
 
 

 

Student Spotlight:  
Dags Oliver, Submitted by Barrow Foothills Staff 

 

On December 2, Foothills celebrated its current graduating class with a welcoming and energizing grad-
uation ceremony at the Bethlehem Baptist Church. That ceremony was made all the more special by the 
opening student speaker, Dagmars (Dags) Oliver, a graduate of the Barrow Foothills site. Dags was 
born in Latvia, a country in Europe on the Baltic Sea. When he was 6 years old, Dags became deaf. 
When he was 12 years old, Dags was adopted by an American family and came to live in the states. At 
the time of his move, the only language he knew was Latvian and so when he signed, he signed in the 
Latvian sign language. Dags moved to America and had to learn both English and the American Sign 
Language to be able to navigate his new surroundings and be successful in his new school. Dags faced 
so many trials that would cause an average person to get lost.   

 
In 2019, Dags came to Barrow Foothills with only 3 high school credits. He would start his high school 
journey at Foothills entering every day with a smile on his face. Blessed with an amazing interpreter, Ilo-
na Bostian (Mrs. B), he dove right into his classes with faithfulness in his attendance. Mrs. B was not just 
Dags’ interpreter for Foothills, but she became “his person.” The person Dags could always rely on. The 
one person who has not walked away but has stood firm due to the bond that was formed between 
them. In 2020, Dags’ family moved and things became rocky at home. COVID-19 hit and Dags was 
dealing with many past traumas. Dags became, in his own words, very rebellious. Dags ended up stay-
ing in a Salvation Army shelter. During this time, Mrs B, Ms. Hentenaar and Ms. Byrd met Dags at a lo-
cal McDonald’s to continue working on school work and check on his well-being.   
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Message from the Superintendent 

We love to share the story of Foothills and talk about our progress and successes… but the 

most powerful stories come from the voices of the students we serve. In this month’s issue of 

The Review, you will be inspired—and even moved to tears—reading about Dags Oliver, who 

overcame the twin challenges of deafness and homelessness to graduate from the Barrow 

Foothills site. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house when he “signed” his graduation remarks for 

the gathered family, friends, and staff.  

Equally compelling are the words of Brooklyne Dunlap, in the first in a series of “Voices of 

Foothills” videos we will be featuring in the coming months. With the support of Foothills staff, 

Brooklyne learned to ask the right questions and “advocate for herself,” using the dual enroll-

ment program to graduate from Barrow Foothills and enroll in Lanier Technical College, where 

she is currently working towards a degree in mechatronics (you might have to look it up!) 

 —Sherrie 

THE FOOTHILLS REVIEW 

Greetings, Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays, loyal readers! I wanted to let you know that, with so many good 

sources of Foothills updates, via publications, online sources, and social media, starting in January 2022 I will be 

scaling back to one newsletter per month, alternating between the Foothills Review and the Curriculum, As-

sessment & Instruction Newsletter.—Ken  
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Dags Oliver, continued... 
  

After six months in the Salvation Army shelter, Dags 
was forced to find new housing.  During a pandem-

ic, with no means of transportation, still learning the 
English language, Mrs. B helped find him a new 
shelter. After Dags began to transition to the shel-
ter, it had to reduce its services, due to 
COVID. There were 60 men wanting a bed but only 
space for 30 and they had to lock out individuals 
looking for a place to stay. A huge fight broke out 
and Dags ran, but he still needed a place to 
live.  During the next 10 days, Dags found himself 

in the cold, sleeping on the streets and living in 
danger.   

Being the survivor that he is, Dags went to nearby 
apartments where he could connect to wifi, which is how he contacted Mrs. B. She inter-

vened, and along with help from others, got Dags moved into a hotel. They began to 
work with Lydia’s Place, a local non-profit agency that serves young adults ages 17-24 
who have experienced foster care or homelessness. Dag’s placement at Lydia’s Place 
was successful—Dags says of this time, “This was the final line before giving up and dy-
ing,” Dags said. Once he was in Lydia’s Place, Dags was safe and fed, and continued his 
education. Trauma does not just melt away once you are provided a safe place to sleep 
and a warm meal.  However, Dags persevered. “It felt like strangers just wanted to keep 
trying to get into my life and it didn’t feel right,” Dags said. “But I got fed up and decided 
to stay the course and finish. This is when I got comfortable with my new situation and 
put my head down, focused on the good and just kept going.                                                                   

Dags graduated at the Foothills ceremony on December 2, giving (signing) a graduation 
speech that we will all remember. (You can view it online on the Foothills website.)   

Dags’ plan now is to attend Athens Tech and study automotive mechanics. He has al-

ways been good at fixing engines and working on mechanical things. Belinda Nichols, 
from the Barrow Foothills site, wrote, “With respect to Dags, I want to urge readers to un-
derstand that even your imagination will not allow you to truly know the raw courage of 
this young man.”  

An amazing journey for an amazing young man—it is wonderful that Foothills Education 
Charter High School was there for him.   

The Foothills Vision 

Foothills Education Charter High School strives to be an accessi-

ble, high-quality high school option that is flexible and respon-

sive to the needs of the People of Georgia and its communities.  

     Dags and Deigh Martin, Barrow Site Director 
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Brooklyne Dunlap—One of the “Voices of Foothills” 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We are very excited to share the first in a series of videos, the “Voices of Foothills,” words of reflection and wis-
dom from Foothills graduates. The videos can be found on the Foothills web site. This month, we feature Brook-
lyne Dunlap, a young woman who graduated from the Barrow site, using the college dual enrollment program as 
her springboard to future success. Read and be impressed and inspired!. The video can also be accessed at 
https://youtu.be/uuD_9ef7HUE.  

“My favorite part of Foothills overall is the individuality allowed to students,” notes Brooklyne. Comparing her ex-
perience to her previous time at a traditional high school where she could remain anonymous and let others ask 

the questions and do the work, she says “With Foothills, you have to talk to someone, you have to get help. I did 
learn how to advocate for myself. It was a humbling experience, being OK with not knowing something… The 

Foothills staff were a lot more supportive. They were very patient with me.” 

For Brooklyne, a major key to her success was the dual enrollment program: “After I heard about the dual enroll-

ment program, I was just thrilled. I always found myself loving a challenge, and I felt that dual enrollment would 
be a great way to challenge myself academically, intellectually.” “I am currently going to Lanier Technical College 
for a mechatronics technology degree. It’s kind of a mix of mechanical and electrical engineering… my biggest 

hope, my biggest goal, is to do software programming in that field.”  

Brooklyne goes on to explain that, for her, dual enrollment was a much more accessible approach than, say, tak-

ing AP courses, which require fees and purchases of books and equipment. The dual enrollment program was 
free. Moreover, dual enrollment afforded Brooklyne an opportunity to work at the college and learn about college 

life. Even more important, the successes she had in this program enabled her to learn about herself and gain 
confidence: “The way dual enrollment affected my self image was helping me believe in myself more… It gave 
me more confidence in myself, that I could do it, and that I was going to be able to quickly graduate college in the 

next few years. I didn’t originally think about what it would be like to be a woman of color in a field like this, but 
after a few years of being in this program I am only now witnessing the depth of the lack of belief that some peo-
ple have, in a person like me going into a field like this. I’ve (also) met some very kind people in this program who 

have looked past my ‘demographic’ and just saw me as a student, as a classmate, as a scholar. At the end of the 
day, we’re all here to learn, we’re all people.” 

Brooklyne is proud to be the first person in her family to go on to higher education. “Being a first generation col-
lege student in my family is almost an honor… It makes me feel like I’m doing something for my family… I think of 

the biggest reasons why I wake up in the morning is because I have hope for my future. I’m hoping that I can do 
better for myself, for my mother, and for the rest of my family.” 

The Foothills Vision 

Foothills Education Charter High School strives to be an accessi-

ble, high-quality high school option that is flexible and respon-

sive to the needs of the People of Georgia and its communities.  

https://youtu.be/uuD_9ef7HUE.

