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Miguel Gonzales of Balboa High School said he felt "like I just won a Grammy."  

Monica Louie of Galileo was reminded of her older brother's repeated advice: "Opportunities are always passing by, and it's up to me to seize 'em."  

Lisa Garcia of Thurgood Marshall High promised: "I won't ever let you down.  I'll put this to good use." 

"This" was one of 19 four-year college scholarships presented to San Francisco public high school students last week by donors of the Meritus Scholarship Fund. 

Created in 1996 with one grant from endocrinologist Henry Safrit and four of his pals, Meritus is perhaps the grassiest of any grass-roots college scholarship program.  Groups of ordinary, mostly middle-class citizens pool their resources and pledge $2,500 per year for four years to selected San Francisco high school seniors. 

Every penny of each award goes to the student because all the administrative work is donated. The only things the student has to do is keep her or his grades up for four years and stay in college. 

Right about here, I need to make a confession - lest someone feel compelled to subpoena my e-mail some day to prove that I provided favorable column treatment in exchange for furthering my own personal agenda. 

I'm guilty as hell on this one. 

So are nine of my colleagues. We joined the other 80 Meritus donors this year and presented our own Examiner Reporters and Editors scholarship. 

Most of us at this newspaper may not know where our paychecks will be coming from in the next few years (or IF they'll be coming), but 10 of us decided that, surely, we could manage $250 a year to help a deserving San Francisco kid attend college. 

As all the Meritus donors saw at the awards ceremony, the real gift already is ours. 

The Examiner scholar is 18-year-old Jorge Avellan, who will graduate next month from Thurgood Marshall High  School. 

(Thanks in large part to Anna Maria Zelaya, the Bayview District school's remarkable career and guidance counselor, Thurgood Marshall raked in more Meritus awards (five) than any other school. Galileo Academy was second with four; Balboa, Lowell, Washington and International Studies Academy won two apiece, and McAteer and School of the Arts each had a winner.) 

A native of Corinto, Nicaragua, Jorge is so hardworking and motivated, he could make the most rabid proponents of school vouchers take back every nasty thing they've ever said about "the failure of the public school system." 

From what I can tell, his parents, Jorge Sr. and Maria Avellan, are merely the embodiment of the American work ethic.  

You remember, the one this country was built on? 

In 1984, the Avellans sold everything they owned to escape the civil war and communist regime that made Nicaragua a nightmare. They immigrated to California and - on July 4, 1994 - moved into their home in San Francisco's Excelsior District. 

Jorge Sr. works days as a janitor in a Catholic elementary school, and Maria works the 5 p.m. to 1 a.m. shift as a janitor at UC-San Francisco. 

Through their son, who served as an interpreter, the Avellans explained that the separate labor schedules keep them apart but ensure that at least one of them is at home to supervise their children or available to attend school functions. 

"It's important for parents to check in regularly with their kids, not wait until the report card comes home and ask, 'Why did you get this F?'," said Maria. 

"We haven't been able to really learn English because we have been so busy working," said Jorge Sr. "But the sacrifices are necessary. With a good education, you can defend yourself in life. With a degree, people see you as worth more. Lots of experience without a degree - they see you as worth less." 

That attitude already has guided the Avellans' older daughter, Thesla, 23, through three years at San Francisco State. She will graduate next year with a bachelors in liberal studies. Nydia, who is 15, wants to go to UC-Berkeley then medical school. 

Jorge, the younger, is headed to the University of Miami in Coral Gables, Fla., where tuition, room and board will cost about $34,000 a year. 

"I want to go into broadcasting and work for a Latino station or network," he said. "Miami (University) is the best place in the United States to do that." 

       In addition to The Examiner's Meritus scholarship, Jorge has earned five other one-time grants, totaling $6,000. He'll pay for the rest of his fees with student loans and the university's work-study program.

Echoing most of the Meritus winners in their acceptance speeches, Jorge said he hopes and some day to be able to "give back" award his own scholarship to a bright but financially strapped student. 

To help tide things over in the meantime, anyone else is welcome to call (415) 820-3993 or e-mail meritusfund@aol.com to learn about becoming a donor. 

Meritus is a 501(c)(3) organization so all donations are tax deductible. 

San Francisco public high school students interested in applying should ask their career counselor or principal about how to apply. Meritus is not  necessarily looking for students with straight-A averages; kids with a 3.2-3.5 GPA, who have shown they're willing to work, are good candidates. 

As Linda Blake, a senior at School of the Arts, told the donor audience: "Just remember, we're rich in ideas... You're giving us wings. This is really life-changing." 
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