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Foreword


The education of young people occurs in varied ways and for many purposes. We educate to impart knowledge, to develop skills, to inculcate values, and to foster good character. We use many different means to achieve these goals, from the examples adults set to traditional classroom instruction to the use of the newest digital technologies. But from the beginning of human history, one of the most common ways we learn is through stories.


Such stories can teach us and inspire us along many dimensions. They can teach us to be strong and confident in the face of adversity. They can teach us to be kind, generous and forgiving to others, and to be grateful for those who seek to help us. They can inspire us to be bold enough to change what is wrong in our lives or wrong in the world we see.


Small children make few decisions, and it falls on parents and teachers to make decisions for those children and begin to prepare them for their future. Teenagers and young adults are still learning also, but at the same time they are beginning to make an increasing number of decisions of ever greater importance. They will undoubtedly make mistakes, and some of those mistakes will be with them for a long time. But they will also make some great decisions, and learn from some extraordinary people, and those decisions and that learning may influence the entire course of their lives.


The subtitle of this book reminds me of one of my favorite jokes. A journalist interviews a very successful person. He asks: “How did you get to be so successful?” After the pondering the question for a few moments, the successful person responds, “Making the right decisions.” The journalist follows up with another question: “Yes, but how were you able to make such good decisions?” The response after a bit of thought: “experience.” The journalist, being a very probing journalist, asks a further follow-up: “And how were you able to accumulate that experience?” Without hesitation, the interviewee responds, “By making the wrong decisions.”


The stories in this volume were selected by Dr. Milton Boniuk and the team listed in his introduction to assist you in making the right decisions. Dr. Boniuk and his wife Laurie are two of the most remarkable people I have met. They have generously devoted substantial resources to fostering religious tolerance in particular, but also improving the education of young people to instill broad values of tolerance and appreciation for diversity of all kinds. They believe that such education is the foundation of a better society.


This work takes place not only in the publication of this book through the efforts of The Boniuk Foundation, but also through an allied endeavor at Rice University, The Boniuk Institute for the Study and Advancement of Religious Tolerance (www.boniuk.rice.edu). The mission of the institute, founded in 2013, is “to understand and promote religious tolerance by using innovative methods to” undertake research, produce educational programming, and foster dialogue. It identifies religious intolerance as one of the root causes of war, discrimination, and violence in our world, and is committed to undertake those educational and research activities that will begin to eliminate such intolerance.


While the goal of this volume is much broader, and it illustrates many of the values and good behaviors we hope you aspire to, almost all of them also affect the degree to which we practice and foster tolerant, welcoming and supportive attitudes toward the differences we see in others. The Boniuks sincerely hope, as do so many of us, that through such efforts we can raise new generations that will end the hatred and violence that has ruined so many lives. This volume of brief stories celebrates the very best in the human spirit, and although aimed at teenagers and young adults, it is worth reading for all of us.


~David W. Leebron, President, Rice University
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Introduction


Life is a journey where you build on experiences within your family, community, and the world at large. We access information and ideas through schooling and other extracurricular activities, including sports, music, arts as well as various types of entertainment, such as radio, TV, movies, and the Internet. Finding part-time or summer jobs helps us learn to interact with strangers, develop business skills, and achieve some financial independence that will help us plan for our future.


My father, who came from Poland, and my mother, who came from Russia, immigrated to Canada in the early 1920s. I was one of five children born and raised in Glace Bay, Nova Scotia. My parents had limited formal education, and my siblings and I witnessed the hardships our family and others endured during those difficult times. Providing a good education for their children was extremely important to our parents. They could not help us with our scholastic studies, but they taught us to be honest, respectful, caring, and kind to others. We were extremely fortunate to have excellent, dedicated teachers in the local schools. With our parents’ ability to provide the direction we needed, and sufficient financial support to further our education, all five siblings graduated from Dalhousie University in Halifax, Nova Scotia: three physicians (all ophthalmologists), one dentist, and one schoolteacher.


Ideally, all children need a strong family unit with two parents and/or grandparents, who can play a significant role if they are allowed to do so. Good schools and good teachers are extremely important, and friends may have a positive effect, too. But they can have a negative effect if they influence others to use alcohol and drugs. Technology has added new hazards for children and adults alike, when texting on cell phones while driving can lead to tragedy and death. Individuals targeted by bullies not only in our school hallways, but in cyberspace, have committed suicide. Video game addiction, both in children and adults, has ruined families financially and destroyed the lives of teenagers and young adults who otherwise had a promising future.


I hope that the stories in this second book, for teenagers and young adults, will help the readers make the right decisions toward a healthy, productive, and fulfilling life. Tragedies may happen or be avoided because of fate. Those we cannot change. In my practice as an ophthalmologist, I have seen many such cases. I recall, in particular, treating a ten-year-old boy who happened to be riding a bike, and while riding sustained an injury to his only good eye when a firecracker exploded just as he was passing by. He happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. I continue to see this patient forty-five years later, and even though he is gainfully employed, I often think how his life could have been so different if his encounter had been one or two seconds earlier or later. This type of tragedy we chalk up to fate, but there are many tragedies that can be avoided by living right and making good decisions. I hope that the stories in this book help with those decisions.


Reading Chicken Soup for the Soul stories has been uplifting for me, and reading them allows me to relax and sleep peacefully when I realize how lucky I am compared to others who have had such difficult times. I hope you and your family members enjoy reading these stories, and I am confident that exposure to these stories and the lessons contained within them will help us all become part of a more tolerant, respectful, caring, and passionate society.


My wife Laurie and I have been very fortunate to have accumulated a large estate by investments, primarily in real estate. Approximately twenty years ago, we decided to contribute one-half of our estate to charity. We are both excited about having the opportunity to use these funds to implement programs developed at The Boniuk Institute at Rice University and The Boniuk Foundation. These programs include education of our children, parenting programs, and the promotion of religious tolerance.


I am very grateful to Bill Rouhana, CEO, and Amy Newmark, Publisher, of Chicken Soup for the Soul, for allowing us to develop these educational programs with them. Bill and Amy share our commitment and dedication to these projects.


I would like to acknowledge the assistance of the following individuals who helped select the stories for inclusion in this book: my wife Laurie, my son David Boniuk and his wife Kelli, my grandsons Justin Sable and Ryan Sable, Yan Digilov, Dr. Silvia Orengo-Nania and her daughter Julia Nania, her nieces Anna Hanel and Marisa Rao, Lee Pelton, a freshman at Rice University, and Gaby Barrios, Natalie Danckers, and Anjale Raghuran, all juniors at Rice University.


I would also like to thank David Leebron, president of Rice University for his continued support. I also thank the following members of the advisory board of The Boniuk Institute at Rice University for their unwavering support: Charley Landgraf, member of the board of trustees and current chairman of the advisory board; Malcolm Gillis, former president of Rice; and Bill Barnett and James Crownover, former chairmen of the board at Rice University.


~Dr. Milton Boniuk
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Standing Up for What’s Right
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Without Prejudice


When you teach your son, you teach your son’s son.


~The Talmud


If my mom had followed the pattern of her mother and grandmother, she probably would have been a racist. A kind and loving racist with gracious manners and Southern hospitality, but a racist nonetheless. And I might have been a racist, too.


My mom experienced the typical racial prejudice and segregated lifestyle of white families in Jackson, Mississippi long before that segregation was portrayed in the book and movie, The Help. She found the same culture of segregation and discrimination when she moved to Louisiana in her early teens. But at some point on the road to adulthood, my mom decided not to share that culture with her children.


Though few black families lived in our Houston neighborhood in the 1960s, my mom was determined to help her girls embrace racial equality. When Alabama’s governor tried to prevent the desegregation of the state’s public schools in 1963 and state troopers were called to block elementary school doorways, my mom grabbed our hands and lined us up in front of the family television to watch the grainy black and white images. Mom cried as black children were turned away, clinging to their parents’ hands. My sisters and I were young — just three, five and seven. We were far too young to understand the issues and emotions behind Mom’s tears or the battle over integration. But our age didn’t matter to Mom. She wanted us to share the history-making moment with her.


Mom followed the news of the civil rights movement and talked about it at the dinner table. When Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was jailed in Birmingham in 1963, my mom sent him a letter. She didn’t know Dr. King, but she wanted to assure him of her prayers. He was changing the world her girls would live in.


On those weekends when we visited my mom’s dad and step-mom, stepping back into the world of white prejudice, Mom showed us how to respect her dad’s black employees. My grandfather may have called the lawn man “boy,” but my mom introduced him to us as Mr. William. She took time to visit with Mr. William during each visit and ask about his family. She taught us the same respect for the women who cooked and cleaned at my grandparents’ house.


Once my youngest sister started school, Mom put feet to our dinner table discussions about racial discrimination. She began volunteering once a week at a Baptist ministry center in one of Houston’s poorest neighborhoods. There she talked with young black and Hispanic moms who came for sewing classes and food distributions. She cuddled their babies and joked with their children. And she encouraged us to volunteer with her during school breaks once we were old enough.


As I approached ninth grade, Houston’s school district was pressured to rezone the schools to speed up integration. I wasn’t excited about switching to a new school — a school four miles farther from my home — or the prospect of leaving my friends behind. For weeks after school started, I came home with stories about knifings and fights between black and white students. I worried that I might get caught in the middle of one of those fights. But my mom encouraged me to plow through fear and discomfort, keep the big goal in sight, and make new friends with students of other races.


Mom’s lessons stuck. Today my husband pastors a multi-ethnic church congregation in Nevada. If you scan the crowd on a Sunday morning, you’ll see people from almost a dozen ethnic heritages. Funny, but I rarely notice the diversity until a newcomer or friend comments on it.


I think my mom notices the diversity though. When she visits our church, she smiles at the rainbow of races. After the worship service is over, Mom shakes hands and greets people without any hint of prejudice. I see her joy as she talks to my wide array of friends, and I know she is pleased. This is the life Mom always had in mind for her girls.


~Donna Finlay Savage
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Speaking Up


A time comes when silence is betrayal.


~Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.


I never looked up when my friends were talking and joking about the “Retarded Boy” (as they referred to him) a few tables away. It didn’t even cross my mind that he might feel bad when people whispered about him, or that he might be hurt when he saw the weird, disgusted looks from his peers. So I just let them talk, and I never intervened.


Then came the day I was standing in the kitchen helping with dinner, asking my mom about my brother’s doctor’s appointment. They were testing him for autism. My parents had told me there was a huge chance of it coming out positive, but I had never thought about him like that. My brother, Captain, four years old at the time, had always been my best friend. We would wrestle, play games and have the best of times together, even though we were far apart in age. My mom told me about the appointment, and when she got to the point about the test, she stopped. I turned around and she had tears in her eyes. I stared at her, wishing she would say something, when I realized what that silence meant. My eyes got blurry and my breathing got very ragged. “The test came out positive, sweetheart,” she said with a calm voice. I broke down, crying and asking why it had happened to Captain.


My mom was trying to pull me together, saying that Captain couldn’t see me like this and I had to be a big girl, when the front door opened, and Captain, our three-year-old sister Cali, and my father came in. I walked out of the kitchen. Captain was talking to our dad and then stopped, switching his attention to me. As he looked up at me with those huge blue eyes, I had to look away. I couldn’t look at him. Everything had just changed. He was no longer that little baby brother who was just a normal little boy anymore. He was a little boy with a disease who didn’t deserve anything that was going to come with it.


Over time, I was able to accept his disease a little more. We had to move a while later because Captain needed treatment and where we lived at the time didn’t have the type he needed. So we moved to Maryland. Time passed and Captain and I both started at a new school. One day, I was standing in the bus line waiting when the “short bus” came and picked some kids up. The children in the other line started making jokes about the “retards” on that bus and I felt a strange feeling in my stomach. One that I had never felt before. As the other kids laughed about the cruel jokes, I said, quietly, that those comments weren’t very nice. No one listened and I went on my way. I regretted it immediately, and wished I had said something else.


My family moved once more to a new school and I was given my chance to speak up pretty quickly. During band class, my teacher, Mrs. Young, stopped our playing to give us some feedback.


“Guys, we’re playing like the kids on the short bus! Come on!” I felt that same feeling I had on the bus line, except worse. This was an adult, and I thought adults would be more careful about what they said. Apparently, ignorance comes in all different ages. The entire room was laughing when I raised my hand. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say but I wanted to be heard.


“Yes, Alexis?” Mrs. Young asked. The class quieted down because the new girl was about to talk for the first time. I could feel my face getting red and was about to just say never mind, when my mouth opened and this came out:


“I don’t think we should make fun of the short bus, because there are a lot of people on that bus who have great personalities and have the same feelings we do.” I could feel my voice getting louder. “And also, I know some people on those buses and they are some of the most caring, sweetest, and smartest people so I would appreciate it if you didn’t make fun of them.”


The room was very quiet and everyone stared at me. Mrs. Young apologized for the comment and then started the song again. Everyone was a little on edge. At the end of the class, everyone was giving me weird looks and sizing me up. They looked like they were labeling me a nerd right off the bat, but I didn’t care, because I knew three things: I had spoken the truth and what others in the class were probably thinking, I had taught everyone something, and while everyone in the classroom was being a follower, I had decided to take a different path. I want to become a leader and a positive role model and go on to teach others about people on the “short bus.” I want to teach people about my brother Captain, who doesn’t know that he’s different. And really, he’s not. He’s just a five-year-old who loves baseball and eating cookies, and I never want to hear anybody make fun of him.


~Alexis Streb
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A Flower for Leourn


We can do no great things, only small things with great love.


~Mother Teresa


We were out to change the world. This was our time, our senior year. My best friend Beth and I had big dreams and big hopes for our last year at high school. We were ready for a miracle we knew we would see. With great anticipation, we started the year with my senior quote in mind: “But God and I have big dreams, and with big dreams you can’t give up, you have to keep pressing on.”


I would like to say that I was the first to notice her, but in my world of “big dreams,” this one small, quiet freshman did not appear on my radar. My sensitive best friend Beth was the first to notice her.


“Kristi, did you see the girl standing by us in the lunch line? She looks so lost, so out of place,” Beth said to me. We had heard of a family that had just moved to our town from Cambodia. We knew there was supposed to be a new girl at school from that family, but we had yet to meet her . . . until now.


Leourn was a small, dark-haired beauty. She was thrust into a new country where she struggled with the little English she knew, and it made it very hard for her to get to know people in our small town. She was starting her freshman year and was trying her best to blend in without attracting any attention.


We watched in the lunchroom at our “Senior Table.” This table was reserved for our senior sport jock friends, and no one else. Leourn would get her lunch tray with the rest of the students, but she always kept her head down with her eyes focused on the floor. She would then head to the only table of girls she recognized. Unfortunately, it was the table for the most popular girls in the freshman class. Every single day, Leourn would sit at the very edge of her seat and eat as fast as she could. She kept her eyes fixed on her food and we never, ever saw her look up. We would watch in dismay at the interaction of the other girls at her table. They would make gestures to one another and laugh at Leourn while she ate.


As we paid attention over the next week, we never heard anyone so much as say “Hi” to Leourn.


We watched as Leourn walked, with her head always down, through the halls of a high school where most didn’t even acknowledge her existence. She was a girl invisible.


Beth and I prayed and talked — what could we do to help Leourn? With love and faith, we decided to try our hardest to let one lonely girl know that there were people who knew she existed and, more importantly, that there was a God who knew and loved her.


As the weeks and months passed, Beth and I made an effort to let Leourn know that we cared. We sat with Leourn at the freshman girls’ table. The other freshman girls tried to let us in on the joke that “nobody talks to Leourn.” Their lofty glances and laughs were met with death stares from two upperclassmen.


We sought out Leourn in the halls and said “Hi” and tried to continue to engage her in conversation. I would like to say that, at this point, Leourn responded to us with smiles and small talk. But she didn’t — Leourn still kept her head down and responded very little. We were okay with that, because we knew that God wanted us to keep trying to spend time with Leourn, regardless of her response.


When February rolled around, our school sold carnations that we could send to one another for Valentine’s Day. I immediately thought of Leourn and decided I would send her a flower for the holiday. When I thought about what to write, it occurred to me that keeping it simple would be the best for someone just learning our language and customs.


So I just simply wrote:


Happy Valentine’s Day, Leourn—


I want you to know how much God loves you.


Your friend, Kristi


I will never forget that Valentine’s Day.


For the first time, Leourn was the one who sought me out. She found me in the hall with the carnation clutched tightly in her hands. Then she did something amazing. She looked up.


She actually took her eyes off the floor, looked up at me with beautiful beaming eyes, and in a low choked whisper said two words: “Thank You.”


It was a life-changing moment for me.


You see, Beth and I were out to change the world, but instead God was changing me. I learned that I may never be president, be famous, or have a million dollars to my name. But I learned that what Christ wanted from me was for me to love Him with all my heart and all my soul so that I could spread that love to everyone around me — one flower at a time.


It’s like walking out to a pond and throwing in one tiny pebble. Though that pebble is incredibly small compared to the pond, it still creates ripples that affect the water around it. As I learned my senior year, every word that comes from our mouths and every action we carry out affects the people around us, whether we realize it or not.


We ended our senior year not knowing how many people’s lives we touched. However, Beth and I knew that our two lives were changed. Leourn went on to graduate from our small high school three years after us, and I went back for her graduation. As Leourn walked out of the gymnasium after the ceremony, I gave her a big hug and told her congratulations. As she looked up at me, the tears streamed down her face. I asked her if the tears were happy ones or sad ones, and she said they were both. I gave her another hug before she walked off into the crowd.


As I look back, I hope in my own small way that we helped to make her first year in a new country easier, and that we brought a little light into her world.


~Kristi Powers
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Small Girl Learns a Big Lesson


The test of courage comes when we are in the minority. The test of tolerance comes when we are in the majority.


~Ralph W. Sockman


Auden, my dear grandmother, passed away in 1992. I was only five years old, too young to remember enough about her. But one important life lesson she taught me remains unforgettable.


When Auden was a high school senior in 1940s Chicago, there was a “must-go-to” party after the prom. My grandmother was invited and was eagerly anticipating the big event. That is, until a few days later when she found out that Jennifer, one of her best friends, hadn’t received an invitation. Auden’s excitement quickly turned to anger when she discovered the reason for the exclusion.


Jennifer wasn’t invited because she was Jewish.


Understand, this wasn’t just a big party, it was the party of this senior class’s high school lives.


No matter. My grandmother didn’t take this sitting down.


“I didn’t want Jennifer, or anyone, to feel left out,” Auden said. If Jennifer wasn’t welcome, then Auden wouldn’t go either. Instead, she invited Jennifer over for their own small party. A two-person party… that turned out to be the party of the Class of 1940s young lives as more and more classmates decided to do the right thing.


“Injustice,” I remember Auden telling me more than once, “is everyone’s battle.”


I was only a kindergartner, but I listened, I learned and I remembered.


As I have grown up, racism is something I have read about in history textbooks, something that happens to other people, in other times, in other places. Certainly I never thought I would witness something so ugly in my small hometown in Southern California. My middle school was largely white, but with a healthy minority mix of Hispanic, Asian and a few African-American students. I have been brought up to notice skin color only the way I might notice someone’s red hair or freckles or dimples. I just see people. Human beings. My classmates. My friends.


But one morning I arrived at school to find out my friend Damien had been suspended for getting into a fight with another student. I was shocked. Damien was a kindhearted, gentle person, an honors student, even voted “friendliest” by his eighth-grade classmates. He always smiled and said “hello” when you passed him in the hallways. He was popular with the cool kids and also with the less-cool kids because he was nice to everybody. Damien was the last person I would suspect of being suspended.


Throughout the day, the details of Damien’s suspension leaked out. At first I was shocked, then perplexed, then, as I gradually pieced together the whole story, furious.


This is what happened. Damien was waiting for his ride home after school when the school troublemaker, a white kid who had already been suspended numerous times and was just a few missteps away from juvenile hall, sauntered up to him, sneered a racial slur (Damien, I should mention, is African-American) and began to push him around. Damien first tried to walk away, then tried to defend himself. When an administrator finally noticed the scuffle and rushed over to tear them apart, it looked as if both boys had been involved in the fight. Both were suspended immediately. Even when the few witnesses said that Damien was just defending himself, school administrators remained firm. Damien had been involved in a fight with another student, and therefore he was suspended.


“Zero tolerance,” they said, unaware of the irony. “No ifs, ands or buts about it.”


Not only did Damien have to miss school for a few days, as a student who had been suspended he was also barred from any of the remaining school functions: dances, the end-of-the-year field trip to the beach, even the eighth-grade graduation ceremony. To me, this seemed unbearably unfair, especially since Damien had merely been defending himself.


I talked to the principal. She remained steadfast in her stance. I passed around a petition at school and drummed up support from more than 400 students, nearly the entire eighth-grade class. The administration remained stubbornly firm behind the suspension.


On the day of graduation, Damien sat in the audience instead of onstage with the other graduates. As class president, I was allowed to give a speech at the ceremony. I stood at the podium, tears welling up in my eyes at the sight of Damien sitting amid the crowd of parents instead of onstage with his classmates and friends.


I cleared my throat.


“When I was very young,” I began, “an incredibly wise lady, my grandmother Auden, taught me a valuable lesson. ‘Injustice is everyone’s battle,’ she used to say. And I say that it is an injustice that Damien is not up here onstage with us today…”


I wish I could tell you that our principal was affected by the ovation Damien received and invited him up with us. But she didn’t. This battle against injustice was lost.


Or maybe not. The smile on Damien’s face told me he didn’t feel completely left out.


It is now four years later. When I see Damien in the high school halls, he still sometimes thanks me for what I did.


In truth, he should thank my Grandma Auden.


~Dallas Woodburn
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The Fat Kid


If we really want to love, we must learn to forgive.


~Mother Teresa


“Recess!” one boy yelled. Lines formed quickly, but I stayed at the end. Looking down, hands in my pockets, I kicked rocks across the blacktop. I watched the boys play basketball as the girls looked on. They did not know who I was. I wondered whether I should ask to play, but just then Joe hit the ground. He limped to the side of the court with help from a teammate.


“Hey, you want to play?” asked John, his team now short a man. John was a tall, skinny boy everyone liked. He was one of the most athletic kids in my grade.


“Umm, I’ll play the next game,” I said as I sat watching. That’s all I ever did — watch.


The next day, science, math, social studies, and English passed as usual, and I sat with friends eating lunch.


“Are you going to play basketball with us today?” asked John. “Joe is still hurt.”


“Yeah, I’ll try it today,” I said nervously, knowing what would happen.


Lunch ended, and the lines to go outside formed even faster than the day before. John called me to the hoop, and I walked over slowly, peering out of the corner of my eye at the girls watching. I saw one of them point at me, but I kept walking.


The game started, and everything was okay. I made a few baskets, and, as one of the tallest kids, I got a lot of rebounds. Although this was only recess basketball, I felt like I could play for the New York Knicks. The day was perfect, and after watching for all those hours, I was glad to finally play.


The girls came over. I tried not to make eye contact, but it was difficult not to. A group of them chanted “Fat @$$” and “Lard @$$,” but I kept playing.


During the next period, I sat with my head on the desk. I didn’t want those girls to know they’d gotten to me. I would laugh at anything just to put it out of my head. I kept hearing their words, though, and felt myself shatter completely.


I went home on the bus that day with my head leaning against the window. My mom was waiting at my stop. I walked to her and gave her a hug, sobbing. I told her they’d made fun of me again. I told her I wished I was thin, and that kids weren’t so mean to me. Even though I did have friends, I felt like I didn’t and never would because people saw me as fat before they got to know me.


I fell asleep that night wondering what it would be like if I were a skinny, handsome boy. I was jealous of all the kids who were never teased and had everything easy. No one I knew got teased the way I did. Maybe it was a good thing. Maybe, I thought, maybe it will make me mellow when I grow up. But now, I was the boy no girls ever looked at.


A few years later, I went to a sports camp with activities every second we were awake. In the beginning, I was the same “fat kid” I was at school. But, week by week, the pounds came off. When my mom visited after five weeks, she couldn’t get over how I looked and told me I must have dropped at least fifteen pounds. I felt great. Three years of camp passed, and I dropped more and more weight. Each summer I came home a different person.


One day at school, I saw an overweight boy walking through the hall with his head down, trying not to make eye contact. I thought that maybe he had been teased like I had been and just couldn’t take it. I wondered if he was crying like I once had.


The next day, I saw him again. “You’re so fat!” yelled a boy. “You’re the fattest kid I’ve ever seen!” taunted another as he shoved him against the locker. My good friends, ones I had known since I was little, were teasing this boy and calling him the same names that had traumatized me through the years. Upset, I went over to them.


“Get away from him!” I screamed. “What did he ever do to you?”


Although they walked away, I didn’t think they got the message that words hurt. The boy looked at me, smiled, and said thanks, and then walked to his next class. He never looked back; he just kept walking through the hallway. This time, though, he walked with his head up.


~David Gelbard
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The Boldest Girl in Class


Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.


~Winston Churchill


I’ll never forget the first time I heard my English teacher, Mr. Barnes, make an inappropriate comment in class. He’d just handed out our first assignment and someone asked how long it should be. “Like the length of a lady’s skirt,” he said. “Long enough to cover everything, but short enough to keep it interesting.” The guys howled and gave each other high fives. Mr. Barnes just sat there and smiled with an annoying little smirk on his face. It made my skin crawl.


As the year went by, his comments became more and more inappropriate. I began to dread his class. He could turn anything we studied into something negative and degrading to women. It was humiliating. How could he treat us like this? Each time he made one of his comments, I wanted to say something, but I was too afraid of him. Besides, everyone called me “Miss Quiet and Shy.” I didn’t like speaking in front of other people and I would never talk back to a teacher.


Toward the end of the year, we started studying The Canterbury Tales, a Middle English collection of stories about a group of travelers. Mr. Barnes made a generic, stereotypical comment about the traveler in each tale we were reading. When we came to the tale about the “Wife of Bath,” I braced myself. Just as I suspected, he told us about how this woman was a typical wife. They only brought her along because they needed someone to cook and clean. I just couldn’t take it anymore. What was wrong with us? Why did we all sit complacently, taking this abuse? The guys were laughing and acting like Mr. Barnes was a stand-up comedian. I looked at the girls and most of them just sat there with their arms crossed and their heads hanging down. It made me so angry. I felt like I was going to explode.


I don’t know what came over me. Suddenly, I blurted out a “Hmm!” My teacher’s head jerked up.


He glared around the room and asked, “Who said that?” No one said a word. It was so quiet that I heard the clock on the wall ticking for the first time ever.


I had a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach, like I’d just gone upside down on a roller coaster. I could feel my face getting hotter as the blood rushed to my cheeks. My heart was pounding so loud and so fast that I thought it might jump right out of my chest. What was I thinking? I was “Miss Quiet and Shy,” right? I was already in way over my head. Oh well, I thought, somebody has to stand up to this guy — here goes nothing. I opened my mouth and blurted out, “I said it.” Everyone whipped around and stared at me with looks of horror. I wanted to crawl underneath my desk.


Mr. Barnes glared at me and said, “Do you have something you’d like to say?”


“Yes . . . I . . . do.” I choked out. “I think your comments are stereotypical and rude. They are . . . um . . . inappropriate, sir.” I stammered.


“Well,” he said, “I’m sorry you feel that way. Thank you for your comments, Miss Westbrook.”


I don’t think I paid attention to anything else the entire class period. I couldn’t believe what I had just done. Was that my voice I had heard? Did Mr. Barnes really just thank me for my comments? When the bell rang, I grabbed my stuff and ran down the hall to my locker.


By the end of the day, the entire school had heard what had happened. People I didn’t even know were coming up to me and patting me on the back. All of the girls were so glad that someone had finally stood up to him, and so was I. I just couldn’t believe that it had been me!


For the rest of the year, Mr. Barnes toned down his comments, at least in my class. He still told some awful jokes, but they were no longer degrading.


When I handed in my final exam, Mr. Barnes looked me in the eye and said, “You, Miss Westbrook, will go far in life. We need more leaders and fewer followers. Good luck next year.” I was shocked — it seemed like he actually respected me for standing up to him. I smiled and felt proud. Who would have thought that “Miss Quiet and Shy” would have ended up being the boldest girl in class?


~Christy Westbrook
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Changing the World – One Clip at a Time


Never doubt that a small group of committed people can change the world; indeed it is the only thing that ever has.


~Margaret Mead


In 1998, principal Linda Hooper wanted to start a project that would teach the students at Whitwell Middle School (Whitwell, Tennessee) about tolerating and respecting different cultures. Mrs. Hooper sent her eighth-grade history teacher and football coach, David Smith, to a teacher-training course in nearby Chattanooga. He came back and proposed that an after-school course on the Holocaust be offered at the school. This in a school with hardly any ethnic and no Jewish students.


Mr. Smith and eighth-grade English teacher Sandra Roberts held the first session of the project in October of that year. The teachers began by reading aloud from Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young Girl and Elie Wiesel’s Night. They read aloud because most of the students could not afford to buy books.


What gripped the eighth-graders most as the course progressed was the sheer number of Jews put to death by the Third Reich. Six million. They could hardly fathom such an immense figure.


One day, Roberts and Smith were explaining to the class that some compassionate people in 1940s Europe stood up for the Jews. After the Nazis invaded Norway, many courageous Norwegians expressed solidarity with their Jewish fellow citizens by pinning ordinary paper clips to their lapels, as Jews were forced to wear a Star of David on theirs.


Then someone had the idea to collect six million paper clips to represent the six million Jewish Holocaust victims. The idea caught on, and the students began bringing in paper clips from home, from aunts and uncles, and friends. They set up a Web page. A few weeks later, the first letter arrived — then others. Many contained paper clips. By the end of the school year, the group had assembled 100,000 clips. But it occurred to the teachers that collecting six million paper clips at that rate would take a lifetime.


The group’s activities have long spilled over from the classroom. It’s now called the Holocaust Project. Down the halls, students have created a concentration camp simulation with paper cutouts of themselves pasted on the wall. Chicken wire stretches across the wall to represent electrified fences. Wire mesh is hung with shoes to represent the millions of shoes the victims left behind when they were marched to death chambers. And every year now they reenact the “walk” to show their love and respect for those victims they never had a chance to meet. The “walk” also gives students at least an inkling of what people must have felt when Nazi guards marched them off to camps.


Meanwhile, the paper clip counting continues. Students gather for their Wednesday meeting, each wearing a paper clip on the lapel of their group’s polo shirt emblazoned: “Changing the World, One Clip at a Time.” All sorts of clips arrive: silver- and bronze-colored clips, colorful plastic-coated clips, small clips, large clips, round clips, triangular clips, and even clips fashioned from wood. The students file all the letters they receive in ring binders. With the collected paper clips, the students wanted to honor the victims with a memorial.


It was decided that the memorial would be more meaningful if the clips could be housed in an authentic German railroad car. With help from German citizens, the school obtained an authentic German railroad car from the 1940s, one that was actually used to transport victims to the camps. The car, transported from Berlin, Germany, to the tiny town of Whitwell, now sets in front of the middle school loaded with eleven million of these symbolic paper clips from all over the world. The principal, teachers and students took their vision and turned it into a reality. Having collected over twenty-nine million paper clips and over twenty thousand letters, the students and teachers at Whitwell Middle School have achieved a response that no one could have predicted.


For generations of Whitwell eighth graders, a paper clip will never again be just a paper clip. Instead, it will carry a message of perseverance, empathy, tolerance and understanding. One student put it like this: “Now, when I see someone, I think before I speak, I think before I act and I think before I judge.”


Can one person, or one small group, truly do anything to help bring humanity together in understanding and peace? Just ask the students at Whitwell and all of those around the world who are helping them collect paper clips!


~Steve Goodier
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You Get What You Give


If you find it in your heart to care for somebody else, you will have succeeded.


~Maya Angelou


In 1953, moving into a newly built home in Levittown, Pennsylvania, was the American Dream for a blue-collar worker like my father. These affordable houses included modern automatic clothes washers, radiant heating in the floor, carports and complete landscaping. New schools cropped up, surrounded by parks, pools and baseball fields. It was a dream come true for my family of five, as well as hundreds of other families — providing they were white. Levittown’s builder refused to sell to blacks. As an eight-year-old, I was unaware of this racial discrimination. I innocently played with neighborhood kids in the safe streets of Dogwood Hollow, one of the town’s subdivisions.


It was four years later when my eyes were opened to the harmful and odious effects of prejudice. That summer, I turned twelve: the age of accountability. I planted a flower garden. I went to a girls’ camp with my best friend, and we both changed our names. It was the summer that I was awakened to life’s lessons of hate and love, courage and conviction, and the darker side of human nature.


Although Levittown’s builder would not sell his homes to black families, there was nothing in the books that prevented a resale to blacks. That is exactly how the Myers family bought their house on Deepgreen Lane, just around the corner from my house. At first, neighbors thought that the black family had come to clean the house for the new residents. But when it became apparent that they were moving in, crowds began to gather around the house and in the street. The crowd turned into a mob that remained outside the house for weeks, terrorizing the Myerses with hurtful remarks, death threats and broken windows. Crosses were burned on roofs and lawns of any sympathizers. The Ku Klux Klan recruited angry homeowners who felt that their property values would decline.


As a naïve young girl, I was shocked and horrified by the events taking place in my neighborhood. I couldn’t believe that people would hate other people because of their skin color. “Why?” I kept asking everyone. No one could give me an answer that made sense. The unfairness and hatefulness of it all pierced my heart deeply. I had to do something. I had to show this family that they were welcome in my neighborhood. I recruited my best girlfriend to help me.


The flower garden I had planted was now in full bloom, so I decided to pick some flowers and take them to the Myerses, my friend in tow. I was oblivious to any dangers or negative consequences of my decision to act. I didn’t tell my parents of my plan either. I sensed that they wouldn’t approve. Off went my friend and I, through the crowds and up to the front door of the Myerses’ home.


Mrs. Daisy Myers answered the door. “Welcome to our neighborhood,” I announced as I held out my bouquet of zinnias, snapdragons and marigolds. She smiled and invited us in.


The memory of her smile and her peaceful presence will forever inspire me. Here was a woman whose family was endangered, hated and victimized by members of my community and my ethnic group, yet she graciously invited my friend and me into her home. She trusted us enough to show her little baby girl to us, and she talked to us like equals. It was a time of transformation for me. I walked up to that door thinking that I was doing something good for that family, but it was my life that was changed. I saw courage, love, endurance and faith in the kindness that Daisy Myers offered me that day.


In 1999, forty-two years later, the city of Levittown invited Daisy Myers back so that a formal apology could be made to her. At the age of seventy-four, Mrs. Myers drove herself to Levittown from miles away, declining a chauffeur-driven ride in a government car. When I heard of the event, my heart nearly burst with joy. At last, I could be at peace with my hometown. I felt proud that they wanted to rectify the past injustices and create a new memory of acceptance and love. Daisy Myers lit the community Christmas tree in Levittown that year. Her memory still lights my heart.


~Terri Akin
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A Lasting Lesson


As long as the world shall last there will be wrongs, and if no man objected and no man rebelled, those wrongs would last forever.


~Clarence Darrow


It was vacation time — two years before lung cancer would take Dad and twelve years before Mom would succumb to a different form of the same disease. But that was all yet to be. For now, we were all together — and all excited.


Mom, Dad, my two sisters and I were going on a trip. Vacations were rare in our family. We had love, caring, togetherness, and all the other intangibles that make a family name worth bearing. What we didn’t have was money. We didn’t have a car; meals in restaurants were an extremely rare treat. But at the age of six, I spent little time pondering such matters. My sisters, aged nine and eleven at the time, and I had food, good clothes to wear, and a safe and comfortable place to live. We also had the very best of parents.


It was a time of happy anticipation. My mother’s parents had moved down to Florida and we were invited to visit. And while I was most excited about the train ride, I would leave that trip having learned a profound lesson from my mother that would stay with me forever.


It often took years before we grasped the meaning of Mom’s lessons. Many times we didn’t realize that a lesson had been taught — not until we experienced more of life, not until we had our own families, our own crises, our own sorrows. The irony of this whole manner of teaching and learning is that I don’t think she ever realized what valuable training she was passing on to us.


She taught mostly by example, by living her life in a way that was unwavering in its commitment to the values she held to be true and important. We learned about honesty, respect for others, the importance of education; we learned how to face disaster with resolve and hope, when to be afraid, and when to be fearless. All this we learned by watching this simple, yet special, woman live her life.


The trip down to Florida was just as exciting as any six-year-old could hope for — gleaming railway cars, cities, farms, and open fields flashing past the window; sleeping in plush, reclining seats, our heads resting on fluffy, oversized pillows; listening to the sound of the conductor bellowing out the names of the various stops. These are all wonderful remembrances, but it was one incident that will always stand out. This “incident” is not something that made headlines, or caused any uproar of any kind. Indeed, it is unlikely that anyone beside my sisters and I recall what transpired. It is, however, something that eventually shaped many of my opinions regarding bias, hate, foolishness — and Mom.


It was a hot day in Florida, and we were reluctantly off on some mission with Mom. I don’t remember where it was that we were going, but I do remember Dad had cleverly managed to avoid being dragged along. Not having a car, we headed for the nearest bus stop and waited for our ride to appear. When the bus pulled up, the driver yanked on a lever and the doors fluttered open. We pushed ahead of Mom, jumped up the couple of steps that led to where the driver sat, and immediately checked to see if our favorite seats were free. They were. While our mother dropped coins in the fare box, we made a dash for the back of the bus.


We reached the rear seat, which in those days was a bench-like design that spanned the width of the bus. This perch was desirable for two reasons: the rear window and the bounce. By facing backward and kneeling on the seat you could make faces at the people in the cars that followed. The bounce was the result of the primitive shock absorber system in use at the time. If the bus hit a good size bump in the road or a big enough pothole, the resulting jolt would cause the whole bus to bounce. This sensation was felt most strongly in the back. A really good hit could launch you a few inches above the seat, sometimes as much as a foot on those rare occasions when a poorly maintained bus met a sizeable imperfection in the road.


The back seat was empty that day and we ran to stake out our spots. Mom took a seat in the row in front of us. The driver pulled the door closed, but instead of speeding away from the stop, he got up and made his way down the aisle, much to the annoyance of my sisters and myself; we were anxious for the fun to begin. He stopped in front of our little group and, incredibly, informed us that we would have to move to the front of the bus. My mother responded that we would sit wherever her children wanted to sit; we were perfectly fine where we were, and not about to move.


Judging from Mom’s northern accent, the driver apparently deduced that we were “foreigners.” He explained that the back of the bus was where “colored folks” sat. White people sat in the front. My mother refused to move. The driver said he wouldn’t move the bus until she did. She still refused. It wasn’t until the driver threatened to bring in the police that she finally gave in.


To this day, I am convinced that if not for the presence of her children on that bus, she would have held her ground. Indeed, several years later, I would see her stand up to some New York City cops she felt were acting improperly, refusing to back down even after they threatened to arrest her.
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