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THE MORNING SUN beats down on the practice

area next to the University of Pennsylvania’s
Franklin Field as Success Academy’s girls’ relay
team runs through their 4 x 100 handoffs. Head
coach Natilee Dawkins stands nearby, watching
closely. The team is fast, but the baton handoff
between the first and second legs keeps falling
out of thythm.

With less than 30 minutes before the race start,
Dawkins must make a decision. Not because she
doubts her athletes, but because after more than
20 years as an elite runner and coach, she knows

Words and Photography by
THOMAS HENGGE

what the team needs to do on this day to win. She
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in their high school division.

The Penn Relays, established in 1895, is the
oldest and largest track-and-field competition
in the United States, drawing the nation’s best
high school and college athletes as well as elite
runners from around the world,

For the Success Academy students, the journey
to the prestigious competition begins in March,
when they unite to begin their season at the
Nike Track & Field Center at The Armory in
New York City. It is there that the students’ raw
athletic gifts meet the expertise of a dedicated
coaching staff who are determined to make sure
they succeed,

“The kids have a bunch of talent,”
kins, “Next thing is just trying to de
talent and make sure that you help t

says Daw-
velop that

hem grow
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in the sport.”

Alongside Dawkins is Coach Jelani Pierre, who
focuses on jumping, and Coach Chase Shrum,
who specializes in varioug throwing events.

“That’s why we're here, You find the raw talent,
the coal, so to speak, and then you build them
into that diamond,” says Shrum,

One such diamond is Ashanee McKellop.
“Ashanee never ran track before,” says Dawkins.
“Just from watching how she ran, T could tell
she would be a good quarter-miler.”

The full team of 90 is composed of freshman
to senior athletes from the Academy’s High
School of the Liberal Arts (HSLA) campuses
in Harlem, Manhattan, and Brooklyn. Despite
varying levels of experience, these athletes share
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Top left: Coaches Stephen Lo Russo,

‘ left, and Natilee Dawkins practice

| race positioning with 4 x‘4040 runner
Mory Keita during practice in April.

‘ Bottom left: Kiriah Howard, left, and
Jairin Palache during the 4 x 100 at

| the Big Blue Track & Field Classic

‘ on Staten Island, New York, April 5,
2025. Below: Teammates warm up
before the Public Schools Athletic
League Spring Series meet at George
Washington High School in Upper
Manhattan, on March 25, 2025.

| It's the first official meet of the season
for most of the runners.
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acommon goal: to train hard, improve their skills,
and compete.

“When they step on the track, there’s no ques-
tion they’ll do what they need to do in order to
win,” says Dawkins. “That’s the ultimate goal.”

Each athlete competes in multiple events at
track meets throughout the season, which serves
as a way for coaches to evaluate their strengths
and build the team accordingly.

This season, the coaches select 12 runners
for the Penn Relays, fielding a girls’ and a boys’
4 X100 team alongside a boys’ 4 x 400 team.
Chosen for their speed, teamwork, and ability
to excel in relay dynamics, the athletes include
Austin Benjamin, Ezekiel Grimes, Perty Thomp-

Top left: Success Academy runners
watch teammates compete at the
Big Blue Track & Field Classic.
Bottom left: Ashanee McKellop,
left, receives the baton from Alayuh
Scantlebury during practice in April.
Above: Perry Thompson, left, Austin
Benjamin, and Coach Natilee
Dawkins talk after their race at
George Washington High School
on March 25. “I have to make sure
kids are in the right mindset. That's
number one,” says Dawkins. “Even
if they're talented, they need to be
confident enough that they are able
to accomplish what they need t0.”
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Above: Team meeting af the

Hotel in Phi|ode|phiogon the r&;%:i: of
the Penn Relays. Right: Lloyd Agoor? a
left, and Joshua Tonge, right, help 4
remove Austin Benjamin’s bib after his
rcce,;ar Tght;] Coach Natilee Dawkins
provides stretching assi i
Benjamin at the m%efs'ﬂsfonce Sl

son, Joshua Tonge, Mory Keita, Darwin Lora,
and Lloyd Agoanya from HSLA-Harlem. From
HSLA-Manhattan, the team includes Khadidia-
tou Ndiaye, Jairin Palache, Jahzil Ross, Ashanee
McKellop, and Alayuh Scantlebury.
For these athletes, the Penn Relays are
to test their limits and to experience t
of competing at the highest level. “Thi
biggest meet,” says Austin Benjamin. «yye want
to perform 100 percent.” But this journey js about
more than the race. It’s about the proce the
countless hours of training, the small vict' ie$
along the way, and the lessons learned
of something greater than themselves. :
how we’re growing together as a team,” ¢
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Top: Runners wait for fhe baton
during the boys' 4 x 400 at the
Penn Relays, Above; Khadidiatoy

Boltq, embrace
n the 4 x 100,

after the girls’ win
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ik iant family.” :
“It [feels] like a g 7
MCKel}l:’p' S(En progresses, the athktn{s nh ,
o i d ce, and re
urance,
increase their en B
Strengtl‘; l'ncue They grow more confiden e
eir technique. They i
;h ed, and more determined. E\l e
s ,t brings new challenges, b
nd mee i
greakthroughs. They are not Ofmsu}].,:#](,
the Penn Relays, but for the :1 i
skills that will serve them b{ot.] e
araderie that
] of camarad it
track. “The leve gt
here feels unique,” says C?achﬂmm
Ultimately, the athletes pelt e
o ignificant a i
marks a signi e discpine
Penn Rela:VSi » and boys’ teams, as t]\c.l .
both the girls’ a B only in 8]
mitment res o
a?d Con'l the 4 x 100, but a new S¢
e : e boys.
of 43.38 in the 4 x 100 for th.(MC.Kellop.
“It’s so exhilarating,” sa\}m. e
m thir :
come so far, We went fro . ot
Adds Palache: “It lifted a pz feél e
It made m
my shoulders.
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truly does pay off.” @
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