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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 2014 – 2015 
Laws of Life Program was offered to students in grades 4 through 
12 throughout Collier County.  More than 4000 students contributed 
essays for judging.  Forty two 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 

And we extend a Special Thanks to  
the members of the Woman’s Club of Naples 

for their part in judging the essays. 
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THE SOUTHWEST FLORIDA 49’ERS 
 
 

The Southwest Florida 49’ers is an organization of business leaders.  Members are all 
former members of the Young Presidents’ Organization.  Their purpose is to establish a 
forum for idea exchange, education, and fellowship in order that members may continue 
to enrich their lives, expand their horizons, and provide leadership in their family, 
business, civic, and cultural life. 
 
The YPO, Young Presidents’ Organization, is a forum for education and idea exchange 
for 7700 Corporate Presidents in roughly 75 countries.  YPO members meet certain 
minimum qualitative criteria, and must exhibit leadership qualities with a high degree of 
integrity in both personal and business affairs.  The most important qualification of 
membership includes reaching an approved title (President; Chairman; CEO; Managing 
Director; Publisher; Head Partner) prior to his/her 40th birthday.  Other qualifications 
are that the business must report $6,000,000 in annual sales/turnover; $120,000,000 
in assets for financial institutions or $4,000,000 in fees for agency-type businesses, 
and at least 50 full-time employees.  All members graduate from YPO after their 50th 
birthday.  The 49’ers is composed of these graduate members, who must be at least 49 
years of age. 
 
YPO VISION STATMEMT clarifies their mission: 
 
YPO is committed to the development of “Better Presidents through Education and Idea 
Exchange” by providing a challenging environment, which promotes the exchange of ideas 
and shared experiences, facilitates the acquisition of knowledge, the development of 
wisdom and inspires and stimulates continual improvement of the individual. 
 
YPO fosters continual improvement of members’ business enterprises, in their personal 
and family lives, and in their community responsibilities. 
 
YPO prepares members to lead and manage change in a multi-value, multi-cultural global 
environment, while integrating the strengths and traditions of the past with the 
challenges and opportunities of the future. 
 
YPO actively supports those principles that will further the development of individual 
economic incentive and freedom of action. 
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Sophia-Bella Carrasquillo 
The Village School 

Mrs. Noyes 

Laws of Life—Respect 
 
A world without respect is a world without discipline. Respect is one of the most 
important life skills. My definition of respect is acting in a friendly way that shows 
others you care about not only your feelings but others’ feelings. Respect is not teasing 
others, it’s treating them with loyalty and courtesy. We couldn’t live without respect, it 
makes the world a better place! 
 
Respect is very important and necessary in all communities. I’m just a kid, so my 
community is my school. In school we respect each other by not breaking gym equipment, 
being quiet in the library and halls, not calling out in class and helping a friend study. It 
may not seem like a lot, but it’s the least we can do. In our class we learn through 
meetings and prayers. We listen more than we talk, God gave us two ears and one mouth! 
 
What would happen if you didn’t respect yourself and others? Respecting yourself is 
being the best person you can be, eating healthy and balanced meals, and not doing things 
that will harm you. Respecting others is thinking positive thoughts about them. It’s 
helping others and having sympathy for them! It’s having admiration and it’s not putting 
them down. 
 
Sometimes, respect is gained by challenges and accomplishments. John Glenn was a 
decorated military leader. He entered the U.S. Space program and was the first person 
to orbit the Earth. He gave of himself, his time and his family. He went on to become a 
senator and fought for space exploration, science and education. John Glenn is respected 
by all Americans and showed respect for our country and our planet. 
 
Respect makes the world a better place. It can be strong and powerful and have a big 
impact on our world. Live to respect others and yourself. Much could be learned from 
those individuals who display respect. These are the people to admire who lead us into 
the future. Keep respecting yourself and others! It affects everyone’s lives! 



 

 

What Respect Means to Me  
  

Respect is putting your best foot forward and always acting courteous to other people. 
Life would be more difficult if people didn’t care about one another.  Respect is thinking 
about others and putting them above yourself by showing you care about what is 
important to them.      

 
Respect helps build a strong community. Like holding a door open for someone or 
saying please and thank you. Respect comes from your heart. If you model respectful 
behavior to others it will come back to you. For example, teachers show respect to 
students by listening to us or asking our opinion.  We show respect to our teachers by 
following directions and obeying the rules.   

 
Having respect for yourself is also important.  Keeping a healthy body can make a 
difference in the way you feel. When I eat nourishing food and exercise I feel strong 
and fit. However, when I don’t make good food choices I don’t feel as good about myself.  
When I have a positive, respectful attitude toward my body it shows in everything I do.  
I truly believe that respect is contagious and when you have it for your own self it comes 
out in a positive manner.    
 
One historical example of respect that touched me is Rosa Parks. She did not want to 
give up her seat on the bus simply because she was African-‐American. She wanted the 
respect of others because she was a fellow human and not because of the color of her 
skin. Rosa was respectful in her actions and because she demanded the respect it had 
a positive influence on generations to follow. 

 
Respect is a word that we hear almost everyday, but do we actually know what it means? 
I believe in treating others how I would like to be treated. It is my hope that if we all 
treated each other with kindness and dignity that our community would grow stronger 
and closer. We all live in this world together, but while we may believe in different 
things or come from different backgrounds, respect is the one thing that can bind us 
together. 
 
 
 
 

Kate Gaul 
The Village School 

Mr. Noyes 



 

 

Mary-Catherine O’Brien 
The Village School 

Mrs. Noyes 

What is the secret on how to make the world a better place? The answer is to show 
respect not only to ourselves but in everything we say and do. If everybody showed 
respect people would be happy and our lives would be peaceful and balanced. When a 
person is respectful it shows that they have a positive attitude. Without respect 
there could be many conflicts and arguments. 

 
 You probably don't realize how much of an impact respect has in your community. 
Communities have people with different  beliefs and backgrounds, so it's important 
to love your neighbor as you love yourself and that means respecting them too.  
Respecting others and the rules in the community helps build a strong community so 
people can live a happier more desirable life. 

 
Why is respect important for ourselves and people around us? It's important to 
respect your body by not smoking or drinking too much and by eating healthy food.  
You also respect yourself by not underestimating your abilities and giving it your all!  
It's important to respect the people around us because if you don't conflicts can 
arise. If you respect others,compromise will result and there will be peace and 
fairness. 

 
Abraham Lincoln is someone who made a huge impact when he showed respect. He 
showed self-respect by learning from his failures and overcoming them. He believed 
African Americans were treated unfairly and that's why he abolished slavery in the 
southern states. When Abraham Lincoln showed respect to African Americans, he 
changed the world and has a lasting effect today.  He is still a role model for 
everyone in the world because of the respect he had shown. 

 
Respect creates a harmonious home, work and social environment. As Bryant McGill 
once said, “Respect yourself and let it overflow to others.” People who show respect 
for others often receive respect in return.  As people become more respectful, it 
leads to stronger relationships and a better world.  Everything you do makes a 
difference, so remember show RESPECT and have a big EFFECT in the world! 



 

 

Zachary Sullivan 
Vineyards Elementary School 

Mrs. Christmas 

Respect is one of the most important laws of life.  Everyday, people show respect towards 
each other in society.  Respect can be earned, or given to others.  It cannot be bought.  
People have to show respect to get respect.  Now let’s talk about the importance of 
respect. 
 
It is so important to have respect for yourself.  Having self respect shows you are proud 
of who you are, and confident.  Having self respect helps people make better life 
decisions. For example, if a person with self respect was offered drugs, they would 
probably say no.  People with high self respect will usually stay out of trouble, make good 
decisions, and be successful in life.  It is also very important to show respect towards 
others.  Respecting others allows families to get along, and people to work together.  
Being polite, and treating others fairly, are just a few examples of respecting others.  
 
Respect cannot be bought, it must be earned. Reflecting back in the bible story Luke 
6:31, it states, “Do to others as you would have them do to you.”  This means you should 
treat others how you want to be treated.  Respect can be earned in many ways. Some 
examples would be to offer help to those in need, to listen to people of authority, never 
talk bad about people, or say offending things, and be reliable and trustworthy. 
 
In order to earn respect you must show respect. You can show respect by not being rude, 
and not making fun of people.  Also, having a positive attitude, rather than a negative one, 
shows respect.  For example, if I struck out in baseball, my coach would not get mad at 
me.  Instead, he would give me positive reinforcement, and good tips and pointers to learn 
from. 
 
Each and every one of us wants to be respectful, and respected.  If everyone had self 
respect, respect for others, and respect for the environment, the world would be a 
kinder place to live.   Respect is not bought or sold, it is earned from your peers, based on 
how you live your life. 
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Respect is an opinion.  It is a brief way of stating the amount of admiration one received 
from an act of selflessness or heroism.  It is also a rare thing.  It is not given away—it 
must be earned, so few are willing to undergo the process of acquiring it.  That is what 
makes respect so special.  People often tend to throw around the word respect glibly, 
taking away its true importance.  Two people from either side of the globe that portray 
the true meaning of respect are Malala Yousafzai, who is the youngest nominee for the 
Nobel Prize, and the A-shift Battalion Chief of North Naples Fire Department, the 
longest-standing officer there. 
 
Malala Yousafzai was only fourteen years old when she was shot in the head by Taliban 
militants.  She stood up for girls like her who wanted an education but were not allowed 
to have one according to controlling Taliban rules.  Her defiance made people angry, and 
Malala survived being shot in the head after school one Tuesday.  When asked how she 
survived, Malala said “Death was not ready to kill me.  God was with me, my people prayed 
for me.”    Through it all, she looked at her recovery as a new beginning at life, earning 
the love and respect of everyone who has heard her story.  She still fights against the 
Taliban in her country so that girls might have the right to learn.   
 
Similarly, the A shift Battalion Chief of North Naples Fire Department is a man who has 
earned respect.  He has experienced thirty long years of risking his life on the road to 
honor.  Through his years of fighting fires he has earned the trust of his co-workers, 
portraying leadership skills and offering advise on a regular basis.  Currently, he is fifty-
five years old, old enough to retire.  Choosing to risk his life for others rather than relax 
and enjoy retirement has earned him the respect he deserves from his fellow firemen 
and those in his district as well.   
 
These two people are perfect examples of what respect really is: never giving up in what 
they believe in, whether it is equality or selflessness, no matter the consequences.  They 
have earned the admiration and respect of their followers due to how much of 
themselves they put into what they do.  Respect is an opinion someone bestows on those 
whom they idolize.  Many people do not respect Malala’s opinions, thinking that women 
should never be allowed to attend school or receive and education.  This does not stop 
them from carrying out their good deeds.  Respect is an opinion.  Respect is a gift.  
Respect is an honor. 

Brielle Bellamy 
Community School of Naples 

Mrs. Lefebvre 



 

 

Faith Hundley 
North Naples Middle School  

Mrs. Healy 

Laws of Life Essay Contest: Respect 
 

Webster’s definition of respect is “A feeling of admiring someone or something that is good, 
valuable or important.” The first example provided is “He has earned respect.” I struggle 
with that because society’s definition of “earned” seems different from mine. Would you 
consider a special needs child worth of your respect?  Would a stroke patient with slurred 
speech qualify? Witnessing blatant disrespect has transformed my perspective. I respect 
others – not because of who they are, but because of who I am.  
 
My Nana passed away in May. She had suffered for a decade from a massive stroke that 
happened before I was old enough to really know her. She had been a highly respected 
businesswoman, a go-getter, an intelligent, witty, driven, and loving woman of God. But to me, 
she was a frail woman who didn’t recognize us most of the time. As she lay ashen and dying in 
hospice, I saw the love and grief on the faces of her children by her side. I saw devotion and 
admiration from her oldest grandchildren who knew her before her stroke. I also saw 
irreverence and disrespect as some of the younger grandchildren laughed and joked just 
feet away from her deathbed. They didn’t know her. She had done nothing to “earn” their 
respect. She couldn’t dress or feed herself. She couldn’t even speak near the end, but she 
deserved their respect and love - not because of the woman she used to be, but simply 
because she was our Nana. 
   
Henri Frederic Amiel said, “There is no respect for others without humility in one's self,” 
and I agree. When I see someone being disrespectful, it says a lot more about the bully to 
me than it does the victim. We teach people how to treat us according to Dr. Phil, but what 
happens when people are unable to defend themselves? 
 
My friend Benjamin is such a person. His sister has been my best friend since kindergarten, 
so he’s like a brother to me. Benjamin is a special needs student, but to me, he’s just 
SPECIAL. When people don’t take the time to get to know him, they miss out on the tangible 
joy he brings when he walks into a room. Whey they ignore or belittle him, they don’t realize 
the pain they are inflicting. Benjamin can’t teach people how to treat him. He is not a movie 
star or political figure with thousands of fans, but his innocence and pureness of heart are 
extraordinary. He can’t “earn” respect in a flashy, heroic way, but Benjamin, and others like 
him deserve our respect.  
 
Samuel Johnson once said, “The true measure of a man is how he treats someone who can do 
him absolutely no good.” So, say hello to the vagrant instead of trying to avoid eye contact. 
Invite the kid who sits alone every day to sit at your lunch table. Give the special needs 
student a high five in the hall…You may “earn” some respect along the way.  

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/h/henri_frederic_amiel.html�


 

 

Samantha Lefebvre 
Community School of Naples 

Mrs. Lefebvre 

Respect is a household word.  We all use it frequently, almost carelessly.  Respect is 
something earned, not something distributed equally.  Respect is closely tied in with the 
other Laws of Life.  It gives people courage and the kindness to go out and help others.  
The people that hold my attention and my heart, are those whose lives are devoted to the 
care of others, such as Doctors Without Borders. 
 
Doctors Without Borders are, well, doctors and nurses who go to dangerous places like 
Africa to treat deadly diseases; most recently, Ebola.  They risk their lives on a continual 
basis for the sole purpose of helping complete strangers survive in harsh conditions.   
Some of the doctors come back to America having contracted the very diseases they are 
attempting to combat.  Some, like Dr. Martin Salia, succumb to the sickness themselves.  
It means so much to them to help others that they are willing to put their own comfort 
and safety on hold to care for those in need.  How dedicated and courageous are these 
professionals who go and risk their lives simply to reach out to complete strangers?  They 
care so much that they are willing to take the risk of dying to protect the world from 
disease.  That, to me, deserves the utmost respect. 
 
In that same vein, my life has been touched by those whose actions have earned my 
respect.  My aunt is a nurse, though not one that leaves America’s borders.  Every day she 
comes in contact with illness, more germs that is imaginable, and difficult patients.  She 
cares for them all with a smile on her face and kindness in her heart.  Now that I think 
about it, regular nurses are not that different from Doctors Without Borders.  They 
both come into contact with dangerous things, but they have the same mentality: help 
people who need it, no matter the cost. 
 
Comparing the two, I thought about how every day, people go out and do these kinds of 
things in order to save lives, rescue families, and improve communities.  I cannot imagine 
that anyone is more deserving of respect, at least in my mind.  Every day I’m constantly 
reminded of how amazing it is to have kind, courageous people in my life, and in the lives 
of others.  It makes me so grateful.   
 
It is evident that respect is connected to other Laws of Life.  Respect for others leads 
the best people to act with courage and kindness.  I will always hold a special place in my 
heart for both my aunt and the doctors and nurses that go out and save lives at the risk 
of their own.  They teach us all the value of respect.   



 

 

Delaney Price 
Pine Ridge Middle School 

Mrs. Cosco 

Many things weave their way into our daily lives—the morning cup of coffee, the soft smile 
from the neighbor next door, the sound of your feet carrying you mindlessly to work or 
school, or even the squabble of voices from your usual crowd of friends surrounding you.  
These things all seem to blur into the ongoing background in the painting of our existence.  
Yet the origin of this portrait is not just another aspect of our daily routine, adding scenery 
to the picture.  The origin is the brush, painting our lives larger every day, and this brush is 
known as respect. 
 
Respect is the most rudimentary tool in mankind’s back pocket, yet it still continues to be the 
most used and valued in our society today.  It is the largest fundamental expression of our 
lives, and allows us to build correlations betwixt others while still constructing admiration and 
acknowledgment towards people and their actions.  Without it communications between 
citizens would become nothing but empty chatter, filled greatly with things like selfishness, 
criticism, and impertinence.  Respect allows us to display our approval and veneration in the 
world around us and with it, has opened doors far beyond the open eye.  When given this 
expression, it can provide us with many things, such as friendship, business, family, and other 
close relationships, yet ceasing to respect others will most likely be your downfall in the 
relationship society we have come to know today.  In order to coexist harmoniously with the 
people around you, respect must be abundant and viewed as a two way street, or there will be 
a collision.   
 
Likewise, respect is as crucial to your own being as it is in relationships with others.  You 
must have pride and recognition for your own achievements and disposition just as you would 
for others.  Respecting yourself is essential in achieving happiness and satisfaction, and 
allows you to feel proud towards who you are.  Being successful and contented also relates to 
having self-respect and with it you will go far.  Although it is an important expression 
towards one’s self, going overboard can make you drown in the immense waters of your own 
ego.  Make sure to realize that if you don’t respect yourself, you’ll be treated like a doormat, 
but if you do a little too much—you’ll get kicked out the door.  The balance between these 
two amounts can provide a healthy opinion of one’s self and even encourage better 
relationships with other people. 
 
Overall, respect seems to paint more pictures in the mural of our lives than any other 
expression, and even remembers to add the more beautiful colors such as love and friendship, 
both of which share respect as their brush.  It shows care, admiration, and understanding 
regarding our peers and is essential to our world today.  Respect creates our lives right in 
front of us and still leaves us dazzled by its hues, yet it is our choice whether or not we will 
be the painters.   
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Rosemika Daniel 
Lorenzo Walker Technical High School 

Mrs. Hagerman 

Courage 
 

In just thirty minutes my whole world came crashing before my very eyes.  Nightmares 
of the past have come knocking at my door, making me vulnerable, scared of my heart 
being broken and shattered in the hands of my loved ones.  I imagined myself as a normal 
teenager, but little did I know that the past wasn’t going to allow that.  My experiences 
have made me the person that I am and have influenced me to make the right choices 
with courage and strength. 
 
I recall and relive the days of pain and anguish when my own father sexually, physically, 
and emotionally abused me.  It all began when I was five and carried on until I was 
thirteen; for eight years I had no one to help me or to stop it from happening.  I went to 
family members, and they said, “it’s none of our business” or “that’s your problem”,  
leaving me alone and in pain.  I remember not knowing how to feel, or whether I would be 
able to live life as a normal child.  To top it off, I was a “mother” to my younger brother 
so I knew I had to be strong.  I needed courage to face obstacles like being choked, 
slammed for breaking something or beaten with cords and pots. 
 
I find myself not knowing who I am or how to act in front of everyone.  I feel that people 
can see through me.  I feel that everyone knows what happened, but are not willing to 
help me.   
 
After a while of the sexual abuse became the physical abuse.  My father would come 
home from work and would beat me for not having his dinner ready or for not cleaning 
the house.  He would sometimes even beat me to the degree that I ended up in the 
hospital.  With him, there was no sympathy!  My brother and I were forced to stay in 
check.  I never shed a tear for myself, but I wept for my brother because I felt that I 
was unable to protect him.  I often wondered why it was that my father did what he did, 
and I came to the conclusion:  That this man who I claimed to be my father, a man who 
was supposed to be there to protect me, really didn’t see me as his daughter, but saw me 
as his lover.  I learned to fake a smile as the years went by.  I learned to look like the 
happiest child, but inside I was a ticking time bomb.  I just wanted to be heard for once.  
I became suicidal in elementary school.  I cut myself thinking that things would go away 
but they didn’t.  They simply became more difficult as time went by. 
 
 



 

 

I met my mother, who was in Haiti.  I wanted to tell her everything but I couldn’t tell her 
the man who raped me remains a part of my life.  She moved to America and reunited 
with my dad.  Disgusted, I watched him smiling, laughing and helping her—this man who 
was indeed her husband, but my abuser.  How did anyone expect me to tell her my first 
sexual experience was with my own father?  Things were going smoothly for 
approximately a month.  Then my mom became like my dad.  The would physically abuse us!  
A woman, whom I hardly knew, was beating on me because of anger.  I knew I needed to 
get out; I needed to leave these people who claimed to be my parents.  Courage was still a 
stranger to me at that time. 
 
I said something to a close teacher while in middle school and she saved me, I was 
relieved from the pain, but I wasn’t aware that the worst was yet to come.  I was 
removed from my home and taken into foster care.  When questioned, I couldn’t tell them 
what happened, because I was scared that they wouldn’t believe me.  Then it hit me.  I 
had to do this.  Not for myself, but for my younger brother.  So I let it all out.  That was 
the day that I realized how courageous I was. 
 
I managed to not allow what was going on at home interfere with my learning.  I managed 
to be the top of my class and earned A’s and B’s in school.  Through my difficulties I 
repeated a quote by anti-apartheid activist and former president of Africa, Nelson 
Mandela: “I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it.  
The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.” 



 

 

A Life With Honor is a Life Well-Lived 
 

In the book, The Essential Worldwide Laws of Life by Sir John Templeton, one is asked 
to decide what their life’s purpose is and what “Law of Life” will help them get there. 
We’re all told to work hard, get good grades, and get into a good college so we can get a 
good job. Is that it?  Is that my purpose? There must be more. This book made me take a 
look at myself and try to figure out, what will bring me happiness? I love to talk to people, 
so could my happiness be found by going into business, or politics? I also really am 
interested in health and nutrition.  Maybe being a dietician or physician is in my future. 
But then I also really love kids. Maybe I should be a teacher or have a big family. You 
know what I realized? I have no idea what my life’s purpose is. I’m not going to be able to 
figure it out in time for this speech. I do know, however, how I am going to get there.  
Honor.  Honor is the Law of Life that will guide me on the path I need to go.  
 
A man of honor. What does that mean to you? To me it means to live life with honesty, 
integrity and pride. If I live my life this way, I can live my life with self -respect. How do 
I know this you ask? I know this because I’ve been watching. I’ve been watching my 
teachers, my parents, my coaches, our politicians. I’ve been learning about honor from 
your examples. When you think of George Washington, you most likely think of a great 
man - a man on honor. Was George Washington perfect? Didn't he ever do anything 
wrong?  How about that famous cherry tree that he chopped down as a child? Even as a 
small child George Washington was a man of honor and said “I cannot tell a lie, I chopped 
down the cherry tree”. Rather than punishing young George, his father told his son that 
his honesty was worth more than a thousand cherry trees.   
 
What do you think of when you hear the names Clinton, Armstrong, or Nixon?  Like 
Washington, they were all in positions that took a lot of work to get there. But rather 
than thinking about what they accomplished to get to those positions, I first think about 
their “famous lies”. Clinton may have been a good president, but the first person I think 
of is Monica. Lance Armstrong may have won the Tour de France but the first thing I 
think of is how he cheated by taking performance-enhancing drugs. The first thing that 
anyone thinks about with President Nixon is the Watergate scandal. What I’ve learned 
from these three men is that if you don’t accomplish your life’s purpose with honesty and 
integrity, well then don’t bother accomplishing your life’s purpose at all.  
 
 

Spencer Gauta 
Gulf Coast High School  

Mrs. Gorence 



 

 

Recently there was an event that happened at home that taught me a lot about honor. 
The lesson wasn’t from my parents, or a teacher or even an adult. It was from my little 
brother. We found out that a bunch of kids in his class got into trouble for cheating. One 
of the kids got his hands on an answer key for a social studies test and circulated it 
around the class.  
 
My parents got a call from the school to tell them that my little brother was the only 
student that didn’t look at the answer key. They were of course very happy to hear about 
this, but also a little curious to know what was behind his honorable behavior. When 
asked why he didn’t cheat my little brother replied “because my teacher is really good 
and I wanted him to know I could do well on the test without cheating.” My brother didn’t 
get a 100% on the test, but at least he doesn’t have a zero like all of the other kids do. 
He does know however, that he earned his grade with honesty, integrity and pride. 
 
When you see me in 20 years as a physician, a teacher, a musician or the president of the 
United States, I want you to know I got there by doing the right thing. Only when I can 
say that I lived my life’s purpose with honor will I be able to say it was a life well-lived.  
  



 

 

Emily Hugan 
Naples High School 

Ms. Swartz 

“If a man is drowning, it is irrelevant what his religion or nationality is, you must help him, even 
if you are unable to swim.” - Father of Irena Sendler 
 
Whispers, scuffles of feet, sunken in cheekbones, muffled cries, shivering hands, an emotion is 
ubiquitous:  fear, fear of capture, fear of midnight black boots, fear of death.  An angelic voice 
providing reassurance; soft words of comfort disrupt the crisp air.  Refuge is anywhere, 
anywhere but here, anywhere but the desolate streets aligning the decrepit buildings.  The 
moment of safety is close ahead, but the time of freedom is far behind. 
 
Sadly, this situation is a portrayal of the smuggling occurring within the outskirts of the 
Warsaw Ghetto during WWII.  Not smuggling of food, medicine or any other entity of a kind, 
but frightened Jewish children ear for refuge.  The plan was carried out by the meritorious 
Zegota, a committee dedicated to assisting Jews during persecution in Poland.  Across the span 
of three years, over 2,500 infants, children and teenagers were clandestinely placed in various 
safe houses with Aryan families who risked their own lives to harbor these children. 
 
One woman is painted quite strongly for her bravery during these heinous times.  Irena Sendler, 
only 29 years old, directly assisted 400 children out of the dilapidating apartments of the 
Warsaw Ghetto.  As a Polish Catholic, Irena deliberately risked her Aryan life so innocent, 
incarcerated children could experience a filled stomach, laughter dribbling from their mouths, 
and a renewed chance at life.  In early 1943, Sendler was captured by the Gestapo.  Despite 
being brutally tortured and beaten to the point of fractured limbs, her valor endured without 
relinquishing the names of the escapees.  It was her courage that allowed her to stroll past the 
vicious Nazis while harboring helpless children.  It was her courage that allowed her to continue 
to stand for her controversial ideals.  It was her courage that allowed her to contribute to the 
saving of 2,500 souls from the choking grasp of the bereavement-filled gas chambers. 
 
When looking at our world, such an atrocity as the Holocaust is not considered possible within 
our modern day and age.  And yet, oppression, mass killings and prejudice are still present.  Who 
is going to have the courage to stand for the 276 Nigerian girls who were kidnapped nearly 
seven months ago?  Who is going to have the courage to aid the thousands of invisible children 
who are forced into conflict by the militia terrorizing Africa?  Who is going to have the courage 
to assist the thousands of ailing victims of the Ebola virus in the poverty stricken villages of 
Liberia?  Helping those who cannot help themselves is the moral foreground we need for our 
world to unify.  Irena faced the impossible: the wall of fear, the wall of plausible death, the wall 
of ridiculed morals, and trudged ahead.  She didn’t cower in the face of fright, but gave it a curt 
nod and pursued her mission.  Rather than turning an eye to the families whose doors were 
kicked down and houses ransacked, Sendler outreached her alleviating hand and offered the one 
thing many others refused: help.  That act of aid is what makes her truly courageous. 



 

 

Sophia Torres 
Lely High School  

Mrs. Murray 

Responsibility In Murder 
 
As stated by George Bernard Shaw, “We are not made wise by the recollection of our 
past, but by the responsibility for our future.”  Callously ending the innocent life of 
another is one of the most irresponsible and unforgivable actions known to mankind. 
However, it is through the murder that was committed by my great-great-great-
grandfather, Francisco, and his actions that followed, that I have truly understood the 
concept of genuine responsibility.  
 
Raw monkey brain. Most people don't exactly perceive this part of a primate’s anatomy as 
a source of pleasure; however, in El Salvador during the early 1900’s, it was an absolute 
delicacy.  Francisco, a native Salvadoran from the rural town of San Pedro Nonualco, 
thoroughly enjoyed hunting spider monkeys in the tropical forest surrounding his town. 
One expedition, however, would change the rest of his life. 
 
It was a hunting trip that began just as all of the previous ones had. As if it were his 
second nature, Francisco quietly listened for monkey cries in the high trees of the forest, 
scouted out one specific target, aimed his gun, and then, BOOM! As Francisco’s ears rung, 
a bullet whizzed through the air and nestled itself into the living tissues of an 
unsuspecting spider monkey. Just as Francisco had witnessed many times before, the 
primate’s injured body tumbled to the brush-covered floor of the forest and squirmed 
around several times before it finally gave up its last breath. Francisco smiled, knowing 
that he had won yet again. However, it was at this point that all similarities between his 
past hunts and this hunt had ceased completely. 
 
From the branch upon which the monkey once sat, came a rustle of leaves and a small, 
horrified moan. Almost unrecognizable against the deep chocolate bark of the tree, a tiny 
monkey, scrambled down, frantically scanning the ground for its fallen companion. This 
small monkey, a young baby who had not even been weaned, threw herself over the dead 
corpse of what was once her mother. Francisco watched in agony as this small monkey 
relentlessly attempted to wake her mother from an eternal slumber, and stood in shock 
as he listened to the mortified screams created by the little creature. He realized, in 
this heartbreaking moment, that he had stolen from this baby the very life that she had 
depended on to survive. 
 
 



 

 

Essentially, that day my great-great-great-grandfather finally realized all of his heinous 
wrongdoings. Not only did he reflect on his role in causing the grievous scene in front of 
him, but he knew that in all of his previous hunts, he had destroyed lives for his own 
selfish gain. Devastated, Francisco understood he had to take action. In addition to 
swearing off any kind of future monkey hunting, Francisco swore to help this newly 
orphaned spider monkey. 
 
It was only appropriate, he decided, to take this helpless infant home and raise her as 
one of his own. The monkey, whom they called “Lola,” became a part of the family, even 
wearing diapers and human clothes. She was interwoven into family activities, such as the 
weekly visit to the town market. A notorious fruit thief, Lola caused many angry vendors 
to confront Francisco about their unpaid goods. He would never complain or question 
paying for her debts and would always reimburse those Lola had affected with a smile on 
his face. Francisco understood that with his decision to adopt Lola also came adopting her 
mischievous ways. 
 
In my life, I have never felt the guilt of killing someone’s mother or have had to adopt a 
monkey in order to right my wrongs. However, Francisco’s story of unadulterated 
responsibility after a poor decision has heavily influenced my actions and my character. 
As a human, there are times that I am bound to mess up; sometimes, without even 
knowing it. However, I understand that the power of recognizing my misdeeds and taking 
responsible action for them is the most important thing I can do for myself and for those 
around me. Today, our world is so tainted by the careless and selfish acts of people who 
do not stop and think about how they may be negatively affecting the world and, 
furthermore, do not take positive actions to correct their behavior.  If all the citizens of 
our global community put forth their best effort and reflected upon their personal 
impact on our Earth and its inhabitants, a bright future for humanity can certainly be 
assured.   
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Sierra Brown 
Palmetto Ridge High School  

Ms. Thomas 

Teenagers often complain about the burden of responsibilities—school, work, or perhaps 
extracurricular activities—create.  I’ve always been one to do things on my own, take my 
own future and decisions into my own hands, and not depend on anyone.  I can’t really take 
full credit of how responsible I am, however.  Finding silence or a helping hand was always 
problematic during my childhood.  Constant screaming and threats, paranoia and anxiety 
controlled my every action.  I learned to only speak when spoken to and not to ask for 
anything. 
 
Yes, I am a victim of domestic abuse.  Upon leaving my house and family at just 16 years 
old, I bounced from one friends’ house to another and sometimes back to my unstable 
mother who finally gained the courage to leave my father after numerous threats.  The 
stress and chaos is overwhelming enough in addition to my two jobs, college level 
schoolwork, varsity cheerleading, numerous clubs, and 400 volunteer hours; time 
management is not a new concept to me.   
 
I refer to my childhood as the “dark days,” the times where I would sit in my room for 
hours on end, in solitude, losing myself in books or writing.  It never seemed to please the 
person causing all my apprehension, but I always tried harder.  Trying new activities such 
as soccer, track, even yearbook, I used to believe it was to make him realize I wanted 
acknowledgement for my efforts, but now I realize I did everything to stay away from 
home, helping me understand the importance of responsibility and prioritizing. 
 
The “good life” to me growing up revolved around being responsible for myself, leaving 
minimal time for play or foolish mistakes because I was the only person I could count on 
to take care of me.  I used to want to prove to myself and my father that I could become 
something of a success on my own, especially when he was in his dark periods.  Ironically 
I’m grateful for that; my fear caused me to experience eclectic activities, helping me 
grow, develop my independence, and learn that not everything that was instilled into me 
as a child was necessarily right.  While I have made massive strides in overcoming the 
struggles, I still currently deal with the challenges of the abuse, as life thereafter, on my 
own at an early age, is far from easy.  Yet, I will continue to not only survive but also 
thrive. 
 
 



 

 

In the midst of adolescence and hormones and yearning for a sense of belonging to as an 
average teenager, I had to grow up quickly and put aside the childish behavior that many 
teenagers succumb to; admittedly, the temptation to be care free and whimsical, even 
just once, intensely exists in me.  The environment I grew up in caused me to fear asking 
for help, whether academically, financially, or even simply asking to take a day to 
recuperate and remember that I am still just a kid.  This is yet another struggle I 
proudly am learning to overcome.   
 
I am appreciative of the friends that have allowed me to use vacant rooms in their 
houses, but I left my house feeling unwanted, having no one who unconditionally loved me; 
I read that was supposed to be your family.  My father hasn’t tried contacting me, nor my 
sister, since I left, and my mother recently moved to Maryland with her new boyfriend.  
The term “responsibility” has taken on an entirely new meaning.  Though, I’m not sure how 
helpful my parents or sister would be if they were in my life, none of them completed 
high school or have an idea of what a college application looks like, and none are stably 
employed, whereas I have big dreams that scare me to death, but I plan to achieve.  I 
want to graduate from Syracuse University, and not to just contradict my father who 
“reminded” me I was a disgrace to his family name on a daily basis, but finally to just be 
stress free and to have been able to say I have done it all on my own. 
 
Perhaps ironic, or simply an optimistic way to view my life so far, I am grateful for 
everything that has happened.  I’m grateful for having to learn how to cook, clean, balance 
work, school, volunteering, and cheer, and learn the importance of responsibility as it has 
been instilled in me for my own survival; it has now prepared me for the rest of my life. 



 

 

Isabel Gareau 
Naples High School  

Mrs. Rothring 

The implications of character buzzed in the background of my upbringing on a constant 
basis, but what it took to thoroughly establish the true importance of these implications 
was eight days in cramped quarters, living with twelve other people, on a thirty-foot 
sailboat. In the Spring of this past year, I was fortunate enough to be a benefactor of a 
generous local scholarship, and to participate in a trip that completely changed my life: 
Hurricane Island Outward Bound in Big Pine Key, Florida. 

 
Surviving in a microcosmic world aboard a vessel and out at sea is challenging enough for 
even a few hours. Spending hot, interminable days, sailing many miles without the aid of 
an outboard motor, in addition to freezing, exhausting nights struggling to set up a 
makeshift tent that would effectively block out torrential rains, well that was downright 
accosting. Not to mention being thrust into this situation with twelve utter strangers – 
that was nearly insurmountable. After we left the dock on that fateful Saturday 
morning, I was absolutely panicked and terrified, progressively more so as the initial 
excitement for adventure wore off. Here we were, expected to uphold outstanding 
demonstrations of perseverance, cooperation, and intellect, and I was having a hard time 
even conceptualizing why I agreed to jump so far out of my comfort zone in the first 
place. As the days wore on, I came to learn what succeeding in this situation would mean – 
staying true to my character and taking the challenge into my own, capable hands. 
 
My instructors helped all of us realize our capabilities by allowing us to delve into the 
understanding of the four Outward Bound pillars: physical fitness, craftsmanship, self-
reliance, and above all, compassion. These pillars substantially mirror the Laws of Life 
character traits in that they also serve the purpose of helping students recognize how 
significant these values are in making the right decisions. When the going got tough, 
which was remarkably often on our tiny little ship, we were all expected to think 
rationally and efficiently about what the best decision would be. When we sailed our boat 
aground in shallow water, night was falling quickly, and the chilly March temperatures of 
Gulf waters were creeping up on us. It took a great deal of cooperation and perseverance 
in order to formulate a plan of action and work together to accomplish it. It was tempting 
to snap at each other, and excruciatingly difficult to refuse the prospect of sitting down 
and giving up. We were hungry, sunburnt, physically and mentally exhausted – but we were 
a team. It was the right thing to do to be the best we could be, if not for our general 
safety, then for each other. I took a compass bearing of our desired anchor location and 
recorded it on the map before night fell.  
 



 

 

We let the tide rise higher to permit our departure, ate a hurried meal of rice and beans, 
and set to row, in encompassing darkness, towards the magnetic direction I had 
indicated. At the first hours of the new day, we arrived safely in deeper water, excitedly 
cheering, with the group’s camaraderie tangible.   
 
We had persevered, we had taken individual responsibility for our issue, we had been 
courageous, and we had cooperated. We learned to allow the Laws of Life character 
traits to dictate our actions through experience and not through explicit direction. 
Someone can tell you a thousand times over what being a good person and making the 
right decisions means, but until you are there, faced with adversity and on the verge of 
breakdown, do you truly comprehend just how important it is to do just that. Hurricane 
Island Outward Bound changed my life by shaping my values and resonating the 
implications of character loud and clear: one must abandon their own preoccupations for 
the selfless cause, to cooperate, to persevere, and to eventually, succeed.  



 

 

The Days the Audience Overtook Me 
 

“Acting is not about being someone different. It’s about finding similarity in what is 
apparently different, and then finding myself in there.” – Meryl Streep. Walking through 
the corridors of Cypress Lake High School, I found myself frozen in time. My feet were 
rooted to the ground as I waited for my name to be called. I walked into a room flooded 
with posters of historical figures glaring into my fearful eyes and deafening silence 
piercing through every bit of confidence I’ve ever had; I was breathless. Suffocating. 
Inhaling but not able to grasp the air around me. It was as if you could hear a pin drop as 
students just like me shuffled in and out of the four walled imprisonment. I’d been having 
the time of my life up until the ten minutes before my performance and the butterflies in 
my stomach were relentless. “My name is … and I’m here to preform two contrasting 
monologues;” the cumbersome words seemed to echo through stale air. I began to set 
forth on the adventure of my satire-filled comedic and every time someone chuckled or 
found enlightenment in what I had to say, my words came more powerfully, my voice rang 
pure and radiance shined through. Gradually and then all at once, courage struck me in 
potent waves of strength. I could feel my heart and head pound in rhythm and everything 
was right. I was alive. 

 
This journey was just one of the hundreds in which I found myself through acting. Each 
character that I portrayed was a part of me that bit by bit I was able to unravel. As a 
profound theatre student, I am put in situations where my capabilities as an actress and 
person are being pushed to a maximum level of ambition and concentration. After walking 
the shoes of a thousand characters, I have procured a deep understanding of the mental 
states of many.  I am consistently driven to my full extent of comprehension of the 
human mind which although strenuous, will be extremely profitable in my later career in 
psychology and literary arts.  
 
Malcolm Gladwell once said that it takes 10,000 hours to master something. As an 
admitted procrastinator, perseverance was never a forte in my field until the end of 
sophomore year.  Around March when the flowers kissed the trees in bright pinks and 
purples, I was given a role in a play that I never thought I would succeed in. I was 
terrified for opening night and everyone around me knew it. For three long weeks, my 
fear forced me into the auditorium after every school day to rehearse like my dear life 
depended on it. The performance arrived and when I was presenting I felt real, raw 
emotion. I owned the stage as if nothing beyond the doors of the auditorium ever 
mattered.   
 

Jessie Renaud 
Barron Collier High School  

Mr. McCarthy 



 

 

In the past, I had never crossed a bridge until I came to it, but it was theatre that 
brought it to my attention that the universe was owned by the ones who “cross bridges” 
in their imagination long before anyone else. Ever since that night, whenever I find 
myself breaching the barriers of hardship, I pull up my big girl pants and keep striding 
along because that feeling of the audience being within the very palm of my hand has 
never allowed me to second guess the strength of perseverance once more. 
 
The qualities of persistence and courage, gifted to me by theatre, have transformed my 
dreams into a reality. I sincerely hope that I will continue to have the opportunity to 
embrace the preforming arts and the lessons that they teach. They have become my 
narrative of concern and commitment at the base of passion and desire. Through 
theatre, I have learned that my only hindrance in exemplary accomplishment is myself 
and the extent of my ability to differentiate between worthwhile and detrimental 
decisions. I needn’t steal a vehicle, but rather, gather the bravery to use my own, and no 
matter what road I take, happiness and success will be found.  
 



 

 

Life exists through stories. I have a story to tell, and I know that people and 
circumstances alone do not determine the life that I live. Through the harshest 
adversities and the simplest pleasures, my life is defined by the choices I make and by 
the perseverance, kindness, and courage with which I navigate this complex and 
magnificent world.  
 
I was born in the rural sector of China’s Hubei province and, lacking records of my birth 
parents, was taken in by an underfunded orphanage in Wuhan. Named Huang Cheng for 
the street corner I was found on, I faced malnourishment by the time of my adoption 
eleven months later. My adoptive mother flew across the world to receive me at the 
orphanage, and I celebrated my first birthday in Naples, Florida under a new name.  
 
When I was three, Mom was diagnosed with stage IV small-cell lung cancer. I remember 
seeing her hair scattered on her pillow and wondering why she had gotten a haircut in the 
middle of the night without cleaning up afterwards – she was always so tidy and in 
control. She told me that she wanted to see me grow into a beautiful woman, and with 
chemotherapy and radiation Mom fought her way to remission.  
 
When I was eight, the FBI raided my home. Mom’s husband was arrested and 
incarcerated on federal charges for the possession of child pornography. Mom, who had 
endured him to avoid shuffling me between two homes, was finally able to get a divorce 
and full custody of me. I never saw her ex-husband again.  
 
In October 2012, when I was fifteen, Mom was diagnosed with stage IV non-small cell 
lung cancer metastatic to her brain, bones, and adrenal glands. I became Mom’s 
caretaker. I drove her to appointments, administered medications, helped with personal 
hygiene and trips to the bathroom, treated bed rashes, cleaned up accidents, washed and 
dressed her, and picked her up when she fell. As homemaker I cooked, cleaned, grocery 
shopped, paid bills, and balanced checkbooks. With Mom’s insistence, I maintained my 
grades and varsity sports with a smile; I am thankful for every day we spent together, 
just laughing and talking, anything to make her feel happy again.  
 
In December 2012, Mom had a stroke and I drove her to the ER.  By August 2013, nearly 
a year after her diagnosis, Mom had deteriorated, suffering a respiratory shutdown. We 
spent a week in the hospital together until she was discharged to a facility for 
rehabilitation, which we couldn’t afford for long due to relentless expenses and dwindling 
bank accounts. Mom had known what was happening for a while. I saw it in her brave eyes. 
She returned home to Hospice care. 

Elizabeth Roux 
Gulf Coast High School  

Mrs. Gorence 



 

 

On September 18, 2013 at 5:25 in the evening, I held Mom’s hand as she passed away. 
 
She lived with cancer for nearly my entire life, fighting valiantly to see me grow up and 
making my first sixteen years golden with her love and insistence never to quit. In the 
following months it was necessary to sell the home that I had lived in since my adoption 
from China. Now my aunt is my guardian, and twice orphaned, I’m thankful to have a place 
to live. 
 
In March 2014, I applied to the Gene Doyle Adventure Scholarship. Its virtues, which so 
embody Mom and our relationship, emphasize a love of life and nature, the pure joy of 
laughing and learning, an honest smile, a warm laugh, and a zest for daily living.  
 
In July, from the aid of the scholarship, I traveled to Alaska – the destination that Mom 
was never able to cross off of her bucket list. Raw, uncompromising, and humbling, Alaska 
was my tribute to Mom and a way to make peace with my past. The wilderness provides a 
certain solace that cannot be replicated by sympathy cards or faux bouquets. 
 
I am ready for the next great milestones in my life. Mom, with peace in her heart, knew 
this when she embarked on her next adventure. She told me that life is not so much about 
conquering as it is about fighting well. Her job is done. Now it’s my turn, and I will fight 
well so that my life story continues to demonstrate the perseverance, kindness, and 
courage that embody all I have learned and all I wish to learn. I will live well and love 
living, for I know that challenges are only more of life’s glorious adventures. 
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