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From GED to Graduate Degree

My name is Simona J. Charles. I am a member of 
the Shoshone-Paiute Tribes of the Duck Valley 
Indian Reservation in Nevada. I am Shoshone, 

Paiute and Hispanic. I was raised in Burns, Oregon and 
Owyhee, Nevada. Over the years, I have had the oppor-
tunity to serve as an event coordinator, fashion designer, 
youth director, student, employee, public speaker and 
single mother. I have dedicated my life to helping others 
on matters that are close to my heart. 
 Growing up, I carried a lot of pain. I clearly recollect 
times I wanted to quit carrying on with life altogether. 
Afraid of death, I expressed my pain by using alcohol, 
smoking cigarettes, and dating at a very young age. I 
often questioned my purpose in life and the circumstanc-
es my family had to endure. 
 I blamed my mother for her absence. Both she and 
my stepfather struggled with alcohol and physical abuse. 
My mother overcame substance abuse as a result of a 
near death experience. However, I felt like the damage 
had already been done. Thankfully, my elderly grandpar-
ents stepped in, raising my siblings and me, and taught 
us the power of prayer, hope and most importantly the 
power of forgiveness. Was life perfect going forward? 
Absolutely not! Our family endured many more trials 
and tribulations. 
 However, those tumultuous times taught me to be 
resilient and advocate for myself and my family. After 
the loss of my grandfather, I began to connect with 
Indigenous social workers who could help me work 
through the pain and teach me to advocate for myself 
and my family. At the age of fifteen, I became an eman-
cipated adult to help care for my family. At sixteen, I 
became a single mother. Despite others looking down on 
me, I had family, social workers and a few community 
members encouraging me – nothing was impossible to 
accomplish with the Creator by my side, coupled with 
hard work and dedication.
 Through the following years my older brother took 
steps toward higher education and encouraged me to do 
the same. I can recall this being one of the most difficult 
decisions I had ever made in my life. I was about to leave 

my family on the reservation to pursue something I had no 
idea if I could truly accomplish. My grandmother’s words 
to me at that time were, “It is time for you to live.” With 
just a GED education, I jumped on a Greyhound bus with 
my four-year-old daughter on my lap and pregnant with 
my second child. I left Nevada to attend Haskell Indian 
Nations University in Lawrence, Kansas. There I learned 
about systematic oppression and laws that were set in place 
to destroy families like mine. I began to understand the 
cycle of generational trauma and lack of resources that 
affected my people on a daily basis. It was then that I real-
ized how trauma and a lack of resources can push any 
individual to feel hopeless and despair, and the reasons one 
would resort to substance abuse to deal with life, historical 
trauma, and its hardships. 
 After my second-year at Haskell my grandmother 
passed. Lacking sufficient funds, I was unable to attend 
her funeral. Tragedy would hit our family again. I received 
a phone call telling me that my brother, who my grand-
parents adopted at the age of five and raised with us, had 
passed away. Equally distressing at this time, I was in an 
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I had come too far to turn 
back. I felt it was important 
to advocate for my people 
– as those who had done so 
for me. What better way to 
do this than by obtaining 
a Master’s degree in Social 
Work? Today, I am enrolled 
in the Master’s program in 
Social Work at the George 
Warren Brown School of 
Social Work at Washington 
University in St. Louis, 
Missouri. 
 While working to 

understand the hardships Indigenous people have 
endured, a quote has stuck with me while I have pur-
sued my education, reminding me that we, as Indigenous 
people, serve a great purpose in life: “I fought to keep our 
land, our water, and our hunting grounds – Today edu-
cation is the weapon my people will need to protect them.” 
Chief Washakie (Battle of Two Hearts) ✦

unhealthy relationship, pregnant with my third 
child. I chose to leave Haskell to move closer to 
home with the idea that I could make my relation-
ship better. I quickly ended up single, out of school, 
homeless, and struggling in a town away from my 
family. It was then I had to dig deep. I remembered 
the words of my grandmother, family and mem-
bers of my community who encouraged, me telling 
me I could accomplish all my dreams. 
 During the time I was homeless, I landed a 
great job working for Citi Bank. My supervisor 
encouraged me to finish my education and helped 
me transfer to Kansas City, Missouri. I decided to 
hit the ground running and returned to Haskell. 
Rain or shine I would travel an hour to and from 
school while working full time, studying and doing volun-
teer work – all while being a single mother of three beauti-
ful children. 
 Eventually, I begin to see the fruit of my hard work. 
I received an Associate’s Degree in Liberal Arts and a 
Bachelor’s degree in Business Administration with an 
emphasis in management at Haskell. I came to realize 
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