
entered high school. Trying to escape a violent home life with
an alcoholic father, Freese began staying with
friends—including “some people I probably shouldn’t have been
hanging out with,” he said.

By his junior year, Freese was struggling with his own
addiction issues. He bounced between alternative schools, but
didn’t graduate from any; he tried rehab, but it didn’t stick.
For the next few years, he wandered from city to city: Denver,
Seattle, Honolulu, Saipan. By the time he landed in Vancouver,
he had made the commitment to get sober, but hadn’t found much
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direction past that.

All that changed after Sadie was born. “At first, it was like,
‘Daddy’s being clean,’ but after a while I felt like, ‘That’s
great, but what'’s Daddy going to do?” Freese recalled. “I
don’t want to be borderline poverty, like I grew up. I want to
be a role model.”

Freese enrolled at Clark College. At first, he found college
daunting—-less academically than Ulogistically. “I didn’t
understand how registration worked,” he said. “I had to use my
resources. I had to ask for advice, and I'm not used to asking
for advice. I'd be in the Financial Aid Office every day for a
week, trying to figure things out.”

But as Freese continued at Clark, he learned how to navigate
its support systems. Advisors showed him how to plan his
degree; he met friends while working out in the Fitness
Center; he took advantage of other free and subsidized
services like the Counseling and Health Center and the
college’s dental clinic. In the end, Freese graduated with
honors, earning a cumulative GPA of 3.77.

Clark College President Bob

Knight congratulates
scholarship recipient Nicholas
Freese.

It hasn’t always been easy. Freese had to balance his studies
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with caring for Sadie and volunteering in his community. He
serves as a mentor to other recovering addicts, works on
clean-up parties in his neighborhood, and participates 1in
activities aimed at improving police-community relations.
Additionally, he has worked during much of his time at Clark,
though he credits his wife, Ashley, with keeping the family
financially afloat while he pursues his education.

“She’s paying the bills,” he said. “She’s working toward this
just as much as I am.”

Freese, now 28, plans to major in public affairs at WSUV, with
the long-term goal of becoming a lawyer. “I want to be a voice
for those who don’t have a voice,” he said. “I want to help
people.”

A first-generation college graduate, Freese said he hopes that
sharing the story of his struggles and success will help to
inspire others who might be facing their own challenges. “I
want to show people in a similar case that this is possible,”
he said.

For Freese, earning this scholarship means that he will be
able to concentrate on his studies at WSUV instead of on how
to pay for them. But it also carries deeper meaning than the
easing of financial burdens.

“What it means to me is that I'm there, I’'ve reached that
level,” he said, raising his hand to about chest-height. “I’'m
not just getting an associate degree-I’m doing well.”

And he knows just the little girl to celebrate that with.
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