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FOUR LATINO STUDENTS RECEIVE TOP HONORS FROM THE COLLEGE BOARD 

 

LINCOLN – The National Hispanic Recognition Program (NHRP) has bestowed four Nebraskan 

high school students with the title of National Hispanic Scholar with three earning the additional 

title of National Merit Semifinalist from the National Merit Scholarship Corporation. 

 

The students are Daniel Benavides of Kearney High School in Kearney, Nebraska, Ralph Hauke 

of Creighton Preparatory School in Omaha, Nebraska and Sandra Mendiola of Hemingford High 

School in Hemingford, Nebraska. The fourth Hispanic Scholar who attends York High School in 

York, Nebraska declined publicity. These students are four of 5,000 Latino students nationwide 

to have received this honor. 

 

To qualify, the seniors had to have taken the Preliminary SAT/National Merit Scholarship 

Qualifying Test (PSAT/NMSQT) in October of their junior year of high school, be at least one-

quarter Hispanic/Latino, be an American citizen or permanent resident, achieve the minimum 

required PSAT/NMSQT cutoff score and have a grade point average (GPA) of 3.0 or higher on a 

4.0 scale. The PSAT/NMSQT is a standardized test administered by the College Board that 

provides firsthand practice for the SAT Reasoning Test by measuring critical reading skills, 

writing skills and mathematical problem-solving skills.  

 

In addition to the Hispanic Scholar status, three students were also named National Merit 

Scholarship Semifinalists based on their high PSAT/NMSQT test scores. Benavides, Hauke and 

Mendiola are three of 16,000 students nationwide to be selected as Semifinalists.  

 

Sandra Mendiola 

Sandra Mendiola, 17, is a first and second-generation Mexican-American. Originally from South 

Texas, her family has made Hemingford their home. She earned her Hispanic Scholar and 

National Merit Semifinalist status after earning 212 out of 240 on the PSAT. She is currently at 

the top of her class with a 99.642 grade point average (GPA) on a 100.00 GPA scale and scored 

a 2090 out of 2400 on the SAT; a considerable feat considering she would travel out of the state 

during the school year.  
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Mendiola and her family are migrant workers. During the Thanksgiving holiday they would 

travel to Texas to pick sugar beets and beans and return in January. To cope with her work load, 

her teachers and principal at Hemingford High School worked out a schedule. They would e-

mail Mendiola her assignments and she would continue her studies while working in Texas. Her 

parents, Genoveva and Jose Luis Mendiola, decided to permanently settle in Hemingford her 

sophomore year.  

 

“Education is very important because I see that as a way out of the migrant lifestyle,” said 

Mendiola. “I try to study not just the night before but throughout the day so I can remember 

things better.” 

 

Among the senior’s accolades are competing on behalf of Hemingford High School in two 

Conference Quiz Bowl Contests in March. She was one of 10 students chosen to represent her 

school against teams from Crawford, Hay Springs, Edgemont and Sioux County ultimately 

helping her team win first place in both competitions and advance to the Western Trail 

Conference. She was awarded All-Conference Individual Honors. 

 

“Sandra has worked very hard,” said Hemingford High School Principal Peggy Foster. “She’s 

definitely meticulous about schoolwork; she will push to go beyond basic content and is a self-

directive leader. Sandra is a student that will be very successful. Her family is very supportive of 

her education.” 

 

However, one of the biggest difficulties she has had to face is not getting into college but 

choosing which college to attend. 

 

“I didn’t anticipate it’d be this difficult to find a proper college,” said Mendiola who wants to 

study engineering. “First, I consider the study of their engineering program. Then, I look at the 

student to teacher ratio, how far away it is from Hemingford and the atmosphere.” 

 

The university’s distance is a large part of her deciding factor. 

 

“Hispanic teens come from a different culture that demands you stay close to family, and it’s 

hard to find a college and stay close. My mom won’t ride airplanes so I look for colleges that are 

along the Amtrak line,” she said. 

 

Mendiola will be applying to Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut, the University of 

Minnesota in Morris, Minnesota and Pomona College, a private liberal-arts college, in 
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Claremont, California. She plans to pursue an undergraduate, graduate and doctoral degree in 

engineering. 

 

“There are people who think that Hispanics students get into college because they’re Hispanic, 

and not because of all the hard work they put into their grades. Don’t mind what other people 

say; keep studying and working because it will pay off in the end. I believe Hispanic teenagers 

shouldn't let their close-knit family ties keep them from pursuing their dream college,” said 

Mendiola. “With today's system of communication and travel, the same close-knit ties can be 

maintained whether or not the family is geographically close. Hispanic teens should talk to their 

parents about their college choices and not be intimidated by distance. Together, parents and 

their children can find the best way to stay connected.” 

 

Ralph Hauke  

Ralph Hauke, 17, is an Omaha native and a first-generation Panamanian-American. Along with 

the titles of National Hispanic Scholar and National Merit Semifinalist, he is also an AP Scholar 

with Distinction, a title granted to a student who received an average score of 3.5 out of 5 on all 

Advanced Placement exams taken and a score of a 3 or higher on at least five exams. 

 

“It’s a great honor to be named a National Hispanic Scholar,” said Hauke, who dedicates three 

hours every day to studying. “I try to always work hard and I believe you should always try your 

best and when you do, it will pay off.” 

 

He qualified to be a Hispanic Scholar and a Merit Semifinalist after earning a score of 220 out of 

240 on the PSAT. He went on to earn a 2110 out of 2400 on his SAT and is currently graduating 

third in his class with a 4.0 GPA. 

 

“I believe that our country is a land of opportunity and there are many benefits and many 

resources to help teenagers,” advise Hauke to underclassmen. “One problem is to realize all the 

vast resources available and to make the best of them. Be sure to seek advice from your parents, 

teachers and counselors. They are there to help you take the next stage to achieve your dreams.” 

 

Hauke is active in school by being a member of the National Honor Society, the Chess Team, the 

Pro-Life Club, Student Council, the Campus Ministry Advisory Committee and sports. In his 

community, he is involved in the Big Brother Program and is an Eagle Scout with the Boy 

Scouts. 

 

“Ralph is very competitive in his studies. He challenges himself to take classes that expand his 

mind rather than filling his day with easier elective classes,” said Creighton Preparatory School 
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Principal John Naatz. “Most importantly, I have found Ralph to be of high moral standards with 

the ability to mix his academic program and extracurricular activities. Because of his personality, 

he is respected by his peers and held in the highest esteem by the faculty and staff at Creighton 

Prep.” 

 

Originally from Panama, Hauke’s parents Yasmin Hauke, M.D. and Ralph Hauke Sr., M.D. 

moved to Omaha in 1993 after learning it was one of the best cities in the nation to raise a 

family. Hauke is proud of his Panamanian heritage and urges Latino youth to be proud of their 

background as well. 

 

“Always be focused on your goals but be sure to also embrace your Hispanic heritage; it’s 

something to be proud of and promote, and it adds to the diversity of the United States,” he said. 

 

Hauke is applying to the University of Notre Dame in Notre Dame, Indiana, Creighton 

University in Omaha, Nebraska, Boston College in Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts, Loyola 

University in Chicago, Illinois, Marquette University in Milwaukee, Wisconsin and the 

University of Nebraska – Lincoln. He will be entering college as a pre-medical student with the 

intent to attend medical school and become a physician. 

 

Daniel Benavides 

Daniel Benavides, 17, is a senior in the top 10 percent of his class at Kearny High School. He is 

a fourth-generation Mexican-American whose family moved to Nebraska in 1999 from Temple, 

Texas after learning that Kearney was an excellent city to raise a family.  

 

“We are extremely proud of Daniel for being honored as a National Hispanic Scholar,” said his 

parents, Belen Benavides and David Benavides, M.D. “Our parents always stressed ‘education’ 

as a way to improve our lives. We have felt compelled to do the same for our children. Daniel, as 

well as his siblings, have taken this to heart and constantly work hard to excel. He has set high 

goals for himself and continues to reach for them. It is imperative that children understand that 

there are no boundaries for their dreams and that, with hard work, those dreams are attainable. 

With an education, children can decide what they want to do. Otherwise, it is more likely that 

someone will decide for them.”  

 

Benavides scored a 1380 out of 2400 on his SAT since being named a National Hispanic Scholar 

and National Merit Semifinalist. 

 

“Anything is possible with education. Work in school as hard as you can, because with education 

you can achieve anything,” advises Benavides. “If you feel trapped in a situation, education is a 
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way out, and no matter what people say about you, you should always work toward achieving the 

best education you can and take advantage of opportunities presented in school. I firmly believe 

if you get involved in various clubs and feel more connected with your school that students will 

want to work harder and be more involved in school and at home. Your character is shaped. That 

is another reason why I’ve been successful, I surround myself with good people who share the 

same interests and goals and want to succeed in school and in life.” 

 

Benavides is a member of the National Honor Society, the Key Club, the Kearney High K-Club, 

the Kearney High Academic Competitive Team, Fellowship of Christian Athletes and is the 

Vice-President of Student Council where he previously served on the Student Council State 

Executive Board of Nebraska his sophomore year. He also plays Varsity Football and Wrestling. 

In his free time, he volunteers for Habitat for Humanity and the Humane Society. 

 

“After all of my activities I go home and the first thing I do is homework, and I make sure I get 

all my homework done. Our parents always emphasized the importance of an education and 

always made it clear that school comes first before anything else. I believe by having that 

mindset instilled at an early age helped me be the successful person I am today,” he said. 

 

Benavides is applying to the University of Texas at Austin, Stanford University in Palo Alto, 

California, Rice University in Houston, Texas and the University of Nebraska – Lincoln. He 

plans to major in civil engineering and own his own engineering firm someday.  

 

“Hispanic teens come to school with the belief they have no chance to do well in school because 

of their ethnicity and economic background,” advises Benavides. “Have a good attitude; attitude 

affects everything you do and if you work hard and maintain a positive attitude you can achieve 

great things. You can’t just study for a test and do homework before it’s due.” 

 

Although being named a National Hispanic Scholar does not provide a financial reward, the title 

is prestigious and the list of Hispanic Scholars is sent to colleges and universities nationwide. In 

order for the three seniors to continue in the 57
th

 Annual National Merit Scholarship Program 

competition, they will have to submit application packets and become Finalists before being 

considered for the National Merit Scholar title and eligibility of 8,300 National Merit 

Scholarships worth more than $34 million. 
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