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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 2017– 2018  

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

12 throughout Collier County.  More than 4,000 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 



 

 



 

 

WE THANK OUR DISTINGUISHED  

BLUE RIBBON PANEL 

 OF SPEECH JUDGING 

We extend a special Thank You to  

the members of the Woman’s Club of Naples 

for their part in judging the essays. 
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Carolyn Tieger 

 



 

 



 

 

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. 

 



 

 



 

 

Elementary 
 

School  
 

Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   

The order in no way reflects what place each student 

has finished. 



 

 

Abigail Anderson 

Laurel Oak Elementary School 

Ms. Dawn DiMarzio 

Perseverance 
 

An unknown author once said “I may not be there yet but I am closer than I was  

yesterday.”  I bet that’s what my grandfather felt during his recovery from his leg 

amputation.  Perseverance is getting through every day obstacles that may be tough or 

discouraging and that’s exactly what my grandfather experienced.  

 

Overcoming obstacles is the main trait of perseverance. My grandfather’s most 

challenging obstacle was fighting the addiction of smoking.   He smoked for thirty years 

until he was diagnosed with a disease where the feeling in his leg was lost. In order to get 

the amputation, he had to stop smoking.  He felt sad and stressed about the situation but 

he persevered and quit smoking.    

 

Another obstacle was participating in physical therapy. After his leg was amputated, he 

had to go to rehab for 4 weeks.  When he completed his rehab, he was told to go to 

physical therapy 4 days a week.   He claims it took a lot of courage and strength. He also 

said that sometimes it was painful and that some days were better than others. He just 

wanted to give up but he did not through perseverance. 

 

The last step to my grandfather’s recovery was joining support groups for amputees.  For 

most, this surgery would have been devastating. Through perseverance my grandfather 

found motivation and hope that one day he would be able to walk again, and he did! Through 

support groups, he was able to share his feelings with others and encourage others going 

through the same type of challenges. 

 



 

 

Sadie Lipman 

Pelican Marsh Elementary School 

Mrs. Segal White 

Perseverance 

 

“A river cuts through a rock not because of its power, but its persistence,” James 

Watkins wisely stated. Not only will a river surmount obstacles such as the rock, but later 

on, it could provide sustenance to living creatures downstream. It is the same way with 

persistence, generosity, and kindness. The act of perseverance may not just help someone 

in the present day, but also might influence something else in the future. I wouldn’t be 

here today if it weren’t for my great-grandfather, Ernst Hofbauer. 

 

It was 1938 in Vienna, Austria. Ernst Ignatz Hofbauer heard the Nazis were about to 

conquer his home. He tried to escape and bring his beloved family with him. His sister, 

Ellie, listened, and went to Israel. Regrettably, his parents weren’t as skeptical as Ellie, so 

they remained. Years later, Ernst discovered his mother tragically died in a concentration 

camp. Once out of Austria, where he had been a doctor, Ernst went to Italy, where his 

job was to serve ice cream from a truck. This may have seemed like a demeaning job to 

most, but my great-grandpa persevered, as he wanted to reach his life-long goal; to travel 

to the land where dreams come true. After earning some money in Italy, he traveled to 

Israel, where he spent time with his sibling. By 1939, he finally made it to America. There 

his focus was starting a new life in an unfamiliar home. Because of his accent, not many 

people wanted to hire him. But unlike most people, Ernst took whatever came to him with 

grace and dignity. 

 

What one can learn from his life is that it is full of obstacles. Not only should one try to 

persevere, but the character one shows when getting through the difficulties ahead is 

just as important. When faced with challenges, many people respond with spite and anger, 

and take the easiest path. The small group of people that push through to success have 

one thing in common: perseverance. Hard work is hard. But with persistence and grace, 

anything is possible.  



 

 

Julia Rook 

Sea Gate Elementary School 

Ms. Lynn Conroy 

Three Wheeled Perseverance 
 
 

Perseverance is the act of not giving up.  It’s the little voice in your head that tells you to 

keep trying until you get it right. Imagine mowing lawns at age 15 with a three – wheeled 

lawnmower you found in the trash. This is how a man named John set his mind to starting 

a business taking care of lawns. 

 

John grew up in Ohio, and was told that if he wanted to attend private high school, he 

would have to pay for it, as his parents didn’t have the extra funds. He found a 

lawnmower in the trash with only three wheels. Most people just would have bought a new 

lawnmower, but not John! He held the lawnmower completely level for hours every day 

after school to save money. He hired workers to replace him when he was in school, and 

he even bought a truck before he was able to drive!  Students made fun of him in school, 

but John ignored them, and the little voice in his head whispered, “Who cares about 

them?”  

 

Meanwhile, he managed to attend the private high school, and continued to grow his 

business. He bought weed eaters, chainsaws, lawnmowers, blowers, and hired more 

workers. He even bought a lawn service from a family friend who was retiring. He 

observed other lawn services to see how to take care of his properties, and he was able 

to bring his brother into his business. He then went to Franciscan University and 

continued to grow his business. After college, he sold his business to his brother, and 

moved to Naples. He started another lawn company - Bella Vista, and now has several 

trucks, employees, and commercial properties.  

 

John never gave up from the time he was 15, and he continues to show perseverance 

through his business. He held a three – wheeled lawnmower level for five hours every day 

after school, he was bullied, and he paid for private high school! He even told the Herald 

– Star newspaper company “The business has to come first.” This perseverant man goes 

by another name. I call him “Dad.” 



 

 

Callahan Wyatt 

Pelican Marsh Elementary School 

Mrs. Segal White 

Perseverance 

 

When you think of someone successful, you may think of someone who is rich or invented 

something, but being successful is NOT about money or fame. Being successful is about 

never giving up. Although there are many people who show determination, there is one 

person who shines so bright that she blinds the rest, and that one person is Bethany 

Hamilton. She understands that, “if you can’t fly then run, if you can’t run then walk, if 

you can’t walk then crawl, but whatever you do, you have to keep moving forward.”- Martin 

Luther King, Jr.  

 

Sadly, at age thirteen while surfing with her friend, a 14-foot-long tiger shark took a 

giant chomp right out of Bethany’s left arm, severing it right below the. Bethany lost 60% 

of her blood causing her to go into hypovolemic shock. She needed lifesaving emergency 

surgery, leaving her to spend a week in the hospital recovering before she was eventually 

released. After the surgery, reporters asked Bethany how she felt and she said she just 

wanted to know when she could get back on her board and begin surfing again. With 

perseverance, Hamilton was back on her board in less than a month. A year later, she won 

first place in the NSSA National Competition in Australia. Despite her handicap, she 

managed to win eight tournaments. After the incident, Hamilton wrote a book describing 

her story, teaching that with strong determination, you can do anything you set your mind 

to. 

 

Bethany treated obstacles like a driving bulldozer, pushing everything out of her path. 

That’s what perseverance is, being able to devour your difficulties. Through it all, you 

must invest time and have patience to overcome problems you come across. Hamilton 

stated, "I guess I just like to push myself harder and do things I don't think I can, to do 

things that other people don't think I can…I push my own personal limits."  

 

Perseverance is about conquering YOUR goals, YOUR challenges, and YOUR difficulties, 

because when you push yourself ---no wave ---is too difficult ---to ride. 
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Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   

The order in no way reflects what place each student 

has finished. 



 

 

Via Lipman 

Community School of Naples 

Mrs. Deborah Lefebvre 

Perseverance  
 

 

“You may encounter many defeats, but you must not be defeated,” American poet and 

author Maya Angelou advised. “In fact, it may be necessary to encounter the defeats, so 

you know who you are, what you can rise from, how you can still come out of it.” A minute 

number of people in our world believe so strongly in what they are doing that they will 

fight against the odds to help make the world a better place. The few that possess such 

a quality make the entirety of human kind seem like a better species because of their 

hard work, patience, and persistence in reaching their goals, despite numerous obstacles 

and difficulties. Maya Angelou and Henry Hofbauer are two individuals who overcame the 

odds. They both understood that life isn’t fair to any of us, but both showed that anyone 

can overcome any challenge if they persevere.  

 

As a child, Angelou grew up in extreme poverty. By the age of three, her parents had 

divorced, and she and her brother were separated, living with different relatives. Young 

Maya was constantly shuffled between homes, never feeling like she belonged. When 

Angelou was seven, she was abused by her mother’s boyfriend, to the point that she did 

not speak for five years afterward. Maya Angelou grew up facing racism and prejudice 

from people all around her. Because of a lack of jobs available for sixteen-year-old 

African-American women, Angelou had trouble settling down and creating a life for her 

and her newborn son, Guy. Still, she rose to be one of the most inspirational authors and 

orators in the world, becoming popular through her writing, for inspiring others to 

become their best selves. This led to her being awarded the prestigious Presidential 

Medal of Honor. 

 

Around the same time, Angelou overcame her challenges, Henry Hofbauer endured a grim 

life of neglect. Hofbauer was a brilliant child, but never received the support he craved 

from his father or mother. As a high school student, he earned the title of valedictorian 

the honor of delivering a speech at his graduation. Sadly, his parents didn’t even make 

time to attend this momentous event. Subsequently, Hofbauer graduated from Williams 

College with a goal: to be there for his family in a way his parents had not. He married   



 

 

and raised two daughters, giving them all the love he never received. The determination 

and grit that brought him through his own dreary childhood makes him the excellent 

grandfather he is to me today. 

 

In brief, one can accomplish anything with a persevering attitude, no matter what 

situation they face. Maya Angelou showed us that persistence enables one to overcome 

any challenges from poverty to abuse to racism. Similarly, Henry Hofbauer instilled in me 

the idea that it is viable for individuals to triumph over psychological obstacles when 

they strive for a goal.  Although Maya Angelou and Henry Hofbauer are quite different, 

their persistence makes them similar. Remarkable outcomes often transpire when people 

“rise” above their hardships. 

  



 

 

Logan Moore 

North Naples Middle School 

Dr. Molly Chandiramani 

Gavin’s Battles 
 

 
Winston Churchill once said, “If you’re going through hell, keep going.” This is perhaps one 

of the finest quotes about perseverance that I have heard. Although Churchill is most 

famous for inspiring the British people in a time of war, we need perseverance in our 

everyday lives. Perseverance is an important character trait. It means not giving up no 

matter how many obstacles stand in the way of your goal. It allows us to reach our goals, 

and it helps people discover strengths they did not know they had. My cousin, Gavin, is an 

excellent example of someone who persevered. He faced many hardships, yet he overcame 

them all. 

 

Gavin was born with a hole in his heart and was sent into surgery to close it. He also 

suffered from severe scoliosis, a curvature of the spine. Gavin’s spine is so curved that one 

of his lungs is compressed and not able to function properly. When Gavin was still 

extremely young, a metal rod was placed along his spine to correct his alignment and was 

adjusted periodically to straighten his posture. Every year for nearly sixteen years, he 

underwent surgery to adjust the rod, and now he has a straighter spine, but a slight hump 

on his upper back. 

 

Although Gavin suffered from pain and surgery, he did everything that other kids his age 

did. In middle school, he showed his perseverance even more when he joined the track 

team. Running was not easy for Gavin because he had trouble breathing. He came in last in 

nearly every race, yet he persevered and kept running, giving little thought as to what 

place he came in. It was not just hard for Gavin physically, but also mentally. After 

countless surgeries, Gavin had many scars and a hump on his upper back. The track uniform 

he wore revealed his scars and hump. Although he was self-conscious, he wore the uniform 

and endured any comments he received. 

 

Not only did Gavin compete on the track team, he also joined the Cub Scouts. Despite his 

condition, he participated in every activity. Hiking and camping were common activities for  

 



 

 

the Cub Scouts, and though he had trouble keeping up, he continued without complaint. He 

also persevered by continuing in Boy Scouts, and it was his goal to become an Eagle Scout. 

Earning the rank of Eagle Scout is a great honor, and it takes many years to meet the 

requirements. Gavin faced many problems and challenges along the way to becoming an 

Eagle Scout. However, he rose to the task and successfully achieved his goal last year. 

 

Even though Gavin was not on an actual battlefield, he went through a war of his own. He 

overcame the challenges that faced him through perseverance and determination. If Gavin 

had not persevered, he would not understand his strength, and he would not be the person 

he is today. His perseverance inspires me and encourages me never to give up when I am 

faced with challenges. 

 



 

 

Laura Perez 

Corkscrew Middle School 

Mr. Andrew Klatzkow 

Perseverance 
 

 
American writer and activist Rita Mae Brown once said: "Language is the road map of a 

culture.  It tells you where its people come from and where they are going." 

 

On March 31st, 2013,  I came from Colombia to the United States. Before learning 

English, I felt sad, excluded, and frustrated. But through practice and perseverance, and 

with a lot of patience,  I broke through the language barrier and even guided others to 

succeed as well. 

 

For the first four months,  I felt sad because I missed my culture: I missed the sweet 

taste of chontåduros.  I missed the kind personality of my best friend Valentina. I felt 

excluded when I was left sitting alone while other kids sat with their friends at 

lunchtime.  And to make matters worse, I felt frustrated because I did not know the 

right words to express my emotions; I was embarrassed because everyone knew English 

except me. 

 

When summer break started,  I decided that I no longer wanted to fall behind in school. 

While other kids were playing sports or going on vacation,  I went to the public library 

with my dad and brought home a big bag of DVDs, flashcards, and books to help me learn 

English.  I practiced multiple times a day.  When the first test of the new school year 

approached in August,  I felt nervous. However, as soon as I read over the first few 

questions, my nerves subsided: my hard work during the summer had finally paid off!  For 

the first time after moving away from Colombia, I felt confident again. 

 

Before I knew it, I had become the go-to person to help other non-English speakers 

adjust at school.  For example, when a new girl from Venezuela joined my class,  I 

translated lessons, pronounced words and helped her master English herself.  Even 

outside of school,  I had become my mom's own language coach; I would help her out at 

the grocery store, on the phone or at the doctor's office.   

 

If language truly is the road map of a culture, learning English was the way for me to 

navigate life in the United States.  My perseverance helped me succeed, but sharing my 

experience has allowed that perseverance to motivate others as well. 



 

 

Zachary Sullivan 

North Naples Middle School 

Mr. Sean Carter 

Perseverance 

 

Margret Thatcher is quoted as saying, “You may have to fight a battle more than once to 

win it.” What she alluded to was the importance of perseverance. Examples of 

perseverance can be found all throughout history and even in our everyday lives. From 

just getting a school assignment done, to completing a life’s work, perseverance is 

witnessed everywhere. 

 

A close family friend named Bobby J. is a retired Marine who best exemplifies 

perseverance. He went to Iraq twice, and both times he was nearly killed. The platoon he 

was in was ambushed both times, and he fought for his life refusing to give up. Even after 

being gravely injured, he led his platoon to safety and saving most of their lives. Luckily 

the group was rescued and he has had to go through a long recovery. 

 

Between the two injuries, he has had over 40 surgeries. From repairing gunshot wounds 

to removing shrapnel, his surgeries seemed never ending. He still has metal in his body 

from the attack. He was in rehab for years. Just standing on his own was a challenge, let 

alone walking. Imagine having to go from being in top shape, to not even being able to get 

around on your own. Then, he became addicted to painkillers from the aftermath of all 

the surgeries. The pain was horrendous, so he had to take them. After all the surgeries, 

rehab, and drugs (the painkillers), he had to battle post traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD). He could not stop thinking of all the men he watched perish. I cannot imagine the 

pain he felt as he watched his fellow Marines, his brothers, loose their lives right in 

front of him. 

 

After getting through those major challenges, he spoke to other veterans in his position. 

He encouraged many of them to keep going through their daily struggles. He knows what 

each and every person has to go through. He serves as a role model to almost everyone he 

speaks to. He tells them “don’t take the easy way out,” and “what a man does throughout 

his life defines his character.” 

 



 

 

 

From huge feats to everyday tasks, perseverance may be witnessed in our lives. Great 

things are rarely achieved on the first try. Guys like Bobby teach us that we must power 

through the tough times, the painful times, and anything that gets in our way in order to 

achieve our goals and happiness. Perseverance is how good people become great people. 

Hard work pays off, and you become a stronger person for it. 



 

 

High School 
 

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. 



 

 

Darius Agollari 

Barron Collier High School 

Mr. John Peterson 

Pride or Prize 

 

My parents arrived in the United States with a pivotal desire of better opportunities. 

Eager to obtain the American Dream, they accepted any job that was offered. The issue 

was that both of my parents faced a towering obstacle on their trail to success, but they 

persevered. Not knowing English well, their roles in the workforce were limited. My 

mother began working in housekeeping and my father took two jobs simultaneously, one as 

a dishwasher and the other as a stocker for a grocery store. The path seemed to be 

bleak and devoid of the prosperous dreams they'd envisioned. Instead of letting the 

circumstances define them, my parents defined themselves. The effort to acquire 

fluency in English ensued and my parents found the bridge between languages becoming 

possible to transverse. One of the abundant barriers had been conquered, and the pride 

in progression was a valuable gift. No dream was going to occur overnight, in reality, they 

understood progress would take time. This crucial aspect of perseverance was instilled in 

who I am.  

Perseverance is a special trait since it can never be measured in numbers. It is purely 

defined by the sacrifices a person will make to accomplish a task, despite the difficulty. I 

witnessed the sacrifices my parents made daily to provide me with the best possible life. 

Knowing that they challenged hardships, I knew that I was capable of facing my problems. 

Being a part of my middle school track team, hard work was all but foreign to me. With 

every practice, I challenged my limits, physically and mentally. The pain that resided 

within me was nothing more than my mind imposing my limits. Putting effort forth every 

day the pain, just like my ambition, was never subdued. When competition rolled around I 

was prepared to harvest the fruits of my labor. Pitted against other boys, we all desired 

the same thing; the desire to win. What would distinguish each and every one of us was 

the sacrifices made to reach our goal. Racing to qualify for final championships, the 

stakes were too high. Giving all I could muster the eternal two-mile race was over. The 

race marked my personal best time but I had missed qualification by one spot. Coming in 

fourth, that third place spot had eluded me by just a few footsteps. Gasping for a full 

breath of air I nearly collapsed of exhaustion, but glad that I had given it all.  



 

 

At first, it was difficult to accept defeat after all the sacrifices made. I had trained 

vigorously nearly every day, followed a strict food regime, while still ensuring my 

academics remained superior. The defeat stung but I arrived at a sudden realization. 

That it would have been ludicrous to define all my effort by just one placement or time. I 

knew that it was indisputable I had challenged various limits. Through conquering these 

restrictions I had not only progressed myself as an athlete but as a person. It was that 

experience that allowed me to finally understand my parent's sacrifices. What it's like to 

sacrifice and work hard for a goal. How no dream is fulfilled instantly but through years 

and years of constant work and advancement. Progress had required many years from my 

parents; each and every day their abilities and wills were tested. Today, my parents both 

hold leadership roles in Fortune 500 companies. The long-anticipated picture they had 

envisioned eventually was taken shape.  As I walked down the track that day I walked 

with a sense of pride. My will had been tested by countless obstacles structured to do 

much worse than make me lose. These barriers stood to make me quit. Just as they made 

half the track team quit after the first practice. Just as they could've made my parents 

quit. That was what perseverance is; not quitting. It's knowing that something is being 

done to rise against my walls. That no matter what difficulties lie ahead, I'm prepared to 

face them. That no matter how long the race is, I'm going to run it all. I run ahead 

knowing I possess a gift that will catapult me to unparalleled heights, the gift of 

perseverance. 



 

 

Zoe D’Antonio 

Naples High School 

Dr. Sarah Burd 

Courage 
 

 
To be a coward is to be shamed. In childhood, we feared the taunting singsong calls of 

“chicken” and “sissy.” As adults, we fear more explicit terms that express the same word; 

Coward. Our bravery (or lack of it) affects our entire existence, from our careers to our 

friends, even to our deaths. One of the most important laws of life is the principle of 

courage. Courage provides me and others with the ability to make the right choices, 

despite fear. It is a trait humanity could not do without. 

 

On May 2, 2011, a man without courage was shot and killed. Founder of Al Qaeda, the 

group responsible for the 2011 terror attacks, Osama Bin Laden was one of the world’s 

most wanted men. When I heard of his death, even at the age of nine, I was mortified. As 

reported by the SEAL who shot him, Osama was crouched and hiding behind a woman, 

pushing her forward, using her as a human shield. There was no bravery or dignity in his 

death, just as there was none in his life of terrorism and crime. From this drastic 

example of cowardice, I knew I never wanted to lack courage. 

 

While Osama’s influence demonstrated what I wished to avoid, Saint Joan of Arc’s 

instilled desire of what I wished to become. Saint Joan of Arc, at the mere age of 

sixteen, assembled an army and led multiple attacks against enemies of the French. She 

was victorious and regained the throne. Despite this, she was burnt at the stake due to 

accusations of witchcraft at the age of nineteen. It is said she met her martyrdom with 

composure and bravery, just as she lived her life. Her said bravery made her an excelling 

leader, warrior, and woman. As a child, I was awed and amazed by Saint Joan’s compelling, 

courageous actions. I will always aim to be as unafraid as her. 

 

Yet, humans have always been innately afraid. We are afraid of the dark, of the 

unknown, of change, of exile or of ourselves.  Fear is natural.  Fight or flight is rarely a 

choice when fear comes into play. Some, however, resist the urge to flee.  When I was 

younger, my parents would read to me and tuck me in before bed.  Most importantly, they 

would never forget to turn on my nightlight.  Even with it, the shadows dancing on my wall  



 

 

 
would terrify me.  Whenever I had to turn off a light or walk through somewhere shaded, 

I would sprint to the next safest place, always fearing the creatures lurking in the dark 

corners. I remember admiring my older brother, who could sleep peacefully in a pitch 

black room. My brother, who could go on roller coasters without screaming like a baby. My 

brother, who wasn't afraid of anything. I always strove to possess his courage. Like most 

older siblings, he was my role model. Now, the dark no longer scares me. 

 

Perhaps the reason courage is so important to me is rooted deep in my psyche. Perhaps 

it is because I know I could not do without it. Whatever the reason, the determination to 

be brave is a part of me. It drives me to speak out, stand up, and occasionally sit down. It 

gives me the will to fight or make peace. This nerve even gives me the ability to write and 

administer this speech.  Thus, in conclusion, to be a coward is to be shamed, and without 

courage, we would all be shamed. 



 

 

Ellie Poling 

Lely High School 

Ms. Annette Hall 

Cooperation 

 

“Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much.” Beautifully bonded and powerful, 

these words provide an essential lesson for us all.   They were spoken with grace and 

dignity with wholesome intentions for progress.  Simply stated this statement eloquently 

vocalizes the complex message of cooperation.  Remarkable further because the speaker 

was unable to hear herself say this quote.  Helen Keller had undeniable courage.  She 

exemplifies perseverance.   But, together with Anne Sullivan, her ability to cooperate was 

imperative to change the world for the disabled.  Helen Keller is known as a well-

educated woman, despite her obvious challenges, through the respect and persistence 

that her precocious teacher, Anne Sullivan, exemplified.  With respect for her teacher, 

Helen was open to learning.  With respect for her student, Anne Sullivan had faith that 

Helen could learn.   Both were willing to work together to make gains in Helen’s education, 

which opened up the world for the disabled.   One can have courage and perseverance, 

but without the support of others, progress is often stunted.   Mutual respect, 

persistence, and common ground must be met to reach any level of success within a 

group. Cooperation is the key to any attempt of mutual understanding.  

 

Helen lost her hearing and eyesight at only 19 months of age, too young to have never 

registered the masterpieces of the scenery, the elegance of the melodies. She grew into 

a little girl, misunderstood and lost.   Who comes to her rescue, but a teacher, of course!    

Not just any teacher, but a teacher with a willingness to work with this “unteachable 

child”.   The will to work together is the cornerstone of cooperation.  And, as they say, 

where there is a will there’s a way.    Without the unrelenting efforts of Anne Sullivan, 

Helen would have lived the hopeless life that was originally plotted for her.  Spending 

weeks upon weeks trying to get into the mind of her student, the pair made no progress.  

Ms. Sullivan, with her last ounce of hope, took Keller out to the well, and spelled out w-a-

t-e-r on her fragile hand, taking advantage of Helen’s sense of touch. Without losing 

hope or patience, Anne Sullivan was able to enter the threshold of understanding and 

cross the bridge of cooperation.  A successful cooperative effort at times calls for 

experimental approaches.    A successful team will often have to be innovative and 

unconventional. Both, teacher and student were open to learning in this new style.  



 

 

The pair reached a historical pinnacle, inspiring teacher-student relationships for 

hundreds of years to come.   Anne Sullivan’s success is grounded in her understanding 

that each student requires different needs and reassurance. But, the common ground  

was present for both teacher and student.  Understanding a common goal is important 

for cooperation.   The teacher is there is teach, the student is there to learn.   Ms. 

Sullivan and Helen were in two very different worlds when they first met, but their 

common objective quickly linked them together for lifetime.    

 
Our world constantly seems to be divided.  So divided, that cooperation seems to be 

unattainable.   We desperately need the earnest cooperation that Anne and Helen so 

perfectly exemplified. The majority or our world is able to hear, but they never listen. 

They can see, but they lack vision of the future. The world seems to be in constant 

battle, even when it seems that no one ever wins.  The example of Anne Sullivan and 

Helen Keller should be recognized.  Our approaches might have to be experimental in 

nature, but without the goal of cooperation we are destined to live in a divided world.   

 

Anne Sullivan and Helen Keller personify the essence of collaboration, the honest 

example of working with another. They were able to join and become an unstoppable 

force that couldn’t be hidden or silenced. One of the most important skills to learn is to 

work with someone you may not be familiar with, and reach a favorable outcome.  “Alone 

we can do so little, together we can do so much.”  Helen’s momentous phrase is a humble 

and knowingly thoughtful reflection of her own encounters.  Inspired by both teacher  

and student,  I pray for a world that seeks cooperation above all else.  



 

 

Brenna Spieth 

Lorenzo Walker High School 

Ms. Rita Kentros 

Imagine a white dress. A white dress that covers your arms and shoulders and drapes to 

the floor; made of lace. Now imagine that dress dragging the ground, enduring rock, dirt, 

sand and dust, the frail material fraying and strained. It acquires this damage, and yet, 

begs not the slightest plea for help. I knew a girl like this: beautiful, quiet and 

courageous, who knew agony but kept silent.  

 

What comes to mind when you think of courage is an action movie, a superhero, James 

Bond. But far too often those who are most courageous go unseen, may they have bled 

into the background of bustling school halls or found themselves six feet under. 

Consistently, those who cry out for help find their pleas falling upon deaf ears. The white 

dress you imagined is a victim of child abuse. This speech is a call to the next white 

dress, and the people she needs.  

 

Tragedy is something that nobody wants to face. No one wants to hear a story about pain 

and suffering, so let’s start with something gentler. We start with a girl; a blonde girl. A 

tall, beautiful, blonde girl of 13. She was going to move soon, her whole family was 

relocating to Venice, Florida. We start on a Friday, her last day at school. It was strictly 

against the rules to dye your hair any unnatural color, so she came in that morning with 

electric blue curls. Beyond the comments from teachers regarding her delinquency, it was 

an average school day up until the final bell. We walked together from class towards 

where we would wait on our parents. About halfway there, near the lockers, she stopped 

me. “Hey, Brenna,” Her voice was soft. I expected some going away speech –this could be 

the last time I’d see her, after all. “Can I show you something?” My immediate response 

was, “Yeah! Of course!” And then suddenly, hurriedly, she dragged me to the nearest 

restroom.   

 

 I set my bag down and turned around as she started to undress. My mind was racing; I 

didn’t know what to think. There had been rumors about an incident at the bus stop where 

her mother was violent with her, but I had disregarded them as false. As rumors. When I 

stopped hearing the sounds of buttons and zippers, I turned back to her and my heart 

sank. She was a dress, but her lace skin had been thoughtlessly and haphazardly water 

colored with a horrid mess of reds, blues, purples, pinks…. The work of a hurried and  



 

 

cloudy-minded artist, colors that no teenage girls skin should bare. The more I looked, the more I 

saw, unsure of what to say in my shock.  But instead of trying to help, to run to the office and 

report it, I panicked, and stammered out something like, “Well, my dad’s here - bye!” And slammed 

the door behind me.  Little did I know that my unwillingness to act in that moment would weigh 

heavily on me in the upcoming years.  

 

I started to see her in my nightmares.  Asking me for help, crying out, but I consistently denied 

her.  This went on for only a month or two.  I had a different life, new friends.  She was no longer 

as relevant as she was before she moved. 

 

We had been friends with a boy named Dante, who, in September of 2015, sent me her obituary. 

It said she hung herself: no more, no less.  I never knew if she got any sort of justice against her 

parents, and it chills me to the bone to this day.  

 

I never knew if she had a funeral.  

  

So this is my plea.  If you know of an occurrence of abuse, report it.  It’s terrifying to learn that 

somebody you love is going through something awful, but the best you can do is try to help them. 

Courage is not giving up to the best of your ability, but it’s also being there for others when you’re 

sure you’ll lose your mind in the effort.  If you find a white dress, do your best to lift it out of 

the stones before it’s too late.  If not for the victim, for yourself.  I live with the stress of 

thinking that her death was my fault; save yourself from such an unbearable weight.  So step up. 

Have the courage to do what’s right, because you might be the only one to have that chance.  
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Jasmine Cledanor 

Lely High School 

Ms. Annette Hall 

Kindness 

 

Kindness is a revolution, a silent uprising of love against the coldness of hate. I value 

kindness as most important in helping me make the right choices because it reflects on 

me as a person, teaches others to be considerate, and reminds everyone that we are all 

just trying to endure. My friend, Casey, influenced my character development by starting 

this revolution within me. 

 

To begin with, kindness is the reflection of morals and beliefs. Kindness mirrors the inner 

parts of me and allows people to catch a glimpse of the standards I hold dear. Casey, in 

being kind, let me catch a glimpse of her inner morals. I noticed that she, too, had 

endured many hardships, and to make my load lighter, she cared for and supported me 

along the way. Every morning before school we’d walk a few laps around the track just 

chatting. She would ask me about my life and my goals. It was rough at first, but over 

time we became comfortable with each other. She always cheered me up when I was 

down, and I could see that she was a good person because she tried so hard to make me 

happy. I learned to look for certain characteristics like hers in other people to see if 

they were also pure-hearted, and doing so led me to discover other altruistic people. 

 

Remarkably, kindness is contagious. It is so contagious, that in some cases, someone 

might even spread it to a person thought to be immune. I, myself, was immune to kindness 

at one point, but soon I learned. When I first met Casey, I did not like her. There was no 

specific trait that I found distasteful, it was simply “one of those things.” But I could not 

ignore a hug after every failure, or a high-five after each success. I could not overlook 

borrowed sweaters and lent umbrellas. I could not deny compassion, and eventually I 

wanted to pass on kindness to someone else. I smiled at everyone I met, shook their 

hands, asked about their day and what classes they were taking. If people see that you 

care enough to show kindness, they’ll want to be kind as well. Casey brought out kindness 

in me. 

 



 

 

 
Furthermore, kindness, in itself, is a window to the soul, whether it be a smudgy window 

or a crystal-clear one. The reward of being kind is having made life merrier for someone 

else, because they will soon grasp the chance to continue the cycle. Casey could tell, as 

pleasant as she was, when I was upset or on the brink of tears. She understood how I 

felt and tried everything to let me know it would be okay. Even Casey had her 

difficulties, I learned, when she told me one day about a fight her parents had in the 

past, and I would’ve never guessed that someone so cheerful could have experienced such 

a difficult situation. Now I know that everyone is going through something, so I keep 

that in mind when making choices, big or small.  

 

In conclusion, I regard the revolution of kindness as a beautiful, triumphant law of life 

because it welcomes everyone and turns away no one.  I am ever thankful for Casey, who 

offered me that gift. I value kindness as most important in helping me make the right 

choices because it reminds everyone that we are all trying to endure, teaches others to 

be kind, and reflects on me as a person. Casey moved to a new school a few years ago. I 

miss her warm, friendly smile every day, but so many others remind me of her. Why, you 

might ask?  Because they’ve joined the revolution. 



 

 

Noemy Mozo 

Lorenzo Walker High School 

Ms. Marsha Bergquist 

 

Once a war starts, there is no going back. Either we fight the battle or surrender. 

Perseverance is the ability to fight, the ability to keep going regardless how hard the 

battle may be. Some battles may seem never ending, but if we just keep a tunnel vision, 

we can conquer the world. Dedication and perseverance can help us achieve anything no 

matter how hard the battle may seem.  

The days felt longer and the nights were everlasting. She felt that the world was 

suddenly against her. Though she tried to seem like everything was okay, everyone noticed 

the pain behind her crooked smile. No matter how hard she tried to fight, this battle felt 

like it would never end. Those who had never been in this situation simply said “Just leave 

him;” unfortunately it was not as easy as it seemed. As the years went by things only got 

worse. 

Bruises covered her beautiful body. No matter how hard she tried to hide them, someone 

would always notice. She was filled with fear. When she heard that front door open and 

saw her husband walk through that door, she had to mentally prepare herself for what 

was going to happen next. As the sun would set and as the moon would take over the night 

sky, her cry filled the quiet home.  

The abuse was not the worst part for her. Having to wake up the next morning and explain 

to her innocent daughters that “mommy wasn’t feeling okay” was the hardest struggle she 

faced. Though her two oldest daughters realized that daddy had been hurting mommy, 

they never said a word. One night her loud cries woke up her daughters.The abuse was 

getting so much worse. The oldest daughter woke up to follow a trail of blood only leading 

to daddy beating mommy. With a look full of viciousness and the voice of a demon he 

looked to his oldest daughter and said, “If you tell anyone, I’ll kill you.”  

As the months went by she realized that she was a  much better person than how she was 

being treated. The only motivation to keep her going were her beautiful baby girls. For 

them, she fought the battle of life or death. She focused only on being able to provide 

for her daughters. Her perseverance is what has kept her alive until this day.  

  



 

 

Harriet Beecher Stowe once said “When you get into a tight place and everything goes 

against you...never give up then, for that is just the place and time that the tide will 

turn.” This is exactly what happened in this situation. She was tired and worn out from 

fighting, but she knew that if she fought just a little bit longer, it would all be worth it in 

the end. Day and night she fought battle after battle and mentally she won every single 

one.  

 

After months of secrets and after months of saving, she was able to pack up her things 

and fly out to a place that she would now call home. From one side of the country to 

another, she traveled with her young daughters. This is where she would plan her future; 

this is where she would raise her daughters to be fighters just like her. 

 

She is a warrior, she is the strongest woman that I know; she is my mother. The 

perseverance that she kept throughout the years has finally paid off. When she felt like 

giving up, like she couldn’t keep fighting, the universe gave her a little more strength. The 

saying “after a hurricane comes a rainbow,” is something that we strongly believe in. The 

hurricane is long over and we have seen the rainbow. Her perseverance has been a lesson 

to her daughters, that no matter how hard an obstacle may be, the ending result could be 

life changing. My mother’s perseverance is what keeps me going. If she could fight, so can 

I.  My mother is a fighter, one who will never surrender. 



 

 

Natalie Ramos 

Palmetto Ridge High School 

Ms. Sandi Barcarolo 

Throughout our lives, people tell us to make good choices because soon it would help 

define our characters. Whether it’s choosing to watch Netflix or studying for the SAT, 

every choice we make helps express who we are. 

Back in the 80’s, my parents had two completely different lifestyles. My mom lived on 

Jamaica Avenue in an apartment above her father’s corner convenient store. While my 

dad lived just down the street. My mom went to St. John’s Lutheran School, always got 

good grades and tried to make her parents proud. While my dad, well, he was the total 

opposite. He used to hang out with the wrong crowd and preferred to break dance 

instead of going to school. It’s crazy how love works, because in this case, opposites 

attract. Who knew that a private school girl and a boy on the streets could ever fall in 

love and have an amazing future together if they would’ve never made a choice to be 

together. 

Throughout their teenage years, my mom had some family issues that ruined her family. 

My mom made a choice in telling her mother a dark secret about her father. My 

grandfather made a choice to kick her out, leaving her with nothing at the age of 15 for 

telling my grandmother that he was having an affair. My mom had a lot of courage to tell 

her mother. My dad, who was 18 at the time, took care of my mom and gave her shelter, 

love and support. They made a life changing decision to move out of Queens, New York 

and start their new journey in Naples, Florida. My dad encouraged my mom to go to 

school, so she graduated from Lely High School. While my dad never got a high school 

diploma, he worked hard and learned the knowledge and training of owning an air 

conditioning company. My parents’ couldn’t afford going to a college so my mom got a 

certificate in accounting. They didn’t have a lot of money so they worked 4 to 5 jobs each 

day to continue to pay for bills and own a small red truck. They never got to go out and 

hang out with their friends. They never got to go to the movies or go out to nice 

restaurants. In fact, all they could afford was to eat eggs and rice for each meal. And till 

this day, that’s still their favorite meal. 



 

 

Now, they made a choice to live like this. They could’ve settled for less at the time and 

not care about their future. They could’ve been in debt and say that a miracle was never 

going to happen. Instead, they motivated and supported each other to work hard so that 

one day all the hard work would be paid off. They could’ve lived off a minimum wage job 

while struggling, but instead they wished for the life they dreamed of. They knew they 

had to get through the storm in order to see the rainbow.  

 

So for 13 years, they waited to have kids so they could work hard, built a house and start 

planning to own a company. 2 months from now, it will be 18 years that their lives started 

a new chapter. Well of course it was because I was born, but it was also because that’s 

when they took a new step in life to begin their air conditioning business.  

 

Now in 2017, my parents’ are raising four beautiful children, two dogs and owning a 

successful air conditioning and real estate company while still living in Naples. My parents’ 

never gave up on their dreams. Even though they never got an associates or bachelor’s 

degree, they still made it out successfully. They proved everyone wrong who said they’ll 

never make it big in the future. They made a choice to take a risk and just let the future 

explain everything they’ve achieved and worked hard for. Every decision they made as 

teenagers to now helped define who they are today.  My parents are my inspirations 

because of how much they achieved in life. They had courage, perseverance and kindness. 

 

This being said, every decision I’ve made has helped me achieve my goals because my 

parents are always supporting me. They’ve taught me to never say I couldn’t do 

something, because if I really wanted to get there, I’d work hard for it. The decisions I 

make today is what’s helping me become who I am tomorrow.  



 

 

Roina Simon 

Palmetto Ridge High School 

Ms. Libby Rodenbaugh 

 

 

January 21, 2016. A date permanently seared into my mind. It was a gloomy, Thursday 

that had begun like any other. After being taken home from school by my uncle I finished 

several assignments for an online class, and prepared myself to leave when my parents 

came home to take me to the courthouse for my Mock Trial Competition. An hour later 

my parents entered the house quietly, which hinted to me that something was wrong their 

silence was an abnormality. The blank stares that greeted me when I approached them 

penetrated my soul; something was off, but at that time I ignored my premonition. My 

dad asked me if I was ready and we left the house, leaving my mother behind. We rode in 

silence for what must have been ten minutes, but felt like hours, my he revealed a secret 

that changed my life forever – my mom had breast cancer. Initially I felt nothing. No 

anger, no sadness, I was just numb. Physically and emotionally I felt nothing. I wish that 

I could say that her diagnosis was a complete shock to me, but unfortunately I cannot. 

She had been complaining about back pain for at least a month prior, but none of us paid 

much attention to it. Ignorance is bliss. Reality set in a week later as the doctor 

appointments, blood tests, and x-rays arrived at full force and took over my family’s life, 

however it never consumed my mother.  

To be courageous is to be brave and to have a personal strength too face difficulties, 

obstacles, and challenges. The most courageous person I have ever met is my mother. 

She has influenced my character development the most with her unwavering courage in 

the face of excruciating pain and dangerous circumstances. At the age of forty my 

mother had three surgeries for the same procedure done incorrectly two times. My 

mother’s surgeon did a pitiful job operating on her. She incorrectly placed her port twice 

and another surgeon had to step in to do it correctly the third time. Less than a week 

after this incident her surgeon called and stated that not all of the cancer had been 

removed from her breasts and she would need another surgery to remove it all, lest it 

spread throughout her body. She took all of these obstacles with grace and fought for 

her life. Although she was in the worst pain of her life, she still managed to ask about my  

 



 

 

day every time I came home from school. Less than five hours after her third surgery, 

she forced herself out of bed to celebrate my sister’s birthday and sing “Happy 

Birthday” to her. She went through so much in the course of a year, but never did she 

change as a person. Neither bitterness nor anger arose from the grave situation; instead, 

she took it as a challenge that she needed to overcome.  

When most people think of courage, they think of the galvanizing acts of defiance 

exhibited by people such as Malcom X and Martin Luther King Jr. when I think of courage 

I think of my mom. In my eyes she is the definition of a strong woman. When life threw 

obstacles at her, she plowed through them. She inspires me to make the right choices 

and her illness has shaped me into the person that I am today. She came to America 

when she was twenty-six-years-old to make a better life for her and her family. 

Throughout my entire life she has stressed the importance of education because she 

wants me to be able to give my future family everything that she was never able to give 

me. I work hard in school to make her proud of me. Someday, I want her to look at me 

the way I see her, with reverence and pride.  



 

 


