
 

AUGUST 20, 2006 
 
 
 
 

 
 

BY JOSEPH R. PERONE 
Star-Ledger Staff 

 

As an eighth-grader, Thkeya 
Smith was appalled when a 
teacher conveyed her despair 
about life in the inner city. 

Bitter about a recent divorce, 
the teacher told the children 

they would never succeed 
because the odds were stacked 
against them, she said. Smith 
was so incensed, she wrote a 
poem: "You might have 
thought you broke me ... but 

the only person that could stop 
me is me." 

She still has that poem. And 
she still has the perseverance 
that has kept her in motion 
ever since. 

Internships open doors for students 



At 17, Smith had enough 
drive to start her first corporate 
internship. Now a college 
junior, she is on her second 
internship, working this sum-
mer at insurance company 
MetLife in Bridgewater. 

Her determination is typical 
of students from the Develop-
ment School for Youth, a 14-
week program for disadvan-
taged young people run by the 
nonprofit All Stars Project of 
Newark. Some of those high 
school students win internships 
at New Jersey corporations and 
a chance to crack the Fortune 
500. 

"These are young people 
who, despite the challenges of 
the inner city, have had the 
courage to succeed," said Bob 
MacBride, a vice president at 
Prudential Financial in Living-
ston. "Many of them have 
expressed interest in becoming 
teachers, doctors or lawyers." 

During the past six years, 
200 high school students have 
participated in the leadership 
training program for urban 
youths ages 16 to 21. Work-
shops led by senior executives 
and business professionals 
train them how to dress for the 
workplace, interview for a job, 
write a resume and speak in 
public. 

This summer, more than 60 
students received paid intern-
ships at more than two dozen 
New Jersey companies, includ-
ing MetLife, Prudential and 
Merrill Lynch. 

"Most high school students 
don't get this type of expo-
sure," said Robert Ross, a 
Merrill Lynch vice president in 
Newark. "We're helping inner-
city kids develop a connection 
between having a career and 
getting an education so they 
stay focused and remain in 
school." 

It's also a form of grassroots 
recruiting for companies to 
enhance their diversity pro-
grams and give young people 
face time with top officers they 

never would have met other-
wise. 

"A lot of these kids don't 
have networking capability," 
said Rick Meckler, chief ex-
ecutive of Liberty View Capi-
tal Management, a unit of 
Lehman Bros. in Hoboken. 
"Our thought was to give them 
the type of exposure with 
corporations that some subur-
ban kids have." 

Each intern has a mentor 
from the sponsor company 
who must learn how to develop 
motivated but raw talent. 

"It allows us to get really 
good interns for the summer, 
and it's an excellent way for 
new managers to decide how 
to bring young people along," 
said Maria Morris, executive 
vice president of employee 
benefits sales for MetLife in 
Bridgewater." 

Here is a look at four of the 
interns. 

 
Thkeya Smith 
 
It would be an understate-

ment to call Thkeya Smith an 
overachiever. 

The Newark resident, whose 
first name is pronounced ta-
KEY-a, carries a double major 
at Kean University, studying 
criminal justice and general 
business with a minor in psy-
chology. She has a 3.2 grade-
point average. 

"Everyone tells me I'm crazy 
because I have a dual major 
and minor," she said. 

Her first internship was at 
Martindale Hubbell in New 
Providence when she was a 
student at Essex County Voca-
tional High School. At 
MetLife's Bridgewater campus, 
Smith is part of a team that 
supports the national accounts 
division, which provides group 
insurance to large employers 
with more than 25,000 work-
ers. 

When she first arrived, she 
had to become familiar with 
the company's vernacular. She 

remembers hearing employees 
talk about STDs and wondered 
why they were interested in 
communicable diseases. 

"I found out that STD stands 
for short-term disability," she 
said. "I had to keep asking, 
'What does that mean?' when-
ever an unfamiliar term came 
up. So, they gave me a training 
manual to study, and that 
helped." 

She also learned how to net-
work, how to be part of a team 
and how to overcome 
frustration when working on a 
project. Smith is moving data 
to a different software program 
to make it easy to re-view 
customer information. 

Her goal is to work full-time 
at MetLife and start her own 
company when she turns 35. 

"I want to have a company 
that provides insurance bene-
fits for people who don't have 
them," she said. "I love when 
people are passionate about 
things, and I am passionate 
about being an entrepreneur." 

 
Yantay Kar 
 
Yantay Kar, a 17-year-old 

senior at Arts High School in 
Newark, is discovering not all 
millionaires are alike. 

As an intern at Merrill 
Lynch's global private client 
complex in Newark, he learned 
wealthy people want high 
returns on their investment. 

"It's amazing because I 
thought millionaires put their 
money in a Swiss bank ac-
count," Kar said. "But they 
come to Merrill Lynch to 
increase their money. It's cool." 

He also shattered some mis-
conceptions about the stock 
market. 

"Just because one company's 
shares are worth $80 and an-
other's are worth $40, that 
doesn't mean the $80 stock is a 
better company," he said. 
"When I was younger, I didn't 
know small companies could 
sell shares. But now I know 



even small companies have 
stock." 

Kar said the toughest chal-
lenge about growing up in the 
inner city is staying focused. 

"You have a lot of outside 
interference -- drugs and peo-
ple on the street corner every 
day," he said. "You see things 
going on that shouldn't be 
going on and a lot of violence, 
too." 

Kar stays in the zone by 
choosing the right friends, 
competing on the track team 
and playing guitar, cello and 
violin. Hand-ling financial 
instruments is no different than 
strumming a guitar, he said. 

"In music, you have to know 
exactly what strings to hit and 
where to play from to have a 
good sound," he said. "At 
Merrill Lynch, you also have 
to know what you're doing to 
your clients' money to pro-
gress." 

 
Kahira Davis 
 
At age 16, Kahira Davis is 

on a journey that already has 
taken her to Hungary and back. 

Two years ago, she stayed 
with a family in that country as 
an exchange student with the 
American Field Service. She 
learned how to speak the lan-
guage and how to manage the 
currency so she wouldn't run 
out of money. 

Davis traveled overseas for 
free because she won a schol-
arship for academic achieve-
ment. The honor roll student 
earned A's and B's at the Tech-
nical Career Center in Newark. 

She tries to encourage other 
students to travel abroad. "A 
lot of black and Latino students 
don't take advantage of this 
program, and I try to convince 
them to take the risk," she said. 

This summer, Davis is on the 
Livingston campus of Pruden-
tial Financial, earning $12 an 
hour like the other interns. She 
works in the disability man-
agement services department, 

contacting doctors and long-
term disability patients to 
request documents. 

"I learned how to be orga-
nized, how to schedule ap-
pointments and how to follow 
through on phone calls," she 
said. 

Davis hopes to study chem-
istry in college and one day 
become a forensic scien-tist. 
To do that, she stays away 
from trouble. 

"I don't smoke, drink or do 
drugs, and I don't hang out in 
the streets," she said. "I have 
my head on my shoulders 
because I was taught the right 
things to do." 

Her advice to young people 
who want to make it in the 
corporate world: "You can't 
slack off and be lazy," she said. 
"If you want something, you've 
got to go for it." 

 
Stephanie Torres 
 
Stephanie Torres, a senior at 

Bayonne High School, yearns 
for a career in law or politics. 

But this summer, the young-
est of six children is working at 

Liberty View Cap-ital Man-
agement, a Hoboken money 
manager. 

"I had to learn how to do re-
ports and make sure the num-
bers match up on divi-dends 
that clients get for year-end tax 
purposes," she said. 

The internship has provided 
her with a broad set of skills in 
operations, accounting and 
finance. 

"I get to experience some-
thing most kids don't at this 
age," Torres said. "I liked 
meeting corporate executives 
and having a conversation with 
them. That was pretty cool, and 
I'm only 17." 

Torres is vice president of 
the student council, and she 
performs for three school 
singing groups. 

"I just want to make an im-
pact on people's lives, whether 
it's entertaining them or work-
ing in a corporate environ-
ment," she said. "If I want to 
work for Liberty or a hedge 
fund some day, at least now I 
have the confidence to do it." 

Joseph R. Perone may be reached at jperone@starledger.com or (973) 392-4262. 


