
 

 

AWARDS 

PRESENTATION 

BANQUET 

Citizenship     Cooperation     Courage     Fairness 

Honesty     Kindness     Patriotism     Perseverance 

Respect     Responsibility     Self-Control     Tolerance 

Thursday, February 23, 2017 



 

 



 

 

2016 – 2017 

21st Annual Laws of Life 

Essay / Speech Contest 

Sponsored by: 

City of Naples 

Collier County Sheriff’s Office 

Southwest Florida 49’ers 

Collier County Public Schools 

 

 

Watch for the Education Channel’s Laws of Life:                                                          

A TV Special recapping tonight’s awards program. 



 

 



 

 

LAWS OF LIFE 

CHARACTER EDUCATION PROGRAM 

 

The Laws of Life Program is a character building activity that helps 

young people focus on and develop positive character traits that lead 

to successful citizenship and a successful life.  The 2016 – 2017 

Laws of Life Program was offered to students in grades 4 through 

12 throughout Collier County.  More than 4000 students contributed 

essays for judging.  Forty semi-finalists presented their papers 

orally in front of the Blue Ribbon Panel of judges.  From these, our 

four finalists in each division (4 – 5th, 6 – 8th, 9 – 10th and 11 – 12th 

grades) were selected.  

 

The Laws of Life focus on twelve basic character traits: 
 

CITIZENSHIP 

COOPERATION 

COURAGE 

FAIRNESS 

HONESTY 

KINDNESS 

PATRIOTISM 

PERSEVERANCE 

RESPECT 

RESPONSIBILITY 

SELF-CONTROL 

TOLERANCE 
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THE SOUTHWEST FLORIDA 49’ERS 
 
 

The Southwest Florida 49’ers is an organization of business leaders.  Members are all 

former members of the Young Presidents’ Organization.  Their purpose is to establish a 

forum for idea exchange, education, and fellowship in order that members may continue 

to enrich their lives, expand their horizons, and provide leadership in their family, 

business, civic, and cultural life. 

 

The YPO, Young Presidents’ Organization, is a forum for education and idea exchange 

for 7700 Corporate Presidents in roughly 75 countries.  YPO members meet certain 

minimum qualitative criteria, and must exhibit leadership qualities with a high degree of 

integrity in both personal and business affairs.  The most important qualification of 

membership includes reaching an approved title (President; Chairman; CEO; Managing 

Director; Publisher; Head Partner) prior to his/her 40th birthday.  Other qualifications 

are that the business must report $6,000,000 in annual sales/turnover; $120,000,000 

in assets for financial institutions or $4,000,000 in fees for agency-type businesses, 

and at least 50 full-time employees.  All members graduate from YPO after their 50th 

birthday.  The 49’ers is composed of these graduate members, who must be at least 49 

years of age. 

 

YPO VISION STATMEMT clarifies their mission: 

 

YPO is committed to the development of “Better Presidents through Education and Idea 

Exchange” by providing a challenging environment, which promotes the exchange of ideas 

and shared experiences, facilitates the acquisition of knowledge, the development of 

wisdom and inspires and stimulates continual improvement of the individual. 

 

YPO fosters continual improvement of members’ business enterprises, in their personal 

and family lives, and in their community responsibilities. 

 

YPO prepares members to lead and manage change in a multi-value, multi-cultural global 

environment, while integrating the strengths and traditions of the past with the 

challenges and opportunities of the future. 

 

YPO actively supports those principles that will further the development of individual 

economic incentive and freedom of action. 



 

 



 

 

Elementary 

 

School  

 

Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   

The order in no way reflects what place each student 

has finished. 



 

 

Alexander Kuenzle 

Lake Park Elementary 

Mrs. Jones 

Take Courage 
 

What is courage?  Many people think that courage means having no fear, being fearless.  

They are wrong.  Courage cannot exist without the presence of fear.  Yes it’s true; in 

order for you to be courageous you must have fear.  Famous novelist Mark Twain stated, 

“Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear — not absence of fear.”  In other words, 

brave people are not fearless.  They conquer their fear instead of letting it stop them 

from doing what they need to do.  Both the hero and coward feel fear.  What makes you 

courageous is what you do with the fear.   

 

My hero, Jim Abbott dealt with fear and battled odds his entire life.  He was born 

without a right hand and despite this disability he became a successful major league 

baseball pitcher.  At an early age, Jim loved baseball and was determined to fulfill his 

dream of playing in the major leagues.  Daily he faced his fear of being different.  He was 

called names by kids and told he couldn't play baseball.  

 

He learned to overcome his fear by creating a method to throw and catch with the same 

hand.  Wow!  How amazing is that?  I can’t imagine the pressure and anxiety he faced 

every game.  Jim didn't give up and never let anyone discourage him from achieving his 

goal.  Jim’s dream was fulfilled in 1989, when he went directly from the University of 

Michigan to the Angels’ starting rotation without spending a day in the minors.   

 

Jim’s career had ups and downs but he pushed himself to perform and he overcame many 

obstacles.  His display of courage allowed him to win an Olympic gold medal, play 

professional baseball, pitch a no-hitter, and write a bestselling memoir.  He is most proud 

of the thousands of people’s lives he impacted and impacts today.  His courage is 

explained best in his most famous quote, “Some people call it a handicap, but it has never 

stopped me from fulfilling my dream.”  Jim Abbott is a true legend, his message is 

resounding: “Face your fears head on, adapt, overcome and take courage!” 



 

 

Brad Malick-Beltran 

Pelican Marsh Elementary 

Mrs. White 

Richard Branson once stated “The brave may not live forever, but the cautious don’t live at 

all.”  This has been proven by some of the greatest aviators of all time.  Amelia Earhart 

and Charles Lindbergh showed the world the so called impossible is possible. 

 

Amelia Earhart was one of the most well-known aviators of all time.  She did what most 

people were not courageous enough to attempt.  During her years as a pilot, predicting 

weather was challenging due to lower quality equipment.  Longer flights were risky since 

the plane could run out of gas.  Overcoming these obstacles, Amelia set many records, 

such as becoming the second person to fly a transatlantic flight, and flying a solo, non-stop 

flight from Mexico City to New York. Thankfully, she was brave enough to try to become 

the first, showing the second how to do it. 

  

Her final time pushing herself to the limit, was when her plane mysteriously disappeared 

attempting a circumnavigation flight across the Pacific Ocean.  Instead of curiosity killing 

the cat, it was bravery that killed.     

 

Charles Lindbergh was another person that showed moxie.  Charles’s plane, the Spirit of 

St. Louis, was like no other; it had no windshield.  The reason is that when flying a solo, non

-stop transatlantic flight, you need as much gas as you can carry, so they removed the 

windshield to make the plane lighter.  The average person needs a windshield to see when 

driving a car, so being thousands of feet in the air is as nerve-racking as it gets.  Landing 

was another challenge. He had to look out the side windows which could result in a crash, 

but somehow he managed!  Lindbergh was not crazy; he just had more guts than the 

average human.  He inspired the world by encouraging people not to bypass “so called” 

impossible things.  

 

Amelia Earhart and Charles Lindbergh were the dare devils of aviation.  They succeeded in 

flights that were before, out of the question.  They inspired communities of average 

people by reminding them even though you may not live forever anything is possible if 

you’re brave enough to try.  



 

 

Katherine McLendon 

Sea Gate Elementary 

Mrs. Cliff 

Courage is a feeling in the pit of your stomach, that tells you: yes, you can.  It can be your 

biggest cheerleader, or your worst enemy. Courage is a law of life. You probably know 

someone who has shown this law to you. Whether it be someone famous, or closer to 

home.  I can’t think of anyone who exemplifies courage more than my dad. 

 

My dad had to find courage during his childhood. When he was four years old, his father 

was in an automobile accident and died. Imagine being a kid, and trying to understand why 

you didn’t have a father anymore. As he grew older, he needed courage beside him. The 

only man in his life was his grandfather, Hope. Hope’s eyes were light blue and soft. He 

showed my dad how to become a man through his words and actions. My dad not only had 

the courage to accept his father’s death, but also to push past it every day. 

 

After his father’s death, my dad experienced another obstacle in which he demonstrated 

courage. One night, while he was sleeping, some leftover embers drifted from the 

fireplace setting the curtains on fire!  Thankfully, he and his mom got out safely, but 

everything else burned. The inferno turned most of their possessions into soot. Although 

much was lost, with courage, he pushed through this difficulty and kept going. 

 

Today, my father finds courage in others. He is the head of a financial firm, and loves to 

donate to charities, such as Guadalupe Center and the Boys and Girls Club. He remembers 

his childhood and wants to help other children who may be going through the same, 

knowing they show lots of courage too. 

 

Courage is a vast amount of will power that can get you anywhere. Whether it be a good 

place or a bad place, you’re somewhere new. To my dad, it took him to a lot of different 

places. I am his second child, and I know whenever he looks into my blue, soft eyes, he 

remembers the man in his life who changed everything… Hope. 



 

 

Molly Vickaryous 

Calusa Park Elementary 

Mrs. McLaughlin 

Twice the Courage 
 

Courage is not just how brave you are.  It’s about being prepared to step up and take 

personal action when called upon.  A single event in one’s life can characterize courage.  

The same event a decade later cements the trait of courage forever.  There is only one 

person that I know who expresses courage and that’s my uncle, Dr. Brian Vickaryous.  He 

is not just a doctor, he’s a life saver that I look up to every single day.  I wonder how he 

showed courage not once, but twice.   

  

Let’s begin with the second act of courage.  This is the one that really proves my Uncle 

Brian’s courage to me.   I’m sure you recall the fateful night of June 12, 2016 at the Pulse 

nightclub in Orlando, FL.  49 innocent victims lost their lives in the biggest terrorist 

nightmare on U.S. soil.  A night all Americans will never forget and certainly a nightmare 

that continues to haunt my Uncle Brian.  You see, my Uncle Brian is an orthopedic surgeon 

and was woken up with a call shortly after the midnight shootings and summoned to 

Florida Hospital Orlando, where he worked as a surgeon.  As he raced to the hospital in 

his really fast car, I’m sure the red line of the RPM gauge on the dashboard mirrored the 

acceleration of his beating heart. He knew this urgent feeling all too well from his earlier 

deployment in Mosul, Iraq.  I’m sure the devastating images of wartime casualties and 

severe injuries sped into his mind this fateful night in Orlando.  The night at Florida 

Hospital was an exhausting night.  Uncle Brian treated and performed surgery on all 12 of 

the victims from the Orlando shooting that were taken to his hospital.  He saved lives, he 

held hands and he gave hope that there is still good in the world.   Little did these 12 

patients know that this was not the first time my Uncle Brian faced the evil of terrorism.   

That experience was a decade earlier in Mosul, Iraq.  As a young doctor, Uncle Brian was 

deployed to Iraq and sharpened his skills as the leading surgeon in his army unit.  His 

colleagues called him “Doc” with love and admiration because they knew if something 

happened to them on the battlefield, they wanted “Doc” to clean them up and make them 

right.  Uncle Brian saw a lot while serving in Iraq.  The worst cases involved innocent 

children and women and he did his best to save lives and give hope to civilians who couldn’t 

see the good in the world anymore.  Uncle Brian had the courage to face terrorism once 

on foreign soil.   Who would have thought that he would get the call again a second time a 

decade later to face terrorism in his hometown of Orlando, Florida? 

 

Uncle Brian is a courageous leader, healer and patriot.  I’m so happy he is in my life and 

I’m thankful he has skillfully helped so many terrorism victims both in the US and 

overseas.  Uncle Brian is a courageous and true American hero, and I am very proud to  

say, that’s my uncle! 
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School  

 

Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   

The order in no way reflects what place each student 

has finished. 



 

 

Victoria Casella 

St. Elizabeth Seton Catholic School 

Mrs. Tenbarge 

Courage 
 

When I think of the word courage, I think of someone who is strong and not afraid of 

anyone or anything.  I think of someone who is brave and not afraid to help a person in 

danger or protect a person from danger.  I also think of someone who is brave and would 

risk their own life to save the life of another person.  When I think of the word courage 

I also think about our community and how its people are able to speak up when they see 

something that is unfair or unjust.  Courage is important to our community because it 

gives us power.  When I think of all these things, I think of my dad, the most courageous 

person I know.   

 

My dad worked for the New York City Police Department.  He was a Detective in a unit 

called Homicide Fugitive Task Force.  This means that my dad looked for criminals who 

killed people and then fled from justice.  My dad knew that if he did not find these 

murderers that they would kill other people and put the community in danger.  My dad 

knew that what he was doing was dangerous, but he knew how important it was to keep 

people safe. 

 

During the terrorist attacks of 9/11, my dad spent many months at Ground Zero in New 

York City conducting the Rescue and Recovery Operation.  His job was to go through the 

rubble to look for human remains.  The courage to do this came from his determination to 

help the families of the victims.  This kind of courage motivates people from all 

communities to come together and help one another.  He also helped to keep the area 

secure from looters.   

 

Prior to doing all the things I mentioned, my dad also worked in a precinct on all kinds of 

cases.  My dad found runaway teens and reunited them with their families.  He solved 

robbery and burglary cases.  He worked on identity and credit card theft.  He also 

worked on child abuse cases.  These cases required a lot of investigation.  But with my 

dads courage and motivation, he was able to accomplish his work. 

 

Now you know why I believe my dad exemplifies courage.  My dad is a strong person who 

is not afraid of danger.  Everyday my dad went to work and faced all kinds of dangerous 

situations. Sometimes when he said goodbye to us and left for work we did not know if he 

would return home safe.   His bravery and dedication to his job and community is the 

reason why my dad is courageous to me.  



 

 

Sarah Ogden 

Pine Ridge Middle School 

Mrs. Ray 

Courage gives people strength.  It is courage that gets us through walking the sidewalk 

alone at night, courage that helps us deliver our speech, and courage that helps us stand up 

to the bully.  It is also courage that gets you through a war, no matter how bad it can 

possibly get.  Most people don’t know what actual terror and pain one person can feel during 

a time of warfare, but I do.  Before I lived in Florida, I was born and raised in Egypt, and 

on January 23rd, 2011 my whole world changed.  

 

Suddenly, all of my plans were cancelled.  My family spent countless days in our house with 

all the doors and windows locked.  What started out as a peaceful protest to take the 

Egyptian dictator out of office, turned into an extremely violent revolution.  The American 

school I attended was shut down for almost a whole month for safety precautions, and the 

United States embassy was being attacked, with violent protestors tearing down our flag.  

Looking back, the courage of my family and friends, who most of their parents worked at 

the embassy, was one of the most inspirational things that I have ever experienced in my 

short life.  It took courage and strength of all of us to get through this awful time, and we 

always made the most of it.  We never let it stop our parties or me and my friend’s fun 

times together.  In my mind it took courage for me to wake up every single day and keep 

moving.   

 

Things in the revolution rapidly ascended, to the point where there were gunfights outside 

my front door, and my family was being violently attacked.  After the long postponement of 

school, it was my first day back in fourth grade.  As my father and I were driving home, 

that was my greatest experience of absolute terror.  A red pick-up truck had hit our car.  

Usually any normal person would get out and assess the damage, but we knew exactly what 

was happening.  We were being carjacked.  My father drove full speed and passed our home 

about 5 times, with the red truck still following behind us.  This was, without a doubt, the 

most horrific time of my life, but what kept me going was courage.   

 

It was courage that kept my father driving until we were safe.  It was courage that kept 

the U.S. embassy soldiers fighting to keep our flag up high.  It was courage that kept us all 

sane.  Courage in my mind means that no matter how hard life throws you down or pushes 

you over, you always find a way to stay standing up straight and tall.  Life has thrown a lot 

of things at me to try and knock me down, but it was courage that kept me on my feet.  



 

 

Ellie Poling 

Marco Island Charter Middle School 

Ms. Minning 

A Walk of Courage 
 

“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  The power in these words does 

not increase with volume or with force.  Rather, the strength of these words shows in 

itself in the benign grace of the speaker.  These words can strike deep into the core of 

an individual with no use of fear or terror.  It is remarkable how a phrase can gain 

tremendous power when spoken with soft, benevolent intent.  The same words seem more 

powerful when spoken by a courageous seven-year-old girl.   

 

Ruby fit the mold of a typical little girl, normally found playing softball, jumping rope, or 

climbing trees outside her home.  After moving to New Orleans at the young age of 4, she 

attended an all-black elementary school miles away.  Although her life seemed set on a 

typical trajectory, the world of segregation was the established norm in her city.  She 

was one of many African-American students who were chosen to attend a former all-

white elementary school.  Most declined this opportunity, but her parents encouraged her 

to go.  Unbeknownst to them, due to angry protestors lining her route, she would arrive at 

school being escorted by four federal marshals.  

 

The federal marshals surrounded her while walking on her way to school to shield her 

from the vicious and hateful protestors.  However, it was not enough to protect her from 

the enormous heat of racial injustice that made itself known throughout the nation.  

Vowing to act in accordance with her faith, she would stop and pray for her enemies.  She 

prayed that her contenders, who employed terrifying threats and vicious slurs as weapons 

against a little girl, would simply open their eyes and find a sense of tolerance and 

kindness that Ruby believed was present in everyone.  She walked past the hateful crowd 

to attend school alone, as the white students protested by not attending.  Her teacher, 

Mrs. Henry, continued to soldier on with Ruby despite the circus taking place around 

them.  At the end of the day, she repeated the walk home with her body guards forging 

through the hate mob.  Ruby’s courage to continue on this daily journey shows strength 

beyond her years.  

 

Her battle for education has hardly been forgotten.  The bravery and valor she found to 

push and complete her deserving education is frankly beyond words.  Those protestors 

who jeered and tormented her on her way to school would not distract her.  They most 

definitely did not stop her.  Ruby did not scream back; she did not wish ill will upon them.  

Her response was simply to walk on, educate herself to even offer them a prayer.  It is 

this type of humble, quiet courage that truly transforms communities.  



 

 

Dominic Young 

Oakridge Middle School 

Ms. Price 

Courage 
 

Fear controls all of us.  It may stop us from what we want to do with our lives or maybe in 

a glimpse of a moment.  Fear is what holds the world the world back and keeps the world 

in check.  Fear controls all of us.  What if you were asked to get cancer and not see your 

children grow?  You would hopefully say no in fear, but some people like my mom didn’t 

have the choice.  So what do you do when you face fear?  You muster courage.  

 

My mom was diagnosed with sarcoma.  A serious type of cancer that most people don’t 

survive.  I was only six at the time and I didn’t really know what was going on.  My parents 

kept me in the dark about it.  I attended Laurel Oak Elementary, which is where my mom 

worked as a teacher, and loved it there.  Everyday my mom would drive my sister and me 

to school and we loved jamming out to my mom’s favorite band, Bon Jovi.  I miss that so 

much.  We had a family friend in our neighborhood that drove me to pre-K every day as a 

toddler.  One day, she came to our house and took my sister and I to school.  I didn't 

even think to look for my mom.  Ms. Stacy, the woman who came to our house, prepared us 

breakfast and got us ready for school.  When we went home Ms. Stacy was waiting for us 

and I remember my sister asking, “Where’s mom?”  That’s when I started to cry.   

 

My mom was in the hospital fighting to survive sarcoma.  Two months in the hospital, and 

she finally came home.  I hugged her and she hugged me and kissed me on the head.  “I’m 

home and well,” she said in the most joyous voice she could make, but still scratchy.  

“Who wants  some food?”  She didn't think of herself, but only for the joy of her 

children.  I couldn't really think of a word to describe her actions until I was given this 

essay.  Courage.  Courage to keep fighting.  Courage to keep her children happy.  

 

Months later my mom went back to the hospital for a check-up.  She came home and I 

was playing a video game named Pokėmon not even noticing her presence in the house.  I 

hear someone softly crying.  I was curious and went to scope out the situation.  My mom 

has leukemia now.  Another cancer.  Another battle for her to fight.  I’m seven years old 

and I’m watching my mother die.  Die slowly on the inside.  How did she get cancer?  How 

could this happen?  How could she get cancer twice?  The chemo treatments she went 

through exposed her body to too many chemicals.  She got sick from the so-called cure.  

The chemo she received for the sarcoma caused leukemia! 

 

 

 



 

 

Three months.  That’s how long my mom was out of the house, out of my life.  She was in  

Tampa getting a bone marrow transplant for this “misfortune”.  She was out of my life 

for a long time and so was my dad.  He worked day and night and I would never know when 

he would come home from his long days of work or driving back and forth to Tampa.  I 

started getting into fights and left third grade with many referrals.  I had no one to 

guide me, so can you blame me?  My mom was dying.  I went to visit her once and right 

before my dad took my sister and me to MOSI, a science playground for little kids with 

“intuitive” minds or teenagers who wanted to goof around with friends.  We had fun.  Yet, 

inside I knew something was still wrong.  My mom wasn't there with us to share the 

memory.  We finally went to see her in the little apartment she had to rent next to the 

hospital and as soon as I stepped in I knew.  I knew something like this was going to 

happen.  I knew.  My mom looked like a completely different person.  Her hair was gone 

from all the chemo drugs, there were bags under her eyes, and her face just looked run 

down but she still managed a smile.  She was still fighting.  Fighting so that I could smile 

at her and hug her and love her like I never did before.  

 

My mom is now fully recovered and sees life in a whole new way.  She fought for over two 

years and showed the world that she had the courage to push through.  She is now back 

at her job as a teacher at Laurel Oak Elementary and is happier than ever.  She is home 

and safe and with her family.  What could be better than this outcome? 

 

Fear drags us down into the darkest of places.  Courage is the ability to retaliate to the 

fear and disasters in our life.  No one has shown that better than my mom.  The fact that 

she had the courage to keep fighting every obstacle that crosses her path has inspired 

me, forever.  
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9-10  

 

Grade Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   

The order in no way reflects what place each student 

has finished. 



 

 

Madison Hopkins 

Lely High School 

Ms. Gaskell 

When most people think of courage, they think of grand, awe-inspiring acts of defiance as 

exhibited by Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela or the Tiananmen Square Tank Man.  On a 

global scale, it is easy to reserve courage as a character trait belonging to a select few.  

However, courage is not only for when an oppressive government is degrading you 

spiritually, or when a soldier must muster up their courage on the battlefield, or rather it 

can be applied in a commonplace circumstance that in the moment requires you to dig 

down into your soul and find the courage you never thought you had.  

 

Ever since I was a child, I was inherently shy.  I could barely look my teachers in the eyes 

when I started school.  I have distinct memories of having words in my mouth and wanting 

to share them, but not allowing myself to release them in fear of how others would 

perceive me.  I was my own apartheid, separating myself from my peers and adults.  What 

was a pebble in the grand scheme of things was an immovable boulder to me back then.  I 

couldn't overcome anxiety in simple situations such as talking on the phone or simply 

ordering a pizza—heaven forbid give an oral presentation! 

 

The pivotal moment for me was when I entered the Laws of Life essay competition in the 

seventh grade.  My essay had been selected and I was going to have to give a speech in 

front of a panel of judges.  I wanted to give that speech but I just didn't have the 

courage to utter a word.  I could write from my heart but not speak from my lips.  I 

wanted to represent my school and make my teachers and family proud, but the fear of 

letting them down was paralyzing.   

 

On the morning of the competition I tried everything to remain calm and conquer this 

fear.  Moments before it was my turn to speak, the crippling feeling of anxiety 

overwhelmed me.  I burst into tears as a whirlwind of emotions hit me.  I was a 

disappointment and felt nothing but shame.  I had lost all hope until my mother began to 

comfort me.  She told me to face this fear head on, just go in and read my speech.  Start 

small and make this your quiet victory—find your courage.  She told me that the fact that 

I made it that far was enough to make her proud and that I should be proud as well.  

With that flame of hope, I regained my breath and walked into the judging room with 

trembling knees and a heart jumping our of my chest.   

 

 

 



 

 

Behind those closed doors it felt like I was standing in the eye of a hurricane, or even a 

firing squad.  The judges were so kind but so silent.  The only words heard were the ones 

falling out of my mouth as I gave my speech.  As I kept talking, eventually it felt as if 

slowly the weight that I had been carrying since birth was lifting.  My knees were shaking 

less and my eyes were no longer fighting back tears.  I walked in the room as a child with 

little self-esteem and confidence, and came out the other side a very different person.  

 

Delivering my speech was life altering, and believe me it wasn't pretty!  I didn't win, I 

know I couldn't have even come close but it didn't matter to me because I had gotten 

something that was worth more to me than the prize money—I had gotten my courage.  

 

Since then public speaking doesn't frighten me like it used to.  I can basically talk the leg 

off a chair at this point in my life!  The following year in the eighth grade I was even 

chosen to give the Ceremonial Speech for my graduating class—but this time I delivered 

that speech with much more confidence.  

 

We do not need to be battling a mighty force to have courage.  In my case, I was battling 

myself.  Small acts of courage may not change the world but they will change our 

character, which is an excellent place to start.  



 

 

Faith Hundley 

Gulf Coast High School 

Mrs. Anthony 

Two seconds.  Two seconds was all it took to turn my world upside down.  It was August 

25th, 2015, and I was being held upside down during a stunt at dance practice when my 

partner’s feet slipped out from under her.  My head hit first—taking the full impact of 

our combined weight and momentum.  When I opened my eyes I was no longer upside 

down, but everything else was.  I was dizzy, nauseated, disoriented, and in excruciating 

pain.  Every light was too bright, and every sound was too loud.  I had sustained a severe 

concussion and whiplash, and was banned from all physical activity until medically cleared.  

 

My life had changed in an instant.  Instead of going to dance practices and theatre 

rehearsals, I was having x-rays, MRIs, and neurology appointments.  Neuro-psych testing 

revealed that my brain was processing information three times slower than pre-injury.  It 

explained why I didn't finish my homework until one or two in the morning, why I couldn't 

finish tests in time, and why words often seemed to elude me.  Always a straight A 

student, I now had to trade the sleep I required to heal for extra hours of studying.  

Migraines came on with a vengeance and were exacerbated by light, sound, and stress—

none of which could be avoided.  I wish I could say my symptoms were temporary, but I’m 

still struggling with them today.  I am unfortunately among the one percent of concussion 

victims who inexplicably don’t heal within the normal time frame.  

 

Although the physical pain was sometimes excruciating, the emotional pain was worse.  I 

spent the majority of time alone— not just because I was studying, but because I often 

felt alone amidst a crowd.  Brain injuries are invisible.  When people have crutches or 

bandages, no one questions their injuries.  Because I looked normal I was accused of 

faking.  I was disheartened that people I counted as friends could be so insensitive to my 

pain.   

 

My mom reminded me to step back 40,000 feet to get proper perspective.  “Even a penny 

can block your view of the world when held too close to your eye,” she said.  Perspective 

allowed me the clarity to respond with integrity.  I was born into a loving Christian family 

who taught and modeled integrity, but I have to admit that it was the people and events 

that tested mine that taught me the most.  “You either get bitter or you get better,” 

counsels author and speaker Josh Shipp, “It’s that simple.  It’s not up to fate, it’s up to 

you.”  I chose to get better.  I allowed each painful lesson to refine me; and I  



 

 

persevered.  I made new friends who didn't require me to have crutches or a bandage to 

believe that my injury was real.  I finished the year with straight A’s.  Perseverance, one 

of the Laws of Life, served me well this past year.  I pray that I will learn to embody 

each one of the Laws of Life so that the right choices, though not always easy, will always 

be clear. 

 

The greatest lesson this concussion taught me was the importance of empathy and 

kindness.  There were days when I came to school in the morning already feeling like I 

was drowning.  A kind word, a hug, or even a compassionate look was a lifeline to me.  The 

teacher who pulled me up to her desk every day to ask how I was feeling probably had no 

idea what an impact she had.  My lightbulb moment came at the hands of true compassion 

from others.  Aren’t we all weathering invisible storms?  Everyone has a story most 

people know nothing about.  We have the choice to be a beacon of light for each other or 

to darken the clouds.  Maybe out storms are intended to start a ripple effect—to push us 

to solid ground so we can be a lighthouse for someone else.  

 

I understand now that the sole purpose of adversity in our lives is to refine our 

character.  We don’t know what we are made of until life has taken us apart piece by 

piece, so we can put ourselves back together.  Henry Kissinger once said, “A diamond is 

merely a lump of coal that did well under pressure.”  If life were easy, we’d all just be 

lumps of coal.  I don’t know about you, but I would much rather sparkle.  



 

 

Andrea Madariaga 

Seacrest Country Day School 

Ms. Lax 

The Streets of Como, Italy 
 

The first thing I noticed about him was his smile.  He looked like he was perfectly happy 

with the life he had been given, like his music filled him up and surrounded him.  It was on 

a trip to Europe, as I was walking along the cobblestone road, that I saw this little old 

man sitting on the corner of the street, covered in rags, playing a guitar with the guitar 

case open and a couple of coins in it.  

 

He played his guitar like the world depended on him to let everyone know how beautiful 

his music could be.  I walked towards him, coins in my hand.  He looked up at me and 

smiled and spoke in Italian—beautiful words in a language I could not understand, and 

then the one word I could: grazie.  Thank you.  And in that moment I felt that the point 

of life was not to change the world, or to be remembered eternally, but just to be able 

to make someone smile.  Anyone.  Even if that person is yourself.  

 

This moment showed me that you don’t need money or expensive clothes or fame to be 

happy.  All you need is the sky above you and the earth below you.  If you can see the 

beauty in this world then you’re all set.  The old man never gave up, not even when times 

got hard.  And hopefully he never stopped smiling.  He knew that in this world you must 

appreciate everything you’re given, even the pain, because it teaches you to fight back 

and to appreciate the beauty and comfort.  

 

My definition of courage had always been the prince who fought the dragons off or the 

woman who ran back into the burning building.  But after this everything changed.  Now 

courage means to be able to make my own voice heard and to be and love myself instead 

of conforming to someone else’s expectations.  Courage means singing and laughing as 

loudly as I possibly can under the starry night sky.  Courage means looking in the mirror 

and loving the person staring back at me.  Courage means ignoring the rude comment 

muttered quietly under a breath because I refused to stoop to their level.  It means 

listening and forming opinions, and it means showing the world, or the classroom, what I 

believe in.  Courage is an old man sitting in a corner of a busy street in Europe, who plays 

his music day after day, and never doubts himself or his guitar.  



 

 

Lia Okenkova 

Lely High School 

Ms. Hall 

Those who succeed in life and make the right choices usually exemplify positive 

attributes. From my meager experiences and from idolizing those who live by the laws of 

life, and have reaped awe-inspiring results, I have come to appreciate the specific law of 

life: perseverance. Perseverance is the art of getting back up after you’ve been knocked 

down and building off of those times of despair, neglect, and hopelessness. Perseverance 

is a trait that I wish to harness and my inspiration is the ever-endearing Lin-Manuel 

Miranda. 

 

Performing Arts is one of my passions and I hope one day to take part in it. As of late, my 

musical obsession had been Hamilton: An American Musical, written, composed and lead by 

Lin-Manuel Miranda. The story of how this musical came to be truly demonstrates how 

perseverance transforms imagination into reality. Lin’s concept of Hamilton was a six-year 

endeavor that came with barriers. When Miranda had only drafted the first out of 46 

songs, he was invited to the White House to perform some of his previous work, but 

Miranda would not play it safe. He chose to present an unfinished rap piece about the 

first Secretary Treasurer, Alexander Hamilton, with our First Lady and Commander-in-

Chief, seated in the audience, who laughed at the oddity of the song. What no one could 

imagine, though, was that six years later, Lin-Manuel Miranda would perform songs from 

Hamilton to the same audience and receive a standing ovation. Not only did that one song 

from an unfinished concept rise up to become the winner of 11 Tony’s and Grammy 

awards, is the highest grossing musical on Broadway, breaching the 2 million mark each 

week. Miranda himself earned 3 Tony’s, a MacArthur Genius Grant, a Drama Desk Award, 

an Obie Award, a Pulitzer Prize, and an Outer Critics Circle Award. Unimaginable success 

stemmed from Miranda’s tenacity, drive, and overall perseverance because he knew from 

the conception of the musical that his six years of endless work could easily run for one 

night and never be heard of again, but he chose to carry on and it turned out to be one of 

his greatest works. 

 

Lin-Manuel Miranda personifies perseverance for the aspiring performer such as myself. 

The world of theatre is surprisingly cutthroat and rejection is a common element of the 

industry. Only those who choose to strive past rejection through perseverance will find 

success and happiness in the Arts. Miranda inspires me to consistently overcome 

adversity whether it be during a 16-bar audition or while contemplating whether or not I 

wish to continue with my vigorous class load. 

 

 



 

 

Perseverance is one of the unique laws of life that allows the individual to shape their 

own destiny and make the right choices that pertain to an individual’s vision. I find Lin-

Manuel Miranda’s story of perseverance to be my reminder to never give up, especially 

with theatre. His narrative resounds with people from all walks of life to never stop 

trying, even if it means rejection and failure the first time, because persevering might 

be the key to unlocking the greatest achievement of your life.  
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Hannah Justus 

Naples High School 

Mr. Seevers 

The feeling of suffocation is no stranger to those of us who grew up in the mountains. I  

was trapped in Grundy, Virginia, a small town of no opportunity. The area was fraught 

with poverty and unemployment, caused by the downfall of the coal industry, and I always 

had dreams of escaping one day. This was a region where everyone thrived on another 

type of escape - addiction was rampant. I was raised normalizing the behaviors of an 

addict, never truly stepping back and recognizing them until I finally got away. Adding to 

the feeling of isolation, I grew up with a mostly absent mother. After learning that she 

had moved to Naples, Florida, my escape plan started. I spent the entirety of my 8th 

grade year stashing away just enough money for a one-way plane ticket, with no intention 

of ever moving back. 

 

My mother casually drank alcohol when I first moved here, and I thought nothing of it. 

Unable to truly identify an addiction, I didn’t recognize her gradual increase in intake. By 

the time my brother John had moved down with us, my perception of her began to 

change. With Wikipedia at my fingertips, I decided she had some sort of personality 

disorder, keeping me in  denial of acknowledging her problem. I could no longer do this 

when she was hospitalized  because her pancreas was failing. Any discussion of this newly 

realized problem fell on deaf ears, and from this point on, all attempts at conversation 

were arguments. At this point, I avoided her at all costs and was always at friends’ or 

family’s houses. I hardly ever  returned to the ruins of our home, left in shambles from 

the tremors of her deleterious actions. Her behavior only began to get more distressing. 

She was antagonistic very often, and some nights, would not come home at all.  

 

Around December of last year, John wanted to give up. He didn't want to subject himself 

to it anymore, and announced that he’d like to live with our father again. Everyone in my 

family rejected this, thinking of all the opportunity he’d be throwing away - my 

grandfather even bought him a car to convince him to stay. He only made it another 

month. The day I came home after the speech portion of the Laws of Life competition 

last year, he told me that he was moving back, and asked if I was coming with him. I 

couldn't move back to Grundy - it was  academic suicide. He, like I once had, saved up 

just enough money for a one-way plane ticket and was gone just a few days later. My 

mother broke down and realized her problem, and went to rehabilitation. I was graciously 

taken in by two of my aunts for the rest of the school year, being passed around like a 

football between their houses each week.   

 



 

 

In my Laws of Life essay last year, I wrote of perseverance. You couldn't imagine the  

devastation of attending the banquet with my mother’s seat empty. What I didn't realize 

at the time was that my mother was the perfect example of perseverance. She spent the 

majority of my lifetime separated from her children, unsure of when she’d see or hear 

from them again. She’d never experienced being a mother before I moved here, and she 

provided a comfortable life for us. She overcame her own battles each day, and managed 

to conquer her addiction. I moved back in with her, and we picked up the pieces of our 

shattered home together. It’s just the two of us now, but we have a fantastic 

relationship. Each day, I learn new things about her and she teaches me the different 

philosophies and perspectives she's possessed but had never been able to share with me 

before.  

 

Our lives are defined by a lack of control, an inability to foresee the future. Life is not a 

roller coaster with ups and downs, it is an uphill climb, with some of the stretches 

steeper than others. When suffering is too powerful to name, a character that has been 

shaped by perseverance is needed. Without this law of life, I would be back home, a 

restless soul unable to obtain the  future I want, incapable of building something that 

would outlive me. Perseverance gives me the capability to withstand any of life’s future 

pressures, pressures that are intense enough to give a girl from a coal mining town a 

diamond future. 



 

 

Andrah Stansbury-Mendoza 

Marco Island Academy 

Mr. Scalia 

My very first memory is being obsessed with The Adventures of Sharkboy and Lavagirl.  I 

remember it coming out on DVD, and Walmart announcing they had the exclusive 3D 

edition.  As an eight year old, this was the most exciting moment in my existence thus far.  

My sister was stuck babysitting me for the night, which meant she needed to find a way 

to entertain me.  Her friend at the time drove us to Walmart; it was already dark and I 

told him that he should have his lights on, but he wouldn't listen.  No surprise there.  He 

was a 16 year old hot-shot who just got his driver’s license and no matter who would have 

told him to do something, he wouldn't have listened.  He never listened.  

 

We somehow made it safely back home once we had the movie in hand.  Entering the 

house, everything was quiet: that too quiet you hear about in horror movies.  Brushing it 

off, the three of us entered my sister’s bedroom, which was way too small for us all to be 

in,  in the first place.  Putting in the movie, my sister’s friend helped me put on my 3D 

glasses and he tucked my baby hairs behind my ear.  I thought to myself, “How lucky am I, 

that this guy is being nice to me?”  The movie started and silence fell over the room.  My 

sister sat on her bed dozing off and he and I sat on the carpeted floor swaddled under a 

blanket.   

 

After the first few scenes, my sister called out for him to follow her out into the living 

room to watch something better, but he claimed the movie was “too interesting to leave.”  

She was annoyed at this point, and being the moody teen she was, she stormed out of the 

room taking residence out on the couch.   

 

The movie continued on, and each 3D scene so blatantly placed just for the 3D factor 

came and went.  I could hear our breaths echo inside the small room, and even though it 

was just the two of us, the room seemed to get cramped with each passing second.   

 

Out of the corner of my eye, his hand inched closer and closer to me.  I ignored it 

thinking nothing of it.  Without notice or comment, he grabbed my hand, and pinned it 

against the coarse, nail polished stained carpet.  His hand gripped tighter and before I 

even got the chance to halt him, my head was knocked against the floor with my quilted 

childhood blanket below.  His hand cupped against my mouth with his left index finger 

extended across my cheek and under muffled breaths, I begged the words as I felt his 

knees dig into my side.  His jeans unzipped; “No, please.”  “That hurts.”  “No.”  “No!” 



 

 

“No” was the last word I spoke before being forced into adulthood at the age of eight.  

For years afterwards, I was convinced it was my fault.  I deserved it.  I shouldn't have 

sat next to him.  I was too nice to him.  Even when writing this, there’s a stigma of me not 

wanting to say the word.  It’s easier to avoid it, call it an “accident” or an “unwanted 

mistake”, because it’s almost as if saying the word puts a label of being “tainted” or 

“ruined” upon myself.  Plainly saying it though, for one of the first times out loud, I was 

raped.   

 

I thought I was alone; rape is one of those situations where you think it’s impossible until 

it happens to you.  You think “It’s something I hear about on TV or in newspapers, but it 

can’t ever actually happen to me, right?”  Wrong.  It’s real.  And, it would be a lie to say 

that I’m fully recovered and that my experience is in the past, because being raped, as 

traumatizing as it is, doesn't end immediately afterwards.  I’ve grown up stronger than 

ever imagined, but my journey doesn’t end here.  Perseverance isn't a one time deal, it’s a 

continuous path which needs to be kept alive and engrained in myself.  I’ve lost a piece of 

myself in the transition to adulthood, but the pieces I’ve picked up throughout my journey 

thus far are only the beginning.  



 

 

Nora Vedder 

Barron Collier High School 

Mr. McCarthy 

As I timorously begin my descent down the steep hill, the brown eyes of the young 

Dominican boy stare up at me. With shovel and pickax in hand, I misplace my footing and 

begin to accelerate, but Noelle’s hand catches me. This seventeen-year-old, although 

poor in possessions, is rich in laudable character traits. Throughout a week of service and 

adventure, Noelle and the other Dominican locals’ demonstration of responsibility, 

perseverance, and kindness immensely influenced my moral bearing and outlook on life.  

 

Last summer, I travelled to the mountainous village of Jarabacoa in the Dominican 

Republic to learn more about the culture and the plethora of necessities that thousands 

of its citizens are deprived of. Yet, this sojourn instilled much more: including a true 

sense of responsibility. Prior to this trip I felt that completing my homework and walking 

the dog were tasks associated with being “responsible.” In the Dominican Republic, it was 

astonishing to witness people—young and old—wake before dawn and return home after 

dusk in order to build an aqueduct that would furnish clean water. Instead of waiting for 

the world to address their humanitarian crisis, these committed natives sacrificed 

education, work, and recreation time in an effort to provide for their community, which 

required unwavering selflessness and commitment. Having the power to choose the more 

difficult route, especially in the absence of resources we take for granted, is a 

challenging task and entails genuine responsibility.  

 

Tattered clothes and loose-fitting sandals were Noelle’s attire for hours of work; 

nevertheless, this did not impede his efforts. While my group of ten American students 

groused about the heat, blisters, and lack of Wi-Fi, Noelle persevered through the 

onerous labor because he understood the importance of the aqueduct. The villagers had 

been using polluted water for cleaning, drinking, and bathing, but the discovery of a 

spring far up a mountain sparked optimism. Noelle harbored a sedulous spirit. He was 

aware that miles of digging and pipe installation would be required to provide his village 

with clean water. As I continue to progress towards adulthood, the pressures of 

academics and athletics can cause me to lose focus on what is truly important in life, such 

as spending time with family and showing compassion towards others. However, in light of 

witnessing the perseverance of Noelle and the other locals, I learned that persisting 

through life’s abundant stressors and focusing on the bigger picture leads to internal 

fulfillment.  

 

 



 

 

Despite living in homes with tarps as roofs, drinking water teeming with pathogens, and 

enduring other third-world predicaments, the citizens of the Dominican Republic were 

the most altruistic and benevolent people I have encountered. In most cases, I was 

unable to verbally communicate with Noelle and the other residents due to my limited 

Spanish knowledge, but even the simplest gestures made me feel connected. William 

Arthur Ward, an American poet, once wrote, “A warm smile is the universal language of 

kindness.” At one point during the aqueduct construction, a massive rock blocked the 

path. After nearly an hour of collaboration to slowly pry the sedentary mass from the 

earth, everyone high-fived and exchanged toothy grins as Noelle had the honor of 

triumphantly hurling the rock down the mountain. Overall, the friendly and selfless nature 

of Noelle and the Dominican natives reminded me that kindness prevails over all life’s 

impediments.  

 

Months later, I still reminisce on my short, but meaningful, time in the poverty-stricken 

Dominican village. I have received photographs from the travel program’s staff of the 

ecstatic villagers gathered around a pipe spewing clean water. Today, our world is in 

disarray. Therefore, the ability to choose responsibility, perseverance, and kindness over 

the societal bandwagon of discrimination and hatefulness is a feat achieved by those who 

choose to take the higher road. With that in mind, volunteering experiences have taught 

me that fame and wealth do not define a person’s character; rather, the decision to 

remain loyal to one’s moral compass most significantly affects an individual’s character 

development. 

   



 

 

Kaitlin Yonge 

Barron Collier High School 

Mr. McCarthy 

I believe that my character is defined by the actions I have taken. Our actions are 

choices we make. All of the choices I have made have been influenced by perseverance 

and staying the course to be the best person I could be. I learned early on that every 

choice you make has a consequence. My mom always told me, “You are always moving one 

way or the other, there is no staying still in life.” Choosing to be perseverant rather than 

giving up has made me who I am today.   

 

All of my life, I have been growing up in the shadow of someone who never gave up and 

always chose perseverance. My grandfather was a fighter his whole life, up until his last 

day. Born in Brooklyn in 1934, he lost his dad to appendicitis when he was only six months 

old. Growing up poor and without a father figure was difficult. His mother sent him to 

Berkshire Farm, an all-boys school, in upstate New York when he was 13, where he 

pursued boxing, as well as a high school diploma. He became the “featherweight” 

champion by never giving up in the boxing ring. Once married, he started a trucking 

company at the docks in New York, which was challenging because of the already-

established transporters who wanted to keep him out. At the age of 37, he fell three 

stories down an elevator shaft and broke almost every bone in his body. His doctor told 

him he would never walk again and wanted to amputate one of his legs. My grandfather 

was not one to give up. After multiple surgeries and years in physical therapy, he did walk 

again.  

 

In the following years, he had thirteen heart attacks and one small stroke, surviving 

them all. He continued to fight for his life, even outliving hospice care. Doctors, friends, 

and family told him he wouldn’t live long. “You won’t survive the surgery… You will never 

walk again… You’re going to die soon.” Yet, he lived until he was 66 and got to see his 

three daughters grow up. He died the morning after I was born, so I never met him. 

However, his impact on who I have become and my character development has been 

crucial. The word “can’t” wasn’t accepted in my mother’s house, and she’s taught me that 

too. Through the many stories I’ve been told of the challenges he faced, as well as what 

he instilled in my mother, I have learned to never give up, and to keep going in the face of 

fear, hard times, and pain.     

 



 

 

Growing up in today’s society, I have had to persevere through difficult times to make the 

right choices. Of course, the easiest thing to do as a teenage girl is to give up. To  

give in to peer pressure. To drink at the party. To cheat on the test. To conform to the 

group. To speak badly about someone else. To ignore the girl who is always left out 

because everyone else does. Giving up is always the easiest option. However, I have 

decided that I am not going to give up easily. I am not going to conform to the group to 

fit in. I am going to study for the test. Be friends with the outcast. Treat others how I 

would want to be treated. I will continue to stay true to myself through these choices 

because I have hope that they will lead me down the right path. The path of hope. The 

path of never giving up. The path of perseverance. Maybe not today, nor tomorrow. But 

one day, I know that making the right choices and persevering to stay true to my values 

will lead me to where I want to go, just as it did with my grandfather.  



 

 


