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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 2015 – 2016 
Laws of Life Program was offered to students in grades 4 through 
12 throughout Collier County.  More than 4000 students contributed 
essays for judging.  Forty semi-finalists presented their papers 
orally in front of the Blue Ribbon Panel of judges.  From these, our 
four finalists in each division (4 – 5th, 6 – 8th, 9 – 10th and 11 – 12th 
grades) were selected.  
 
The Laws of Life focus on twelve basic character traits: 
 

CITIZENSHIP 
COOPERATION 

COURAGE 
FAIRNESS 
HONESTY 
KINDNESS 

PATRIOTISM 
PERSEVERANCE 

RESPECT 
RESPONSIBILITY 
SELF-CONTROL 

TOLERANCE 
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THE SOUTHWEST FLORIDA 49’ERS 
 
 

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



 

 

Elementary 
 

School  
 

Division 

Essays are displayed in alphabetical order by last name.   
The order in no way reflects what place each student 

has finished. 



 

 

Kathryn Barry 
Tommie Barfield Elementary 

Mrs. Herrington 

Kindness 
 

Legendary American author, Mark Twain, once said, “Kindness is the language the deaf can 
hear and the blind can see.”  His words touched me because kindness is something you feel.  
 
Webster tries to define kindness as being friendly, generous and considerate.  But, this 
definition seems lacking.  This gentle and loving virtue holds the power to change the 
world. 
 
I was told the story of the cab driver and the frail, elderly woman.  Her glistening eyes 
met his in the rearview mirror as he realized her destination was the local hospice.  After 
apologizing for not having any family left to drive her, she asked for the scenic route.  
They drove by the ballroom where she had danced as a girl, past the building where she 
had worked as an elevator operator, and through the neighborhood where she and her 
husband lived as newlyweds.  After many stories and much laughter, she grew tired and 
was finally ready.  The only payment he would accept was in the form of a tight hug and in 
knowing he provided one last joyous moment.  He could hardly bear seeing the final door of 
her life closing.  This was the most important trip of his life.   
 
Mother Earth also needs our kindness.  Marco Beach is usually much the same: waves 
lapping the shore, seagulls squawking for Fritos, and kids constructing castles.  However, 
on this day hundreds of thousands of beached Florida Fighting Conchs sat piled, baking in 
the sun.  My “Gramp” picked up a live one and carried it back to its salty home.  “There 
must be a million.  You’ll never save them all,” I said.  He quickly replied, “I saved that one 
didn’t I?”  So we raced back and forth from the mound to the shore, transporting them 
until we were exhausted.  Our arms and legs felt like Jell-O, but our spirits were soaring. 
 
These random acts demonstrate how kindness helps others and our planet, while also 
bringing us happiness.  This happiness, philosophers believe, is the goal for our human race.  
So as for me, I plan to use the language the deaf can hear and the blind can see… the 
language of kindness. 



 

 

Alexander Kuenzle 
Lake Park Elementary 

Mrs. Williams 

Kindness Counts 
 

Today in our world does kindness count?  Kindness is an important trait to demonstrate.  
According to A Student’s Dictionary, kindness (noun) means goodness and compassion.  
Kind (adjective) means good, helpful, and willing to please.  One of my heroes, Roberto 
Clemente stated, “Anytime you have an opportunity to make a difference in this world and 
you don’t, then you are wasting your time on Earth.” 
 
Roberto Clemente was a professional baseball player from Puerto Rico who broke many 
baseball records.  This wasn’t his only reason for playing baseball.  He saw his baseball 
career as a way to help Latin Americans, especially the under-privileged Puerto Ricans.  
Everything Roberto did exemplified kindness.  He wanted to help people in need.  He 
helped others financially and gave his time.  He made time to hold baseball clinics for the 
children from low income families.  It’s ironic, his last act on earth was the ultimate act 
of kindness, bringing supplies to families devastated in an earthquake.  He gave his life 
that day to help others.  The plane he was traveling in tragically crashed. 
 
It is important to be kind and treat others the way you want to be treated.  Being kind 
inspires the person you are kind to, to be kind to someone else.  Kindness is contagious.  
One act of kindness can start a chain reaction.  We are born with compassion and 
goodness.  Unfortunately, in the real world everyone is not kind. 
 
Can you imagine what our world would be like if everyone performed one act of kindness 
every day?  A simple act like opening the door for someone, giving a compliment, or smiling 
and saying good morning to a person are perfect examples.  Being kind can change people’s 
attitudes and open up people’s hearts to show compassion to others. 
 
YES, kindness counts and can change the world!  People who are helpful, caring, and 
compassionate like Roberto Clemente are making a difference.  I am committed to 
performing one act of kindness a day and I challenge each one of you to do the same and 
pass it on.  Let’s not waste our time on Earth. 



 

 

Lauryn Mikulski 
Laurel Oak Elementary 

Mrs. DiMarzio 

Laws of Life: Kindness 
 

True kindness comes from the heart; helping someone without expecting anything in 
return. Kindness plays a big part in our family.  For 17 years, we have been giving back to 
the Immokalee Community.  Immokalee is a farming town made up of many hard-working 
immigrants.  They work very hard to try to give their families a better life, but it’s not 
always easy.   
 
We collect donations from friends and family members all year long. We save all of our 
Halloween candy to hand out to the kids. We buy toys when they are on sale and save 
clothes, toys, and bedding for our trip. My grandma will sell items at a local yard sale. She 
uses the money to buy food for the families.  The day before we go to Immokalee, we 
bake treats to hand out to everyone. We have so much fun baking and thinking about how 
happy the kids will be. 

 
The day of our trip, we pack everything into about four trucks and head out to 
Immokalee. We set up tables with clothes and food, and start knocking on doors. When 
the people start to gather around, they are so excited to see all of the things we have 
brought for them. We try to give every kid at least one toy and lots of clothes. I like 
helping the kids find a toy that suits them. I get such a joyous feeling in my heart when I 
see the big smiles on their faces. 
  
It is sad to see so many people in need and the environment that they live in.  Sometimes, 
we notice an especially unfortunate family. We will give them a bag of groceries and any 
bigger items we might have, like a mattress or blankets.  
 
There are so many people in this world that are not as fortunate as I am.  I know it is 
important to give back as much as we can as often as we can to those in need. I believe 
that everyone is capable of being kind, because kindness doesn’t cost any money, and it 
comes from the heart.  



 

 

Ella Perry 
Sea Gate Elementary 

Mrs. Cliff 

“Kindness is the only service that will stand the storm and not wash out,” said Abraham 
Lincoln. What does this mean? Kindness is the most powerful trait a person can have, and 
that characteristic will not fade away. Kindness is important, and can have an impact on 
the world. Why? Because kindness is a law of life, and in my opinion, the most important 
one of all.  
 
Some people have changed the world by being kind. For example, Nelson Mandela. He 
changed the country of South Africa by caring, being kind, and standing up for what he 
believed in. He ended segregation in South Africa by deciding to be kind to the Africans 
around him. And, that kindness came back to him. Blacks everywhere respected him 
because of his selflessness.  
 
We also have to respect Mother Nature and her creations. Jane Goodall is an excellent 
example for this. She and her husband would trek deep into the forests of central Africa 
to rescue and tame chimpanzees. By doing this, she saved many chimps from polio, which 
was spreading extremely quickly around them. She also trained them to be genial to each 
other, so they didn’t hit, quarrel or torment each other. After Jane, peace and kindness 
was spreading in the forests faster than polio. 
 
Kindness doesn’t just happen around the world. It happens in communities, schools, and 
homes, too. I once witnessed a scene where a man purchased a dinner for a needy family. 
It didn’t change the world, but it changed a family. 
 
We have to be kind to ourselves, too. You can be amiable to yourself by not getting 
addicted to drugs, such as tobacco, alcohol, and pills. You can also eat nutritious foods 
each day. That way, you will stay healthy. Others are important, but so are you. 
 
Kindness will last a lifetime, and that is something no other quality has. Kindness keeps 
friendships alive, households and communities together, and makes the world a brighter 
place. We can all put a smile on someone’s face, and each smile makes the world a happier 
place for all of us. 
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Brielle Bellamy 
Community School of Naples 

Mrs. Lefebvre 

There is no real way to describe kindness.  The term itself is far too vague for a simple 
definition.  Key factors, such as respect, selflessness, and understanding are major 
building blocks in the construction of kindness.  Two especially kind people are Jorge 
Munoz, a bus driver in Queens; and my grandmother, who spent fifteen years of her life 
helping people become American citizens. 
 
Five years ago, Jorge Munoz was driving a school bus when he noticed employees at a 
food factory throwing away excess food.  After completing his shift, he returned to the 
factory to ask if he could pick up extra food to feed the hungry.  Although Jorge started 
out cooking for only eight people, but since then his small charity has flourished: within 
two years, he was feeding up to 140 people daily!  Today, he spends half of his weekly 
salary of $750 dollars to cook food for the less fortunate.  When asked why, he simply 
stated, “You have to see their faces.  When they smile; that’s pay enough for me.”  
Making others happy without asking for anything in return is proof that he possesses 
true kindness in his heart. 
 
By the same token, my grandmother (who we all called Granny Weiss) has shown that she, 
too, was blessed with an abundance of kindness.  For more than twenty years she helped 
over 3,000 immigrants from all over the world become American citizens by teaching 
citizenship classes.  Her goal was simple: to help people reach the life they dreamed of 
having.  Many former students and friends have boasted about her ability to make anyone 
feel welcome.  Even her previous boss says that she was “unstoppable” and told the 
Naples Daily News: “She wants to help them.  She is a wonderful advocate.”  Her 
dedication to the well-being of others, and her willingness to put their needs before her 
own, show how much kindness was a key ingredient in her makeup.   
 
Perhaps the best aspect of kindness is that is inspires others to share it on a daily basis.  
The joy that Jorge find in the happiness of others is a perfect display of how much he 
really cares about those around him.  Granny Weiss’ selflessness and care for others was 
what made her so kind and lovable.  Each have impacted hundreds of people by doing kind 
things.  Big or small, kindness is a force that alters one’s way of life forever.   



 

 

Zoe Dantonio 
Gulfview Middle School 

Mrs. Neiman 

Adolf Hitler, Jeffery Dahmer, and Osama Bin Laden:  all examples of humanity’s worst, 
most hateful people. The rotten fruits of the mortal tree.  Gandhi, Mother Teresa, and 
Cesar Chavez:  the kindest, sweetest pickings.  Humans are always battling with the light 
and dark, good and bad inside of them. The main difference between these people is the 
fact that some embraced the cruelty and others fought it.  

 
In other words, we all struggle to be kind, to be a model citizen who is sympathetic, caring, 
and compassionate. The simple fact is that humanity needs the good. Without people like 
Gandhi, life would be bleak. The black parts of the world would show through and there 
would be nothing to inspire the initial spark that starts a flame of magnanimity.  Individuals 
need altruism. Slight deeds like tying someone’s shoes, being generous with a glass of milk, 
or on a national level, improving the world for our future, are all essential. 

 
A heartwarming poem by Paul Sebastian called “Acts of Kindness,” portrays a “worn 
teenager, hunger pangs driven,” who asks for a “simple meal,” but is so ashamed when the 
door is answered that instead he requests a cup of water. The woman that opens the door 
sees how thin he is and gives him a glass of milk. In the poem, the young man survives 
because of this, and later aids the woman.  

 
However, acts of consideration do not only occur in poems. There are small performances 
of benignity happening every day. In fact, at a Florida Publix, an employee working there 
saw an impaired elderly man with his shoes untied. The employee, without being asked, bent 
down and firmly tied both of the man’s shoes. This small gift of thoughtfulness sparked 
interest worldwide when it was posted on Facebook. It inspired many and helped remind 
the public to be caring. 

 
 Among the most inspirational figures of kindness is Gandhi who believed that “Truth could 
be known only through tolerance and concern for others,” excerpted from The World Book 
Student Encyclopedia. Gandhi peacefully protested for equal rights and supported 
nonviolence. He did all of this out of courage and compassion. He was a role model for the 
future generations and changed the world for the good. He performed all these feats out 
of kindness and concern for other people – even those he didn’t know. 

 
An act of selflessness -- such as an unfamiliar person waving hello or a stranger paying for 
a poor family’s grocery bill -- is like a drop of water in a pool.  It creates a ripple effect. 
While certain acts of kindness are more influential, all are important. In essence, nodding a 
greeting or holding the door for someone can improve their day and possibly cause them to 
do the same deed for someone else.  Even the smallest ripple can expand, and perhaps 
become as great as Gandhi’s impact.  



 

 

Betsy Mattio 
Pine Ridge Middle School 

Mrs. Pylant 

There is no doubt that the smallest act of kindness is worth more than the grandest 
intention. From my earliest memories, I’ve had to rely on the kindness of others to help 
me get through life with the slightest bit of “normality.” Living in a household full of 
hatred and negativity can really have a great deal of influence on a young child’s life. At 
age five, I was constantly abused, both physically and verbally, whether it be my mother 
or even kids at school. Growing up is most definitely not for sissies… I could be the 
poster child for an abnormal life. Being the precocious child I was, I knew in my pea sized 
brain that “you should always treat others as you want to be treated” or at least that’s 
what they taught us in primary school. Kindness is almost an obsolete word, being that 
the action is even more passé, used in today’s society. People of this nation should fathom 
the concept that we don’t inevitably have to have a cause to assuage one in time of need. 
I hesitate to tell my story but hopefully by telling it, others will remember to be 
kindhearted, considering the actuality that kindness is a vital virtue. 
 
Going to school was the preeminent part of my day. I very much enjoyed going just about 
everywhere except my own home. With all the abuse and antagonism permeating what 
should be in the “comfort” of my own home, I detested arriving each and every day. I had 
a scarce amount of people in my clique, but they were what propelled me forward in that 
juncture of my life. They consoled me, even when I rebuffed them, lying and telling 
myself that everything was going to be okay and things would change. And it did. Years 
later, I finally grasped the concept that the world is full of good people, so if you couldn’t 
find one, you should be one. I modified my perspective on kindness and it altered my fate. 
I would donate all trinkets and clothes given to me on Christmas and dispatched them to 
Haiti and the Dominican Republic. I would fabricate cards and concoct pithy messages to 
the children, informing them on where I was from and how life was like here. I 
volunteered at a plethora of associations including the Shelter for Abused Women, where 
I once stayed due to the prodigious amount of maltreatment in my household. My faith in 
mankind was renewed because kindness originates from the heart and as John Lennon 
once said, “all you need is love.” 
 
If people would open their hearts to each other and show kindness, the world would live in 
peace and harmony no matter what race, religion or color they are. Kindness brings us 
together because human beings appreciate respect and love from one another. As the 
legendary Mark Twain once said, “Kindness is the language which the deaf can hear and 
the blind can see.” 



 

 

Shannen Teresias 
Manatee Middle School 

Mrs. Torres 

Unbelievable Kindness in the Hands of the Enemy 
 

“Try to be a rainbow in someone’s cloud.”  These words by Maya Angelou remind me that 
we all have opportunities, through acts of kindness, to change someone’s world.  You can 
find kindness anywhere, even in the most unexpected places like the hands of your 
enemies.  The story of Rutba is an exemplary and heartwarming tale about unimaginable 
human kindness. 
    
In the first week of March in 2003, the U.S. military invaded Iraq.  Twenty-nine 
thousand, one hundred ninety-nine aerial bombs were dropped by U.S forces in the first 
week of the attack. Fire spread throughout Iraq, mostly in Bagdad.  One small, rural 
town, Rutba, which is located between Jordan and Baghdad was targeted in the attack.  
This town had recently finished building a hospital which tended people not only from the 
town of Rutba, but from the surrounding areas.  Unfortunately, the U.S. bombed and 
completely destroyed this much needed hospital. Windows burst, ceilings fell, and the 
roof even collapsed. Beds of ashes. Death.  
 
Before the invasion, a group of four Christian American peacemakers were in evangelizing 
in Baghdad and the U.S forces warned them to evacuate Iraq. However, they did not 
heed the government’s cautioning. Instead, they left Bagdad a few days after the 
invasion with no military protection and began driving in a caravan with other American 
journalists through Iraq to Jordan.  Driving in terror, they watched flames spread 
throughout Iraq and feared the U.S. Air Force or Iraqi troops may strike the caravan. 
  
With a stroke of the worst luck possible, their car crashed and tumbled into a ditch off 
the side of the road.  Pain attacked them with force. In enemy territory, severely injured 
and defenseless, they wondered how long they had until they died. A little later, two 
Iraqi men rushed down into the ditch and hoisted the wounded men up and into a truck. 
We’re going to die in the hands of the enemy! They must’ve thought. But surprisingly, the 
Iraqi men dropped them off at a mechanic garage in Rutba which was being used as a 
temporary clinic since the hospital had been demolished by U.S Forces. The doctor at the 
clinic, Dr. Al-Dulaime, reassured them, “You are safe in Rutba. You are our brothers and 
we’ll take care of you. We take care of everyone-Christian, Muslim, Iraqi, American. It 
doesn’t matter. We are all human beings. We are all brothers and sisters”.  
 
 



 

 

With sympathy for these strangers in enemy territory, the doctors and the town of 
Rutba sheltered, fed, and cared for these foreigners until they were well enough to 
continue their departure out of Iraq. Now that was a real act of kindness!  This story of 
genuine compassion seems insanely unreal.  These defenseless, injured men on the verge 
of dying were found and nursed back to health by the enemy. This touching story could 
have ended tragically but thankfully, kindness prevailed. The people of Rutba were clearly 
trying to be the rainbow in somebody’s cloud.   
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Madison Hopkins 
Lely High School 

Mr. Miller 

Citizenship, it’s my Responsibility… 
 

Most of us can remember a time when women could not run for office, girls did not play 
competitive sports, they could not be astronauts, or police officers. This was just wrong 
and good courageous people knew this had to change. These courageous people believed: 
 
 “If you do not go after what you want, you will never have it. 
 If you do not ask, the answer will always be no and, 

If you do not step forward you will always remain in the same place.” 
 

So many people paved the way for a big change that allowed myself and the community of 
girls and women I know to have the rights and opportunities we see in today’s world. 
These many people exhibited great citizenship and gave back to their community and 
changed the lives for many. 
 
I believe citizenship is the most important trait out of all the Laws of Life because 
citizenship is caring about a common good, and helping your community be better. There 
were so many everyday people that were responsible for big changes because they cared 
and felt the duty of citizenship. They fought long and hard to make the difference. 
 
People like Rosa Parks, for example, started the Civil Rights movement in her own 
community and eventually throughout the whole country. She and others like her, changed 
many lives for the better. Rosa Parks said “I knew someone had to take the first step, 
and I made up my mind not to move.” Ironically, by not moving she made the first step 
forward for so many. 
 
Citizenship is important to me because one person, one idea, and a whole lot of tenacity 
can equal big change. Today we see Malala Yousafzai, the courageous girl who was shot in 
the head by the Taliban assassins, win the Nobel Peace Prize. Her only “crime” was that 
she spoke up for the rights of girls to be educated. This is the kind of citizenship and 
courage that I admire and can only aspire to one day. 
 
I never take for granted my rights and privileges as a citizen of the United States. I was 
born in China, where girls there are not given the same rights as girls in the United 
States. Families wish for boys and not girls. I was part of a culture that told me I was 
not a boy, so therefore I had no real value. 



 

 

Thankfully, I was blessed with a compassionate and caring mother and father that felt 
the need to help, not just in their own community but on a global scale. They travelled to 
China to right a wrong. They adopted me because they knew (contrary to Chinese Law) I 
had much worth and value. This changed my future forever. 

I believe my good fortune brings with it the responsibility to pay it forward and give back 
to my community. It is my responsibility as a student to perform as successfully as I can 
at this stage of my life. I want to achieve, and be the best I can be. I will work really 
hard so I can go to a top college, get a great education and give back in some way. 

In closing I am reminded of the words of Mark Twain, who said: “The two most important 
days in your life are the day you were born, and the day you find out why.” I have the 
opportunity to shoot for the moon, and help along the way, and hopefully I will get the 
opportunity to find out “why”. 



 

 

Connor Jenkins 
Naples High School 

Mrs. McKee 

In this world today there's a dearth of a crucial human element. This element, one of the 
twelve Laws of Life, is courage. Often when a cry for help is given, it lingers unanswered. 
To reach out the helping hand, to the answer call- this is what the world needs. We as a 
society must step up our courage game. We must realize it is our individual and societal 
duty to help those in need. To let no cry for help go without an answer.  

 
Recently I've had an opportunity that has profoundly changed the way I view myself and 
others. Last summer I was out quite late, enjoying the cool night air with a friend when 
the silence was broken. A yell cut through the dark. This yell, we thought at first, was 
simply some drunk on his way home, thick with the night’s libations. We disregarded it. 
Not one minute later we heard the same yell, and the hairs on the back of my neck began 
to rise. I started to suspect there may be more to this sound than debauchery. Still we 
walked on. The third time this call rang out, I realized: this was a scream, a human 
scream. This was a man howling into the night begging for help- for anyone to hear his 
voice. Instinctively, I bolted not away but towards the source of the sound. What were 
this man's thoughts - this man, who I found lying on the side of the road, bleeding from 
his head and more profusely from his leg, when he heard my panicked footsteps running 
towards him and an exclamation of “Oh, [expletive]!” Luckily, I was somewhat trained for 
this. Being in the Boy Scouts for nearly a decade has given me the ability to treat basic 
wounds, so I did what I could for this man- he was obviously in shock and I had no 
supplies to treat his wounds- so I talked to him, telling him that he was going to be 
alright. I told him my name, I told him what seemed to have happened- there was a 
downed royal palm not twenty feet away and a car practically folded in half in the 
adjacent ditch, so I drew what conclusions I could. I called 911. From there it was a blur. 
A swarm of policemen and paramedics showed up and ushered my friend and me away. 
Before walking away, however, I heard some information: the man’s last name and phone 
number, allowing me to get closure later.  
 
Not all people are called to help someone in a life-and-death situation. That June night 
was my opportunity, and I'm not entirely sure what would have become of that man had 
my friend and I not been there.  I am loath to say, however, that some people will simply 
not help others due to their fear. A salient example comes from the recent Paris attacks 
is seen in the video of the pregnant woman dangling from a window of the theater. She 
was shouting to those below. None stopped. Self-preservation is a powerful motivator, so 
these people were by no means cowards for wanting to flee the danger, but it is 
disconcerting that not one on the ground cared if this woman fell. The actions of the man 
who pulled her back inside and saved her from falling were truly commendable. He was 
able to realize that, even amid chaos, even when his own life was in danger, he could not 
leave this woman to fate.  



 

 

When we live in a mad world where death and destruction can run rampant, we are 
responsible to mitigate it as much as possible. Any acts of service aiding another person, 
no matter what size or importance, take some degree of courage. It takes courage to look 
at an outstretched hand- literally or metaphorically- it is our responsibility as humans to 
muster the courage to give aid. Courage is not the absence of fear, but being afraid and 
acting regardless. When faced with the trepidation of self-preservation, there are times 
when we must cast aside our worries and be courageous enough to step up and help our 
fellow man. The times to answer the clarion call define us- show what we are, who we are. 
Do we allow life to conquer us; do we succumb? Or do we take charge of our own fate- and 
the fate of those who ask for help? The former is submission. The latter is courage. 



 

 

Hannah Justus 
Naples High School 

Mrs. McKee 

Perseverance 
 
From my short 15 years on this Earth, the one personal characteristic of mine that I 
believe has influenced my life to the highest degree and is of utmost importance has 
been my perseverance. My will. My determination. Persistence. Motivation. My drive to 
try until the very end. As a child, I was always stubbornly persistent. Whether it was 
trying to have a few extra cookies before dinner or going to sleep an hour later on a 
school night so I could watch SpongeBob, I was always trying to get my way. And I always 
did. Naturally, this began to shape and construct my doctrine of endurance today, and 
even from young childhood, I’ve perpetually applied this law of life.  
  
I recall a lesson my grandmother taught me at a young age. I was in first grade, and I 
had just received second place in my class spelling bee. Regardless of how insignificant to 
my life this actually was, I had to be the best. I came home in tears and sat in my room in 
devastating hopeless despair. My grandmother came in and saw the state I was in. I 
explained to her the circumstance and she just looked at me with a slight smile.  She told 
me a story about how she had auditioned when she was a teenager to join her church’s 
choir and she didn't make it. She went on to express that over the next year, she sang 
hymns and practiced every single day. The next year, when she auditioned again, she was 
admitted into the choir, and has been singing at that same church for the last 47 years. 
Then she said to me, in her sweet old southern lady voice, the fabled adage “If at first 
you don’t succeed, try, try, again.” And that’s exactly what I did. 
 
That next year, when I was in 2nd grade, I won that spelling bee. I spent the entire week 
before studying with the words my grandmother quoted echoing in my head. Even now, I 
wrestle with certain ideas or circumstances and my main focus is to stay determined. For 
example, in my current studies, I tend to struggle with mathematics. It’s not that I have 
trouble with the work or grasping an understanding of a concept, I just happen to find it 
painstakingly uninteresting, making it harder for me to learn. However, my passion and 
fixation currently rely in STEM careers, specifically chemistry, which require math skills 
to obtain degrees in. Now, regardless of how much I want to bash my head against my 
desk or stab myself with a pencil so I can leave class, I force myself to learn the 
concepts. When someone in a class is struggling without voicing it, it’s often overlooked. 
The desperate looks in their eyes as they hope the teacher doesn’t erase the board or 
move on to the next lesson are subtle, yet there. They often have to reach out to a 
friend, a tutor, or just try to learn for themselves while the anguish of not 
understanding manifests itself in their shaky hands that are hovering over their 
keyboard or wrapping around their pencil.  Unfortunately, due to wanting to persevere  



 

 

and be solitary in all my achievements in life, I’ve mostly experienced the latter. I do my 
damnedest to try to focus or understand, but when I’m not able to do it while everyone 
around me grasps it easily feels like I’m drowning while they’re screaming “learn how to 
swim!” It’s just pure unadulterated frustration. Anger. Sadness. Hopelessness. And 
regardless of all of this, I don’t give up. I strive to obtain these skills so I can set myself 
on the path I want to walk in life.  
 
Today, in every aspect of my life, I try to be as persistent as possible. My perseverance 
has allowed me to surround myself with people I love and care dearly about, and has given 
me the motivation and drive to accomplish the things I want in life, as my grandmother’s 
perseverance did with her. Whenever I want to throw in the towel or succumb to my 
teenage cynicism, that little girl inside of me just keeps saying “if at first you don’t 
succeed, try, try again” 



 

 

Cassidy McNabb 
Lorenzo Walker High School 

Ms. Kentros 

Two years ago, my mother took God’s hand and let go of mine. Throughout her illness, she 
taught me how to be courageous and have perseverance. She was my role model; I can’t 
believe how strong she was. I took that lesson and applied it to school and the rest of my 
life.  

 
Mom’s heart had contracted an infection, Endocarditis, a life threatening infection 
caused by the bacteria in her mouth spreading to her blood and damaging parts of it. 
Mom received antibiotics after antibiotics, heart surgery after heart surgery, and after 
being in and out of the hospitals for almost two years, she was transferred to Lee 
Memorial Hospital. Even though Mom was sick, I knew that I couldn't fall behind in 
school. School has always been an important anchor for my emotional well-being. I kept all 
my grades up and attended school almost every day to keep a sense of normalcy when the 
rest of my life was crumbling apart around me. Day after day I went to school with a 
smile on my face, telling myself everything was going to be okay.  

 
On October 17th 2013, Mom told me and my family that she could be discharged in 18 
days. To celebrate the good news, we took Mom on a long walk around the floor and to the 
little coffee stand by the elevator and made hot chocolate. When we got back to the 
room I washed Mom’s hair and we sat in the room, made jokes, took pictures, and talked 
about what we were going to do when Mom got out of the hospital. Grandma, my brother, 
and I drove home to Naples and got a call from the doctor at 3 in the morning telling us 
to come to the hospital as soon as possible. Mom had a stroke that night because her 
heart was under too much stress. She went into a semi-coma. Seeing mom lay there 
almost motionless, barely breathing on her own, broke my heart. She couldn’t even open 
her eyes. Mom could barely move her right hand. Using what little mobility she had, she 
tried telling us she loved us in sign language. Otherwise, she showed no signs of recovery. 
The doctors kept informing us they couldn't do anything to save her, but I didn't give up 
on her because I had heard that so many times before. She had recovered before; why 
couldn't she do it again? The doctor said “fighting this infection is like fighting a forest 
fire with a tiny fire extinguisher.”  
 
We moved Mom to a hospice care center in Fort Myers. I rode with Mom in the 
transportation van. I sat there not saying a word, only listening to the sound of the heart 
monitor beeping in sync with the turn signal as we pulled into the parking lot. I had only 
missed two days of school.  I was losing my mom, the first anchor in my life, I wasn’t 
going to lose my place in school too. I had even emailed teachers to get my work, but none 
of them were worried about what I was missing. They replied back telling me to spend 
time with Mom. She stayed in Hospice for only two days. 
 



 

 

 
Before Mom got sick I would have never imagined myself to stay as positive as I did while 
she was slowly dying. As I went through the most terrifying and emotional thing in my 
life, I learned that I cannot give up on what I believe in; and because of this experience, 
I now know how much courage and perseverance I have in my life.  

  
Mom was one of a kind. Her humor and love were the best things about her. Things I only 
dreamt of having. Sometimes I even catch myself waiting for her to call me or come 
home and cuddle with me just like old times. I still have voicemails, telling me how much 
she loves me. With Mom being sick, I kept a goal to hold on to my anchor; to not fall 
behind in school. Things I have that remind me of her, push me forward even when I feel 
like giving up. Throughout Mom being sick I thought I was being strong out of habit but, 
now I realize that she was teaching me how to be courageous and strive with 
perseverance. Mom showed me how to be strong while fighting her own battle. 
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Rex Focht 
Gulf Coast High School 

Mrs. Gorence 

Shuffling in, my mother and I arranged ourselves at the farthest quad of chairs, 
choosing her spot for the next eighteen weeks of chemotherapy. I hope for a distraction 
to mitigate the dreary synchronized clock-ticking and chemo-dripping that has now 
become so familiar. I have become lost, devoid of emotion, stranded inside my own self-
pity. I feel my world overtaken by a deluge of cynicism, those barren white walls giving 
rise to a sense of immediate discomfort, serving as a reminder to us healthy ones that 
this could be anyone’s fate.  

 
My mother and father were diagnosed with ovarian and throat cancer respectively, within 
the same week.  Might genetics (my mother) or addiction (my father) cause this parasite 
to grow inside my own body? Divorce is one struggle, but cancer is an issue of 
overwhelming disassociation when overcoming these two monsters in any individual’s life. 
While I reside with my mother, I continue to see my father on a regular basis. His 
biweekly mixture of chemotherapy and radiation daily on his throat greatly affect his 
“goofy dad sense of humor,” but I can still hear him smile over the phone as we converse 
each night. 

 
SAT’s, ACT’s and AP exams took a back seat to grocery runs and chauffeuring my 
younger brother to his numerous activities. Although it is natural in this situation for me 
to exert all my effort towards taking care of my family, I found that such added 
responsibility could be viewed with two diametrically opposed perspectives: positively or 
negatively. At first, I admit I was slightly pessimistic, but I found that this viewpoint 
made a bad situation even worse. What matters most to me is finding ways to accept the 
adversity in my life and use it to become a more self-reliant, responsible, and persevering 
person. Often, cancer destroys families; however, I do not have the luxury of falling 
apart. When I accepted my current situation with faith, hope, and diligence, my duties 
became not a burden, but a way to show my love for those closest to me. We all hope and 
expect that my mother and father will recover fully. In the meantime, I am doing what 
needs to be done, and am grateful to be able to do so. After the diagnoses and during the 
subsequent treatments, I realized that I, as the oldest son, would have to take on a 
great deal of responsibility for our household. Rather than view that prospect with 
reluctance or aversion, I opted instead to channel such adversity into a mechanism for 
personal growth, while at the same time, fueling my desire to take care of my family in 
new and absolutely essential ways. 
 
 



 

 

Through these past six months, I have never felt closer to my family, enjoying car rides 
where my brother and I obnoxiously sing the most popular tunes on the radio. I have 
never felt more at home, in spite of my older sister critiquing my cooking skills during 
numerous culinary failures. Many adolescents my age continue to live in a slowly 
deteriorating sense of bliss, as adulthood and college approach. However with my own 
newfound sense of self, I find myself in a paradoxically invigorating situation, becoming 
more independent and self-sufficient while also valuing the reestablished relationships 
with my family. Never once has my mother missed an opportunity to nag me about my 
impending application deadlines, or forgotten to say goodnight at her now bedtime of 
seven PM. As always, she pushes me to succeed and only after her mothering is done, 
does she retract herself from the world to briefly confront her own demons. Society 
often views cancer patients as another species, yet the people I have met through this 
journey are more genuine in scope than any I have met before and shaped me to become a 
more responsible individual. Among them, my mother, with her thinning, yet beautiful 
dark hair as she falls asleep with numerous drugs running through her veins.  

 
 Only through adversity have I found my sense of responsibility for myself as well as my 
family.  In the end, those strikingly barren white walls I so abhorred when at my 
mother’s chemo sessions now signify a sense of profound reassurance. In those walls I 
see a blank canvas, a reflection of my future self as I continue to discover my purpose 
and define myself in this world. 



 

 

Rosie Poling 
Lely High School 

Ms. Hall 

I treat every race I run like a self- study. Every time the explosion from the starting gun 
is followed by my pounding feet, I’m granted with the opportunity to discover and create 
my inner essence and values. Each race challenges my character and forces me to act in a 
way that verifies my attributes. Am I perseverant? Do I have courage? Is kindness one of 
my character traits? 

 
Previously, the answers to these questions were in the physical results. Place and time 
defined me- I was a number. When the numbers were good, I was good. If the numbers 
weren’t meeting my standards, I was a failure.  

 
This type of thinking led to many disappointments. I remember, in 7th grade, crying 
because I got 4th in the state instead of 1st. A self- destructive philosophy to live by, I 
now cringe at my wide- eyed, scared former shell. Instead of being proud of my efforts, I 
was never satisfied with the results, always angry at myself that I didn’t push harder. 
This internal pressure was manifested entirely by my own desire to be perfect. If it 
wasn’t perfect, it wasn’t good enough. In a sport where I’m trained to be faster, stronger, 
and better, being “satisfied” or “content” with a race would leave me in the dust as others 
forged ahead. 

 
However, as I grew up, I became aware that this kind of thinking was not only restricting 
me from running well in races, but also from ever living a happy, fulfilling life. So, I 
resolved to change my way of thinking. No longer a numerical digit, I acknowledge that I 
am a complex human being who can and will make mistakes. Realizing that excellence is 
better than perfection has helped me tremendously. Striving towards ideals of perfection 
just left me broken hearted, but aiming for excellence has allowed for learning and 
growth along the way. I also began to grasp that character is more important than any 
trivial time or place. Trophies will decay into meaningless dust and race splits will fall into 
oblivion but my internal character will endure when I can no longer run as I do now.  

 
Making the decision to change my mental state was one of the most daunting tasks I have 
ever faced. But in the challenge I found myself choosing character traits that sought to 
enrich my character and my life. Overcoming my fear of not being good enough required 
me to choose courage and be brave. I found myself choosing perseverance when I applied 
continual resistance against regressing back to a numerical self- definition. Above all, I 
began choosing to be kind to myself, forgiving myself for making mistakes, for being 
human. I emerged from the experience with a more fortified character that will enable 
me to live a successful life.  

 



 

 

A memorable regional race ended with me stumbling across the finish line, well behind 
where I could have been, after another tragic health “episode”, preventing me from 
qualifying for the state meet. The frustration I felt at all my hard work being in vain 
crushed me. Trying to be brave, I didn’t let anyone see me cry- I had to appear strong 
even when I was weak. I felt victimized, but know that the only person I could ever hold 
responsible is myself.  

 
After that race, my new philosophy of thinking has kept me sane. By no longer seeing 
myself as a number, but instead as a courageous, perseverant, and kind person, I could 
still hold my head high after that race. I may not have placed well, but I poured my heart 
and soul into that race, persevering and sacrificing everything. I may not have run a fast 
time, but I courageously never stopped, even when things got really rough. I may not have 
won the race, but when my teammates reached out to help me as I staggered across the 
finish line, I felt like a winner. That’s how I chose to define myself. Victory cannot be 
achieved without a challenge, and running has shown me that I am the type of person to 
accept challenges.  

 
Life may not always transpire how I envisioned it, but understanding that the traits I 
need are not numbers will help me run beautifully in the race of life. Running has taught 
me that the character traits of perseverance, courage, and kindness will take me far. To 
truly live an exemplary life, I need to continue to run in the direction of these traits in 
pursuit of success and happiness.  



 

 

Jonathan Theobald 
Naples High School 

Ms. Rothring 

Laws of Life: Responsibility 
 

There is by far no stronger testament to the fact that I live my life according to 
responsibility than the tale of my summer job. My fondness of fairy tales, though 
seemingly irrelevant, has become not only useful at getting kids to sleep, but now appears 
most useful while witty in portraying why responsibility is so important to me. Once upon 
a time I spent six weeks as a camp counselor. I am the princess of this tale. Correction, 
let’s say the prince: Prince Snow White. This name was for my snow-white skin, “lovingly” 
bestowed upon me by my ten little dwarves. For six weeks these ten pushed my buttons 
with their screams and shouts: the poison apple to my Snow White. Their names are 
seared into my mind, invoking memories of smelly clothes and chocolate-coated faces: 
Tanner, Connor, Charlie, Couvillon, Van Ravestein, Eric, Tyler, Alex, Grayson, and Hsiao.  
 
At first I felt as if they were scampering about like ants under a dripping faucet. Within 
five minutes I had my first injury as Tyler tried to fly from the top bunk, proclaiming, 
“I’m Spiderman!” The nurses were pleasant about the sprained ankle, but I could sense 
some tension. Obviously the nurses were not expecting to deal with injuries so soon on 
the first day. Tanner and Connor would later get sore throats, Charlie would refuse to 
wash his feet (leading to the smell of rot in the cabin), Couvillion and Eric would injure 
each other every other day, Van Ravestein would fall off of everything, Alex and Grayson 
would be agonizingly homesick twice a day, and Hsiao... - well Hsiao did not do much. I 
found Hsiao the most interesting of all the dwarves. Hsiao came to camp from Hong Kong. 
He didn’t speak a word of English, and so his time at camp was eye-opening for him as well 
as for me. Meanwhile, I was responsible for each of these children: yes, I still have 
nightmares. 
 
As his mastery of English grew, Hsiao’s head became riddled with philosophies set free 
by the thoughts of his maturing mind. “If we are made of meat, are there aliens made of 
vegetables?” was soon followed by “What is Iron Man’s real name?” This question I felt I 
could answer, but as I opened my mouth, he exclaimed, “HSIAO!” Rocket noises erupted 
from his mouth as his extended arms guided his flight path.  



 

 

The six weeks came to an end with Tanner the first to leave, then Connor and all the 
other dwarves in due time, except for Hsiao. The night before the last day, Hsiao had 
fallen in a creek. His last day was spent wearing my spare clothes while we waited for his 
to dry. The nurses who washed his clothes again seemed taken aback, seemingly 
questioning my leadership, as well as how Hsiao had managed to fall into the creek. Later 
that afternoon as Hsiao’s family approached, he ran to them, and I could see how close 
they were to one another. They then came to me, handing me a little blue bag filled with 
souvenirs from Hong Kong with a slip of paper with their e-mail. His mother smiled, and 
unlike the other parents, said “Thank you.” They left, and as I waved goodbye, I prepared 
to pop them a quick e-mail. I missed Hsiao already. 
 
I tried sending e-mails, but then came the riots in Hong Kong. Months passed and still 
nothing from Hsiao. I’ve never been able to shake the feeling that something has 
happened to Hsiao and his family.  This little dwarf touched my heart, making me much 
more aware of how what happens on the other side of the world can matter to us all. My 
waking up was more real than I had previously understood. My poison apple was one of 
ignorance: ignorance to the true value of time spent with someone you care about. 
Ignorance to the fact that life is erratic, and that your world can change at any moment: 
that someone you have known and cared for can disappear in an instant. I learned that it 
is every individual’s responsibility to live, to love, and to strive for a better tomorrow. I 
held myself responsible for this child, and now with speculation of his well being, I’m 
more aware of what is required to be responsible. I hope Hsiao was not forced to eat a 
poison apple of his own, because he and his family deserved a happily ever after.  



 

 

Sophia Torres 
Lely High School 

Ms. Hall 

Papi’s Courage 
 

When I think of my future, I often feel a chill run down my spine.  With unlimited 
possibilities of failure contained in the boundaries of my organic existence, just the 
thought of creating both a prosperous and satisfying life seems daunting.  Even so, I 
understand that my prospective happiness will still be achievable with the aid of courage.  
When exhibited, courage is the only Law of Life which gives vivacity and inspiration to all 
of the other character traits.  The resilience, strength, and success that can result from 
the manifestation of courage have been revealed to me through one of the most 
influential people in my life: my father. 
 
In 1979, El Salvador sat at the threshold of tension, as a violent rebel force challenged 
its corrupted government.  For the following twelve years, the 8,124 miles of the small, 
Central American country would be plagued with a civil war that resulted in over seventy-
five thousand casualties.  The crusades between guerilla mobs and official Salvadoran 
militia frequently targeted innocent civilians.  Mass rapes, bombings, and public 
executions became a normality in the cities and villages of El Salvador.  Clutching 
machetes and machine guns were often the tiny hands of child soldiers, who had been 
involuntarily ripped away from their families in order to serve.  At the age of thirteen, 
this was the world that my Papi lived in.  He and his four brothers were constantly 
exposed to the brutality of the conflict, knowing that they were never safe from random 
conscription raids or abductions.  As my grandmother realized that hope was futile for 
her children, they made a momentous decision.  With the clothes on his back and courage 
fueling his soul, my father joined his family’s escape to the United States, a country that 
granted political asylum to Salvadoran refugees. 
   
My father’s earliest years in this country will never be described as “easy.”  Without 
knowing any English, Papi entered into an American middle school where he dedicated 
himself to the pursuit of a flourishing life.  At the age of seventeen, after attaining his 
high school diploma, my Papi made the intrepid and life changing decision of joining the 
United States Marine Corps.  While the willingness to sacrifice one’s life for his country 
is always admirable, Papi had an even greater motivation to become a Marine.  His inner-
city Californian neighborhood was filled with young men who had fallen into gangs after 
high school.  My father knew that he, too, may have been tainted by the dangerous 
influences of the gang culture had he not actively chosen to pursue a greater purpose.  By 
becoming a Marine, Papi chose to defend the liberty of this wonderful nation that 
granted him too many opportunities, as well as guard his own American freedom. 



 

 

Even after my father was honorably discharged from the military, he continued to make 
bold decisions that defined his audacious spirit.  Not surprisingly, Papi was the first one in 
his family to attend and graduate from an American university.  Regardless of the fact 
that several years prior he was only fluent in Spanish, Papi studied fervently and worked 
through school with passion.  While financing school was difficult, my father’s resolution 
to obtain a college education has opened countless doors for him.  Because of his degree 
in Electrical Engineering, Papi has worked for multiple international corporations and even 
with the government.  After more than a decade of successfully climbing the corporate 
ladder, he made the risky decision to become a small-business owner.  Papi is now able to 
serve the local Naples area and raise his family in a safe and diverse community.   
 
Anais Nin, a Cuban author, once said, “Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s 
courage.”  As I reflect on my father’s journey and see the success and happiness he now 
has in his life, I can only agree with Nin’s quote.  Papi’s life was filled with hardships that 
forced him to make a series of courageous decisions.  It is because of the bravery that 
he displayed in the face of fear and uncertainty, that he has been able to consistently 
choose what is right and achieve greatness.  Success is the product of personal drive, and 
dedication is the product of indestructible courage.  Because of Papi’s example, I am not 
afraid to face the roads ahead, no matter how long and treacherous they may be.  In 
order to have a meaningful life, I must have the courage to exhibit each Law of Life, just 
like Papi. 
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