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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 2019–2020 

Laws of Life Program was offered to students in grades 4 through 12  

throughout Collier County.  More than 5,000 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 (4th–5th, 6th–8th, 9th–10th and  

11th–12th grades) were selected.   
 

The Laws of Life focus on twelve basic character traits: 

 

 

  CITIZENSHIP   PATRIOTISM    

  COOPERATION   PERSEVERANCE 

  COURAGE    RESPECT 

  FAIRNESS    RESPONSIBILITY 

  HONESTY    SELF-CONTROL  

  KINDNESS    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. 



 

 



 

 

Elementary 
 

School 
 

Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   

The order in no way reflects what place each  

student has finished. 



 

 

Judah Bobrow 

Laurel Oak Elementary School 

Mrs. Dawn Dimarzio 

“Show respect even to people who don’t deserve it; not as a reflection of their 

character, but as a reflection of yours.” Dwayne Johnson said this, and I believe he 

lives it. This pro-wrestler turned actor battled back from a deep depression after 

an injury caused him to lose his dream of playing professional football. 

Throughout his journey to find the hope and joy in life again, he showed respect to 

himself and others. He didn’t let hard times change who he was, and that inspires 

me to try and earn respect just like him.   
 

As someone who has moved twice in the past two years, I am very familiar with 

the importance of respect. Finding myself in a new school with new classmates 

and new teachers, it is through respect that I have turned classmates into friends 

and teachers into mentors. It has been through these difficult times that I have 

learned how important it is to maintain respect for myself and others no matter 

what. Without respect, we lose the ability to cooperate with others, and they 

lose out on the opportunity to see all the unique and wonderful things about each 

of us.   
 

But what does respect actually mean in our everyday lives? Respect isn’t just how 

you act or what you do to people. Respect is much deeper. You see, the respect we 

show to others comes back in the respect they will show to us, because respect 

cannot be purchased nor demanded; it can only be earned through actions. A basic 

building block of respect is empathy for others to feel how they feel. With 

empathy, we can treat others well and comfort them through hard times. Even a 

simple act of respect can show someone how much you care for them and earn 

their respect in return.  
 

Respect should be an essential component of each and every one of us. It helps us 

appreciate others, whether they look different or like different things than us. 

Always remember: “Respect people's feelings. Even if it doesn’t mean anything to 

you, it might mean everything to them.”  

 
 



 

 

Luke Brown 

Pelican Marsh Elementary School 

Mrs. Segal White 

Respect.  Arguably, it is the most multifaceted law of life. Respect is a feeling of 

admiration for someone elicited by their abilities, qualities, or achievements. 

(Merriam Webster). Most people think respect is as simple as saying please and 

thank you. Yet, in rare cases, exemplary people take it to the next level.  “I fear 

no one, but respect everyone.” Those words belong to the epitome of 

respect, professional tennis player, Roger Federer. As other players are getting 

fined for flipping over chairs, Federer has dedicated his everything to respecting 

the game of tennis.  
 

A significant component of the substantial talent Federer has is the respect that 

he displays towards his opponents. When he plays against someone, whether the 

prize money is donated or he is playing for millions, without exception, he will 

shake his opponent’s hand (win or lose).  Not only does he show courtesy to his 

competitors, but he also continuously regards the umpires and crowds with an 

abundance of respect. Some players choose to annihilate rackets, but Federer 

plays the game with sportsmanship.  Moreover, given that the seats for a match 

are exceptionally expensive, with spectators paying upwards of exaggeratingly 

remarkable prices, fans will appreciate Federer’s etiquette. Opposed to the 

commotion of players berating their coaches.   
 

Revering the ball children is also an essential element that Roger exhibits. The 

kids who volunteer for hours in the scorching heat are immensely 

accommodating and silent without any credit. Therefore, when infuriated players 

rip towels directly from the ball children's hands in fits of frustration and order 

them around like drill sergeants, it projects no benevolence for the sport. In 

contrast, Federer acknowledges and thanks them, which is why he is recognized 

as a paradigm of respect.   
 

Roger Federer obviously has a phenomenal talent to compete in professional 

tennis and come out triumphant in a majority of matches.  He once said, “Play 

with respect, win with grace.” He is admired for his abilities, qualities, and 

achievements, but the key to his strokes of success is his respect.  

 



 

 

Aurora Delziel 

Lely Elementary School 

Ms. Hilda Lewin 

It is said that respect cannot be bought or demanded- it can only be gained 

through actions. But what is the value of something that has no price? Respect is 

the key to a more loving and accepting world, but achieving a world rich in 

respect is complicated. It involves learning to respect one’s self, and then in turn 

expressing that same respect to others. By earning respect through showing 

respect, the world can become a kinder place.  
 

If you would like to receive respect from others, it is important that you are first 

respectful to yourself. You can respect yourself by not doubting yourself, being 

confident, and not violating your own moral code. Believe in yourself, be kind to 

yourself, and stay true to who you are. When negative thoughts start to creep 

into your mind, don’t even entertain them.  That will only open the doors to allow 

others to mistreat you.  Once you respect yourself, it is easier to treat others with 

respect.  
 

Being respectful is more than being kind and generous to others. It is recognizing 

the value of others through the way you treat them. For example, if you disagree 

with someone, show them respect by listening to their perspective.  Listening to 

what someone has to say is one of the most sincere forms of respect. You are 

communicating that their opinion matters, even if you do not agree with it. Too 

often, people allow their conflicting opinions to lead to hatred and anger.  A 

society without respect is a society filled with darkness. As Maya Angelou once 

said, “If we lose love and self-respect for each other, this is how we finally die.”  
 

The greatest example of respect in history comes from Martin Luther King Jr.   It 

is not only for what King fought for that made him memorable, it is how he 

fought for equality, and did it with the ultimate respect.  Our society could 

benefit from more people being respectful. Respect, although it cannot be given a 

price tag, is one of the most valuable things our world could possibly have.  

 



 

 

Thaddeus Thomsen  

Pelican Marsh Elementary School 

Mrs. Segal White 

“Carefully watch your thoughts, for they become your words... Consider and 

judge your actions, for they have become your habits...Understand and embrace 

your values, for they become your destiny.” Mahatma Gandhi astutely stated. 

Most people when treated unfairly, feel like they have a green light to mistreat 

others. However, Gandhi was the opposite. He faced many injustices and abuses, 

yet he was the epitome of respect.  
 

When Gandhi arrived in South Africa, he was treated with disrespect and 

inequality. On one occasion, a driver on a train wanted Gandhi to give up his seat 

for a white European. When Gandhi refused, he was beaten and kicked off. He 

quickly realized the discrimination occurred due to the color of his skin. This was 

a turning point for Gandhi, and he began teaching about ‘satyagraha’, truth and 

firmness.  
 

For Gandhi and other Indians living in South Africa, many of the laws contributed 

to this inequality. For instance, Indian marriages were not recognized. 

Additionally, taxes where placed on those that tried to vote. Gandhi could have 

started riots, but instead encouraged his followers to bring about change through 

peaceful methods. Similarly, Gandhi led a march to the sea to obtain his own salt 

when the Asian government only allowed the Indian people buy salt from specific, 

high-priced sources. Eventually the government recognized Gandhi’s leadership, 

and he was invited to speak with other leaders. Although he didn’t agree with 

them, he never showed anger. He asked himself “Who is this person? What do 

they believe? How can I convince him?” By treating his enemies with respect, 

Gandhi was able to acquire more changes than through anger or violence.  
 

While Gandhi’s life was full of difficulties, he inspired many to live a 

respectful, non-violent lifestyle. He protested through passive resistance and 

tried to understand where people were coming from. He not only respected his 

own beliefs, but also respected others, even when they were 

wrong. Mahatma Gandhi displayed that by carefully watching his thoughts, 

considering his actions, and managing his words, he could spread respect 

throughout the world.  
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Howard Gleason 

Community School of Naples 

Ms. Deborah Lefebvre 

Respect is the absolute consideration and admiration for something in your 

surroundings. It isn’t something that’s attained, stolen or demanded; true respect 

is given and earned. There are many people who have earned and given an 

astounding amount of respect for myriad things, from friends to our beautiful 

planet. Respectful people include not only typical historical heroes, such as 

Martin Luther King, Jr. or President Lincoln; they’re also everyday citizens who 

do everything in their power to help those around them. They can include anyone 

from world leaders to people who teach at schools. Anyone can act in ways that 

earn respect. 
 

One man who exemplified respect for his country and mankind was Winston 

Churchill. He was the British prime minister who lead his country through World 

War II. When everyone else thought England should surrender, he refused, 

saying “Victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory however long 

and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival.” True to his 

words, Churchill strove for victory at every opportunity. He rallied his people, 

strategized with allies, and helped sustain his people and win the war. However, 

it’s not only his actions themselves that earn him respect, it’s also the way he 

acted in peril.  His determination never wavered as he led Britain through thick 

and thin. Winston Churchill is without question deserving of respect; he is not 

just someone we look up to, but the kind of leader we should aspire to be.   
 

Another person, not quite as well known, is Jimmi Stevens, my Spanish teacher. 

However, she’s not your average middle school teacher. Mrs. Stevens is an active 

steward of our environment and someone who always respects those who have 

served for our country. Almost every week, she participates in an activity to help 

our Earth. In activities ranging from beach clean-ups to coral reef restoration 

dives, she is always doing something helpful. Mrs. Stevens also loves to honor 

the veterans that have served our nation. She goes on school field trips to Honor 

Flights and has even created a book to commemorate veterans. Mrs. Stevens has 

an unending respect for America, the environment, and all who live in it. 
 

Both figures are leaders held in the highest regard. While it’s necessary to strive  



 

 

to earn the respect of others, also respect yourself, because you are also 

important. Everyone is. Mr. Churchill respected all people; it didn’t matter what 

race or religion they were. Mrs. Stevens respects the Earth and everyone in it, no 

matter who they are. We are all valuable and worthy of each other’s respect. 

Respect is the cornerstone of all the Laws of Life, including kindness, honesty, 

responsibility, cooperation and perseverance. They all interconnect through the 

act of respect, the single key virtue that unites all others. Nothing, nothing in this 

infinite universe we live in, is more important for humankind’s thriving 

civilizations than respect. 

 



 

 

Sadie Lipman 

Community School of Naples 

Ms. Deborah Lefebvre 

Stacy Keibler once said “Show kindness and respect towards everyone. Pure 

intentions make the biggest difference.” Pure intentions always come from the 

heart and often go against the advised actions. With pure intentions and an overall 

respect for humanity, one person can change the world. Chinese diplomat Ho Feng-

Shan was one of those people.  
 

Kristallnacht, one of the most horrifying nights in history, was the start of a time 

where Europeans believed Jews to be unwelcome and dangerous. Alarmingly, 

almost 200,000 Jews were living in Austria at the time, all in need of asylum. Out 

of thirty-two countries that gathered, only the Dominican Republic offered to help; 

however, they had a limit on the refugees they could take. In his own country of 

China, Ho was told the same. His value of the safety of 100,000 strangers 

outweighed his respect for his supervisors, though. He ended up writing tens of 

thousands of visas to help Jews flee danger. Because of Ho, thousands of Jews 

survived the Holocaust and were able to make homes in Shanghai and around the 

world. Despite his unwavering selflessness, Ho Feng-Shan was exiled from his 

home country as a result of his actions. Three years after his death, the Israeli 

organization Yad Vashem honored him with the title of “Righteous Among the 

Nations,” granting all of his progeny legal citizenship in Israel.  
 

Just a couple thousand miles away, a Japanese councilman called Chiune Sugihara 

did almost the exact same thing. He, too, was eventually ousted from his 

homeland, but even as he was on the train out, he was writing and throwing visas 

out the window! One of those visas landed in the hand of a man named Rabbi 

Moshe Rubin. Because of Sugihara’s altruistic actions, Rubin found his way out of 

inevitable death and created a home in the United States of America; the place that 

was welcoming to everyone. There, he made a family and eventually had a 

grandson named Fishel Zaklos, who moved to Naples, Florida where he currently 

leads a temple of his own. Rabbi Fishel, a man who wouldn’t even be alive if not 

for Sugihara’s work, became a very influential person in my own life. For the past 

five years, he has been my rabbi.  
 

Indirectly through Sugihara’s selfless choices, I have been affected. Without the  



 

 

kindness and respect that the councilman had for strangers he didn’t even know 

the names of, I would be a totally different person. From both Chiune Sugihara and 

Ho Feng Shan, I have learned selflessness, courage, and the importance of having 

an open and respectful attitude towards everyone, because if I do, I can change the 

world.  



 

 

Bailey Matthews 

Cypress Palm Middle School 

Ms. Mimi Gilley 

The definition of respect is having regards and consideration for the feelings, 

wishes, and most importantly, the rights of others. For centuries in America we 

have been fighting for respect for different people, groups, ideas, and beliefs. One 

of the most important things we as Americans have fought for is respect and 

equality for women. There have been countless people who have fought for the 

respect of women, but I want to focus on just one- Lucy Stone.  
 

Lucy Stone was born in West Brookfield, Massachusetts on August 13, 1818, and 

dedicated her whole life to improving the rights of American women. Stone 

was, early on in life, steeped in the virtues of fighting for respect and what she 

believed in as her parents were both committed abolitionists. Stone pursued a 

higher education enrolling at Oberlin College in Ohio, graduating in 1847 with 

high honors becoming the first woman from Massachusetts to earn a 

bachelor’s degree. After college, Stone soon found work with the American Anti-

Slavery Society. This launched her career as a public speaker.  
 

Lucy Stone had many great accomplishments in earning respect for American 

women. In 1850, Stone convened the first national Women’s Rights Convention, 

which was held in Worcester, Massachusetts. This event was a significant 

moment for American women. Stone’s speech at the convention was reprinted in 

newspapers nationwide, and she was celebrated as a leader for women 

everywhere. In 1868, Stone also co-founded the State Woman’s Suffrage 

Association of New Jersey, which later in 1920 became the League of Women 

Voters of New Jersey. This association was able to change to a voting league for 

women because of the respect Stone earned for women.  
 

While Stone had many accomplishments, she also had a copious number of 

setbacks in her journey of earning respect for women. While at college, Stone 

was denied the chance to pursue public speaking because she was a woman, and 

when she graduated in 1847, she declined the “honor” of writing a 

commencement speech because it would be read by a man instead of her. Another 

huge setback was the lack of career options for Stone. She had few prospects of 

getting a job, as limited professions were open to women.  



 

 

Despite all these challenges, Stone continued to fight for respect for herself and 

other women. Lucy Stone once said, “You may talk about free love if you please, 

but we are to have the right to vote. Today we are fined, imprisoned, and hanged 

without a jury trial by our peers. You shall not cheat us by getting us off to talk 

about something else. When we get the suffrage, then you may taunt us with 

anything you please and we will then talk about it as long as you please.” This 

quote shows that Stone would not stop until women got the right to vote and 

people considered the feelings of women and respected them.   
 

Respect to me is important because it is so much more than just considering 

someone’s feelings. It is taking that consideration, and putting it into action by 

accepting someone’s beliefs, ideas, and decisions even if they are different than 

you. It is so easy to show someone respect by just treating them as an equal and 

being welcoming and courteous, yet it still took so long to get the respect that 

women deserve. It took relentless fighting and countless setbacks, but American 

women are now respected, thanks to people like Lucy Stone.  



 

 

Liam Purtle 

Seacrest Country Day School 

Dr. MaryZoe Bowden 

Stop and Smell the Roses 
 

Is respect earned by our talent and our hard work? Or is it more materialistic, 

based on what we wear or what we have? Can an extremely talented musician be 

praised with respect the same way on the streets in shabby old clothes as he is in 

a concert suit on the big, bright stage? Is respect about how people perceive you? 

Let me tell you the story of a world famous musician on the streets and how 

people perceived him. 
 

In a busy Metro station in Washington, DC, on a cold January morning, you could 

see everybody scurrying along, only concerned about getting to work. Not many 

people noticed that in the metro corner there was a street player playing a song 

on his violin. This street player was ignored by most people around him. During 

the first minute that he played, all he got was a mere glimpse of a man walking 

past him. He only gave a second of his time to listen to the street violinist. 

A couple minutes later a woman walked quickly past him. She thoughtlessly 

opened her wallet to throw a dollar into the hat lying on the ground. Soon after, a 

three year old boy stopped and stared at the street player. But he was soon 

nudged by his mother to keep walking, so they were off. Several other children 

stopped to listen, but all of them were pushed along by their mothers, who didn’t 

have any interest. 
 

One man slouched against the wall in the corner of the metro station to listen to 

the violinist’s enchanting music. Then he glanced down at his watch and managed 

to give a dollar as he trotted away. A thousand people walked along the metro 

station during the forty-five minute time period that the street player was 

playing on that cold January morning.  And the most attention he received were 

some three year olds who just stared at him.  
 

There is a key element to the story that I did not mention. The street player at the 

metro station in Washington, D.C. was Joshua Bell, a world famous violinist, who 

was playing some of his most beautiful pieces with his three hundred year old 

Strativarius violin. This well respected musician had just sold out his concert in 

Boston, with tickets costing one hundred dollars each. He played the same level  



 

 

on the streets, yet was treated with almost no respect. Respect for talent 

shouldn’t be based on your clothing or how much money you have. Every person 

deserves respect because we are all human. If I passed by someone with that 

level of talent, I hope I would stop to smell the roses. Because those roses could 

be of the highest quality, and I wouldn’t want to miss them. 

 



 

 



 

 

High School 
 

9th - 10th Grade 
 

Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   

The order in no way reflects what place each  

student has finished. 



 

 

De’jah Charles 

Golden Gate High School 

Ms. Brittany Lozada 

Respect 

There is a story behind every person. And there is always a reason why people 

are the way they are. Everyone is different in their own way. Think about that, 

and respect them for who they are. Imagine a white girl next to a black girl of the 

same age. The two girls are very similar in character but are treated very 

differently based on the color of their skin. The white girl is adorned and 

respected while the girl of color constantly gets shamed, disrespected, and always 

being caught in the web of low expectations. What makes the little white girl 

more worthy of one’s respect and kindness than the little black girl of the same 

age? Absolutely nothing. Everyone is entitled to their own respect from one 

another. So why are our members of the human race negatively getting judged, 

shamed, isolated, and treated more or less based on the things that makes us all 

different?  

189 years ago, white performers entertained America by painting their skin color 

black and playing characters that contained negative stereotypes about African 

Americans. In 2018, churches in France were intentionally set on fire based on 

religious disagreements. Due to the lack of respect, women in Pakistan have been 

treated like items and have less rights than men, in which they are still fighting, 

to this day, for both their rights and respect. Everyone is different in their own 

way, this includes different cultures, religions, backgrounds, etc. It is absurd 

behavior to disrespect individuals on the things that make them unique. When I 

started fifth grade, I had a bully. She would constantly pick on me based on the 

color of my skin, my opinions, and the chipped tooth that I had at the time. The 

things she would call me were excruciating. Sometimes I would absorb the cruel 

words she constantly labeled me as. The words she threw at me made me feel less 

confident and so worthless, that I couldn’t even attempt to stick up for myself. To 

the point I couldn’t even talk to my own family with pride anymore. This is 

because those same disrespectful words my bully saw me as would always replay 

in my head and lead me to the dull forest of self-hate, uncertainty, and doubt. 

When my bully moved away from the school, I learned how to wrap the bandages 

over my previous wounds. I also learned that this type of treatment of disrespect 



 

 

common, but shouldn’t be taken lightly.  
 

“Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a 

new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men 

are created equal.” This quote from the Gettysburg Address was powerfully 

brought together by Abraham Lincoln to create the essence of our nation. 

Essentially, Lincoln delivered these words to express the equality our founding 

fathers died for. Respect is earned every time you give respect. In order to abide 

by it, we must distribute respect among each other equally. As a Haitian, in my 

family, respect is the most effective way to obtain obedience. When we associate 

with others, we must always greet them and have manners. When we do this, the 

individuals we interact with usually expresses the same respect we give off. This 

is because as we formally respect others, people feel safe and respected, so they 

respect us in return.   
 

Individuals shouldn’t be feeling like there is someone more or less worthy of their 

respect based on who that person may be, or what that person may look like. 

Today, society is confined in a bottle of disrespect. This bottle of disrespect 

contains negativity, poor judgement, and demeaning behaviors. If we start 

respecting each other as equals rather than superiors and inferiors, we can 

prevent bullying and learn how to build each other up. If we start respecting each 

other as equals rather than superiors and inferiors, we can provoke positivity 

over negativity. If we start respecting each other as equals rather than superiors 

and inferiors, an individual outside my race wouldn’t automatically assume that 

they have a certain amount of power over me and my race. Worldwide, women 

wouldn’t feel like they have no voice or power compared to men.  Worldwide, 

individuals would actually take the saying, ‘Treat others how you would like to be 

treated’, into consideration. Worldwide, if we respect each other, together we can 

live the example of equality. 

 



 

 

Leisha Elusnor 

Lorenzo Walker Technical High School 

Ms. Mel Simmons-Rosen 

On September 14th, 1981 a superhero was born. She wasn’t your typical 

superhero like Thor or Superman. She couldn’t carry a car while trying to save 

the world from an evil cyborg. She wasn’t immortal or invincible, but I’ve seen 

this beautiful heroine lift a thousand pounds of stress while smiling. I’ve heard 

her words wipe tears away like a pack of Kleenex. Our resilient Virgo doesn’t 

have any television shows or movies, she doesn’t wear a cape or S on her chest. 

Instead she gives off a radiant glow and contagious laughter that can brighten up 

any room. Nonetheless, being a superhero isn’t her only occupation, she is a wife, 

sister, friend and mother. She is my mother. 
 

Born in a small town in Haiti by the name of Saint-Louis-Du-Nord, there weren’t 

many golden opportunities obtainable to one’s fingertips. In order to survive you 

had to fight every day, nevertheless our superhero took combat and won each 

battle she was faced with. My mother became a laboratory technician working 

ceaselessly at the age of 23, aiding my father who was currently unemployed, 

while expecting her first child. Being young and juggling all this was not a simple 

task but my mother tackled it like it was another villain set to defeat her. Even 

through one of the lowest points of her life, when my father had to come to 

America and my mother was left alone, she still never stayed down. No matter 

how heavy the weights of life were for her, she carried them like a bodybuilder 

and became a much stronger person in the process. 
 

I once asked her why she sacrificed her life in Haiti, where she had a great job 

and was respected, to come to America where she works a low-income job at a 

nursing home, while being scorned by the patients because of the color of her 

skin and her not so perfect English spoken with an accent, she tells me 

“sometimes you have to lose everything to gain more and what I’ve lost is 

nothing compared to opportunities I’ve given you and your brother.” She wanted 

us to live the American dream even if she didn’t have the chance to.  
 

The definition of a superhero is usually thought to be someone who possesses 

superhuman powers, who’s life mission is to defeat evil in any and all forms. In 

the process of that, they save lives and inspire people. Superheroes are  



 

 

customarily used in movies, TV shows, and comics. My mother possesses the 

power to persevere and keep going even when it feels like the world is her 

enemy. However, my mother is not in any TV shows, movies, or comics. She is 

real. As the daughter of a superhero, I did not inherit any of her powers, I was 

taught, and I am still learning from my inspiration.   

 



 

 

Rachel Newman 

Barron Collier High School  

Mr. John Peterson 

Top to Bottom and Up Again: My Story of Perseverance 

 

I bounced up and down in my seat, tapped my black boots, and played the flute in 

band.  There was nowhere else I wanted to be in the world because I enjoyed my 

life and love of music. Perseverance turned me into a confident and dedicated 

musician. In fifth grade I started playing the flute. I progressed slowly, but at 

about the same rate as any other beginner. The problem was, if I stopped playing 

consistently, I would lose all of my progress. I missed three weeks of practicing 

due to Thanksgiving break and an illness. It was horrendous; going back to 

playing was a nightmare. I was panicked and anxious. My discouragement lead to 

anger and I took a pencil and scribbled, in frustration, over one of the pages in 

my flute practice book. I was devastated, I wanted to quit playing the flute, but I 

regained my confidence and persevered. I practiced, improved, and I have never 

wanted to quit since. Perseverance is the most important Law of Life because it 

influences how I react to the world. 
 

I accomplished many things as a musician during the past four years, but my 

downfalls were also great. I auditioned for the All-County Middle School Honors 

Band in sixth grade and did not get in, but I persevered and the following year I 

was accepted. I auditioned for the Florida All-State Middle School Band in 

seventh grade and did not get accepted, but I made it last year. I was one of the 

top seven middle school flute players in the state of Florida, but that did not last. 

On Friday, November 1, 2019, a single piece of paper ripped away all of my 

confidence. That morning I walked into the band room, terrified, knowing that 

the results for the All-State Band would be posted. I looked at the piece of paper 

and found my name. It was crossed out in red and I was angry and disappointed 

and sad. I cried twice that day. I felt like I was failing because I didn’t live up to 

the expectations I had set for myself. I felt like I was failing because my life was 

the flute and I felt like I wasn’t a good player anymore. My mom sat down with 

me while I was crying one time and said, “On Thursday you thought you were 

good, and on Friday you suddenly weren’t?” When I started the flute, I played it 

because I loved how it sounded. I played it because I was ten when I heard a  



 

 

fifteen-year-old prodigy play for my aunt’s flute choir and I thought, “If a fifteen-

year-old prodigy can do it, why can’t I?” My failures do not symbolize the type of 

person or player I am, but how I react to them will change who I become in the 

future. Each time I persevere and overcome a new obstacle, I grow as a musician 

and an individual. Each audition over the past few years has taught me 

something, but at every single audition, I learn that I love to play. I can be 

disappointed over losing a competition or not being accepted to a top ensemble, 

but I can never be disappointed in my playing because that is when I have lost so 

much more than a competition. The minute I give into defeat, the minute I lose 

my perseverance, the minute I stop loving to play, and that is when I have truly 

failed. 
 

I play the flute to meet new people; one of my closest friends is my biggest 

competitor. I play for pure happiness. I play because I love my lessons and 

teacher. I play because I love to play the flute. It sounds a bit weird, considering 

that my best friend is a silver piece of metal, an inanimate object, but it feels 

right. Life simply wouldn’t be worth living if we didn’t have those moments 

where it all fell into place, and the flute gives me those moments. If I had quit the 

flute all those times that it got hard, I wouldn’t have music as part of my life 

now. If I hadn’t persevered every time I struggled with my playing, I wouldn’t be 

half the person that I am today.  

 



 

 

Alejandra Ramos 

Lely High School 

Ms. Yelissa Rivera 

The Flame of Courage 

 

Courage comes with difficulty and uncertainty. One can never be sure of the final 

outcome when taking risks and stepping out of your comfort. Courage is the 

foundation of one’s being and is what allows us to embrace all of the other laws 

of life. With actions of contingency, there is always the possibility of failure; 

however, this failure is subjective. We always learn from our mistakes and we 

persevere. We persist to be better and have the courage to try again. 
 

When we blindly walk into the unknown, it is the courage within that ignites the 

strength needed to make it through. When my parents immigrated to the United 

States of America from Mexico, they faced many burdensome obstacles. Yet, any 

fear or doubt was overshadowed by their vehemence. The immigration process 

was a hurdle that took years to finalize. Their limited education and basic 

knowledge of English prevented them from demonstrating their true capabilities 

and restricted their ability for advancement in the workplace. In addition, their 

lack of financial resources led them to live with my grandfather. Leaving their 

friends and family behind, with the exception of my grandfather, they 

encountered these challenges alone with little support. The impediments did not 

burn out the flame of optimism and determination within them. Their constant 

courage kept the flame ignited. 
 

“Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage,” wisely stated by Anais 

Nin strengthens my understanding of how hard my parents worked to achieve 

their goals and dreams. As they endured hardships, they were committed to 

succeed. Consequently, my dad worked hard long shifts in the hot, Florida sun, 

and my mom worked hours on end in a restaurant. My mom attended English 

classes while my dad picked up the language through daily encounters. The 

possibility of failure was a fleeting thought as their tenacity grew. Courage was 

adrenaline that kept them working and thinking about the bigger picture of their 

future ambitions. 
 

As a result of this courage, my father completed the immigration process and is  



 

 

now a U.S. citizen, and my mom is a permanent resident. Their financial 

circumstances have significantly improved and now own their own home. 

Because of their drive, they sparked the flame of courage within their own 

children. Although my parents have limited educations, they taught my sisters 

and I the true value and importance of a found education. My sisters and I 

understand how important an education is for our future. We are thankful for the 

many opportunities that public education in the U.S. has provided us. Because my 

parents didn’t have these same opportunities, they encourage us to take full 

advantage of them. Hence, my sisters and I are honors students and are involved 

in a variety of academic clubs and volunteer opportunities. We strive to not only 

be successful students but positive role models and leaders in our community. A 

college education has always been an expectation in my home. They have always 

dreamed that we will all graduate from college. My sisters and I know the value 

of a college degree, we understand the hard work that is necessary to attain it, 

and are determined to earn it. My parents have ignited the passion within us to 

better ourselves and their courage is an inspiration to us. 
 

When my parents arrived to the United States of America, they knew things were 

not going to be easy. They did not let the barriers they faced stop them from 

achieving their goals. Their persistence through challenges has triggered my 

sisters and I to continue on a promising path. We aim for the moon knowing that 

if we miss, we will still land among the stars. The courage radiated onto us by 

our parents has turned on a flame within each one of us that is ignited by 

courage. 
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Kevin Barry 

Marco Island Academy 

Mr. Keith Scalia 

Son of a Coach 
 

Humans are intrinsically hardwired to seek stability.  We search for spouses who 

can perpetually provide for us or for jobs that maintain our status quo.  Do not 

get me wrong; permanent stability is an extremely attractive proposition, but 

will we know when we have it?  Or will complacency take its place as a veiled 

disguise and lead us down a path of false fulfillment? I have come to realize that 

we will never truly know stability.  Instead, we should seek improvement 

through positive cooperation. Cooperation is the “Law of Life” that gives us 

chemistry, lifting us to healthy and often profound improvements.  This 

cooperation must be governed by fairness, respect, and honesty in order to 

prevent the negative consequences witnessed throughout human history. 
 

Cooperative teamwork starts with at least two.  In my case, it began with my 

father the coach and me the player.  My dad has always been my basketball 

coach, and we have strived to craft successful teams through positive 

cooperation.  Over time, I committed to value critical coaching, while my father 

learned to respect an honest clash of viewpoints. He is not just the coach; I am 

not just the player.  Yet, the line between the two can be rightfully blurred when 

we learn from one another. As all five players on the court must move as a single 

unit, the members of any proficient team must learn to trust, listen, and 

cooperate with one special goal in mind.  I have always known that my dad loves 

basketball, but what I recently discovered was that he truly loves building teams. 

In fact, most of his valuable lessons have nothing to do with the x’s and o’s of the 

game. 
 

During my research, I could not find one single example of a lone individual 

making a profound improvement to our world without a team.  Sure, there are 

many individuals who are credited, but it has always taken a cooperative group 

to implement significant change. The story of “the Lone Eagle,” Charles Lindberg, 

ironically exemplifies this.  His 1927 solo, nonstop flight from New York to Paris 

made him the American epitome of courage. However, our “Lone Eagle” was not 

alone at all.  No, nobody was hidden under the floorboards.  Instead, a crew of  



 

 

over fifty people teamed to cooperatively assemble and test a plane that would 

make Lindberg soar.  Without this dynamic team, he would have never left the 

runway.   
 

Today’s society is flush with examples of teams that are not afraid to push the 

boundaries of experimentation and innovation.  Recently, I have been inspired by 

Pat Williams, renowned NBA executive. This teamwork expert and author of the 

book Extreme Dreams Depend on Teams said: 
 

 “I know that our world is poised on a knife edge between a utopian  

 dream and a dystopian nightmare.  I’m just saying that we don’t have  

 to surrender to the nightmare. The extreme utopian dream is ours for  

 the taking, but we have to dream it and we have to build it through 

 teamwork.”  
 

Through experiences of having my father as a coach and helping to craft a culture 

of positive cooperation, I am confident that we can change our world through 

teamwork.  I plan to educate myself and stretch the limits of my creativity to 

acquire the necessary skills and talents to be part of, or even lead, an innovative 

team.  
 

Character is usually exemplified during times of great adversity or great 

achievement, both of which I have yet to personally experience.  So far, I have 

had a blessed life with no serious illnesses or major disasters. I have shown some 

glimmers of achievement in my athletics and writing but nothing truly ground-

breaking.   I realize that I have much to learn, yet much to give in the form of 

positive spirit and contagious energy.  
 

I see a future where diverse teams are able to collaborate to solve our world’s 

greatest challenges.  I picture these teams transcending political divisiveness and 

welcoming a healthy clash of viewpoints.  Perhaps, one of these teams could put 

an end to the death and destruction ravaging our drug-addicted individuals.  We 

need to break some of these vicious cycles. It is undoubtedly difficult to stray 

from stability, but I believe that a Pat Williams Utopia is within reach.  I hope  



 

 

that my journey and understanding of the Laws of Life will not only will give me 

the fortitude to lead and persevere, but also listen and cooperate. After all, I am 

the son of a coach. 



 

 

Annaleigh Grilo 

Seacrest Country Day School 

Dr. MaryZoe Bowden 

Giving Up Control 

In my most trying time in life, I discovered that sometimes self-control means 

giving up control and recognizing that everything happens for a reason. The only 

way I could keep peace of mind and not feel pity for myself, break down, and lose 

self-control was by letting go of my desire to control my life. I learned this lesson 

in the most difficult and impressionable way. 

It was 11PM on a clear night in August of 2018. As I lay in the hospital bed, I could 

make out voices from the hall as my mother conferred with an ER doctor. After 

what felt like forever but may have been only minutes, she returned to the room. 

Speaking in a low voice, she told me, “Annaleigh, the doctors found something in 

your leg. They are not sure what it is, so we will be going by helicopter to the 

children’s hospital in Miami.” It may have been the morphine, or perhaps I was 

trying to evade reality, but as I floated across a sea of blinking lights at 10,000 

feet high, I felt strangely excited and convinced that somehow I was going to be 

O.K. 

That “something”—my mother’s carefully chosen euphemism—turned out to be an 

11-centimeter malignant tumor in my left leg. I didn't know it then, but my life 

was about to change completely. Two days before, I was performing in a theater 

camp, going to the beach, and planning for my junior year. Over the next two 

days, I underwent multiple CT and PET scans, MRIs, X-rays, and a biopsy. Doctors 

diagnosed me with osteosarcoma, a rare and aggressive bone cancer. 

Overwhelmed, my mind continually returned to the fact that I was set to start 

school in two weeks, audition for a musical, and play defense for the soccer team. 

Instead, I would spend most of the year on a hospital bed, fighting for my life. 

Throughout the next eighteen rounds of chemotherapy and an operation where 

eight inches of my femur was replaced with a cadaver bone, normality slipped 

away. I lost all control over my life. Four months previously, I had earned my 

driver’s license and experienced a newfound freedom, but now, I seemed to de-

age to nearly an infant. I could no longer enter crowds without a face mask, spend 

time with my dog, or even walk. Constrained to a wheelchair, I needed help  



 

 

performing simple tasks from getting a glass of water to brushing my teeth. Such 

loss of control was frustrating.  
 

But the toughest part was grappling with the prospect of my own death. There 

was the constant fear that the cancer would spread to my lungs. Being 

neutropenic, I also lacked a functioning immune system. My white blood count 

often fell to zero between chemotherapy sessions, which repeatedly landed me 

back in intensive care and threatened to delay the entire treatment program. As 

my days in the hospital multiplied without end, at times, I felt utterly defeated.  
 

Still, I maintained my self-control by letting go of the illusion that I had control 

over my life and remembering that everything happens for a reason. Whenever I 

had doubts, I would remember this idea and that somehow this struggle would 

teach me something valuable. I understood that even though I cannot control the 

events in my life, I can choose how I respond to them. Through physical and 

emotional adversity, I challenged myself to see my reality as an opportunity for 

growth.  
 

In my most trying times, my mother reminded me of a Wayne Dyer quotation: 

“Have a mind that is open to everything and attached to nothing.” Now, when 

something does not go as planned, I do not try to control it. I have realized that 

everything happens for a reason and the universe will align. I had to give up any 

attachment to how I thought things would happen and accept them as they are. 

Having cancer forced me to overlook trivialities and live each day to its fullest. In 

moments of pain, I remind myself that this instance is just one among millions in 

my life, and in moments of happiness, I am grateful and at peace. 

 



 

 

Betsy Mattio 

Barron Collier High School 

Mrs. Nicole Herrera 

In the absence of respect, love is adrift.  Without caring, respect is as cold as a 

serial number. Without integrity, respect is futile and jeopardized. Family is said 

to be a “safe haven,” but it was where I oftentimes endured some of the deepest 

heartache. At the early age of five, I was incessantly mistreated physically as well 

as verbally from kids at school to adults of my own blood. As a child raised with a 

neglect of the most basic needs of a sense of security, belongingness, and other 

deficient necessities, I attained self-actualization by depending on self-respect, 

since I had a family only in the biological sense. The true strength of family was 

failing me. 

My mother had been removed from our home for domestic violence toward me 

when I was five. For years my dad ignored his fatherly duties through neglect, 

demeaning verbal abuse, and psychological manipulation: all consequences of his 

alcoholism. His outbursts would cause him to assault me, and come morning, it 

was as if nothing had occurred. I soon learned that I was the victim, not the 

instigator, of my environment. Because I was raised the way I was, it was hard to 

have self-respect while being constantly beaten down and being told that I 

couldn’t do anything worthwhile. My deprivation gave me motivation to prove to 

others that I was capable. My vow to never end up like my parents was my 

incentive to gain respect for the rest of my life.  

A relationship is about two things: Finding the similarities and respecting the 

differences. Throughout these ups and downs, I realized that I must learn how to 

walk away from people or situations that threaten my peace of mind, self-

respect, or self-worth. From then on, I was optimistic about everything and 

attempted to look at the brighter side of things to become the least bit “mentally 

stable” in that juncture of my life. Being wise beyond my years gave me 

opportunities to teach others the importance of respect too. Some of the people I 

meet today take respect for granted, and little do those few know how hard it 

was to gain that respect I earned. In the process, I also learned that honesty is 

admired, trust is gained, loyalty is returned, but a lack of boundaries invites a 

lack of respect. This doesn't just mean respecting the obvious such as laws, 

resources, and nature, but recognizing that every individual is a person of worth,  



 

 

and we should accept others without judgment, valuing the unique backgrounds, 

talents, and abilities that every person has within them. 
 

By observation of the world, I learned that respect drives success, and having a 

goal in life is a key step. To determine what you want and why, and once you 

understand why, it’s important for you to utilize your passions and achieve 

anything. The world of the arts have taught me not only to have respect for peers 

and resources, but gave me the ability to express myself in a way that words 

cannot. In each manifestation of struggle, I never let my battles hinder me from 

achieving things to my highest ability. I did this by respecting the moment, 

focusing on the moment, and winning that moment, over and over again.   
 

You may end up very disappointed by thinking everyone has the same heart as 

you do. The more chances you give someone who treats you badly, the less 

respect they’ll start to have for you. They’re not fearful at the thought of losing 

you, because they know you won’t walk away. This I had to learn the hard way in 

my own home. Never let a person get comfortable disrespecting you, and you will 

attain self-respect. Respect brings us together because human beings appreciate 

kindness and admiration from one another. Having humility and letting actions 

convey your story can make all the difference. Never let the actions of others 

towards you decrease your character. As the venerable Gandhi once said, “It’s 

always been a mystery to me how people can respect themselves when they 

humiliate other humans.”  
 

The struggles I’ve faced have helped me develop core values that I may not have 

learned under normal conditions. I am currently living as an “unaccompanied 

youth,” where my best friend and her family have provided me structure so that I 

may finish my senior year in a stable environment. Today, my life is back on 

track, and I am armed with hindsight to protect my future. 



 

 

Jefferson Valladares 

Golden Gate High School 

Ms. Katie Shaw 

We are all given a weapon that is powerful beyond measure. It can build up 

nations, but it can also be destructive by default. Our words carry an immense 

weight that can easily break a person just as they can build someone up. The 

words we speak are not just empty air, they are what connect us to one another 

because that is all we have, each other. A whole is greater than the sum of their 

parts, but sometimes the whole is less, this can be applied to people. To rise up 

above all the trials and tribulations, to note that we are living in a time where 

corruption and greed have turned us into you vs. me, is to hold true 

perseverance. The way we hold ourselves matters! 

Every day we are surrounded by a sea of people, and it’s easy to get caught up in 

the midst of it all. We seem to have found our value and validation in our peers. 

“Show me your friends and I will show you your future”, are words that have 

been echoed throughout my whole life. “The secret of life, though, is to fall seven 

times and to get up eight times” (Coelho, P., The Alchemist). Resilience is not just 

a simple act, it’s a way of life, it is what differentiates leaders to world changers. 

Life has cunning ways of finding our weakest spots and placing this unbearable 

weight on us. To rise up above and grow into the weight is to be alive, and isn’t 

that a blessing to survive even when your own body tried to kill you?   

There have been many influential people and events in my life, from the teachers 

in the classroom to my friends and family. It’s futile to just speak on one topic 

when they have all taught me such powerful lessons. I had the absolute pleasure 

of going to Haiti on a mission trip to pass out food and supplies to a couple of 

orphanages and villages. I saw poverty on a whole different level, but I also 

comprehended the true meaning of happiness. People who don’t have enough 

money to feed themselves let alone their family, or to have clothing on their 

backs have enough strength to smile. We’ve become so lost in this abstract idea 

that our truths come from our perceived reality. Happiness derives from looking 

at the deck that was handed to you and not seeing the disadvantages, but the 

endless possibilities.  

There have been many people who have entered my life and leave beautiful  



 

 

memories, as others leave burns and scars to remind me of the harsh reality we 

live. One of the biggest influences in my life is my older sister Reyna, my 

superhero.  She has taught me one of the hardest lessons, that you are your best 

friend or worst enemy. “The tragedy of life doesn’t lie in not reaching your goal. 

The tragedy lies in having no goal to reach. It isn’t a calamity to die with dreams 

unfulfilled, but it is a calamity not to dream… It is not a disgrace not to reach the 

stars, but it is a disgrace to have no stars to reach for. Not failure but low aim is 

sin.” (Benjamin Elijah Mays). It is not our abilities to show us who we are, but 

our actions that create our own limits and standards. Reyna has reminded me 

time and time again commitment in the face of conflict produces character. 

The mistake we make is that if we cast a beautiful net, we’ll only catch beautiful 

things, in fact, the things we catch will only question our character. We were 

made to go out and get hurt, to find out what heartbreak is, to know the sting of 

failure, but perseverance is a gentleman and will knock before entering. 

Sometimes the only option we have left is to fall, and that’s okay because 

eventually, we will rise again, with a new sense of strength and power. The thing 

that makes a person, is to be able to feel the depths of our emotions and to know 

that everything is just temporary. If we were to live in a perfect world we 

wouldn’t have to persevere, but we don’t, so we are called to rise to the 

challenge.   



 

 



 

 


