
Good evening, it is a pleasure to be back in Freedom for this 

special evening. I am honored to present the first annual Riley 

Garbe Scholarship from the Brian LaViolette Foundation at 

Freedom High School. But first, I would like to say a few words. 

 

Thank you to Bill Welter, the generous donor of this 

scholarship, for having a heart that moves to give.  

 

I was a 2013 graduate of Freedom High School and I recently 

graduated from UW-Green Bay in December. I am now a 

full-time school teacher, but don’t be deceived by the suit. 

Before escaping an unstable living situation with my dad to live 

in Freedom with my mom and stepdad, I had already moved 

around to 16 different homes and I lived in two shelters with 



my mom when we were without a home. After a childhood 

surrounded by drug addiction, alcoholism, abuse, violence, and 

crime, how I landed in a beautiful town like Freedom, you’re 

guess is as good as mine.  

 

Walking the halls of Freedom Middle School and Freedom High 

School, I struggled to find my place where I fit in. Even though I 

escaped some chaos, I lived on the outskirts of Freedom in an 

old trailer home. My mom worked 2nd and 3rd shifts in 

factories to make ends meet. We didn’t drive nice cars or live in 

a beautiful home like the other kids at school. Drug addiction, 

violence, and crime still plagued our family. At school, I hid my 

wounds and bruises behind a smile. I faked my way through 

high school to impress people and I never dared to let anybody 



see my scars. I never had a best friend because that meant I 

would have to let them into my life and I was embarrassed to 

do that. I never had sleepovers or parties at our trailer home 

here in Freedom. I walked in shame of who I really was and 

where I came from.  

 

My escapes were St. Nicholas Church where I knew God my 

Father loved me for me and playing sports where I could 

compete in the same uniform as everyone else without being 

judged because I was different.  

 

After graduating from high school and moving home to Green 

Bay for college, I went back into the neighborhoods where I 

grew up and found my roots. Over the past few years, my 



family has continued to struggle and I have had to make many 

sacrifices, but through it all I have learned to love myself. I am 

no longer afraid to show my bruises and run my fingers through 

my scars. I am no longer ashamed of who I am or where I come 

from, and I am grateful for the blessings God has given me.  

 

After reading through the scholarship applicants, I spent time in 

prayer and reflection. I knew exactly who this award needed to 

go to. I found two amazing young people who welcome their 

battle wounds and have persevered to overcome great 

amounts of adversity to be the incredible leaders they are 

today. I look at the stories of these two young people and I can 

see the many hearts that they are going to touch throughout 

their lives. These two ladies had such a strong impact on me 



that I couldn’t choose just one of them, so I decided to split the 

award between the two of them. In their stories, I see pain but I 

also see great amounts of hope.  

 

My message to these two young ladies is this: Let the blood of 

your wounds be poured out in the form of love and peace upon 

each heart you encounter as you go out into the world to 

perform works of mercy. I have faith that the two of you will be 

a beacon of hope to those cast away by society, that you will 

construct bridges, and that you will love your neighbor.  

 

Maya Kwasny and Taylor Witthun, we are warriors and we are 

survivors. It is my honor to present the two of you with the 

Riley Garbe Scholarship: $1,000 for each of you.  


