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Welcome to The Learning Partnership’s 2010-2011 Turning Points 
anthology of essays. This is the twelfth annual compilation of essays 
written by students participating in our unique Turning Points 

program. Every year, there are moving stories in this anthology, and the 2010-
2011 edition is no exception.

Students who participate in Turning Points revisit the past to understand its 
significance in the future, and make sense of their experiences. This year, 

students have shared many different deeply personal and powerful stories that have special 
significance to them as individuals. Through the process, they have demonstrated personal 
strength, and grown as individuals. Students’ essays both moved and inspired the more than 400 
judges and teachers who reviewed essay submissions. 

The response and participation have again been tremendous – The Learning Partnership received 
over 11,500 submissions from Calgary, Brantford, Ont., the Greater Toronto Area, Sudbury, Ont., 
and Newfoundland and Labrador. This anthology features 119 essays selected from among the 
11,500 stories submitted by students. 

Thank you to all the students who participated this year for sharing your stories and allowing us 
a glimpse into your personal journeys. Through your stories, you have shown confidence, skill, 
growth and strength as individuals. Thank you as well to the judges, teachers and sponsors whose 
support and participation help make Turning Points possible.

On behalf of everyone involved, we invite you to spend some time reading all the essays in this 
2011 anthology – you will be moved and inspired.
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Greater Toronto Area winners

“The act of putting pen to paper encourages 
pause for thought, this in turn makes us think 
more deeply about life, which helps us regain our 
equilibrium”. – Norbet Platt, businessman

 Turning Points: Winning Essays 2011
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Grade 6 Greater Toronto Area winners

“ Man never made any material as resilient as the 
human spirit.” –  Bern William, Scottish architect

Jack Wayling
First Place

Toronto District School Board

New Life

Imagine waking up six years old in a strange old house 
for the first time and you don’t remember where you 
are until you remember something sad and terrible. 

Your parents are divorced.

Think about it: new smells, new shapes, and new 
home. You feel scared and mad and all you want is for 
your parents to get back together and be happy in one 
big house. That is how I felt; then I started to feel angry 
and frustrated; I started to ask why did my parents have 
to break up? Why can’t they still be together?

I started to wonder if it was my fault they broke up. 
Did I do anything wrong to make them angry at each 
other? I asked my mom if I had done anything wrong to 
break them up but every time I asked my mom she said, 
“No, sweetie, it wasn’t your fault; if anything, we stayed 
together longer because of you and tried harder not to 
fight, but it just didn’t work out.” I still sometimes think 
it was my fault they broke up but then I remember what 
my mom told me and I know it was nothing I did or could 
have done.

After a couple of weeks had passed, living in separate 
houses, I started to notice something was different. There 
had been no yelling, no fighting in our new houses and 
I realized it was peaceful. At that moment, my turning 
point moment, I realized for the first time, the divorce 
may have been for the best.

Still at night I wonder about how different my life 
might have been if my parents had never divorced. 
Would there still be yelling and fighting? Or would they 
be happy and getting along – I know that is just a dream 
but that doesn’t mean I do not still think about how 
things could be different. But for now, I know I have a 
great life, two parents, a loving family and that is all I 
need.

Jack is a humorous, outgoing Grade 6 student who was born and raised 
in Toronto. He enjoys playing sports with friends including soccer, football 
and basketball. Jack loves to spend time taking his two dogs for long 
walks. Jack appreciates all of the support that his teacher, Ms. Salama, 
has provided.

Connor Boyd
Second Place

Toronto District School Board

Odd One Out

“Someone with Asperger’s is really like you, just more 
extreme.” – Dr. Winnie Dunn

These words spoke to me. Many people have 
disabilities such as ADHD and Asperger’s, which is 
a form of autism. They can be more energetic than 

the “average” person, and many have a harder life. I am 
one of those people.

When I was seven years old, I was diagnosed with 
autism and ADHD. I didn’t know what that meant until 
my dad explained to me that ADHD stood for Attention 
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Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. He explained that people 
with these disabilities or disorders may have challenges in 
life, may be hyperactive, overly sensitive, and might have 
a tough time paying attention. Autism made it harder for 
me to read other people’s faces and understand things 
like sarcasm. It meant I would always see the world a little 
differently. I wasn’t sure if this was a good or bad thing.

There was a boy at my school who used to run 
around the school yard shrieking. No one knew why and 
people were startled by his odd behaviour and emotional 
outbursts. I feel sad when I see him on the playground 
because many people are still frightened of him. I’m not 
scared of him because I figured out that the boy also 
had autism. People don’t understand that our brains are 
wired differently and so they judge us, not understanding 
what our disability really means. Knowing I was autistic 
was a turning point in my life because it changed how I 
judged other people with disabilities.

Many people think being autistic is a negative thing but 
it can actually be an advantage. Autistic people may have 
lots of energy and can be more creative than “normal” 
people. We see the world from a slightly different angle 
and are much more capable than our label. Being autistic 
means being different, not dysfunctional. I may be the 
odd one out but I’d rather stand out and be different. 
And I won’t ever be ashamed of who I am.

Connor is 12 years old and a Grade 6 student. He was born in Toronto and 
lives with his parents and older sister, Taylor. Connor enjoys reading and 
writing, playing video games and soccer. He is learning Mandarin while 
working on his black belt in karate. He looks forward to getting a dog 
and strives to become an exceptional chess player. Connor would like to 
acknowledge his mother for supporting his writing skills and his father for 
always being at his side.

Nikta Saeed
Third Place

York Region District School Board

“May I Shine Your ... Boots?”

When I was 10, my family and I took a trip to our 
hometown, Tehran, Iran. One chilly winter day, I 
spotted a little boy in tattered clothes who was 

sitting on the frigid pavement holding a ripped rag and 
a bottle of a black liquid. His face was full of sorrow and 
there were tear stains on his torn shirt. The moment I got 
near him, I could sense the melancholy atmosphere.

One day he intercepted our path and asked, “May I 
shine your ... boots?” peering down at my feet. Obviously, 
you cannot shine boots, but I insisted for him to do so. 
Suddenly, he laughed with the most charming smile I 
could imagine! The depressing atmosphere transformed 
into an ecstatic environment! I gave him as much money 
as I could, but I still felt that it was not enough.

While on the plane, my dad told me that this boy 
belonged to a company that made orphaned children 
do jobs around the city. I searched these groups on 
the internet and the facts I found were agitating! I’ve 
learned that these children work in exchange for shelter 
and food. In one way, this is very fortunate for them. On 
the other hand, they are not given the money they work 
for! Only 10 per cent is given to the child! The fact that 
he is a child is overwhelming! He is forced to do labour 
just because he does not have parents. What I’ve noted 
is that you can get charged for doing this in Canada, but 
not in Iran.

This experience has been a turning point in my life 
because it has made me realize how different our two 
countries are. I aspire to help, no matter how far away 
the issue is. Recently, various organizations have been 
collecting donations and transporting these children to 
new countries where they can be adopted. This boy has 
inspired my family to donate more and more so one day, 
he’ll be getting the life he deserves because no child 
should ever have to say, “May I shine your boots?!”

Eleven-year-old Nikta lives with her parents and younger sister, Rosa. Her 
favourite colour is lilac. She loves reading adventure books as much as she 
likes playing guitar and piano. Nikta tries to be a positive person and loves 
helping others in any way that she can. In the future, she hopes to assist 
people in the medical field. She is grateful for her teacher who has taught 
her different ways to express her writing and helping her win this award.
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Ahmed Ga’al
Fourth Place

Toronto District School Board

A Trip of a Lifetime

Who does not thank for little will not thank for much. 
– Estonian proverb

I walked down the dusty path that led to my father’s 
waiting car. I sighed and prepared myself for the long 
drive to Somalia.

As we drove, I looked out the tattered car window 
and where once majestic white buildings stood tall over 
the Indian Ocean; they now laid in ruins. Beside them I 
saw a boy. He was still a child, very short and sickly thin. 
His face looked strangely old and worn. His eyes showed 
the burden of poverty.

The image of that boy is etched in my mind’s eye and 
as I looked at him I somehow shared in his suffering. We 
were different in so many ways, and yet quite the same. 
Our futures were carved by our mothers – where mine 
had escaped the civil war, his was raised by it.

On one of my last days in Mogadishu, my father 
and I went for an afternoon walk. We came to an old, 
beautifully carved stone pier that looked out onto the 
piercing blue ocean. Staring out at the water, I found 
myself thinking about the little boy. I realized my pity 
should be replaced with compassion, that he deserved 
much more than an empty stare.

Before my trip, issues such as poverty, malnutrition, 
and war seemed distant to me. These travesties happened 
to “other” people, insignificant to my life. However, the 
sorrowful, worn eyes of the little boy showed me that 
the dividing line between our lives is merely a stroke of 
luck.

For years, I’ve taken education, safety, and shelter 
for granted. Seeing that boy made me understand that 
my life is a luxury and something I should never take for 
granted. That boy is one of millions affected by poverty 
and war, and even though each circumstance is different, 
it is up to people like me to lend a helping hand. I’ve 
gained a completely new perspective on life, one I will 
never forget.

Eleven-year-old Ahmed lives in Toronto with his mother and three older 
sisters. He spends his free time reading historical fiction so it should be no 
surprise that his favourite school subject is social studies.

Ahmed enjoys both playing and watching sports. Ahmed would like to 
express his gratitude to Mr. Lyons for his support and advice throughout 
the Turning Points program.

Daniela Armstrong
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

The Power of Happiness

What I have and what others have can be two very 
different things. That is what I learned on my trip 
to Cuba. We were in our hotel room deciding 

what to do. My mom suggested that we visit her Cuban 
friends who lived nearby. We all thought that was a great 
idea, and that is when it all began. The first look inside 
their house made my heart stop. It had only a kitchen, 
one room, and one bathroom … that was it! To me it 
looked like their house was a little shed that was in very 
bad shape. I felt so sad for them. Inside their house the 
walls exposed bare bricks. There was no dining table and 
very little furniture. Their two little children had almost 
no toys to play with.

There was one thing, though, that stood out for 
me and that was that they were still happy. When we 
came over, they greeted us kindly and seated us. They 
made a smoothie with the little fruit that they had. We 
all laughed and talked and had a great time. On our way 
back to the hotel I was thinking about how many other 
families there must be that live like this all over the world 
and how different their lives are from ours.

Now I am very thankful for everything I have. I eat 
all the food on my plate and try not to waste things. I 
have also learned that it is not always what you own 
that is important. Having caring friends and a loving 
family should matter more to people than stylish clothes 
and expensive electronics. I hope that some day families 
everywhere will get to feel the joy of living a safe and 
happy life.

Daniela, a 12-year-old student, loves to be involved in all areas of school 
life. She enjoys dancing, spending time with her friends, and playing on 
her club basketball team. She is a member of a variety of school clubs 
which showcase her many interests and talents. Daniela enjoys spending 
time with her family and is looking forward to being in Grade 7 next year.
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Caroline French
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

Never Judge a Book by its Cover

I had butterflies in my stomach; I didn’t think I would 
like it.

Our fourth grade class was going to McCordick 
Public School to dance with children in wheelchairs.

When we arrived at the school, we were taken 
down to the gym ... but not the kind of gym you 
would typically imagine. This gym had funny-looking 
equipment in it. It had machinery to lift the children into 
their wheelchairs. I was confused about how they would 
use the equipment and seeing this did not make me one 
bit more comfortable.

It was time. The children in wheelchairs arrived in the 
gym and we were partnered up. I was put with someone 
called Haley. She had short black hair, was about fourteen 
and she had drool running down the side of her mouth. 
I was shocked and scared and didn’t think I was going to 
be able to dance.

However, when we did start to dance, it started to 
feel magical. As I pushed Haley’s wheelchair around the 
gym, I didn’t think once about how she was different or 
that she couldn’t walk. I just simply danced with her.

When it was over I didn’t want to leave. As we said 
goodbye I had a huge smile on my face and when Haley 
waved back at me I realized that everyone may not be 
the same, but we are all human and no one should be 
judged by how they look or if they have a disability.

Haley changed my life forever and I am not ever 
going to forget the lesson I learned. Making someone 
else happy really did put a smile on my face and even if 
in the future it meant dancing with a stranger, I was for 
sure going to do it again.

Caroline is a Grade 6 student who enjoys swimming and writing poems. 
She lives with her mom, dad and older brother, and has a fish named 
Oscar. Her favourite subjects are math and science. At home she loves to 
cook and hang out with her friends.

Jacky He
Honourable Mention

York Region District School Board

Backstreets

Peering out the airplane window, with my heart 
hammering in anticipation, I was finally going to 
China. There were so many attractions there! The 

Mountain Tram, The Great Wall of China, the amazing 
food, and so much more! But that wasn’t all there was 
to China.

It was December 14, 2007. The plane to Hong Kong 
landed at last. Barely able to contain my excitement, I 
toured Hong Kong. Slowly, the horrible truth congealed 
in my mind. Along the alleyways, behind the buildings, 
there were people who couldn’t afford the shelter and 
food I received. I realized that beneath the veil of shining 
skyscrapers and rich celebrities that people recognize 
Hong Kong for, there was a whole other world. The 
colossal number of homeless and the poverty was 
overpowering. Around every corner, there was anguish, 
pain and suffering. Seeing this changed my life. Coming 
back to Canada, I realized I take my life for granted.

My world back home transformed from dull to vibrant 
hues. Boring, time-consuming math questions became a 
way to learn and discover. My small house grew suddenly 
as if it were a multi-million-dollar mansion. My prison 
of repetitive dullness became the Garden of Eden. Why 
should I complain about homework when others around 
the world would give anything to go to school? Why 
should I refuse to eat broccoli when others went to sleep 
hungry? Why should I whine about video games when 
others toil day and night to make video games? And the 
most important question of all: Why should we not help 
those who need help the most? In the end, a luxurious 
trip to China turned out to be a valuable life lesson.

Jacky, born in Markham, Ont., moved to Richmond Hill when he was 
very young. His interests include basketball, tennis and running. Jacky is 
a member of his school’s cross-country team. He is committed to both 
sports and academics. Jacky intends to pursue a career as an architect 
when he is older.
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Jessica Qian
Honourable Mention

York Region District School Board

That Could Have Been Me ... 

Just recently, my mother told me a devastating story 
about a little girl in China. She was only one week 
old, and had to have her arm amputated because the 

blood was no longer flowing to her arm. She was born 
in the winter, and they had no heaters so one of the 
parents had tied a jacket around the baby’s arms to keep 
them warm. However, the jacket was tied too tightly, and 
they had later found that blood was no longer circulating 
to that arm and that it had to be cut off. This is the type 
of story that people listen to and feel sad about, but then 
they just move on with their lives. For me, this was a 
flashback of what was so close to happening to me.

When I was the age of one, I tied a piece of string 
tightly around my finger for my own entertainment. In 
the middle of the night, it started to hurt so I cried for my 
parents’ attention. When my mother found it, my finger 
had already turned a deep shade of purple and if it had 
been discovered just a few hours later, then I might have 
needed amputation myself.

When I had heard the terrible story of this little girl, 
only one week old, having her arm amputated, I was 
reminded of myself and of disabilities. My case was not 
nearly as bad as what happened to her, yet I felt that they 
were similar. If I had one finger missing, I would have 
felt like a cripple, like someone with a huge disability. 
I could imagine how the little girl would feel when she 
grew older, compared to the classmates who would 
surround her. Disabilities can give a terrible feeling of 
exclusion and having such a close call myself, I was able 
to relate. Hearing this made me want to take action, 
because people like me are the ones who can take action 
and help the disabled have the lives they truly deserve, 
without being shunned.

Abilash Sathyakumar
Honourable Mention

York Region District School Board

My Life Changing Journey

“What you get by achieving your goals is not as 
important as what you become by achieving your 
goals.” – Zig Ziglar

On April 25, 2010, my whole life changed. I turned 
into a different person. On that day, I accomplished 
my dream of earning a black belt in taekwondo. 

I truly believe that this experience will have a very 
significant impact on the rest of my life.

I’ve been practicing taekwondo for four years. My 
training has been physically challenging. It required a lot 
of determination and concentration. There were times 
during my training, when I felt I had reached the end of 
my rope, as I was having difficulty achieving what was 
expected of me. There were certain moves and patterns, 
that despite my hours of practice, I felt I wasn’t able to 
master to the level I had hoped. Though the spark of fire 
inside my glowing soul told me to tie a knot and hold on, 
and not give up on my dream, I knew it would take a lot 
to achieve my goal.

It took the powerful virtues of indomitable spirit, 
determination and perseverance to get past my obstacles 
during my training. After facing these obstacles, I started 
to realize how human achievement can be measured 
only by human failure. I realized that the end was not 
my destination, but instead, it was the beginning of my 
journey towards success. My heart told me that if I lost 
99 times, the 100th time I would succeed. This new 
perspective on life has changed everything from that 
point forward.

Today, I always listen to my heart during the tough 
times. I have always believed that I have a unique and 
special talent that others do not have, though I will have 
to be patient to try and find it. I know if I keep trying, I can 
conquer anything. I learned something very important 
about myself on the day that I accomplished my dream 
– that, as Abraham Lincoln said, “I can sometimes be a 
slow walker, though I don’t walk backwards”.
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Grade 6 student Abilash lives in Markham, Ont., with his parents and 
brother. He intends to pursue post-secondary education in law and 
political science. Abilash looks forward to becoming a politically active 
member of society. He has accomplished many goals, including learning 
taekwondo and the tenor saxophone. Abilash is passionate about 
environmental issues and has a strong desire to improve the current 
condition of the planet. One day Abilash would like to visit the seven 
wonders of the world.

Grade 6 Greater Toronto Area French winners

“Obstacles are great incentives.”  
– Michael Jules, French historian

Catherine de Castro
First Place

Toronto District School Board

Santé!

L’année passée, quelque chose de terrible est 
arrivé dans ma famille. Mon grand-père ne 
pouvait plus marcher sans sentir la douleur. 

J’étais très inquiète pour lui. Chaque fois qu’il bougeait 
ses pieds, ça lui faisait mal. Il avait la goutte aux jambes. 
C’était tellement douloureux qu’il devait aller à l’hôpital.

Pendant cette difficile expérience, j’ai changé. Je suis 
devenue plus responsable. Chaque jour je m’assurais 
que toutes les choses que je pouvais et devais faire 
soient faites pour que je puisse être libre à aider mon 
grand-père. Quelque fois, il était en douleur même 
quand la couverture touchait ses pieds. De temps en 
temps, je devais l’aider à se déplacer jusqu’à une autre 
chambre. C’était difficile, mais je sais qu’il était content. 
Normalement, c’était mon grand-père qui ouvrait ou 
fermait la porte pour moi quand je partais ou arrivais de 
l’école. Mais maintenant, mes parents m’ont donné une 
clé pour la maison. Et chaque fois que je pars, je vérifie si 
la porte est fermée à clef. Toute la famille a été affectée 
par la maladie de mon grand-père. Présentement, sa 

goutte est contrôlée parce qu’il prend des médicaments 
et il est prudent avec sa diète. J’espère que cette mauvaise 
expérience ne se répétera plus. Mais, si la maladie le 
mettra de nouveau à l’épreuve et il aura besoin d’aide, je 
serai là avec toute ma bonne volonté parce que je veux 
lui dire joyeux anniversaire cette année quand il aura 
soixante-quatorze ans.

La maladie de mon grand-père m’a changée. J’ai 
compris de son histoire, que la santé est tellement 
précieuse. Je n’avais jamais pensé, auparavant, que c’est 
important d’être en bonne santé. Je croyais que c’était 
normal d’être sain. J’entendais souvent autour de moi le 
mot santé mais je ne me rendais pas compte de sa valeur. 
Maintenant quand quelqu’un dit ce mot je sais ce que 
cela veut dire. La santé, il faut la cultiver!

Cathryn, a Grade 6 French Immersion student, lives with her parents, 
grandparents and younger sister, Jenica. She is an active member of the 
student council. A well-rounded student, Cathryn participates in school 
musicals and plays soccer and volleyball. She proudly represented her 
school in the French dictation contest, “La Dictée P.G.L.” Cathryn gratefully 
acknowledges her teacher and family members for supporting her writing 
efforts and helping her to achieve success in this competition.
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Irena Tepelenas
Second Place

Toronto District School Board

Quand les anges pleurent

Le 30 avril, 2001 j’étais chanceuse d’avoir un petit 
frère. Son nom est Philip. Il est vraiment coquin. 
Un jour, nous sommes partis chez ma grand-mère 

pour sa fête.

Mon frère et moi avons commencé à jouer. La télé 
était sur une grande armoire. Mon frère qui courait à 
grande vitesse s’est cogné à l’armoire. Les deux objets, 
énormes par rapport à la taille toute petite de mon petit 
frère, tombent sur lui. Il ne bouge plus. Il ne rit plus. Il 
n’existe plus. Je vois seulement la télé et l’armoire. J’ai 
commencé à crier et ma mère est venue. Elle a crié encore 
plus fort que moi, puis mon père et mes grands-parents 
sont venus. Je me rappelle que deux voitures de police 
et deux ambulances sont arrivées vite. Philip paraissait 
encore plus petit qu’auparavant. Les ambulances sont 
parties avec mon frère et je ne l’ai pas vu une semaine 
entière. C’était la plus longue semaine de ma vie. Quand 
finalement j’ai eu la chance de le voir, il m’a fait, quoi 
de neuf?, une surprise. Cette fois-ci, une bonne. J’ouvre 
la porte pour entrer dans la maison et qui était dans le 
couloir? Philip. Il souriait à grande bouche. Moi, j’en étais 
ravie. Même maintenant, quand il me fâche, je pense 
deux fois, avant de le gronder car je me rappelle qu’il 
aurait pu être mort. En Grèce, mes grands-parents m’ont 
raconté que si un enfant est sauvé d’un terrible accident 
on dit que les anges pleurent. Les anges ont pleuré pour 
Philip. Et moi, j’ai changé.

C’était le point tournant de ma vie. J’ai compris 
que quelqu’un pouvait disparaître en une toute petite 
seconde. Alors, tout est tellement fragile. J’ai appris qu’il 
faut apprécier ce qu’on a et depuis ce jour-là j’essaie 
d’être toujours contente.

Irena, a Grade 6 student, lives with her mom, dad and younger brother, 
Philip. A competitive dancer and skater, Irena has won medals for her 
skating solos and awards for hip hop and musical theatre. She placed 
first in her “Discours D’art Oratoire.” Irena enjoys playing soccer and 
volleyball and social studies is her favourite school subject. She would 
like to continue her writing and hopes to become a doctor in the future.

Jason Sze
Third Place

Toronto District School Board

Un fardeau est une illusion

Auparavant, je pensais qu’être handicapé était un 
grand fardeau. Je n’ai jamais connu quelqu’un 
handicapé, donc je ne savais pas comment ils 

traitaient leurs difficultés différemment des nôtres. Ceci 
a tout changé lors de ma visite à l’école de Sunnyview 
pour les enfants handicapés. Cette visite m’a fait penser 
à ma vie d’une perspective différente.

Quand nous sommes arrivées à l’école, c’était une 
place heureuse et ensoleillée, tout comme son nom. 
J’ai vu un assortiment d’appareils pour toutes sortes 
d’incapacités. Il y a avait des appareils pour des choses 
quotidiennes que quelques enfants étaient incapables de 
faire. Les enfants là étaient très contents de nous voir, 
et ça nous a fait très heureux de jouer avec eux, comme 
s’ils étaient sans handicaps. Les enfants avec handicaps 
ne sont pas différents des enfants sans incapacités. 
Tout le monde a des préférences, des émotions, et des 
problèmes à affronter.

À cause de cette visite, ma perspective de ma vie 
a vraiment changé. Ça m’a fait réaliser que je suis très 
chanceuse de vivre une vie sans handicaps et que je suis 
libre à faire ce que je veux. Quand des gens voient des 
enfants handicapés, ils sont souvent tristes pour eux car 
ils pensent qu’ils ne peuvent pas faire autant de choses 
que nous. Pour ces enfants, vivre avec un handicap 
est leur vie quotidienne. Ils ne savent pas comment ils 
seraient sans handicaps. Moi, si j’avais une incapacité, je 
pense que je pourrais vivre ma vie sans dérangements, et 
c’est ce que beaucoup d’handicapés font. Prenons Rick 
Hansen, par exemple, être en fauteuil roulant ne l’a a pas 
arrêté de rouler à travers le Canada. S’ils travaillent fort, 
des personnes avec des handicaps peuvent faire ce qu’ils 
veulent.

Ceci m’a fait réaliser que tu peux faire ce que tu veux 
si tu persévères. La vie est quelque chose de précieux, et 
on ne devrait pas la prendre pour acquis. Ça montre que 
les fardeaux, tels que les incapacités, sont seulement des 
illusions, et si tu peux les vaincre, il n’y a aucune chose 
qui peut t’arrêter.
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Jason is a studious sixth grade student with a passion for learning. Fluent 
in Cantonese, English and French, he also speaks a little Mandarin. Active 
in many extra-curricular activities, Jason’s interests include swimming, 
reading, science and math. Born and raised in Toronto, he intends to 
travel the world. It is Jason’s goal to one day study at the University of 
Toronto.

Felix Racine-Brassard
Fourth Place

Halton District School Board

Ma nouvelle vie

Déménager c’est difficile surtout quand on ne parle 
pas la langue principale et qu’on déménage durant 
Noël, pendant que tous les autres festoyaient. Moi, 

je déplaçais des meubles jusqu’à minuit. J’ai déménagé 
en Ontario, il y a deux ans. J’avais surtout peur que les 
autres rient de moi parce que je ne parlais pas l’anglais. 
Nous avons déménagé parce que mon père a changé de 
travail. Voici mon histoire ... 

J’ai vu pour la première fois ma nouvelle école, Martin 
Street, une semaine après que je sois arrivé. C’était une 
petite école faite en brique, il y avait un grand terrain 
de soccer dans la cour. À l’intérieur, le directeur nous 
attendait (ma mère et moi). Le directeur s’appelait 
“Mr. Hamilton”. Ensuite je suis allé en classe. J’étais très 
angoissé à l’idée de rencontrer les autres élèves, mais 
sincèrement je ne comprenais rien. Je n’avais pas fait 
mes devoirs pendant des mois parce que je ne savais pas 
ce que “homework” voulait dire. Tranquillement, j’ai 
commencé à faire mes devoirs, mais je ne comprenais 
toujours pas l’essentiel de la langue. Alors, ma famille 
et moi, nous avons décidé de m’inscrire à des cours de 
soutien. J’ai suivi mes cours de soutien pendant environ 
un an. Plus je parlais anglais correctement, plus les gens 
autour de moi venaient me voir. J’ai aussi remarqué que 
si tu es bon dans les sports, plus de gens viennent te 
parler. Alors, je me suis plus impliqué dans les sports. J’ai 
aussi commencé a aller voir les autres durant les heures 
de pause. C’est à ce moment-là que j’ai commencé à me 
faire des amis. J’étais très content.

Je crois que déménager a été un point tournant dans 
ma vie parce que ça m’a appris quelque chose de très 
important: m’adapter. Maintenant, je me sens bien, j’ai 
des amis et je parle mieux l’anglais. M’adapter, va m’aider 

parce que plus tard je n’aurai pas peur de déménager à 
d’autres endroits quand il le faudra.

Originally from Quebec City, sixth grade student Felix moved to Ontario 
two years ago. His favourite school subjects include physical education, 
mathematics and French. Felix believes that being Quebecois has helped 
to make French his best subject. In his spare time, he enjoys playing 
tennis, soccer and especially football. Felix continues to work on his 
English-language skills. He is committed to expanding his vocabulary and 
improving his writing skills in the year ahead.

Rachel Baran
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

J’ai de la chance!

Je suis vraiment la plus chanceuse fille au monde! 
J’habite dans un pays excellent avec la liberté, un abri 
fantastique et j’ai beaucoup de nourriture délicieuse. 

Je connais une fille qui s’appelle Odalys. Elle habite dans 
une très pauvre ville au Nicaragua. La famille d’Odalys 
n’a pas beaucoup d’argent. Ma famille lui donne des 
cadeaux. Chaque fois nous voyons qu’elle est si contente 
avec nos cadeaux, même les choses simples comme les 
crayons!

Pendant Noel, ma famille lui a donné un Build-a-
Bear, un petit ours en peluche avec des vêtements. Mais 
quand j’ai vu sa lettre, son dessin, et la photo avec Odalys 
et l’ours, je me suis rendue compte que pour moi c’est 
seulement un autre jouet, mais pour elle c’est une peluche 
qu’elle va utiliser pour toujours et c’est sa seule peluche! 
Quand j’ai lu sa lettre j’ai aperçu qu’elle a seulement un 
jouet et elle est plus contente avec ça que je suis avec 
beaucoup de jouets! Ce jour-là je me suis rendue compte 
que je dois être trés reconnaissante pour ma vie.

Un jour j’ai reçu une lettre d’Odalys qui dit qu’elle 
peut aller à l’école! Elle est très contente parce que 
finalement elle a la chance d’apprendre. Pour moi et 
les autres gens au Canada, aller à l’école est une chose 
normale, mais pour les pauvres enfants autour du monde 
qui méritent la même chance que moi, aller à l’école est 
un rêve et aussi leur but dans la vie. Au Canada beaucoup 
d’enfants n’aiment pas l’école, mais ils ne savent pas 
qu’ils ont vraiment de la chance.

D’Odalys, je sais que j’ai appris beaucoup de 
bonnes leçons pour la vie. Mais, je pense que la leçon 
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la plus importante que j’ai apprise est que tu dois être 
reconnaissante aussi pour les choses que peut-être tu 
n’aimes pas beaucoup. Pour moi, Odalys est vraiment 
mon héroïne qui a changé ma vie!

Eleven-year-old Rachel lives in Toronto with her parents, two brothers and 
pet dog. After school, Rachel actively participates in many activities. She 
plays the piano, likes to dance and swim. In her spare time, Rachel enjoys 
reading books on magic. An animal lover with a keen interest in science, 
Rachel dreams of becoming a veterinarian.

Eleni Boosalis
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

La valeur d’une minute

Je me vois depuis toujours entre ma mère et mon père 
aimée et protégée. Les deux sont les plus importantes 
personnes dans ma vie. Mais maintenant je parle de 

mon père. C’est certainement lui qui a changé ma vie.

L’image de mon père est de quelqu’un qui travaille 
toujours. Il assure financièrement notre famille. Un 
jour, il est parti au travail comme d’habitude. Personne 
n’aurait deviné que ce jour-là serait différent des autres. 
Et pourtant c’était vrai. À son travail, il a glissé et est 
tombé sur la glace et ne pouvait plus se relever. Il a été 
conduit à l’hôpital. Pendant ce temps-là, j’étais à la classe 
de danse. Ma mère est venue me chercher. Elle avait un 
visage triste qui me donnait clairement le sentiment que 
quelque chose est arrivée. En voiture, vers la maison, j’ai 
vu un des souliers de mon père. Elle m’a expliqué que 
mon père avait eu un accident. Elle m’a raconté l’histoire. 
Je ne pouvais pas imaginer cela. Arrivée à la maison, j’ai 
vu mon père sur le sofa avec sa jambe sur un oreiller. Sa 
jambe était mise dans un plâtre. A côté de lui, il y avait 
des béquilles. J’avais envie de pleurer. Mon père était 
mon ami avec qui je partageais toutes mes impressions, 
sentiments et pensées. La difficulté c’était que mon 
père, comme je vous ai déjà dit, était celui qui apportait 
l’argent pour la famille. Ma mère était inquiète. Qu’est-
ce qu’il nous arrivera ? Comment payer les factures ? Il 
s’est remis, mon père, après quelques bonnes semaines.

C’était le point tournant pour moi. J’ai compris qu’on 
est tellement frêle, que notre vie peut basculer en moins 
d’une minute. J’ai compris que la vie des gens peut 
changer en un clin d’œil. J’ai compris qu’il faut chérir 

chaque moment de notre vie. Et moi, j’apprécie chaque 
minute.

Eleni, a Grade 6 French Immersion student, loves to dance, act and sing. 
Eleni has performed in the past three musicals at her school. She attends 
both technical and competitive dance classes. In competitions, her dance 
group took first place. Building upon her love of the arts, Eleni has career 
aspirations of becoming both a teacher and dance instructor.

Safiya Erdogan
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

Le meilleure cadeau de la vie!

Jusqu’a l’âge de 4 ans, ma vie était très ennuyante. 
J’étais la seule enfant dans la famille entourée 
d’adultes qui travaillaient toujours et qui n’avaient pas 

de temps pour jouer avec moi. Je n’allais pas à un centre 
pour les petits enfants et je n’allais pas jouer dehors non 
plus. Mais un jour, mes parents m’ont dit que bientôt je 
vais devenir une grande sœur! Je suis devenu excité et 
j’ai attendu inlassablement pour un frère. Finalement, il 
est venu! Mes parents l’ont nommé Ilyas.

Bientôt j’ai réalisé qu’Ilyas n’était pas amusant du 
tout. Je ne pouvais ni parler ni jouer avec lui. Tous ce 
qu’il faisait c’était crier, manger et dormir. Quel ennui! 
Pour du temps, j’ai oublié Ilyas. Ce n’était pas jusqu’à 
ce qu’Ilyas a eu 4 ans qu’il a finalement commencé à 
être amusant. On jouait beaucoup avec des jouets, on 
colouriait et dansait sur la musique. Je lui ai enseigné 
comment manipuler des choses et comment être plus 
coopératif avec d’autres, et en retour, il m’a appris 
comment être plus patiente et créative.

Je ne peux pas imaginer ma vie sans Ilyas. On 
participe dans beaucoup d’activités ensemble et on a 
beaucoup de choses en commun comme les jeux vidéos 
et la musique. Il y avait des jours ou je détestais Ilyas 
quand il a brisé un de mes jouets ou quand il a perdu 
quelque chose qui appartenait à moi. Mais on a toujours 
résolu ces problèmes. Ces moments étaient rares.

Pas un seul jour a passé où je ne voulais pas avoir 
un frère. Ilyas n’est pas seulement mon frère mais mon 
meilleur ami du monde.

Pendant que les années passent, Ilyas a grandi et a 
appris plus de choses et est devenu plus amusant chaque 
année. Maintenant, Ilyas a sept ans et c’est formidable 
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car il est drôle, divertissant et merveilleux. Il y a des fois 
où nous nous disputons car un de nous a brisée quelque 
chose ou quand je pense que mon frère a perdu une de 
mes choses. Mais on essaye toujours de le résoudre.

J’ai appris que dans la vie, pour avoir ce que tu veux, 
tu dois être patiente. Tous-ce que ça prend, c’est du 
temps. Peut-être un jour, vous allez recevoir ce que vous 
voulez comme moi j’ai reçu mon frère. Si tu es patient, 
beaucoup de bonnes choses vont t’arriver dans la vie.

Safiya is a Grade 6 French Immersion student in Toronto. She spends 
her spare time playing the classical guitar, exploring various beading 
techniques and expanding her embroidery skills. Safiya speaks four 
languages and believes her passion for foreign languages helps her to 
better understand people and cultures. Safiya appreciates the hard work 
and support her teachers and family members provided that ensured her 
success in the Turning Points program.

Jenny Hu
Honourable Mention

Halton District School Board

Ma réalisation de la terre

Les personnes disent, “Sauver notre planète et 
arrêter la pollution!” mais est-ce que les personnes 
savent ce qu’ils ont fait à la Terre? J’ai réalisé ça 

quand j’ai voyagé à Île du Prince Edward pour une de 
mes vacances d’été qui a changé comment je regarde la 
Terre.

C’est tout commencé le 2 août 2008 quand la famille 
de mon amie, Angela et ma famille sommes arrivés à 
l’Île du Prince Edward. Mes parents ont pensé que c’est 
une bonne opportunité d’aller à bord d’un bateau pour 
regarder les baleines et la famille d’Angela a aimé cette 
idée, alors nous sommes allés.

Quand nous sommes arrivés sur le bateau pour 
regarder les baleines, j’étais très excitée parce que 
j’aime les animaux marins. Nous avons vu beaucoup de 
mammifères, mais pas d’orques que j’aime beaucoup. 
Quand j’ai demandé au capitaine pourquoi il n’y a pas 
d’orques dans cette partie de l’océan et il a dit: “Il n’y a 
pas d’orques dans cette partie de l’océan parce qu’il y a 
beaucoup de pollution ici. Les orques ont déménagé aux 
autres parties de l’océan.”

Après ça pendant tout le voyage les mots du capitaine 
se sont répétés tout le temps dans ma tête. J’étais fâchée 

et triste. J’étais fâchée parce que tout le temps je ne 
savais pas que la pollution a affecté beaucoup de vies, et 
triste parce que nous, les humains, avons tué beaucoup 
d’animaux et notre planète.

Après le voyage, j’ai participé à tous les clubs d’Eco 
pour apprendre comment créer un monde sans pollution. 
Aussi j’espère que dans le futur nous, les gens peuvent 
créer un monde sans pollution et avec toutes les choses 
qu’ECO fait pour sauver la nature et notre planète.

Jenny is an outgoing, sixth grade student who lives with her parents in 
the quiet community of Milton, Ont. Jenny loves music and listens to it 
every chance she gets on her iPod. A talented musician, she plays both 
the piano and the flute. Jenny dreams of putting her knowledge of the 
earth to good use by making a difference in the world.

Elaine Jin
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

Le sens de la vie

Imagine ton propre père, mort à cause de ce pire, pire 
mot de six lettres sous la section C dans le dictionnaire. 
Ça c’est ce qui est arrivé aux deux enfants de l’amie 

de ma mère.

Quand ma mère parlait de son amie avant la mort 
de son mari, ma mère était toujours très excitée pour 
la visiter à Atlanta. Maintenant, elle se sent mal à l’aise 
quand elle parle du mari de son amie. Quand je l’ai 
visitée en décembre, sa maison était un désastre. Il y 
avait des saletés sur les sofas et plusieurs autre bric-à-
brac par terre, mais moi et ma mère, nous ne sommes 
pas plaintes. On sait qu’elle doit aussi prendre soin de ses 
deux enfants de trois et sept ans.

Elle est une héroïne pour ces deux enfants et elle sait 
que même si son mari est mort, il va toujours être avec 
elle pour chaque étape d’un truc qui s’appelle la vie. Elle 
est une de mes héroïnes et j’espère que son histoire va 
t’inspirer.

Maintenant, chaque fois que je passe un cimetière, 
je me demande si sous une de ces croix reste le corps 
d’un père de quelqu’un. Je me demande comment cette 
personne en particulier se sent. C’est une question qui va 
me hanter jusqu’à ce que je connaisse la réponse, mais je 
ne suis pas pressé de savoir cette réponse.
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L’histoire de l’amie de ma mère a changé ma vie. 
J’ai finalement réalisé que la vie est quelque chose 
d’important et qu’on ne peut pas la prendre pour acquis. 
Son histoire est quelque chose de simple, mais si vous 
pensez en dehors de la boîte, son histoire est quelque 
chose d’extraordinaire.

Cette tragédie m’a inspiré beaucoup et je n’ai pas 
juste appris à propos du sens de la vie. J’ai aussi appris 
que la mort d’une personne affecte tout le monde. Même 
si son histoire est une inspiration, ça vient aussi avec un 
très grand coût, la douleur.

As a trilingual Grade 6 student, Elaine is fluent in English, French and 
Mandarin. She has award-winning talent in math, French and science. 
While quite young, Elaine immigrated to Canada from China. She currently 
resides in Toronto and enjoys spending her free time reading, following 
politics and swimming. Elaine’s goals for the future include becoming a 
successful businesswoman and writing a book.

Anca Maglaviceanu
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

Bobo

C’était l’automne. Les couleurs des feuilles ridées 
et fripées naturellement par la mère nature 
avaient changé. Le vent froid qui dansait dehors 

avec élégance, l’arôme d’automne qui envahissait l’air de 
ma maison et mes oiseaux qui chantaient des mélodies 
délicates inspiraient le calme et la chaleur de chez nous.

Un de mes oiseaux, qui s’appelait Bobo, était très 
spécial. C’était une femelle. Elle était le premier oiseau 
que j’ai choisi d’être mon chouchou. Avec ses plumes 
bleues et violettes, elle était la plus mignonne car je 
dois vous avouer que j’en avais trois en tout. Ça vous 
étonnerait si je vous disais que j’ai eu un coup de foudre 
du moment que je l’ai vue? On est devenu de très bonnes 
amies. À la maison, on a continué notre amitié. Elle aimait 
sortir de la cage et voler dans la maison. Chaque jour, elle 
était mon réveille-matin. Dans l’après-midi, après une 
longue journée d’école, je la caressais durant plusieurs 
minutes et puis je commençais mon devoir. Quand elle 
dormait, elle s’appuyait sur un talon et ébouriffait ses 
plumes jusqu’à ce qu’elle devenait une petite boule 
douce et duveteuse. Quand Bobo venait sur mon petit 
doigt, elle ne me le mordait pas comme le faisait un de 
mes autres deux petits oiseaux. Elle était vraiment câline. 
Je suis désolée qu’elle n’est plus là. Je la pleure toujours. 
Sa mort m’a fait réaliser que tout est éphémère, m’a fait 
penser qu’un jour, je vais partir aussi de cette belle vie.

Quelle lourde leçon! J’ai compris maintenant que 
mourir voulait dire partir pour toujours. La deuxième 
leçon, toujours dure, c’était que je devais apprendre à 
continuer ma vie, à manger et à rire, même si je savais 
que je ne verrai plus jamais Bobo. Voilà comment un tout 
petit bout d’oiseau m’a changée et m’a fait comprendre 
le mot mourir.

Born in Romania, Anca came to Canada with her parents at the age of 
five. She has a talent for the performing arts and a passion for astronomy. 
Anca enjoys science, especially biology. The loss of her pet bird, Bobo, 
has encouraged Anca to express her feelings through the written word.
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Fazila Mulla
First Place

York Region District School Board

Is She Oppressed?

“The darkest hour came just before the dawn.”  
– The Alchemist, Coelho

This eight word quote gives me hope, even in the most 
difficult situations. It holds immense significance 
for me, as it relates in so many ways to my life. I 

have used it to cope with many of my difficulties, and 
one such difficulty has to do with just a simple printed 
cloth wrapped around my head to conceal my hair – a 
cloth with value, that I wear with pride, also identified 
as a Hijab, my Hijab – a simple Hijab that formed many 
different outlooks in phases of my life.

As a Canadian-born child I have grown up living 
amongst many diverse people. I thought I belonged with 
the rest of the crowd and viewed myself to be no different. 
However, I always liked the idea of individuality and the 
concept of ‘be who you are.’ This laid the foundations 
for my wearing the Hijab. I wanted to express myself 
not by my looks, but instead by my personality. Little did 
I know that my Hijab intrigued minds to think beyond 
what an eight year old girl’s imagination could allow her 
to comprehend.

Coping with my Hijab in my preteen years wasn’t as 
easy as I had imagined. The social and political outlooks 
of the world had created a distorted image of the Hijab. 

This change in atmosphere affected me because when 
I, a Hijabi, walked along the familiar streets that I grew 
up in I started to notice stares and taunts. People looked 
at me as if I was oppressed and had no freedom. I felt 
like the ugly duckling in the midst of beautiful birds. No 
one wanted to hear my story, they just wanted to gossip 
about what they perceived my Hijab to be.

In the following years I took my Hijab more seriously 
than ever because I knew that it was my strength, not my 
weakness, as everyone ‘understood’ it. All this ridiculing 
hurt me and my inner values. I believe in Allah as the one 
and only god and one of the revelations was to cover up, 
so that’s all I was trying to do. However from my troubles 
I have learned a lot more about myself through my Hijab.

The Hijab for me is a medium to reach my inner faith 
and strengthen my belief in Allah. To me, the Hijab is a 
token of Islam. When I wear my Hijab I know I’m priceless, 
just like the diamonds and rubies that are hidden deep 
within the earth. My troubles are waved away as soon as 
the dawn comes because the darkest hour always comes 
before the dawn. People are still ignorant about the Hijab; 
some always will be and nevertheless, there will always 
be people who will correct their misunderstandings and 
shed light on their ignorance. The next time you see a 
Hijabi will you consider her Hijab as just a cloth or will 
you assume something she’s not?

Fazila is a 14-year-old student who lives with her parents and three sisters 
in Markham, Ont. In the fall, she will be starting high school and is eagerly 
awaiting the experiences this new beginning will bring. Fazila’s future 
plans include becoming a doctor and working in the health care industry.

Grade 7-8 Greater Toronto Area winners

“The turning point in the process of growing up is 
when you discover the core of strength within you 
that survives all hurt.” –  Lerner Max, American 

politician and columnist
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Annie Wu
Second Place

York Region District School Board

Juxtaposition

China was amazing from the very beginning. From 
the new foods, the new restaurants and the new 
faces, every day was perfection. This vacation was 

the best, and even though I didn’t know it at the time, 
the most meaningful.

With three days left of our vacation, my mom and 
I decided to get our hair done. I walked into the shop 
and everything looked normal so I sat down and waited. 
Soon I met a girl who surprisingly wasn’t that much older 
than I! Looking about 15 or 16, she led me to another 
room where she began to wash my hair. By that time, I 
had a strange feeling inside of me but I ignored it. She 
was done pretty fast and soon my hair was all bundled 
up, washed and smelled pretty good. As I got up to leave 
the room to wait for the hairdresser because the girl’s 
only job was to wash hair, I noticed her hands. Her hands 
were scratched, scabbed and dry and then I looked down 
at my own hands. Anyone could tell I didn’t use them 
to do a lot of work. The uneasy feeling was starting to 
return but again I ignored it. The hairdresser then came 
and it was pretty much the normal routine. My hair was 
cut and then blow dried.

As we walked out, my mother told me about the 
“hair washers.” They were all born to poor families in 
rural China. Their families had no choice but to send their 
children to Shanghai where they could look for a job. A 
home was provided for them but it wasn’t exactly great. 
A room about the size of a bedroom in Canada was 
shared among ten girls/guys. They had to work thirteen 
hours a day and earned only eight cents in Canadian 
dollars for every head that they washed. I was shocked.

I thought of that girl who was only two years older than 
I and already she had to work in such horrid conditions. 
Then I thought of myself, born and raised in a well off 
family, I could say that I was spoiled. Getting anything I 
wanted, I took everything for granted. However, the act 
of juxtaposition that occurred during a meagre half hour 
really made me open my eyes and think.

After that day, life goes on. I still like hanging out 
with friends and Tangled is still my all-time favourite 

movie, but I’ve changed. I realize that I already have so 
much and wonder what will I lose by sharing some of 
my possessions like old clothes or toys? Nothing. I will 
gain only happiness from knowing that I made an impact 
on some else’s life. I choose to get some clothes and 
donate them. I also plan to start a fundraiser to raise 
some money for the underprivileged. I no longer take 
everything for granted because I could very well have 
been the girl washing hair earning only enough money a 
day to buy a coffee.

Grade 8 student Annie was born in China and came to Canada at the age 
of three. She is both excited and apprehensive about starting high school 
in the fall with new people to meet, opportunities and experiences to 
have. Annie enjoys a variety of activities such as art and horseback riding 
When she has a quiet moment to herself, Annie loves to sit down, read 
and let her imagination run wild.

Simone McGann
Third Place

Toronto District School Board

How I Learned To Love 
My Sister

In a sister-to-sister relationship or in any relationship, 
you have to have three important qualities: trust, 
love and honesty – three qualities that my older sister 

and I didn’t have.

The arguing started when I was about four years 
old and she was about seven. My mom said we always 
wanted to play ‘mommy and baby’ but we always argued 
about who would be the baby. With my sister, I couldn’t 
share secrets the way other sisters could. It was very rare 
to see us hugging, and combing each others’ hair and 
doing things together. We just did not get along.

One afternoon, when I came home, my mom called 
to ask one of us to pick up our younger sister from after 
school care. Neither of us wanted to go because we were 
both tired. My sister decided to go but it took them a 
long time to return.

We got a call from the police saying my sister was hit 
by a car. I ran to my room and cried. I had never actually 
felt sad for her before. I kept wondering how hard the 
car hit her. Could it have hit her so hard that she died? 
I thought about our past together. It wasn’t very good. 
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All I could remember was our arguing and fighting. I sat 
down and closed my eyes and prayed. I asked God to let 
her make it and I’d try to make our relationship work.

The next day, at the hospital, I was thrilled, grateful, 
happy, to see my big sister alive. I wanted to make things 
work now that she was alive. She had a broken leg and 
she couldn’t move around very much. She was going to 
be in a cast for six weeks, I was willing to help her for the 
six weeks and beyond. I was desperate to help her.

When she was better and got back on her feet, 
we actually made the transition and started doing cool 
things together. We now actually do each others’ hair 
and nails. I let her help me with my homework and we 
even joke around together.

I now treat her more as a best friend than a sister. 
The good deeds have been going on for two years and 
are still going! Sometimes we still argue, but I’m told 
that’s what sisters do! We at least now, have a lot of 
trust, love and honesty for each other. In a weird way, a 
very weird way, her accident was one of the best things 
that could have ever happened to our relationship. My 
turning point, I suppose, was realizing relationships are 
fragile, even the everyday, boring, humdrum ones – 
every day is a gift, every person I love is a gift, and every 
moment shared, is a gift.

Thirteen-year-old Simone is looking forward to starting high school in the 
fall. She dreams of one day becoming an actress but may also pursue a 
career in teaching. Simone is a quiet young woman who loves to laugh. 
She would like to express her deepest appreciation to her mom and older 
sister for always being there.

Leayah Weekes-Graham
Fourth Place

Toronto District School Board

Yesterday

Who am I? How do I know? Am I rich? Am I 
poor? How can I tell? Am I beautiful? By whose 
standards? Am I intelligent? Who really is? Am I 

loved? I found the answers yesterday.

Mmmmm … the sweet aroma of coffee creeping up 
my nostrils, the warm splashes of water running down 
my back, the crunch of crisp white snow under my feet. 
It’s Thursday. Who knew this would be the day? It was 

just a regular day for me. Nothing was different. But 
somehow it happened …

Are there more like me? Could it be? Do others see 
what I see? A perfect girl in an imperfect world, oh now 
I see. I looked around; it took me my whole life to figure 
out. My youth has come and gone and my teenage years 
have crept up on me. This is me.

I’m not rich, I’m not poor so who am I making all this 
money for? Money means nothing to me. But who am 
I fooling? It does everything for me. It makes me happy. 
Who wouldn’t be? Sometimes I wonder if I weren’t me, 
what place would it be on my list of priorities. I’m not 
rich and neither am I poor, but yesterday I learned to 
value me so I guess that means more.

“Look at her.” “No! Look at me.” What are the 
differences that you see? Is it my thick thighs, or the 
almond shape of my eyes? How about my hair? It kinks 
everywhere. This is beauty, this is my beauty. I don’t care 
what you think. They say beauty is only skin deep, but 
I’ve taken a closer look and I found true beauty that’s 
unique to me. Beauty that I easily share with he or she. I 
realize that no one can judge me but me. So I do, I judge 
the sway of my hips, the lush of my lips, the polish on 
my nails and the colour of my skin. Not in a bad way just 
simply because what I see is true beauty. What I see is 
me!

I’m loved. Not by everyone I meet, but by those most 
important to me. Love was always there even when I 
didn’t care; the unconditional love of a mother, a father, 
friends and a sister. This love was abundantly shared. Yes, 
it was always there.

Looking back now I see, yesterday actually wasn’t a 
regular day. Yesterday I found me. My reflection finally 
looked back at me. As I stood there gazing deeply into 
the mirror I answered the questions I’ve asked myself 
all these years. I never knew it would happen like this. 
I stopped and realised that I am me; I am free, and can 
be who I want to be. I realised that I choose this life. I 
control my destiny. This was my turning point. I woke up. 
Yesterday I took my first deep breath. Yesterday I found 
me!

Who am I? How do I know? Am I rich? Am I poor? 
How can I tell? Am I beautiful? By whose standards? Am 
I intelligent? Who really is? Am I loved? I finally found the 
answers yesterday.
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Today I am me, I am rich, I am beautiful, I am 
intelligent and I am loved. Today I am free … 

Leayah, 13 years old, lives with her mother and older sister in Toronto. 
Currently in Grade 8, her favourite hobbies include reading non-fiction 
books and learning random facts. Leayah enjoys spending time with 
family and friends and is proud of her Barbadian culture, a distinguishing 
attribute among her peers. Fluent in both English and French, she intends 
to pursue a career in either law or social work.

Catherine Abes
Honourable Mention

Halton District School Board

Life Lessons and Grand Jetés

“Live life to the fullest”

On November 26, 2010 the roller-coaster ride began. 
On December 29, 2010 it ended, taking with it the 
life of Susannah Lewandowski. This is the story of 

a dance teacher who taught me more than turns and 
jumps.

Ms. Susannah was the first jazz teacher I had when I 
came to my current dance school. Her style of teaching 
was the perfect balance between discipline and fun. As 
a person, Ms. Susannah was strong and determined, 
but she wasn’t the kind of teacher who was expecting 
gold medals when we went to competitions, it was more 
important to her that we enjoyed the experience. Ms. 
Susannah loved to dance, loved to spend time with her 
family, in the prime of her life as a teacher and mother. As 
we started back for another year of dance, Ms. Susannah 
seemed completely healthy and then she started feeling 
under the weather. She couldn’t come to teach. I knew 
there was something wrong, but I thought she’d be back 
soon. Then days turned to weeks, and eventually weeks 
turned to months.

Then I saw it ... the post that turned the tables around 
on November 26, 2010 Ms. Susannah announced on her 
facebook that she had the “big C.” And it was aggressive. 
I was worried, like everyone else, praying that she would 
get better. At one point it looked like things were getting 
better; she had been in the hospital, but had managed to 
make it home for a weekend.

Unfortunately good things don’t always last.

She had to go back to the hospital, and then things 
went downhill. She just got worse every day, but I never 
lost faith, and I couldn’t wait for the day that I would find 
out Ms. Susannah was coming home and would be at 
dance after the break. Then there was another update, 
and it wasn’t the one I was hoping for, but it also wasn’t 
the one I was scared to hear the most. Things weren’t 
looking up, and the doctors said there wasn’t much time 
left, but not all was lost. I sent up another prayer for her 
to pull through.

My prayer was not fulfilled. On December 29, 2010 
Ms. Susannah’s roller-coaster ride ended in heaven. 
Instead of waiting for her to get better, I was waiting to 
hear about the arrangements to be made. On January 3, 
2011, I was marked absent from school because I was 
at Ms. Susannah’s funeral. I was saying good-bye for the 
last time.

So how was this a turning point? It reminded me of 
how quickly things can go downhill. It taught me that 
you have to enjoy life, every single moment, because you 
never know when life can disappear. This is what Ms. 
Susannah has shown me, and I am forever grateful that 
she did. I guess you could say that she was the dance 
teacher who taught me more than turns and jumps.

Catherine currently lives in Milton, Ont., with her parents, sister, brother 
and three pet dogs. She has spent the last nine years of her life dancing. 
It was dance that led her to Ms. Susannah. When she is not dancing, 
Catherine likes to read, write and draw. In the future Catherine would like 
to become an author and study French.

Asvini Bala
Honourable Mention

York Region District School Board

Stepping Out of the Darkness

“Death leaves a heartache no one can heal, love leaves 
a memory no one can steal.” – Unknown

Have you ever heard anyone tell you not to take 
things for granted? Have you ever actually stopped 
to reflect upon this phrase? Many individuals may 

have assumed that this is merely a collection of words. 
This assumption no longer applies to me. The passing of 
my beloved mother assisted me in developing a better 
understanding of the significance and importance behind 
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the word “appreciation.” I learned that life is never fair 
and you don’t appreciate what you have until you lose it.

I lived in a beautiful house with two loving parents 
and two annoying, but caring, brothers. Regrettably, I 
didn’t recognize how fortunate I was. Sunday July 23, 
2006 was when my world came crashing down. Not once 
did it occur in my mind that I had to wake up from my 
fairytale existence and face reality. Eight years of age was 
when I experienced my first funeral. Never did it dawn 
on me that it was going to be someone so close to me. 
Approaching the podium at my mother’s funeral ready to 
share the speech I had prepared, my uncle comforted me, 
telling me it was okay to break down during the reading. 
I was confused why he’d be telling me it was okay to cry. 
I guess it was sad and all, but I had no intentions of crying 
and I didn’t feel the need to. Four years later, still baffled 
by muddled emotions, I soon came to a realization. The 
sympathy and attention I received during that summer 
distracted me from understanding the significance of 
this event and it kept me occupied until it was all over. 
Every day I look in the mirror with memories in my mind, 
sadness in my eyes, and most importantly, regret in my 
heart. I could never forgive myself for my behaviour and 
conduct measured next to the seriousness of this tragic 
loss. It’s hard to admit to myself that I rarely said, “I love 
you” to her. It’s hard to think about the future. It’s hard 
to believe that she is gone for good. Anything I wanted 
to do or say was too late, and not being able to realize it 
at the time is a paralyzing thought.

From that point on, things were never the same, 
particularly the perception of my home. Three years after 
the passing of my beloved mother, my oldest brother 
has moved to India to study medicine. About two years 
afterwards, my other brother decided to depart for 
California to continue his studies and pursue his dreams 
and passion for the dramatic arts. My dad sits alone 
thinking about us, anxious to see how our flowers will 
bloom; my brothers and I are his past, present, and future. 
We are his world, his life and now that my brothers are 
gone, I am all he has and I am not making that same 
mistake again. Five joyful and happy members of an 
outstanding family created a house filled with love, peace, 
and beautiful memories. One after another, members of 
the family have moved on beyond our home destined 
for greater opportunities. Even though my mother has 
passed on, I believe she is in a better place looking over 
us as we continue our journeys in life. The brightness 

and uniqueness of my personality are gifts my mother 
passed on to me and for that I will be forever grateful, 
but her death has knocked me off my feet. Finding the 
means to stand up again and put on a brave face has 
been a challenge, yet I have come to the realization that 
sometimes we may need to backtrack in order to finish a 
race. My race is life, my end is success, but my beginning 
shines a spotlight on me. Even along this course where 
darkness has swallowed me whole, I see a light to guide 
me towards my goals.

On that fateful day, my brothers had gone upstairs 
to say “bye” to my mother, as they often did, before 
leaving to go out with friends. I, at the time being so self-
centered, believed it was such a hike to walk the fifteen 
steps to say just one word. There are no words to describe 
what occurred after I came home. I saw my dad and my 
brothers burst into tears that afternoon, but puzzlingly I 
couldn’t cry. I was in disbelief, it seemed like a dream. I 
thought to myself that it couldn’t be real; fairy tales never 
end this way. As family and friends gathered to extend 
condolences, things started to feel more authentic and 
tragedy hit my heart and soul.

It was the summer of 2010 and I was twelve. Cricket 
noises echoed throughout my house as I remained in 
bed silent. As the day progressed, I sat in front of my 
computer bored out of my mind, wondering what to 
do. My eyes searching the room caught a glimpse of my 
mom’s picture and I remained transfixed on her image. 
At that instant, tears welled up in my eyes and began 
streaming down my face. It was that moment I realized it 
was too late to express my appreciations. It was too late 
to tell her that I loved her. It was too late for anything. I 
was simply too late. She was never coming back and no 
force in the universe could change that fact. I held my 
head in dishonour knowing that it took four years for me 
to recognize the reality of my situation.

At the time, I never genuinely appreciated my mom 
but I know now that she helped me become the individual 
I am today. I see children “hating” their moms for being 
unfair or mean. All I think is, “At least you’ve got one; 
be grateful.” Parents’ true intentions are to look out for 
their children, no matter what happens. I have learned to 
treat others with respect and appreciate them as unique 
individuals. This experience, though tragic, has given me 
insight to look inward and understand what defines me 
as an individual which in turn has allowed me to grow 
in meaningful ways. I am proud of who I have become 
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and even prouder to observe what I will become. Thank 
you, Mom!

Grade 8 student Asvini lives in Markham, Ont. She loves drama and 
enjoys riding her bike with friends. Asvini is ambitious and participates 
fully in class. She would like to thank her family, friends and teachers for 
their support. Asvini is passionate about her writing and hopes to achieve 
great things through it.

Jaden Batson
Honourable Mention

Halton District School Board

Take the Shot

“It ain’t over ‘til it’s over” ~ Lenny Kravitz, musician

Ever since I was little, I’ve loved playing soccer. When 
I was on the field playing my heart out, there wasn’t 
a thought or worry in my mind aside from winning 

the game. Yes, I was competitive and very determined; 
confident in my ability and skills. I owned the field and 
the ball. However, as in any soccer game, defence players 
steal the ball away at crucial times, fouls and penalties 
are called, and players get hurt and leave the field. These 
occurrences sometimes made me lose confidence in my 
ability and in my team.

I remember playing such a game when I was nine. 
Negative thoughts and worries flowed fluently and 
endlessly through my mind. This affected my game, but 
I was not the only one affected. My negative vibes made 
all my teammates lose confidence as well. They say “a 
chain is only as strong as its weakest link” and I was that 
weak link. We lost that game and I knew exactly why.

This past summer, I played a game where we were 
leading three goals to none in the first half. I felt confident 
that we were going to win but got a rude awakening 
in the second half. Our opponent came back just as 
determined, and started playing harder and stronger as 
a team than before. Injuries and fouls were happening 
every minute and once again, I began to lose focus and 
confidence. It wasn’t long before the score was tied. It 
was now anybody’s game. Soon they scored two more 
goals and there were only seconds left in the game. I could 
tell from the look on their faces that my teammates felt 
defeated and that there was no point in trying anymore. 
That was when I reflected on what happened when I 

was nine. I then thought, I must play hard to the end … 
it wasn’t over. The referee blew the whistle and the final 
ten seconds of play began. Quickly weaving through 
players I ran the ball up the field towards the net. When 
I could see my target clearly, I took the shot and GOAL! 
… SPECTACULAR GOAL! There was a thunderous roar 
from the spectators; some in their excitement ran onto 
the field. That goal was like no other. It had come from 
a rush of emotions – anger, regret, guilt, but most of all 
it came from my confidence and determination. It came 
from my heart.

We lost that game, but to me, I had won. You see, 
that goal was for every time I lacked confidence in the 
past and for every time I will do so in the future.

In addition to never doubting my abilities I learned 
that once you’ve given it your all ‘til the final whistle 
despite the odds and you lose, you can still feel like a 
winner. This eye opening experience taught me that 
there is always a chance, no matter how slim it may be. 
You just have to take the shot.

Jaden, a Grade 8 student, lives with her parents and two siblings in 
Moffat, Ont. In her spare time Jaden enjoys playing soccer, singing and 
spending time with friends. She is a dedicated and loyal Justin Bieber fan. 
Jaden is planning a career as an orthodontist.

Rachelyn Collins
Honourable Mention

Dufferin-Peel Catholic District School Board

Cruel Ways

My life is inevitably affected every time I see each 
one of them come and go. My Nonna’s foster 
children have gone through so much, yet it 

amazes me how they can still smile and how their 
childhood innocence still shines through. While smiling 
on the outside, their broken hearts must still be crying 
out for love.

One would believe that these children would be 
depressed all the time, but the reality is the opposite. One 
of the girls who made a temporary home at my Nonna’s 
house was from Africa. She was six, and had a confident, 
bubbly personality. Her mother was out one day and 
hired a babysitter to look after her. Later that day, this 
girl’s mother came back to the news that her daughter 
had acted up. Sadly, little did the babysitter know that 
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after she left, this little girl’s mother would boil a knife 
and burn her six year old daughter. This is supposedly an 
acceptable form of punishment in Africa. This girl was 
sent to the hospital and was eventually separated from 
her mother and put into foster care.

This little girl’s name is Anobia, and although she 
is much younger than I, she possesses many qualities 
I admire. No, she is not the prettiest girl in the world, 
nor the smartest, or most talented, but to go through so 
much and still resist the urge to shout at the wind is … 
a miracle. To still smile, laugh and trust … is a blessing. I 
really have nothing to complain about, and yet my urge 
to do so is there with the slightest misfortune of the day. 
Why can’t we realize how much we already have? Why 
can’t we find a way to be grateful for all that we have? 
Sometimes, the ones with the least, ask for nothing 
more. We, who have the most, always seem to need 
more. Hearing about all of these sad stories should make 
us reflect on how lucky we are.

Just imagine waking up each morning knowing that 
those cuts on your arm could soon open up again, or 
that your life depends solely on your parents’ mood. We 
are so fortunate here in Canada, that we sometimes take 
it for granted. We need to stop once in a while just to say 
“thank you” to the Lord. We need to take time out from 
our video games and TV-watching to count our blessings 
... to watch the number of blessings get greater and 
greater. We often forget and need a little reminder of 
what is going on outside of the golden doors of Canada.

Nobody should ever be treated in such cruel ways. 
We all deserve a second chance, and not one of us is 
more worthy than another. These foster children realize 
this, so why can’t we? We cannot change the past, but 
we can work towards a better future. One person cannot 
change the world; we all need to help. The first step is 
the realization.

Twelve-year-old Rachelyn is an active young woman who lives with her 
parents and younger brother, Matthew. A Grade 7 student, she keeps busy 
the year round with dance and hockey. In the summer she adds soccer to 
her schedule. Rachelyn enjoys many different activities and school. She 
likes to write stories and is currently working on a short chapter book.

Samantha Torne
Honourable Mention

Dufferin-Peel Catholic District School Board

Ten Minutes and Three Seconds

“It made me have a much greater understanding of 
loss, of loneliness, and the intense tragedy that so many 
people have experienced in this world, I take a lot less 
for granted.” – Adrien Brody

I have always considered myself ‘normal’. I have 
always been a normal girl, with a normal family and 
normal problems. Many people have stories to share 

of their overcoming an obstacle in life. But me? I have 
never experienced a major tragedy. Never have I lost 
someone close to my heart. My life was just one big pile 
of ‘normal’.

I remember lying down in my bed during the late 
hours of night looking up at my plain white ceiling. Tears 
were running down my face, my pillow soaked. I was so 
angry at my dad – we just had an argument. It felt like 
he was never really proud of me. No matter how hard I 
tried, there was just no satisfying him. I felt as though I 
couldn’t do anything right; like I was never good enough. 
Wiping my tears, I wondered what it would be like if he 
suddenly died. I would probably regret ever being mad at 
him, but it didn’t matter. Everyone dies someday, right? 
It’s a stupid thing to wonder, I know. So why did I think 
it? At least my imagination could wander somewhere off 
the pathways of my daily, boring existence.

Days later, I was playing some games on my computer. 
It was then when my sister demanded that I watch the 
first thirty seconds of a video. Reluctantly I started the 
video, somewhat mad that my sister had interrupted me. 
The ten minutes and three seconds that followed would 
change my life forever. The video started with a girl in a 
tight ponytail sitting in her room. She started, “Hello, my 
name is Hannah and I’m ten years old. My dad, Master 
Sergeant Joe Myers, is in Iraq right now.” It followed with 
a clip of her in her classroom. She froze, put her hand to 
her chest and started crying as her dad walked into the 
room. Then, she ran towards her dad. They stood there 
hugging as the clip faded.

Every short clip that followed touched my heart. 
Children ran to their fathers who were still in uniform. 
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Then, there was clip of a little girl no older than three 
sitting on Santa’s lap. Looking ahead, she saw her father 
in his uniform. “Daddy? Daddy! Hi Daddy! I miss you! 
I love you!” she said, as she buried her face into his 
shoulder. She was so young, yet she knew what it was 
to have a father at war. She was so young, but she had 
already lived through something I can only imagine living 
through. By then, my face was covered in tears which hit 
the hard desk below. My vision blurred and threatened 
to make me pause the video. Nearly two minutes of the 
video had passed, but I couldn’t stop watching.

Why was I crying? Every single person who appeared 
on the screen was happy. Then, it came to me. I had been 
imagining how it might have been if I was one of those 
children. It was hard to imagine worrying day after day if 

my dad was going to die. How happy it would have been 
reuniting with him. I stayed there with my eyes stinging, 
glued to the computer screen for the full ten minutes 
and three seconds. I watched as thirty-five dads reunited 
with nearly fifty children and family members. The video 
ended with a single quote: ‘ … And they shall see us; and 
we will fall upon their necks; and we will kiss each other.’

I have never felt more glad and privileged to be 
‘normal’ in my life. Never again will I long to have anything 
less than I do now. I now know that I am blessed to have 
both my mom and dad who will always be there for me. 
Seeing the tragedies in the lives of other people gave me 
a better understanding of loss. They gave me a better 
understanding of myself and how lucky I am to be, well 
… normal.

Grade 7-8 Greater Toronto Area French winners

“We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in 
retrospection.” –  Anais Nin,  

French-Cuban author

Tanya Stojovic
First Place

Toronto District School Board

Ma soeur

Il y avait beaucoup de points tournants dans ma vie, 
mais seulement un événement que j’ai expérimenté a 
eu un impact très grand sur ma vie et a changé ma vie 

pour toujours. Ça c’est la naissance de ma petite sœur. Je 
peux encore me rappeler quand j’ai entendu que j’allais 
avoir une nouvelle sœur et je me rappelle quand elle est 
venue de l’hôpital et je l’ai vue pour la première fois. Ma 
sœur est une personne très amusante et gentille. J’ai eu 

de la chance car j’ai une sœur très proche comme elle. Je 
ne peux pas imaginer la vie sans elle.

Un jour, quand j’étais petite, j’étais dans ma salle, 
jouant avec mes jouets, comme toujours. Ce jour, j’ai reçu 
l’information qui a changé ma vie pour toujours. Mes 
parents m’ont dit que j’allais avoir une petite sœur. Enfant 
unique, j’étais très excitée à l’idée. Quand je pense à ce 
jour maintenant, je me suis rendue compte que ma sœur 
a changé ma vie pour toujours. Une nouvelle sœur veut 
dire un nouveau membre dans la famille. Je me rappelle 
quand mes parents sont retournés de l’hôpital avec ma 
nouvelle sœur. J’étais très excitée d’avoir une personne 
avec qui je pouvais jouer, parler et simplement avoir une 
amie qui allait être toujours là pour moi, comme je vais 
être là pour elle.
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Au fil des ans, ma sœur a grandi et, moi et ma 
sœur, nous étions des amies très proches comme nous 
sommes maintenant. Nous avons eu des disputes et des 
désaccords comme toutes les fratries, mais nous étions, 
et sommes encore aujourd’hui, comme des meilleures 
amies. Elle est une personne très drôle, amusante, aimable 
et affectueuse. Ma sœur et moi, nous sommes toujours 
là l’une pour l’autre, on peut partager des confiances, 
parler à propos des problèmes, et blaguer avec l’autre. Je 
suis heureuse que j’ai une sœur comme elle.

Des fois, j’essaie d’imaginer ma vie si elle n’était 
pas née. Sans elle, ma vie aurait été très différente. 
Premièrement j’aurais été solitaire sans sœur ou frère. 
J’aurais été aussi un enfant unique. Je ne peux pas me 
rappeler beaucoup de quand j’étais enfant unique mais 
je sais que j’étais très solitaire. J’ai toujours voulu avoir 
quelqu’un comme ma sœur, pour jouer avec moi, pour 
parler avec moi et quelqu’un pour être là pour moi quand 
j’ai besoin de quelqu’un.

Ma sœur a changé ma vie complètement le moment 
où elle est venue de l’hôpital. Elle est très intéressante 
et aimable. C’est est une fille très importante dans ma 
vie. Je ne peux pas imaginer la vie sans elle. C’est très 
difficile d’imaginer ma vie sans ma sœur. Je suis heureuse 
de l’avoir comme sœur.

Tanya, a Grade 8 student, lives in Toronto with her parents and younger 
sister. She enjoys literature, music, dance and spending time with friends. 
Tanya stays active by swimming and playing volleyball. She speaks three 
languages – English, French and Serbian. A well rounded young woman, 
she plays the piano and violin. Tanya is currently on the Principal’s 
Award List and is looking forward to extended French and international 
baccalaureate programs in high school. She is grateful for the supportive 
teachers, caring family members and amazing friends who have helped 
her over the years. They have all contributed to Tanya’s success in the 
Turning Points competition.

Evelyn Chong
Second Place

Toronto District School Board

Les choses importantes 
dans la vie

Le courage, l’indépendance, la persévérance et la 
responsabilité. Ce sont les traits que le français 
intensif m’a donnés. C’était en septembre 2007 

que j’avais commencé le programme de français et cela 
a ouvert beaucoup de nouvelles possibilités pour mon 
avenir. J’étais un peu timide au début, dans une nouvelle 
école, avec de nouvelles personnes et une nouvelle 
langue. Dans le temps que j’avais commencé jusqu’à 
maintenant, j’avais appris beaucoup, pas juste à propos 
du français, mais à propos de moi aussi.

Le choix de joindre le français intensif m’a donné plus 
d’opportunités que je n’ aurais pas eu si je n’avais pas 
pris cette décision. J’ai plus de français dans un jour que 
si j’étais dans le français de base. Notre pays et un pays 
bilingue, c’est un avantage si tu sais les deux langues 
officielles. Au Canada, il y plus d’opportunités de travail 
pour les personnes qui parlent bien le français et l’anglais, 
par exemple, les professeurs. Parce que j’ai pris cette 
décision, j’ai une bonne chance et plus d’opportunités 
dans l’avenir et ça signifie beaucoup pour moi.

Ma mère ne parle pas beaucoup de français, donc, 
je n’ai pas beaucoup d’aide avec mes devoirs. C’est 
un peu dépriment et difficile, mais je sais que je dois 
avoir la persévérance. J’ai trouvé des nouvelles façons 
de comprendre qui vont m’aider pour toute ma vie. 
Maintenant j’ai l’indépendance, la responsabilité, la 
persévérance et le courage pour continuer. J’ai aussi 
appris que, des fois, des choses dans ta vie vont être 
difficiles, et tu vas avoir des défis, mais si tu essaies très 
fort tu peux réussir.

C’est difficile de quitter tes amis et ton école, pour 
aller à une nouvelle école, où tu ne connais pas beaucoup 
de personnes. J’ai seulement un peu d’amis et j’étais un 
peu timide et c’était difficile pour faire des nouveaux 
amis. J’ai dû avoir le courage pour faire des amis. Ça c’est 
où j’ai appris à être courageux. Des fois, tu ne peux pas 
attendre que les choses arrivent, mais, tu dois chercher 
les choses que tu veux.

Mon choix de joindre le français intensif a changé 
ma vie. Maintenant je suis une meilleure personne; j’ai 
plus de bonnes opportunités et j’ai développé des choses 
comme la persévérance et le courage. J’avais appris 
beaucoup de choses à propos du français mais je sais 
que, à la fin, ce sont les traits de caractère que j’ai appris 
qui sont le plus important.

Evelyn, 12 years old, lives in Toronto with her mother and two pet cats. 
She adores books and in her spare time can be found reading and writing. 
Evelyn entered intensive French in Grade 4 and has been enjoyed it for 
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the past three years. When she is not at school, Evelyn enjoys spending 
time with her friends and taking taekwondo classes. It is her dream to 
become an author.

Diana Jakovic
Third Place

Toronto District School Board

Mon frère

Quand j’étais petite, dans la deuxième année, mon 
frère a quitté le Canada pour aller en Amérique 
pour obtenir son diplôme d’une bourse d’études 

pour le soccer. Il a étudié quatre ans, en Alabama, et 
a également joué au soccer. Il y avaient des agents qui 
voulaient être son agent. Il a déjà joué en Europe et est 
retourné à Washington aux États Unis. C’est mon seul 
frère. Mon frère s’appelle Dejan. Il a commencé à jouer 
au soccer quand il avait six ans. Il a toujours rêvé d’être 
un joueur de football quand il était petit et aujourd’hui 
ce rêve est réel. Il a travaillé beaucoup et encore il travaille 
pour aller plus loin.

Je me souviens que nous avons eu des moments 
de plaisir et des moments mauvais. Je me souviens de 
tout, mais malheureusement, ce n’est pas difficile de me 
rappeler, il a quitté quand j’avais sept ans, et maintenant 
j’ai quatorze ans. Je me souviens de courir à la maison 
et de pleurer dans son oreiller, saisir tout ce qui est resté 
de lui et d’imaginer qu’il n’était pas dans un avion, loin 
de moi. Toutes ces années, j’ai grandi avec lui. Je me 
souviens quand il a quitté, je pensais que c’était la fin du 
monde, parce qu’il était toujours là pour moi, et parfois, 
j’étais heureuse de même pouvoir être autour de lui parce 
qu’il était un adolescent et il avait ses propres choses à 
faire. Il avait ses propres amis avec qui il voulait être, mais 
je ne voulais pas ruiner ses plans. Il me chassait dans la 
maison avec un masque ou faisait semblant de jouer à 
cache-cache avec moi, puis il me laissait seule. Ah, les 
bons moments et je les chéris tous, car avec le nombre 
de fois que je le vois maintenant, ça me fait la fille plus 
heureuse de le voir une partie de ma vie.

Il nous rend visite, de temps en temps bien sûr, mais 
ce n’est pas la même chose. J’oublie parfois le sentiment 
d’avoir un grand frère pour s’occuper de moi, me 
protéger, m’aider à faire mes devoirs, rire avec moi et 
passer du temps ensemble. La plupart de mes amis ont 
des frères et des sœurs, des frères plus âgés, et ils sont 

toujours là pour eux quand ils ont un drame ou quand ils 
sont tristes. Mais, je n’en ai pas, j’ai un meilleur ami, mais 
bien sûr ce n’est pas le même sentiment.

Même s’il ne vit pas avec moi, même si je sens 
comme je n’ai pas de frère, même s’il explore le monde. 
À la fin, je suis contente que j’ai un frère qui joue au 
soccer professionnel, qui joue pour DC Washington, qui 
joue pour le Canada. Je suis fière de lui et cela me dit 
que dans la vie, quand tu veux quelque chose, tu dois 
travailler pour ça et tu dois être courageux!

Fourteen-year-old Diana lives with her parents. She enjoys playing 
basketball, volleyball and soccer. Her brother is currently in Washington 
playing professional soccer. Diana has won several awards both in and 
out of school for gymnastics and track and field. She spends her free 
time writing, mainly poetry, in her journal. Diana is trilingual, speaking 
English, French and Serbian. A caring student, Diana is willing to help 
her classmates and eager to learn new things. She plays the piano and 
recently has begun the violin. In the future, Diana would like to become 
either a lawyer or professional athlete.

Shaharyar Siddiqui
Fourth Place

Toronto District School Board

Du Pakistan au Canada

Quand j’étais petit, je vivais au Pakistan. Je pensais 
que je vivais au Pakistan pour toute ma vie. Un jour 
mon père a dit que nous allons au Canada. J’étais 

très triste et nerveux. Je parlais un peu d’anglais et j’étais 
très triste parce que tous mes amis étaient au Pakistan et 
au Canada je n’avais pas d’amis. J’étais très effrayé parce 
qu’au Canada tous les gens parlent l’anglais mais j’étais 
un peu content parce que c’était une nouvelle expérience 
et je pouvais aussi appendre l’anglais.

Quand je suis arrivé au Canada il y avait de la neige 
et c’était très très froid. C’était ma première fois que j’ai 
vu la neige. J’étais très excité. Quand j’allais à l’école il y 
avait beaucoup d’étudiants à l’école et c’était très grand. 
J’allais à ESL dans l’école et les professeurs étaient très 
agréables. Pour les premiers deux mois l’anglais était dur, 
mais après j’ai appris l’anglais. J’ai fait aussi beaucoup 
d’amis dans l’école. Après, j’ai aimé l’école parce que j’ai 
eu beaucoup d’amis et j’ai joué au soccer à la récréation.

Après un temps je me suis adapté au climat et à la 
langue. Quand j’étais en quatrième année je suis allé au 
programme de français. J’étais effrayé parce que cela 



 Turning Points: Winning Essays 2011 29

Greater Toronto Area winners

a pris beaucoup de temps d’apprendre l’anglais et le 
français est plus dur et je devais faire d’autres amis et 
ça a changé toute ma vie. Le français était très dur pour 
moi et j’avais besoin d’aide supplémentaire. J’ai changé 
beaucoup de quand j’habitais au Pakistan parce que je 
me suis adapté au climat et j’ai appris deux nouvelles 
langues.

Quand je suis allé dans le programme de français j’ai 
fait d’autres amis et j’ai aimé ma nouvelle école. Ma classe 
est la même et je savais un peu de français. J’ai appris 
aussi à me débrouiller avec des matières différentes dans 
l’école. J’ai aussi beaucoup de professeurs dans un jour.

Il y a quatre ans j’étais effrayé pour aller au Canada 
et maintenant j’aime le Canada. Je me suis aussi adapté 
à toutes les choses au Canada. Ça a changé toute ma vie 
parce que si j’étais resté au Pakistan je n’aurais pas appris 
l’anglais et le français et j’aurais eu une vie normale au 
Pakistan, mais mes parents ont décidé d’aller au Canada 
pour m’offrir une meilleure éducation. Maintenant je suis 
un citoyen du Canada, ça a changé toute ma vie.

Born in Pakistan, Shaharyar moved to Toronto at the age of seven. He 
enjoys playing basketball, soccer and cricket with his friends in the park 
or at school. In his spare time Shaharyar likes to read, play video games 
and put his feet up. Shaharyar is a true linguist. He can communicate in 
Arabic, English, French and Urdu. Shaharyar is keeping his future career 
options open as he considers becoming a pilot, a professional cricket 
player or an engineer.

Joshua Carrasco
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

Je marche avec fierté

Un jour, il y a dix ans, j’ai été forcé de faire face à la 
vie. Je voulais tellement le changer, mais je savais 
que je ne pouvais pas. Ce jour était un mercredi à la 

maternelle. Ma mère et mon père ont divorcé et le sont 
toujours. Tous les jours, mon père venait me chercher au 
déjeuner et nous sortions pour manger et jouer avant de 
retourner à l’école.

Eh bien, un jour il n’est pas venu. Comme un enfant 
de quatre ans, j’étais très confus et triste. J’ai rappelé que 
je suis entré dans ma maison ce jour-là avec des larmes 
aux yeux et des questions dans ma tête. « Pourquoi il 
n’est pas venu aujourd’hui? » j’ai demandé à ma mère. 
Ma mère m’a regardé et m’a embrassé et m’a dit avec une 
émotion profonde « Mon fils, papa ne va pas toujours 
être là. Il ne va pas toujours jouer au football ou aller 
au parc. » Je l’ai regardée comme si elle était folle! Des 
millions de questions fourmillaient dans ma tête, mais je 
ne pouvais pas dire une chose. Ma mère m’a embrassé 
fortement et a baissé ma tête et a dit « Amour, un jour, 
tu verras que ce n’est pas si mal. » Je ne voulais pas 
attendre ce jour, mais vite, je me suis retrouvé dans mon 
lit en attendant la prochaine journée d’école.

Les années ont passé, et je voyais mon père temps 
en temps. À l’âge d’environ 9 ans, je me souviens avoir 
parlé à un de mes amis au sujet de nos pères. Il a dit 
que son père était mort et que pour moi c’était pas si 
mal. J’ai pensé et j’ai dit: « Mais tu as perdu ton père, 
sachant que tu l’aimais de tout ton cœur. Mon père est 
toujours vivant et parfois je me demande si mon père 
avait vraiment de l’amour pour moi. Bien sur, il m’achète 
des choses qui sont chouettes, mais je ne sais pas s’il le 
fait à cause de son sens de culpabilité ou du fond de son 
cœur? »

Maintenant, après des années de réflexion et de 
souffrance sentimentale, je suis ici maintenant. Je 
repense à ce jour. Ce jour-là, j’ai appris la plus grande 
chose que je vais probablement apprendre dans ma vie. 
Ne comptez jamais sur quelque chose. Ne supposez 
jamais que le meilleur va t’arriver. Ne jamais abandonner. 
Je suis ici aujourd’hui comme quelqu’un qui s’aime lui-
même pour qui il est, et qui a rendu à ce point sans 
jouer au ballon dans le parc avec son père, ou de voir un 
modèle approprié du sexe masculin tous les jours. Voyez-
vous ce sourire? Je le porte aujourd’hui définitivement. Je 
marche avec fierté, comme je suis.

Joshua, a Grade 8 student, lives in Toronto with his mother, stepfather 
and sister. He is proud of his Honduran and Chilean heritage. Joshua has 
varied interests. He loves to play soccer, dance, sing and read. Poetry is a 
particular favourite. Joshua is looking forward to attending the Etobicoke 
School of the Arts this fall. An eccentric, fun-loving student, Joshua 
aspires to become either a performer of the arts or a professional athlete. 
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“Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. 
Only through experience of trial and suffering can 
the soul be strengthened, vision cleared, ambition 
inspired, and success achieved.” – Helen Keller
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Scott Turner
First Place

Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board

Independence

On first impression, I appear to be like any other 
teenager. Talk to me for a moment, and you might 
not notice anything different about me. But there is 

something different, something that I have worked hard 
to compensate for my entire life. Something I have, that I 
cannot change, and that I do not want to change either. 
My differences are not superficial, and my struggles are 
not obvious. There was no traumatic event that caused 
me to be different. I was born with autism.

When I was in elementary school, I was often bullied 
because I was different. I was terrible at sports, I was 
unable to read social cues such as facial expressions 
and body language, and I often used words that were 
far beyond my grade level, all as a consequence of my 
autism. I could understand my dad’s explanation of the 
stock market, but small talk with my peers was beyond 
my grasp. Elementary school class work and homework 
were rarely a challenge, but I found that remembering 
to do the assignments and organizing my time and 
work were very difficult. I had become dependent on 
educational assistants, who were very important to my 
development in the earlier grades to keep me focused 
and organized, but their support became a crutch when 
I could have started to function independently. I was also 
stuck with the stigma of riding on a special needs bus. I 
was often labelled as a “retard” or “sped” by my peers. 

I knew that starting high school was my chance to make 
changes happen.

High school has been great, in contrast to my 
experiences in elementary school. I am almost completely 
independent of the special education department and I 
achieved honour roll in both semesters of Grade 9. I knew 
it would be difficult, but I decided that I no longer wanted 
to rely on the extra help and support that I received in 
elementary school. I wanted to be independent and rid 
of the stigma of being a special needs student alienated 
from my peers. I stopped taking the special needs bus 
and I went to the special needs room only when nobody 
else was around. My autism makes noise and visual 
distractions difficult to filter out, and my frustration at 
dealing with them at the beginning of the day could 
result in a bad day overall. Instead of dragging out the 
morning getting ready for school, I recognized that 
my days would go better if I left early to organize my 
thoughts and books before the school became busy and 
noisy. I think that reducing my dependence on the special 
education department is the greatest thing that I have 
ever done for myself, and I initiated the change myself. I 
decided high school would be a fresh start.

Today, because of the changes I initiated, I am a 
happier person who has more friends than the person 
I would have been if I continued to be dependent on 
professional support. I know my parents are very proud 
of me, as well as so many others who know me, and I 
refuse to let them down. Autism is not a mental illness 
to be feared or ridiculed. Autism presents me with a 
different set of challenges than what the average person 
contends with. I now do talks about my experiences 
with autism, for both educators and peers, in hopes that 
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other kids with autism will be better understood and will 
be able to do well despite, and sometimes because of, 
their differences.

Fifteen-year-old Scott lives in Bradford, Ont., with his parents, brother 
and sister. In his spare time he enjoys playing with his sister’s autism 
service dog, practicing the guitar and playing video games. Scott gives 
presentations to students, teachers, psychology classes and other interest 
groups on his experiences with autism. He would like to thank his parents 
and teachers for their support and guidance during the creation of his 
essay. Scott plans to attend university and would like to pursue a career 
in the gaming industry.

Medina Odowa
Second Place

Toronto District School Board

One Simple Black Scarf

Most people say that looks don’t matter, what 
counts is what’s on the inside. Most people who 
say that just don’t want to seem shallow. So they 

say what seems right. In fact, most teenagers really do 
judge a book by its cover. Well, in my case, they judge a 
book because it’s covered.

I was going to the eighth grade when I decided to 
wear the hijaab. Someone who wears the hijaab could be 
referred to as a “hijaabi” by people who wear it or don’t. 
That term doesn’t seem appropriate; it’s like referring 
to someone who doesn’t wear the hijaab as a “hairy.” 
Wearing it shouldn’t be a big deal, and back then, it 
didn’t seem like a big deal to me. I spent every weekend 
of the seventh grade as well as the eighth grade at my 
local mosque, Abu Huraira, for Islamic studies.

When I moved to Toronto in the seventh grade, my 
hair was exposed. I moved from London (Ontario, and 
not England). I wasn’t religious because there weren’t 
many Muslims around to inspire me; until I came to 
Toronto, as well as my present mosque.

Many people would probably think that my Islamic 
Studies teacher worked some voodoo on me to make 
me wear the hijaab. But many people misunderstand 
my religion. Being more educated in my religion actually 
inspired me to do so. To Muslim women, wearing the 
hijaab is not only a form of identification of yourself or 
the religion, but it’s a symbol of inner purification. In 
Islam, being clean and pure is very important – not only 

mentally, but physically, too. Understanding all of this 
played an important role in my decision. I’ll be honest 
though, being Somali means that I am around my mom’s 
Somali friends and sometimes, they tend to be very 
pushy and extremely loud. Some of them suggested that 
I should wear it. If I didn’t, some would question why. 
That may not seem harsh, but it eventually gets to you, 
which made me feel both guilty and inspired.

Coming to the eighth grade with my hijaab on the 
first day of school was quite an interesting experience. I 
was really nervous, and didn’t know what people would 
think. I remember boarding the school bus. My friend 
remarked, “I miss your mushroom!” She said that was 
because I always used to tie my hair up in a big bun.

By the end of the first week, I’d already heard plenty 
of remarks about how my hair was missed. I didn’t know 
that my hair meant so much to people. Throughout the 
year, I realized that people were acting differently around 
me and it wasn’t a good kind of different. Some people 
who talked to me the previous year could barely keep 
up a conversation with me. Worst of all, my all-time best 
friend from the seventh grade barely spoke to me. By the 
end of the year, it hit me. It’s not that they “miss” my 
hair; they just don’t welcome the scarf. The experience of 
putting on one simple scarf around my head changed my 
life. One simple black scarf changed who I am.

The worse temptation I had to face in my entire 
life was the temptation of removing my scarf. I didn’t 
feel good in it; I felt some racism directed towards me. 
I took some time to think everything through, and then 
I remembered what my Islamic Studies teacher once told 
me: “Your faith will be tested by Allah (God), and you’ll 
want to take it off.” Remembering that quote got me 
to where I am today. I’m currently in the tenth grade, 
and I’m a proud young Muslim woman. I show it with 
my hijaab. Things got better for me; I don’t know if it’s 
because I feel more confident wearing it which makes 
me not care what people think, or maybe because people 
came to accept it. Regardless, I believe that you shouldn’t 
judge a book by its cover, nor should you judge someone 
because they’re covered. You should always take a look 
at the human inside – the simple black scarf.

Medina, a Grade 10 student, is a fun-loving and friendly teenager. 
Currently residing in Toronto, Medina hopes to one day study dentistry 
at the University of Toronto. Medina credits her friends and teacher in 
helping her achieve success in the Turning Points program. She would like 
to express her gratitude to her friends, teacher and family for supporting 
her writing efforts.
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Alison-Mae Garcia
Third Place

Halton District School Board

Death Can Save a Life

Death prevented my suicide. Ironic as it sounds; 
it’s the turning point of my life. It is what shaped 
my future and what makes me the person I am 

today. It’s a story that I hope encourages teenagers to 
think twice. The day that changed my life, my outlook 
on life, the day that I realized I was born for a purpose, 
happened on September 12, 2009.

I was always considered to be “daddy’s little girl.” 
He was always very proud of me. Whenever I had 
problems, I knew he would be there to listen. He knew 
everything about me. I looked up to him because of his 
accomplishments, ambitions, and especially his positive 
outlook on life. He was my father and I loved him. 
Everyone thought of me as the positive, shy, disciplined 
and grounded girl who balanced athletics with school. 
This was the image that people believed, and assumed 
to be me.

However, I had a secret I didn’t tell my dad, though I 
should have. I felt alone, confused, and I cried every night. 
This went on for months. I questioned my purpose in life – 
“Why do we live to die? What am I doing here? ”My dad 
began to see the changes in me. I became rebellious and 
unresponsive. I stole my brother’s utility knife and began 
to slit my wrists whenever I went back into darkness. I 
thought that physical pain hurt less than emotional pain. 
I wouldn’t co-operate when my school officials insisted I 
talk to a guidance counsellor. Eventually, I lost the respect 
of the one person with whom I shared everything, the 
one person who loved and cared about me more than 
anyone in the world. I lost my dad’s respect.

Then one day I snapped. I had a dark idea. I planned 
out my death. No one knew about my thoughts. 
Everything was precisely planned out. My dad came 
home unexpectedly and carried me to the van. I already 
knew we were going to the hospital. I told him I hated 
him, I hated me, and I hated my life. A tear rolled down 
his face.

It was the first time I’d ever seen him cry. “How can 
you even think about hurting yourself?” he asked me. 
“You have a family that loves you. You have me who loves 
you. I’m so disappointed.” I was in shock. I was angry, 
I felt like a disappointment. I promised myself I would 
eventually go through with the plan. My relationship 
with my dad was never the same.

After a month, I found myself in another hospital. 
This time, it wasn’t because of me. It was because of my 
dad. He’d been diagnosed with liver cancer. He handled 
the news quite calmly. I cried the whole day. My dad 
told me to stop crying and for his sake, I did. We spent 
countless days and nights at the hospital as I slept by my 
dad’s side and refused to go home.

The doctors gave up, and he was under palliative 
care. The only medication they gave him was morphine. 
One night, my dad pulled me closer to him and even if 
it was painful for him to speak, he said, “When I’m in 
heaven, I will be watching you grow into a successful 
woman. I see a bright future and a purpose for you to 
fulfill.” I wondered how a father could love his daughter 
so much even if she failed him. The following day he 
couldn’t move, open his eyes, or say a word. It was 
painful to watch. As I held his hand every night, I cried 
and wondered what my life would be like without him. 
At that point, I had second thoughts about my plan.

September 12, 2009 marked his time – the day I 
reminisced on all of my dad’s accomplishments, and the 
day I realized I was born for a purpose. I gave myself a 
new promise: I would allow my father to see me grow, 
and to see myself grow. My father’s passing changed 
my life. It gave me a new perspective on everything. It 
prevented my suicide.

Alison-Mae, 15 years old, lives with her mom and older brother, Bradley. 
Acting plays a large role in Alison’s life and she hopes it always will. She 
has participated in various plays and musicals and currently is acting in a 
production of Nkkami – an Ontario Sears Festival award winner. Alison 
enjoys sports and is an international champion in mixed martial arts. She 
aspires to work for a police department and write a magazine column. 
A gifted linguist, Alison speaks English, French and two dialects of the 
Philippine language.
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Winsha Xia
Fourth Place

Peel District School Board

Writing Rules, Writing 
Revelations

I used to hate writing.

Writing was, at best, another step I had to 
endure in order to complete my homework; at worst, 

a towering hurdle that I could barely overcome. It was 
an exhausting, repetitive, joyless task, one that made 
me grind my teeth every time I received a sheet of lined 
paper and an order to “be expressive.” I refused to see 
the point of jotting down tiny letters on paper just to get 
an idea through to someone else. Nor did I even bother 
to recognize literacy as a form of creation, even though 
I loved to read.

(It would be a long time before I finally realized why 
my middle school called English class “language arts.”)

Not many people caught on to my lack of enthusiasm 
for writing, at first. Successfully plowing through more 
than twelve years of life without giving a thought to its 
importance, I had already arrived at grade seven before 
my dad realized just how incompetent my writing skills 
were – especially my grasp of English grammar, which 
had been downright atrocious. In a fit of parental 
indignation, he drove to the library and came back with 
a copy of English Grammar for Dummies.

“Read it,” he told me, plopping the book down on 
the table.

I just stared at it. “What? Why?”

“Do you know anything about grammar?” 
he deadpanned.

There was a short, sheepish silence before I 
responded. “No.”

“Exactly!”

Annoyed – partially because of the ever-present 
antagonism that all teenagers have, but more so by the 
fact that I knew he was right – I grabbed the book and 
began to read.

I hadn’t realized, then, that my entire experience 
with literacy was about to change.

There was a lot of skill that I hadn’t known before 
that was poured into writing. Day after day, as I read 
through the entire book, a new interest in writing built 
itself on the foundations of proper grammar. It was as 
if the rigorous, unwavering rules finally linked together 
the different aspects of language, ones that, for me, had 
been completely detached from one another: reading, 
writing, speaking, listening. I started to take pride in the 
writing that I did for schoolwork. I started creating stories 
and poems in my spare time. I even started analyzing 
the writing that other authors did, picking apart their 
sentence structures and finding their grammatical flaws. 
My homework came back with better comments. My 
friends started complaining about how often I pointed 
out the errors in their essays.

And I, for once, learned to care about the writing 
I did.

“I’m done,” I told my dad one day, flipping 
the last  page and closing the book with a kind of 
triumphant finality.

“Wasn’t it useful?” he asked rhetorically, as if he had 
expected the outcome.

“Well, I’ve realized that my writing used to suck.”

A sage nod. “Good.”

Grumbling, I stood up and threw English Grammar 
for Dummies into the library bag. My task, for the 
moment, was done. My learning experience had ended. 
And yet that singular learning experience, that one 
month with a grammar book, would link onto events 
for years to come, weaving a love of literacy through my 
life. Grammar was more than just “the rules.” It was the 
basis for an art – not with pictures; not with sound; not 
with movement; but with the emotionally charged values 
of letters and words and sentences and paragraphs, all 
joining together to convey endless possibilities.

Writing has ceased to be a burden for me. Instead, 
even in my first year of high school, it’s the highlight of 
every assignment, the solution to every problem, the 
outlet for every need. It’s a blank canvas waiting out the 
clutter of everyday life, with the potential to be anything, 
thrive anywhere, and affect anyone. Writing is thought; 
writing is action; writing is character.

Writing, for me now, is life.

Winshua (Yunxiao) is a Grade 9 student in Mississauga, Ont. Born in 
China, she moved to Canada at the age of 13. Winshua loves writing, 
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dislikes purple prose and firmly believes in the importance of literacy. Her 
other interests include visual and dramatic arts, fashion, social sciences 
and telling really bad jokes. She looks forward to taking writer’s craft in 
Grade 12 and intends to publish at least one book in the future. Winshua 
hopes to have an impressive career in marketing.

Sumyhe Akhter
Honourable Mention

Halton Catholic District School Board

Stained Veil

Childhood is a wonderful phase that all humans go 
through. When I think of childhood, I think about 
the moments of laughter and the excitement you 

get whenever you hear the ice-cream truck rolling by and 
field trips to the park. Childhood is the phase where you 
can see the innocence of a person. When I was seven, my 
Momma’s friends would always grab my cheeks and say, 
“Your eyes are filled with such sparkle and innocence, 
may no one cast their evil eyes on you. ”Who knew that 
the innocence in my eyes would soon be taken away?

I was about twelve when I was in Saudi Arabia with 
my family for summer vacation. My parents were out for 
the night, so they asked my paternal uncle to take care of 
us. I couldn’t sleep, so I was just lying in bed, till the door 
opened. It was dark, and I saw nothing but yellow light 
and a dark silhouette. The next thing I know was that my 
uncle was on top of me. I kept screaming, and yelling, 
hoping my brothers would help, but they were all sound 
asleep. There was no one to see what was happening; it 
was just this tiny girl taking on this huge man – the same 
man whom I always turned to for help, the same man 
who would bring me chocolates every day and cradle me 
in his arms. The moment a tear from my eye hit his hand, 
he got off, and closed the door.

The next morning, I woke up, but not with the smile 
I had on every morning. I didn’t greet any of my family 
members with kisses or hugs and then I saw that monster. 
He was eating breakfast at the table, his regular coffee 
with toast and eggs. He looked up at me and smiled 
as if nothing happened. I prayed everyday to God that 
everything was just a dream and nothing happened until 
I saw the blood stains on my bed. As quickly as I could, I 
grabbed my bed sheets and ran into the washroom and 
washed off the stain as much as I could and threw it 
in the laundry basket. My mom grabbed me and asked 

“What’s wrong, Sweetie? Is everything okay?” and I 
replied, “I am fine, Mom,” without even looking at her 
in the eye. I was ashamed of myself. My veil was stained.

Ever since then, I have been afraid of men. I kept 
everything to myself, and I thought that no one should 
talk to a dirty girl like me. I felt like I was a disgrace to the 
family. He snatched away my happiness, and he sucked 
out every little bit of life I had in me. I would see his 
face on every man’s face, and I would have the same 
nightmare for nights. I was no longer the laughing, jolly 
girl people once knew.

This incident has changed me – negatively at first – 
because I had grown a hate for men, and for people. 
At times, I felt like I should just die. I was so depressed 
to the extent that I consumed about 12 tablets of my 
dad’s medicine. I was rushed to the hospital, and with 
God’s grace, no serious harm was done. My mom didn’t 
ask why I did it. She yelled at me, and angry tears were 
rolling down her face. I didn’t say a word. I, then realized 
the value of life. So many people, fighting every day to 
live a little more and I was here trying to kill myself for 
what? I was not going to let a man control my life, I was 
going to change. I started valuing life every single day. 
I started walking the hallways with confidence and not 
only did I laugh, but I made people laugh! I look every 
man in the eye, and let them know that I am in charge. 
No one would look at me and think that I was a rape 
victim, because I am not. I don’t label myself as the girl 
who got raped, I am me and that is all there is to it.

Grade 10 student Sumyhe lives in Toronto with her parents, four brothers 
and one sister. Born in Bangladesh, she spent the first five years of her 
life in Saudi Arabia before moving to Canada. Sumyhe enjoys making 
people smile and is known as the joker in many of her classes. She loves 
to read, socialize, and write. Sumyhe intends to pursue university studies 
in paediatrics with a specialization in neonatology.

Daniel Coelho
Honourable Mention

Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board

My Red Ferrari

Everyone stands for the national anthem. I don’t. 
I don’t walk anywhere. I’m 15 and I drive all day 
long. I’ve never run a lap in a high school phys.

ed. class. However, none of these are my choices. There 
are a lot of things in life that we don’t get to choose. 
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Sometimes, however, lack of choice makes us who we 
are and shapes us into the person that we become. I was 
forced to adapt to my lack of choices.

Elementary school should be a time when you play 
with your friends and run around at recess. There should 
be no worries or cares. It’s not the time when you are 
supposed to unexpectedly get tired in gym class for 
no reason, or when you start walking on your tip toes, 
again for no explained reason. In Grade 4 I got so tired 
that I had to sit out during gym – sit out and watch my 
gym class go by. At the time, these small things didn’t 
seem like a big deal to me. Who knew that all these 
things together meant something bigger? The tiredness 
became more frequent and the tip-toe walking increased 
to the point where worry started to set in for my mom; 
so much so that eventually I agreed to go to a doctor. I 
didn’t want to, but we needed some answers.

An initial visit with my doctor got us more unanswered 
questions. My doctor sent us to a specialist because he 
wasn’t exactly sure what was going on. He had an idea. 
Days turned to weeks, weeks turned to months, and 
months slowly into years. The next step was waiting 
for appointments, and second opinions. It seemed as 
though everyone told us to wait. At first it didn’t seem to 
bother me but as time went on I began to worry; what 
was happening to me? Sick Kids Hospital is the place we 
found an answer; actually a two word answer: Muscular 
Dystrophy. These two words not only changed my world, 
but became my world.

Eventually, the inevitable happened. I was getting 
weak and losing strength and it was becoming difficult 
for my mom, both emotionally and physically. I had to 
get a wheelchair. My chair was red. At first, I didn’t need 
it and certainly didn’t want it. The chair was left at school 
and I used it only when necessary. Soon, it seemed like 
I was using it more often. I wasn’t ready to accept, at 
age 12, that I would need a wheelchair. I was fighting 
the reality of it. I fell into a state of depression. I was 
mourning the loss of my childhood and my future.

In February of 2009 I had a muscle biopsy to determine 
what form of MD I had. My specific form of Muscular 
Dystrophy is Duchene, common mostly in young men. I 
would have to take medication to prolong my life. The 
medication strengthens my heart and lungs which, like 
my muscles, were becoming weak.

In the summer of 2010 my family and I went on a 
trip to Portugal, compliments of the Children’s Wish 

Foundation. Upon my return, life changed even more 
dramatically. My muscle signals became too weak 
and I lost the ability to walk at all. A ramp had to be 
constructed at my house and a chair lift was installed so 
I could use the stairs. Any possibility of my getting better 
was slipping away. My future seemed scary and I didn’t 
know what to do. Now I had accepted the wheelchair 
and I had to get serious about my future. It looked like 
my brains were all I had left to rely on. While my many 
choices were taken away from me, I had to make an 
even more important choice – to be positive or let this 
disease defeat me.

Muscular Dystrophy has changed me, but have I 
chosen to persevere. I do my best every day. I haven’t 
given up. I strive to get good grades, be positive, and be 
the best me I can be.

And you know – life in my red Ferrari isn’t as bad as 
I thought it would be.

Sixteen-year-old Daniel lives with his parents, younger brother and 
grandma. In his spare time he enjoys playing video games and watching 
television. Trilingual, Daniel speaks English, French and Portuguese. He 
is determined to keep succeeding at school while maintaining a positive 
attitude.

Cole Murphy
Honourable Mention

Dufferin-Peel Catholic District School Board

Hope for the Hopeless

I was way too young to be experiencing a crisis in my 
life. I had lost hope in the world, and I was breaking 
down by the second. There was nothing to be happy 

about, nothing to look forward to, and nothing to 
reminisce about. Everything that I had ever held some 
sort of passion towards now seemed to lack my interest. 
I was a lost cause in a world of success! And in the 
darkness of the crowded, lonely nights, I would sit by my 
window sill and just think about the world. I was a man 
of no past and had no intentions of a future.

I could never really come to understand how fragile 
life is. I thought that if death would ever come, there 
would be some explained motive as to why I would be 
ridded of the madness I was living in. I could not connect 
with anyone around me. They were all too greedy! I 
must have been a philosopher in my past life because 
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I felt as if I knew everything there was to know about 
people. They lived their lives out of personal interest, and 
no matter how many lies they would feed to the public 
about mutual support and teamwork, deep down they 
were all just rivals going head to head in a game of Texas 
Hold `Em, waiting to win the pot and strip others of any 
social standard or dignity they ever had.

My parents had gotten divorced and my heart was 
destroyed, but somehow my mind still managed to 
operate. I had shed no tears over the situation and did 
not plan on doing so, because if you think about it, 
we only cry to somehow connect with others. I did not 
want to connect with others; I did not want to connect 
with anything! I was looking for the meaning of life: a 
purpose, because at the moment, I was stuck hitchhiking 
down the boulevard of broken dreams.

July 19, 2009 marked the beginning of my turning 
point experience. On my way home from visiting my 
father, we were driving westbound on Highway 401. As 
we came around a curved bend in the road, I caught 
a glimpse of a happy young driver on my right. She 
appeared to be West Indian. She had curly brown hair, 
and by the expression on her face, it was assumed that 
she loved life. Her optimism intrigued me! I felt as if her 
smile was feeding my spirit the hope it needed for so long. 
With her side windows rolled down and the wind in her 
hair, she was completely mesmerized by the ecstasy that 
was filling her as she sang along to the song on the radio 
blasting from her car. That is exactly why she did not 
see the rig truck in the third lane when she decided to 
switch over two complete lanes at once. The rig collided 
right into the back left corner of her small Toyota and 
almost demolished it, sending it flying forward, spinning 
out of control. I saw the quick, terrifying look of a poor 
young girl who was about to lose her life ever so soon. 
The car smashed against the ground, upside down. The 
pavement was immediately filled with glass and blood. 
She was dead; there was no doubt about it!

I remember my father and I filling out the witness 
report. I recall hearing his voice somewhere under the 
numerous police sirens sounding through the air. He 
said, “Cole, this world is a dangerous place. This is 
exactly one of the reasons why you have to be so careful 
in everything you do.”

I simply replied, “Yes Dad,” and dazed off into my 
own little world. I could not grasp the situation. It all 
happened way too fast – to see someone so happy and 

then, within a few seconds, dead! I could not swallow 
the reality. I finally understood how fragile life really is 
for all of us.

I gained a lot from that experience. I learned that the 
people who love life the most are always the ones who 
are unable to enjoy it for very long. Finally understanding 
how sacred life is, I began to cherish it deeply and looked 
for the good in others. That young female driver gave 
me the hope to carry on. That is why I successfully fulfill 
my life in memory of her. Heavenly angel, you will never 
be forgotten!

Cole, a diligent Grade 10 student, lives in Malton, Ont. Dedicated to 
improving himself, Cole spends most of this time advancing his studies or 
working part-time at the local grocery store. He intends to pursue a career 
in dentistry while continuing to write in his spare time. Cole thoroughly 
enjoys literature, especially poetry and novel studies. He would like to 
thank everyone who has supported him throughout this wonderful 
experience.

Bobby Tzonev
Honourable Mention

York Region District School Board

What is Family About?

It was Christmas Eve and the snow was falling, the 
sleigh bells were jingling and in some households 
families were sitting in front of a warm fireplace 

enjoying a fresh cup of hot cocoa. In some that is; in 
my household on Christmas Eve there were no festivities, 
there was no mirth, and the excitement that is so often 
accompanied with the date of December 24 was not 
present. Instead there were worried glances shot at one 
another across the dinner table, and uncertainty in the 
air. That night my younger brother had been examined 
by his doctor at my parents’ request; he’d been acting 
strangely recently. As soon as my parents came home 
from the doctor’s office I could tell something was 
wrong, and then my parents asked me a question that 
I will remember for the rest of my life. They asked me, 
“What do you know about autism, son?” and I simply 
didn’t know how to reply.

At the time I attended a school with a special education 
program and the limited knowledge I had on the topic 
was still more than my parents’ which came mostly from 
movies such as Forest Gump. What I knew at the time, 
however, was not encouraging. All I knew was that there 
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were children in the halls who had something different 
about them, that there were children who could not 
talk and communicated only by grunting and that you 
always knew there was something wrong with the kid 
who spent all of recess spinning the wheels of a toy car. 
When my parents told me that my brother had autism I 
imagined him as being forever ostracized in school and 
society, never having the opportunity to lead a normal 
life or have a normal family and always being the odd 
one out and I knew that not only I, but my entire family, 
had to do everything in our power to help my brother.

From that point on everything changed. There was, 
of course, the financial aspect of things because ABA – or 
applied behavioural analysis (the most widely recognized 
way to treat autism) – was extremely expensive. Even in 
a country like Canada, where we supposedly have one 
of the best healthcare systems in the world, the waiting 
list to obtain a government subsidy for the treatment 
of autism is several years long. It is widely recognized, 
however, that the most effective age to treat autism is 
when the child is youngest hence our family was put in 
an extremely frustrating situation where either we would 
have to sacrifice the potential improvement of my brother 
or we would have to pay enormous sums of money for 
the private ABA treatment. My parents, of course, chose 
the second and it affected the way we lived dramatically; 
we now shopped at used clothing stores, we now bought 
the cheapest variety of food in the grocery store, and 
we were on the brink of selling our house. The financial 
aspect is, however, only one facet of how my brother’s 
diagnosis affected my life and the life of my family, nor is 
it the most important one.

Our family’s dynamics changed in obvious ways; 
some days there was electricity in the air where you 
could tell that the night would end with someone crying; 
some days the stress levels were so high it felt like my 
parents might spontaneously combust and yet other days 
there was a feeling of warmth and still an overbearing 
sadness that somehow brought us all together. This has 
all brought me to a conclusion that I believe is worthy to 
share with you; to take just a minute of your time. I’ve 
come to realize that family is not about sipping hot cocoa 
in front of the fireplace together, it’s not about buying 
the best clothes for your children or eating gourmet 
meals together. Family is about the sacrifices you make 
for one another; it’s about forgiving someone when they 
get mad at you, but most of all it’s about loving someone 

so much you know you would do anything in the world 
for them, and knowing they would do the same for you.

Bobby, a gifted Grade 10 student, is active in both his school and 
community. When he has time to relax, he enjoys reading a good book 
or listening to music. Bobby is a member of the debate and mock trials 
club, it is no surprise he hopes to become a lawyer. He makes time for his 
family and someday would like to return to his home country of Bulgaria. 
Bobby would like to thank his family for nurturing his skills as a writer and 
for always providing loving support.

Shannon Wong
Honourable Mention

York Region District School Board

The Lottery of Life

From the shabby internet cafe above the 
overwhelming chaos of the slums on that scorching 
July afternoon, I was beginning to wonder why I 

hadn’t stayed in my climate-controlled house in Canada 
instead of joining this volunteer trip to rural India. 
Longing for the comforts of home made me feel a little 
guilty, but it didn’t dampen my desire for relief from the 
oppressive heat.

Sweat dripped off my nose as I stood in the only 
shaded corner on the balcony, overlooking the bustling 
streets of Udaipur. The roaring motorcycles carrying whole 
families, honking cars impatiently weaving through the 
clogged streets, and vibrant colours of flowing saris all 
competed to overload my sensory perception.

In the midst of this bedlam, a contorted elderly 
woman laid on a thin cardboard on the side of the street, 
her skin pulled taut over her protruding bones, her hair 
matted, and her face dirt-streaked. Torn clothes hung 
limply over her skeletal body. After watching her curiously 
for a few minutes, I assumed she had a mental illness as 
she moved convulsively and babbled incoherently. The 
beggar’s bucket at her feet lay bare of donations.

Locals walked by, indifferent to this common 
spectacle, while tourists just stared, reluctant to intervene. 
However, the woman’s smile remained unwavering. How 
could she seem happy in a world that treats her so cruelly? 
I wondered. But her grin only widened when a young 
and equally malnourished girl ran towards her, cradling 
a small can of filthy water as if it were nectar. The girl 
sat down with the woman and together they quenched 
their thirst, like they had been parched for days.
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Soon, the girl noticed me staring from the balcony 
and flashed me the biggest smile. We traded ridiculous 
faces and doubled over with laughter. Suddenly, with 
a pleading look, the girl pointed to her stomach. I 
rummaged desperately through my bag for my daily 
rations, but came up empty except for a bag of Lays. 
Knowing that a few chips wouldn’t satiate her hunger, 
I nevertheless threw the bag down to her, deflated by 
the feeling of helplessness. Her radiant smile lit up once 
again and she repeatedly thanked me in Hindi.

The girl opened the bag of chips, looking like she 
had won the lottery. Expecting her to gorge on the tasty 
morsels, she surprised me with an act of kindness rarely 
exhibited even where food is never scarce. Not only 
did she share the bag with the disabled old woman, 
she offered to share her precious treat with the other 
homeless people on the street. She returned with just 
two chips left, glowing from the joy she found from 
sharing her ‘wealth,’ and leaving me in awe.

This simple act of humanity put everything in 
perspective for me. How could she live without clean 
water, food and shelter? What about health care and 
education? This malnourished girl had to drink filthy 
water and go hungry most nights. Her only education 
was the street smarts that taught her how to survive. Yet 
she never allowed her deprivation to sour her outlook on 

life, choosing to share what little she had with others in 
need.

Meanwhile, rich people in our society never content 
with their good fortune continue with their ravenous 
consumption of goods, energy, and the environment. 
Right then I understood the purpose of this trip – to 
witness firsthand how desperately poor people could 
find the dignity, courage and compassion to forge ahead 
with their lives.

Although I never learned her name, the fleeting 
connection with that girl was the most impactful event 
of my entire trip. In the simplest of ways, she showed 
me that true happiness comes from the heart, and that 
depravity is not the inevitable outcome of deprivation 
even in a miserably poor society.

Since returning to the comforts of Canada, every time 
I feel the urge to complain that life is unfair, I reminisce 
about the wide smiles of two Indian women who faced 
their daily struggles to survive and relish how, being born 
in Canada, I have truly won the lottery of life.

Shannon, a 15-year-old Grade 10 student, is outgoing and has a 
strong sense of civic duty. A dedicated volunteer with Free the Children, 
Shannon has travelled to rural China and India to teach English, and 
build a  school and health care centre. Through her experiences, she 
has witnessed first hand the impact her donations are making on 
people around the world. She takes time to connect with those who 
are impacted  by her efforts here at home. This summer Shannon will 
embark on a three-week journey to Kenya.
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“Life’s challenges are not supposed to paralyze 
you, they’re supposed to help you discover who 
you are.” – Bernice Johnson Reagon
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Tina Lee
First Place

Toronto District School Board

Meeting Ana

No more pencils, no more books. No more teachers’ 
dirty looks. Tenth grade was over and two months 
of blissful freedom lay ahead. At least, that was the 

case for most of my friends. I had a mere two weeks to 
relax before I would have to set foot in school once again: 
summer school. My only goal for the month was to focus 
on my assignments and pass eleventh grade physics 
with a stellar mark. I didn’t care much for meeting new 
people, but I never expected to meet someone like Ana.

As strange as it seems, I only vaguely remember our 
first encounter. I noticed her occasionally in the halls, 
always surrounded by her loyal friends. I can’t speak for 
the boys, but there isn’t a single girl who hasn’t thought of 
trying to work her way into Ana’s clique, myself included. 
In July of 2010, I tried to slip in – and succeeded. But, 
before I continue, there is something I should explain: 
Ana is not a person. She has no concrete body; she is an 
abstract ideal. Still, her influence is so commanding that 
she wields the power of the most popular girl in school. 
Only the girls who are part of her clique call her Ana. 
Everyone else refers to her by her full name: anorexia 
nervosa.

Looking back, I remember spending an increasing 
amount of time staring at my reflection in the bathroom 
mirror. Every so often, an image of Ana’s impossibly thin 
body crossed my mind. She was perfectly proportioned, 

capable of looking good in any outfit, and above all, 
beautiful. In comparison, my stomach was an unsightly 
bulge; my thighs were much too wide. No matter where 
I looked, I saw extra pounds on my imperfect body. I was 
ugly. Fat ... disgusting. And something had to be done: I 
had to lose weight. With that decision, I had unwittingly 
set foot in Ana’s territory. I had joined her clique.

I became obsessed with food. I weighed everything 
I ate because weight was more reliable than volume. 
Fitness websites became my new best friend, where 
I could check the caloric content of everything from 
double chocolate muffins to white rice. I learned that 
nutritionists recommend eating at least 1,200 calories a 
day. I disregarded this number and decided that 1,000 
calories would be my daily maximum. All the data I 
gathered went into Microsoft Excel spreadsheets, where 
I set up formulas to count my calories and planned my 
meals for the entire week. And when she saw that each 
day’s total was a three-digit number, Ana gave me an 
encouraging smile.

By September, I had lost five pounds and an inch off 
my waistline. Ana suggested that I reduce my daily intake 
from 1,000 calories to 800 – and I agreed. Soon enough, 
my dad and my sister became suspicious of my lack of 
nutrition. Immediately, I deleted all my spreadsheets from 
the family computer and hid them on my USB flash drive. 
I kept track of my daily caloric intake using my agenda 
and my calculator, hardly an odd sight at school since I 
was such a math geek. I began skipping lunch so that 
I could eat after school, in front of my dad. By mid-
October, I had lost another inch off my waist and the 
scale now showed 90 pounds instead of 104. Even so, I 
reduced my daily caloric intake to 650. For every calorie I 
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didn’t eat, Ana gave me a hug, and said, “You’re getting 
skinnier. Prettier.”

I began to wonder if I had truly joined Ana’s clique. 
One day, I looked up “anorexia” on Google, and found 
the lists of symptoms including hypothermia, lanugo 
(the growth of fine hairs on the body), exhaustion, and 
missed periods. For every symptom I exhibited, Ana 
had an excuse. “Your hands and feet are cold because 
winter’s coming. The random hairs that are growing are 
just a delayed phase of puberty. You’re tired because you 
stay up late. You skipped a period, but hey, wasn’t that 
convenient?” At the time, Ana’s arguments made sense, 
but I was the one who chose to listen. I wanted to be 
skinny. I didn’t want to face the facts. I wanted to turn a 
blind eye and Ana helped me look the other way.

Gradually, I began to notice the extent of Ana’s 
influence on me. Somehow, she had sucked me into her 
clique. Every night, I spent at least half an hour counting 
calories, hiding my calculator under the blankets when 
my sister walked in the room. When I was offered an 
indulgent snack, semi-logical excuses would tumble out 
of my mouth. I refused my favourite foods even though I 
hadn’t eaten all day. The effects of self-starvation began 
to worsen. My fingers remained ice cold after an hour 
of piano practice and my toes were frozen even when 
I wore my thickest socks. I was constantly exhausted, 
falling asleep in class and taking naps whenever I could. 
Just before my marks slipped, I forced myself to face 
reality. Could I live the rest of my life as part of Ana’s 
clique? The answer, I had known all along: no, I couldn’t. 
I had to get out and it had to be now.

The day I left Ana, I ate. I raided the fridge and the 
pantry, eating the foods that I had denied myself for 
months, finally satisfying the gnawing hunger in my 
stomach. Then, I headed upstairs to the bathroom and 
looked into the mirror. I would never be beautiful the 
way Ana was, but for once, that was okay. It had taken 
me four long months to see the truth: I am beautiful, in 
my own way. I now know that joining Ana’s clique was 
my worst mistake. Leaving Ana was the best decision I’ve 
ever made. To this day, it feels so good to be full. It feels 
so good to be free.

Born in Toronto of Chinese descent, Tina is fluent in English, French and 
Cantonese. She acts as a peer tutor after school, helping classmates 
understand mathematics and science. Tina volunteers as a score keeper 
at various sporting events. Outside of these extra-curricular activities, she 
can been found reading, drawing and getting some sleep. She currently 

lives with her parents, older sister and two pet rabbits. Tina would like 
to express her appreciation to her teachers, friends and family for their 
continued devotion and support.

Katelyn Martin
Second Place

Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board

Pain Makes You Strong, 
Love Makes You Selfless

Heavy tears dripped onto the pink blanket that 
lay in my arms. The grey walls of the hospital 
made the reality of the situation seem vibrant. I 

stared up at my support, my father, mother and social 
worker, wondering how I got here. The realization of my 
situation was overwhelming. I could feel my mother’s 
anxiety seeping through her pores. The discomfort and 
the pressure that filled the room stimulated my senses 
but had no control over what was about to happen.

The walls of the room were bland, but who was I 
to tell the difference between gray and silver when I 
couldn’t even tell the difference between common sense 
and my need for security. I had to deal with this, and 
face this every day for the rest of my life. Part of me was 
terrified of making the wrong choice. No one will ever 
understand the enormous feelings of regret, grief, and 
sorrow when a part of you that could have remained is 
taken away from you.

I did my best to follow my faith and follow what 
would be logically best for me and the baby. I dedicated 
every bite, every movement, every yoga class, and even 
every aspect of my being to prepare for a life I would 
never know. Even though I was confident that I had 
found the perfect adoptive family; part of me was still 
uncertain. I became jealous; they were going to have my 
child, the living and breathing innocent piece of life that 
I nurtured. Nine months is a long time to come to terms 
with a decision. I was still devastated because I wanted 
this life that I was never going to have.

December brought great feelings of anxiety and 
anticipation. I really had a moment when I thought, 
“This is it. Get ready because there’s no turning back.” I 
showed up at the hospital early the next morning, and I 
struggled through labour.
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The epidural became my “best friend”. By 7:20 p.m. 
on December 28, 2009, Jordyn Aubrey was born 
weighing in at 6 lbs. 7 oz. The nurses placed her warm 
and fragile body on my chest and I felt relief. I felt as if 
every hardship led up to this very moment. The instant 
bond between my daughter and me was undeniable; it 
felt like some sort of chemical reaction in the universe. I 
knew I had to do what was best for both of us, and I felt 
obligated to give her the chance at the best possible life 
she could have. My pain in losing the only good thing I 
ever created filled me and shattered me.

My heart seemed distant and my thoughts felt cold; 
the only thing that kept me level was that little pink 
blanket in my arms. I could not shake the pain that ached 
in my chest, and I could not even begin to have empathy 
for the patient and loving couple down the hall. How 
was I supposed to live normally? I kept stalling because I 
did not want to endure the moment when I handed her 
away.

In our last ten minutes alone she breathed softly 
onto my neck, her little hand holding onto my index 
finger, the pink cotton blanket rising with her powdered 
breaths. Through my pounding headache and puffy 
eyes my conscience managed to squirm its way into 
my massacred thoughts. I hated the pain I knew was 
coming, I cursed myself for ever being so careless to have 
ended up in this predicament, but I loved how I grew 
and matured beyond my 16 years. I cried softly and sang 
her the same soft song that I sang to her in the womb. 
It felt like the end, but it was only the beginning, and it 
was strange, but it was clear. With my last words of love 
I handed Jordyn to my mother, and said it was time. She 
looked disappointed, but turned and hesitantly headed 
down the hall to Jordyn’s new family. My father held me 
as I cried; he told me I made the right decision and that 
he was so proud.

That night, as I fell asleep, I found a sense of inner 
strength because I realized that life is not only about 
success; it is about mistakes, sacrifice and change. Love 
became real to me; it is more than caring and affection; 
it is dedication and compromise, humility and courage. 
Nine months and three days is long enough to connect 
with someone. All of the changes that occurred so fast 
made me keep pushing. I kept up with the world, and I 
had shown myself that I could go distances that I never 
thought I could. Over that course of time I grew up, 
gained responsibility and thought like a true individual. I 

showed true selflessness because despite my heartache 
that still lingers to this day I made a conscious decision in 
the best interest of my daughter.

There’s not a day that goes by when I don’t think of 
her, or a week when I go without seeing a new picture 
of her. I am able to visit her and her family whenever 
I want because the adoptive parents, Jordyn and I all 
have a special connection. The adoptive parents were my 
motivation to remember what a gift I was giving. What’s 
more, I enabled my daughter and myself to have life’s 
best opportunities. Now, because of my sacrifice I am 
going to university, I have loving and dedicated friends, I 
have a social life, and Jordyn is now over a year old and 
is thriving and growing in every way, and blessed with a 
family who loves and cherishes her. Through the turmoil 
and pain, I found love, and I couldn’t be happier.

Born in Nova Scotia, Katelyn moved to Ontario at the age of seven. She 
has been studying the piano with the Royal Conservatory of Music for 12 
years. Of her many talents, Katelyn believes public speaking and making 
presentations are her strongest. In the fall, Katelyn will be pursuing 
studies in psychology at university.

Aza Elnimah
Third Place

Peel District School Board

We All Fall Down

“Five, four, three, two, one, open your eyes, 
it’s over.” It was August 14, 1997, when he 
packed his bags, kissed his kids good bye and 

hugged his wife as if he would never see her again. He 
was an educated man holding two university degrees 
in law. He worked as a judge and his opinion was very 
well respected. That is, until he spoke freely about the 
flaws in the governmental system. Now he had to escape 
to a country where he could express himself without 
the worry of being incarcerated and humiliated. So he 
left and the judge was now working at a coffee shop, 
scrubbing toilet seats and taking out trash until he had 
enough money to bring his family to Canada and set up 
a life for them.

His family finally arrived and although he could still 
not provide them with the life he dreamed of, he was full 
of hope. He now lived in a country where opportunities 
were within arms’ reach – a country where one’s skin 
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colour, language, religion, and ethnic background did 
not limit one’s success. So he worked harder and saved 
all his money and when he had just enough he moved 
his family to an area where he felt they were safe in the 
suburbs of Mississauga.

He only had one dream left, that he would open and 
own a restaurant. He’d come this far, and he was closer 
than ever; in fact if he closed his eyes long enough he 
could see it. In April 2000 he opened his restaurant and 
later bought a house his family could call a home. He had 
come a long way and had a tough journey and not once 
had I seen him cry or complain.

The business was small and humble. He and his 
wife worked together and the money they generated 
was enough to provide for their family and keep the 
restaurant alive. Then one day it all fell.

I was only in grade three and did not understand 
what was going on. My teacher came into the classroom 
crying and she told us our parents were going to be 
picking us up early. My mom came for my brother and 
me. The ride home was silent. She told us not to watch 
television and go to our rooms. I could hear her telling my 
father it was going to be okay. This was far from reality 
as my father, an Arab-Muslim man, was not going to be 
okay after a terrorist attack on America that dreadful day 
of September 11, 2001.

As those buildings fell to the ground so did his life. 
It started off with business slowing down extremely. Of 
course, I was not aware of the situation at the time but 
reflecting, there’s always one memory that haunts me. 
My father took me to work with him on the weekends. I 
always looked forward to it, and at the end of the day he 
would give me five dollars for my hard work. That day at 
round five o’clock, two young people walked in. I could 
tell my father was excited; business had been really slow 
and he made no more than thirty dollars. One of the 
boys said, “I have a big order,” and my father responded, 
“Great!” Suddenly, they stopped smiling and said, “Go 
back to where you came from,” and before I knew it they 
spat on my father’s face and ran out. He didn’t run after 
them, he stood there, and I looked at him, and he cried. 
Then, he slowly reached for a paper towel and wiped the 
saliva off his face.

He picked me up and placed me on the counter; 
I was hysterical by this point. I couldn’t understand 
how someone like my father, around whom my world 
revolved, could be bullied. He told me to close my eyes. 

Weeping, trying to catch my breath, and shaking, I did. 
Then he said, “One, two, three, four, five, open your 
eyes, it’s over.” We never spoke about it again and at the 
end of the day he gave me my five dollars.

He had to shut his restaurant down because he was 
not earning enough money. He sold our house and once 
again he had nothing but his family to keep him alive, 
and that was enough.

As the towers fell to the ground and the rubble 
settled there was silence. In that silence the world for 
one second felt empathy and came together to honor 
the lives lost. But the silence also gave birth to noise; an 
eerie noise at first which has grown into a cacophony of 
discord – the loud noise of blame and accusation mixed 
with the quiet bleating of the scapegoats.

This experience was my first taste of injustice and at 
first it broke me. But I have since picked up the pieces 
and I have realized that that day in my father’s restaurant 
taught me to believe. Despite this negative experience, I 
still believe in happy endings, equality, love, karma, and 
justice. I still believe the world is a beautiful place, and 
the worst days only mean that things will get better. I 
now believe the most important things we learn aren’t 
necessarily in a classroom. Today, I am grateful for the 
sacrifices my father made and I am proud of his strength 
of character. Like my father, I don’t want pity or sympathy, 
all I want is to live in a dignified manner, to be free to 
speak, love, and believe that one day when I fall down 
there will be something to help me get back up because 
we all fall down.

Eighteen-year-old Aza lives in Mississauga, Ont. She is actively involved 
in her community through athletic mentoring and student government. 
Aza will begin studies in biology and economics this fall at university. She 
hopes to one day attend law school. Aza would like to thank Ms. Luke for 
being an inspirational and captivating teacher. It was a pleasure being her 
student and Aza credits Ms. Luke for much of her success.

Miriam Aziz
Fourth Place

Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board

Bach Wasn’t Neurotic

When I write a test, I have to check over every 
answer at least four times. When I play a piece 
on the piano, I won’t leave the bench until it 
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is perfect. Nothing is good enough for me unless it is 
perfect. These are all signs of neurotic perfectionism. 
Perfectionists are people who don’t feel satisfied when 
doing something because they don’t feel that it is good 
enough. These people obsess over everything they do and 
it prevents them from enjoying their accomplishments. 
Failure is not an option for them. I was this person, until 
I met someone who cured me of this.

When I was seven years old, like most children I 
hated practicing the piano. Unlike most children my age, 
I developed a phobia for mistakes. Even though I had a 
vendetta against the piano, I would do everything in my 
power to play the songs to perfection. I sat at the piano 
everyday for hours and routinely played my pieces.

I occasionally skipped levels in the Royal Conservatory 
of Music (RCM) program, but not once did I ever receive 
a compliment from my former piano teacher. She was 
a strict Russian lady, who wouldn’t accept anything less 
than perfection. Perfectionism is contagious!

I didn’t understand that melodies actually are 
beautiful harmonious sounds. I didn’t realize my potential 
either. Occasionally, I was told that I had a talent, being 
in level 8 RCM by the age of thirteen. I brushed off these 
compliments, because I thought those people were just 
being polite.

It wasn’t until I changed teachers that I actually 
started to enjoy piano. I still remember the first day I 
met her. She danced in the room gracefully, humming 
a familiar tune. She wore a smile on her delicate face. 
She was a free-spirit, a quality foreign to me in a music 
teacher. Instantly I knew that a dramatic transformation 
in my lessons was about to take place.

When she asked me to play for her for the first time, 
I knew that Fantasia in C Minor by Bach was the right 
choice. This was a song that I was proud of. It took me 
two years to master. I played it aggressively and error 
free. She told me that I played it like a machine. She said 
that I was precise, but I lacked emotion. I was furious and 
upset because I played the song exactly as it was written. 
I felt like my beliefs were being tested and that all the 
work I put into this song was useless.

Then she told me to play the piece with dynamics. She 
wanted me to forget all of the technique and focus on 
reflecting my feelings through the music. I thought she 
was crazy; it’s almost absurd to play Bach with dynamics. 
Being a very private and reserved person, I found this to 

be a challenge. This stranger was telling me to rid myself 
of all technicalities. Surely she didn’t know me. I worked 
diligently to rid myself of mistakes and imperfections. I 
only knew only how to play exactly what was written. 
I was mortified when she kept insisting that making 
mistakes isn’t important.

She then told me to play it how I imagined Bach 
would play it. That wouldn’t be too hard because Bach is 
my favourite composer. He played like me, with a sense 
of confidence and certainty. Not only did I shake off the 
tension from my wrists, but I also shook off some of my 
perfection. I played the song once again. Every time I 
made a mistake I would stop and fix it before continuing. 
It bothered me that I made mistakes, but she didn’t care.

“I would rather have someone who touches your 
heart and makes mistakes, than a brilliant technician,” 
she told me.

Her words shocked me, yet they marked me. I 
contemplated her words and almost agreed with them. 
This first lesson was the beginning of the new me.

The moment when I completely changed was when 
I came home from work one night. I was exhausted 
and stressed from the piles of homework awaiting my 
attention. Work and school kept me from practicing the 
piano for months. Earlier, I would have been thrilled to 
use this as an excuse, but now, I felt empty. I missed it. 
So, I avoided my books and walked straight for my piano. 
I sat there in front of the welcoming instrument and 
placed my fingers on the strong ivory keys, and started 
to play. As I played I brought him to life. He didn’t cringe 
at my touch, instead he was set loose. He was caressed 
gently, and a sweet melody unravelled.

For the first time in my life I was not tense, and more 
importantly I did not care about the imperfections. After I 
made a mistake, I kept going. I did not care that I missed 
a flat, or that I missed a beat. With these distractions 
destroyed, I finally heard myself play. I didn’t hear just a 
bunch of notes thrown together, but a sweet interwoven 
melody accompanied by hidden countermelodies. I 
felt free from all of my binds and all of my stress had 
evaporated. I was finally feeling the music and it was my 
new found solution to all the tension and worry.

Mistakes are a part of life. A song can continue even 
after a mistake is made. In the same way, I have learned 
that when I make mistake, I have to move on with my 
life. I can’t dwell on that mistake forever because there’s 
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so much more music to enjoy. Contemplating these 
mistakes puts a barrier in my life and prevents me from 
moving on and learning from that flaw. There is nothing 
wrong with striving for perfection, but when it eliminates 
the joy in what you’re doing, that’s when it becomes a 
problem.

Miriam was born in Baghdad, Iraq and immigrated to Canada at the age 
of three. She enjoys reading and writing short stories that amuse her 
friends. A talented musician, Miriam plays the flute, piano and is learning 
the guitar. She is currently working to complete level 10 for the Royal 
Conservatory of Music. Miriam intends to study chemical engineering at 
university this fall.

Delaney Barnes
Honourable Mention

Hastings and Prince Edward District School Board

Hallway of Twists and Turns

Running. Panting. My breath catches on each intake, 
as beads of sweat glisten on my forehead. Glass 
bottles litter my hallway, appearing in front of my 

feet, trying to trip me, wanting me to fall. I keep running, 
and running, and running – but the hallway never ends. 
I notice I am slowing, fighting my way through the knee-
high sea of bottles that surround me. They reach my 
waist, swallowing me. I am drowning.

The relationship dad and I had was once happy. 
When I was younger, we had the “perfect” family: 
smiling mother, hard-working father, and three polite, 
enchanting daughters. The hallway we had then was 
clean with brightly coloured walls, unlocked doors, and 
windows revealing clear blue skies.

Then, in the year 2000, the windows darkened. 
Grey clouds began to roll in, and with them came the 
bottles. Tall and clear, the menacing words upon their 
labels stared into my young eyes, telling me it would be 
another bad night. All of a sudden, my hallway was no 
longer bright and welcoming, but dark grey, similar to 
the clouds that replaced my blue sky.

Like a heavy stone thrown through a glass window, 
my family was broken; we were shattered into irreparable 
pieces because of my father’s alcoholism. I struggled 
through my hallway, unable to find a door out. To keep 

my body moving forwards, I would always tell myself, 
“Some day, I’ll get dad back. Some day, my hallway will 
be bright and happy again.”

It is April 2009. After years of being stranded alone 
in my cold hallway, I finally thought the “some day” I 
had longed for had come. Dad and I had begun to talk 
regularly, because the floor of the hallway we shared was 
almost free of bottles. Sunshine began to seep through 
the small cracks in my walls, which were also brightening, 
day after day, as the bottles grew fewer. I could see ‘some 
day’ ahead of me. I began sprinting down the hall. Then, 
suddenly, my hallway made a sharp turn, forcing me to 
fall upon my bruised knees.

It is February 2010; I am in an unfamiliar hallway 
in Littleton, New Hampshire. The beep, beep of heart 
machines and the click, clack of nurses’ shoes occupy my 
ears, as I am not letting my mind focus on anything else. 
Now hopelessness, pity, and depression fill my hallway. 
The floor is now damp. My ankles splash through water, 
with no choice but to carry on. This sea beneath me 
is not my own, but my sisters’. I let their tears invade 
my hallway, but my walls stay dry, holding the structure 
together.

Until April 2010. I sit in a crowded hospital room, 
surrounded by my family. All of us huddle around 
the hospital bed, waiting, watching. My dad is now 
incoherent, some words spilling out of his mouth make 
sense, and others do not. Denial infiltrates the air.

Another voice fills the tiny, cramped room. The 
curtain opens, revealing the doctor for his performance. 
With the spotlight on him, he prepares his monologue. 
I cannot tell if the sorrow he places on his face is part of 
the act or not. Mom asks the question we all have on 
our minds.

“How long?”

We collectively hold our breath, including my father, 
listening intently, terrified of the answer. His face grim, 
his concerned eyes bent towards the floor, the doctor 
produces his finale. “Two to six weeks.”

The room is devoured by silence. Numb nodding 
follows. Dad is the first to speak.

“No. No, I won’t believe that. This can’t happen. I 
need to see my daughters grow up. I need to walk them 
down the aisle. This can’t happen.”
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My walls collapse and I start running, trying to escape. 
This hallway is cold, and the water keeps rising and rising. 
I can no longer run. I can’t breathe. I am sinking.

Suddenly, it is May 2010. I am in a different hallway. 
The walls are covered with pictures; familiar faces stare 
down at me, their innocent eyes unknowing. My mom, 
my sisters, and I have just arrived at my aunt’s house, on 
the water of Westbrook, Connecticut. The sun shines, 
fighting the dull sky. The scent of sea salt lingers in the 
air while behind me the delicate waves crash and settle 
on the sandy shore. This scene is deceptively void of 
the heartache wracking those behind the door through 
which I have traveled so many times.

I never fully comprehended the term ‘unresponsive’ 
until that day. Now, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget 
it. The cloudy, blank, unblinking eyes in his hollow face 
were not the same laughing blue ones reflected by my 
own. The frail, weak body with its pale, yellow, leathery 
skin was not that of the fit, tan man I once knew. On May 
15, 2010, when the laboured, rattling breath stopped, 
the end came as a blessing.

The funeral was a blur. Even now, I still hope I dreamt 
it. Dad was diagnosed with stomach cancer only nine 
days before he died. For half of those nine days, he was 
completely unresponsive.

The floor of my hallway is now dry and clear, inviting 
me to walk freely in any direction I wish. There are 
windows, and light streams through their panes. A grand 
door is in my view. I do not know where it will lead, 
but I do know it is unlocked and waiting to be opened. 
Even though I never received my ‘some day,’ I pray I will 
be blessed with many other days. Life’s ever-changing 
hallway is composed of countless twists and turns. Some 
of these rip the people we love from our grasp, however 
loose or tight our grip might be. Yet the hallways I walk 
through, and have yet to discover, are now enveloped in 
light and hope.

Delaney, an outgoing Grade 12 student, lives in Tweed, Ont. She is actively 
involved in her school community as part of student leadership, rugby and 
soccer teams and the in-school child mentoring program. Delaney plans 
to study international development, sociology and women’s studies at 
university. She hopes to one day make a difference in the lives of women 
and children in developing nations. Delaney would like to thank her 
mother, sisters, teacher and friends for helping her become the young 
woman she is today.

Michelle Brooks
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

The Keys Beneath My Fingers

I am just four years old. It may have been only a 
minuscule church, but to me, it is a cathedral. The 
entire circular room is neither big nor small, all 

tinted in red. I walk across a red carpet, towards the red 
light beaming through the red tinted windows in fine 
geometric shapes. There is only one thing that stands out 
in stark contrast with the rich warm colours streaming 
into the church. The black, glossy grand piano stands in 
the middle, smack in front of the altar, and although it 
seems out of place, it is the one object that everyone 
has come to see, but not my parents. My parents have 
come to see me. I walk slowly towards the piano, and sit 
upon the statuesque bench, which is too far, so that my 
small arms barely reach the piano keys. I place my fingers 
above the keys and begin to play. Ode to Joy flows out 
of the piano and fills the room. As soon as the first note 
is struck, I become the composer, Beethoven. Everything 
becomes a hush and I become deaf to the music around 
me. I glance up and see a sea of smiles, and I know that 
I am where I belong. I can feel the warmth of the smiling 
faces and the red light beaming down on me. I am 
not extremely religious, but I felt a spirit, or something 
angelic form next to me. I enjoyed it. I touch the hard 
grainy wood of the pews and hear extensive clapping, 
bringing my ears back to use, as I walk along the carpet 
stained with the mud and sin of the many generations 
of church goers and holy men alike. Voices echo off the 
walls and bounce off the rows and rows of seats, all of 
them holding oceans of people. I took my seat amongst 
them. And that is where the memory ends. I only wish 
that piano-playing was always that simple and complete.

Over the years, I have kicked the piano, slammed 
the keyboard cover down over the keys, and torn the 
music score into useless shreds of paper. I will never 
forget the time my piano fought back. I was holding the 
piano bench, and I accidentally dropped it over my foot. 
The piano bench took its chance. After having slipped 
through my slippery fingers, it thumped onto my toe, 
leaving an angry gash, gushing, oozing and screaming 
with red blood. I was not able to go to school for a week, 
since walking was impossible. However, I could not have 
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been happier, as the gash also made it possible for me to 
accept three day’s grace from attempting to practice the 
piano and coming within close proximity of the dreaded 
piano teacher. Life could not have been better than it 
was that week.

When I was only three, my parents would drive me 
to the Royal Conservatory of Music. I do not remember 
much about it, except for the fact that I dreaded going 
through those intimidating, towering front doors. My 
parents had to drag me in. I hated having to practice 
and being put on the spot to play a song that I did not 
even like. As the years crawled slowly by, I would go 
to my piano teacher’s home. Again, my parents would 
claim that they laboriously drove me there, all the while 
sacrificing their beloved Sundays. Well, what about my 
Sundays? Did they think that I relished spending my 
Sundays with a rather large, over-sized Russian lady who 
would harshly scold me when my tiny fingers could not 
and would not go as fast as the insistent ticking of the 
shiny red metronome? And it was not exactly as if I held 
my parents at gun point and told them to drive me to my 
piano lessons. Piano was a never-ending cycle with never-
ending hours of practicing and never-ending journeying 
to lessons.

Every summer that came and went, I spent at the 
keyboard or in a music theory classroom learning Italian 
music terms I shall never hear of again. One year, I spent 
an entire summer figuring out how people who have 
been dead for hundreds of years have died. I was also 
forced to memorize an entire textbook full of Debussy, 
Beethoven and Vivaldi’s symphony structures in music 
history class. At the end of that summer I sat in the hot 
main room, again in a church, which smelled of sweat, 
writing a three hour exam for music history. The exam 
included questions about whether or not Mozart used 
the A sharp major key signature in his opera, and asked 
for the reason why Vivaldi was called the Red Priest. I 
walked out of the test worried about how many children 
Bach had. Was it nineteen, or twenty?

All of this training and practicing eventually led me to 
last winter. On the morning of January the fifth, I slowly 
combed my hair and put on a red woolen sweater. With 
my head spinning, I grudgingly got into the cherry red car 
and this time I sat in the front seat, almost old enough 
to drive myself to the little old church. The church had 
grown smaller now. As my life expanded, it shrunk. I had 
gone there since the age of four to do recitals and piano 

exams. However, it felt like an eternity since I had been 
there, for I had neglected this church in order to go to 
a more modern place to do the previous five exams. But 
this time, it would be different. This was the last practical 
exam that my parents required me to get through, level 
nine. I sat nervously waiting in the back of the church. 
The day was cold and harsh, and it was cloudy and bleak 
outside. My hands were frozen numb and I could not so 
much as flex them. I opened and closed my fists, hoping 
against hope that they would start to work again before 
they called me into the examination room. I just wanted 
to get it over with. The clock was ticking at the pace 
that my metronome would if I had brought it with me. I 
waited, waited, and waited some more. My foot began 
to tap a rhythm along with the clock. Then they called my 
name. I got up and walked through the great oak doors. 
When the doors clicked shut softly behind me, I walked 
swiftly and the creak of the wood paneled floor followed 
me as I greeted the judge. I took my seat at the very 
same glossy piano which I played on that first time I did a 
recital when I was just four years old. The judge smiled at 
me, just as the audience did eleven years ago. I decided 
to start by playing the tedious scales first, to work up the 
blood flow in my fingers, before I went for the pieces I 
had prepared. All together, I had to memorize at least a 
hundred or more different kinds of scales, chords and 
arpeggios. When I was through with the treacherous 
formula patterns that my judge had put before me, I 
began to play the music score that she had placed in 
front of me, songs I had never seen before. When that 
was done, I took away all the scores in front of me. Then, 
I played Chopin. It was my first piece for the exam. That’s 
when something changed within me. Something was 
different. My fingers flew, floated and fluttered across 
the keys and I felt alive once more. There was a whisper 
of hope. I realized that all my years of hard work, along 
with the yelling, the tears and the pain that came with it, 
had paid off. Even though I sacrificed my summers, my 
time and energy, when I would much rather be doing 
something else, I had gained a skill and a joy that money 
could never buy. The keys under my hands could open up 
so many doors for me in my future. I learned the value 
of discipline and consistency, and then the triumph of 
success. My fingers stumbled ever so slightly as I came 
to that realization. But I quickly found the right keys 
again to continue. I saw that something special and 
beautiful resided in me when I was four. I could enjoy 
a simple song, and share it with those around me. As I 
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grew up, however, the hard work had muffled that, and 
deafened the music for me, until it became rather dull. 
As I started my Mozart piece, during a rest, I heard a bird 
chirp outside. It was a red cardinal. It was cold and bitter 
outside and the snow was drifting down, and yet I heard 
a beacon of hope, a bird. My fingers glided, dipped and 
soared with the bird outside, and inside, I was singing 
and flying. I know now that some things are more special 
for us when we are younger, and it takes some effort to 
open up ourselves and become that way again when we 
are older, but it is worth it. If only we could freeze time 
and witness the innocent glory and instant wonder that 
we had when we were younger and experiencing things 
for the very first time. I was so sure of whom I was at 
that time. If only I could see through a child’s wide eyes 
again. There is so much that I could have learned from 
my four-year-old self. I came to notice that I now have 
the keys within my reach to do that again. I ended with 
Debussy, a piece about fantasy and dreaming. Again, I 
felt someone beside me, a spirit of wonder and this time, 
youth. I ended on a soft haunting, lingering note, and 
it faded like an ember. And that was my ending. The 
last time I would probably ever perform for an audience 
again, no matter how small and insignificant. But it was 
also my new beginning.

I walked out of the painted, red-chipped church 
doors, older and wiser, but my heart was younger, and 
I saw and heard things in a newer and fresher way. I 
walked away with a regained love of music, cherishing 
my time and every moment that came with it. I had found 
myself again that day, and let out a precious part of me 
that was locked inside all these years with a rekindled 
memory that I will never relinquish or render to anyone. 
I unlocked my own personal melody and song. It was a 
song that worked in harmony with the rest of who I am. 
And that is the song that I will forever carry within me. 
All of us carry a melody. It is the joy we once experienced 
as children, and the joy I will always have, now that I 
have unlocked it. I know that I will continue to grow 
and expand my horizons, discovering and unlocking 
more secrets I did not know about myself, with the keys 
beneath my fingers.

Michelle is a Grade 11 student who enjoys playing the piano simply for 
fun. She speaks three languages at home – Cantonese, Mandarin, English 
– and is currently learning French in school. Michelle spent three years in 
her middle school choir and continues to pursue her musical interests by 
playing the flute in her high school band. She intends to pursue a career 
in education, aspiring to become a science teacher. Michelle expresses 

her appreciation to her dedicated teachers and family for their ongoing 
guidance, support and inspiration. They have given her keys to help 
unlock the doors to her future.

Kyle Brown
Honourable Mention

Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board

I Walk With My Dad

An old picture is up on my fridge. I was in kindergarten 
and we had to draw a picture that we could take 
home to our parents. I decided to draw a picture of 

the hero in my life – my dad.

My father and I are the same person. We share 
passion for almost everything you could possibly imagine. 
Family time was never a drag as a young kid; it was just 
like hanging out with a friend. We would play hockey 
together, shoot around a basketball together, and toss 
the football almost daily.

Somewhere along the line our relationship changed. 
Whether it was the age I was at, or just a change in 
our personalities, but for sure, something was different. 
I was now in high school, so our father-son relationship 
was naturally declining. Even still, he acted strangely.

My dad was the kind of person who had a great 
following. People lined up to talk to the guy – he just 
had that kind of personality. And with that, came the 
flirting with other women. It often bothered me a little, 
but it was just him; he was a nice guy. The thought that 
my dad could do anything so much as look at another 
woman in such a way, seemed ridiculous. He just wasn’t 
that kind of guy.

I was in Florida with my sister and dad in the autumn 
of my grade ten year. All was great, until my sister started 
lashing out uncharacteristically. She rarely said a word, 
but this time when she spoke it was with an attitude that 
I had never seen from her. She was a student who rarely 
got a mark below 85 per cent, always attended class and 
if she was in my class I would be calling her a teacher’s 
pet. She didn’t act out like this, it wasn’t her nature. So I 
asked her what was going on. She kept resisting, saying 
it was nothing, but suddenly she began balling her eyes 
out. I was getting frustrated and began yelling. That is 
when she looked up at me with a frog in her throat and 
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tears in her eyes, then said the three words that no kid 
wants to hear – “Dad is cheating.”

The next eighteen months of my life were like no 
other. The family we once had was gone. My mom had 
no clue that my dad was fooling around with – of all 
people – a mother of a player on my hockey team. If it 
wasn’t for me, this woman would never have met my 
dad. It was my fault?

Of course, male teenagers like me could not tell a 
soul about what I had to deal with. You can’t just walk 
into a hockey change room and in between the talk 
about parties and girls, mention your feelings. Maybe it 
is sad to say, but it’s something you just don’t do. I didn’t 
even tell my dad I knew. I just sat around looking forward 
to school where I could pretend nothing was wrong. The 
sport that used to be my way out of problems became 
the centre of them. Imagine, going to the rink everyday, 
trying to do something you love, and seeing your dad 
with his behind-the-scenes partner flirting right in front 
of you. It was gut wrenching in the worst way.

My birthday that year fell on Family Day. Ironic isn’t 
it, because it was also the day my mom found out about 
his infidelities. My dad got us tickets to a Maple Leafs’ 
game as my birthday present. During the game my mom 
called over and over again. I thought it was her just 
making sure we stuck together at all times, just the kind 
of mother she was – a good one. This time, my dad had 
left a voicemail for his “girl,” but had accidently sent it to 
my home phone. My mom wasn’t calling to check on us.

A word was rarely spoken at home between that 
day and the April morning when my dad left for good. I 
woke up that day without a dad. In fact, I had not seen 
the dad that I drew a picture of in kindergarten for years. 
He was gone.

During this time, I realized that family is more 
important than anything. What I took for granted for 
so long was taken away. It is true, “you don’t know 
what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone.” Having a group of people 
who love you and would never do a thing to hurt you 
is something that I long for. I see friends who get angry 
when they have to go home for a family dinner – they 
complain. I would love for that to be my only familial 
problem.

I don’t want to seem like a complainer. For me 
to say my life is anything but spectacular would be 
unwarranted. I have been gifted with a large group of 

friends and blessed with a good head on my shoulders, 
even though I frustrate my teachers with my work habits. 
This is an experience I will not allow my children to go 
through, and they won’t have to. I will give my family a 
life that is based on love and trust – the family I used to 
have.

I have such a hatred for my father. But I don’t think 
it’s just hatred for him. It’s hatred for whatever stole the 
person he was when I was younger, the guy whom I 
could talk to about anything, the guy who would play 
catch with me everyday after school, the guy with whom 
I watched football every Sunday after church, the guy 
who would even go to church.

Every once in a while, when I see that old picture on 
my fridge, I sometimes smile; yet sometimes it brings a 
tear to my eye. Something about that God-awful drawing 
gets to me – it must be the two odd shaped creatures 
holding hands, and the words written underneath: I walk 
with my dad.

Eighteen-year-old Kyle lives in Bradford, Ont., with his mom and sister. 
He is a sports enthusiast. Captain of his high school basketball team, Kyle 
enjoys watching almost every sport imaginable. In the fall, Kyle will be 
returning to high school in preparation for admittance to university.

Sana Gill
Honourable Mention

Peel District School Board

Soaring Kites

Every year, spring’s awakening is welcomed in 
Pakistan through Basant, a day of kites. Spring 
transforms markets into buzzing kite shops. The 

old kite-maker’s shaky but experienced hands fumble 
over the folds of coloured paper, crafting them into 
magnificent kites. To attain perfection, he adds a swirling 
tail, securing a graceful veil on a dressed bride. In a 
matter of days, the kites fall from the loving hands of its 
makers to the anticipated hands of its owners, only to set 
the sky ablaze with their beauty. As the kites dance in the 
lively sky, the brimming awe of the watchers bursts into 
melodies of joy. It is in this buzz that a silent tragedy strikes 
and a kite cut loose from its string wanders aimlessly 
through the sky. There is a momentary urge to rescue it, 
but soon the image of other falling kites left to their fate 
makes the thought appear irrational. The tumbling kites 
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scream for assistance but are left to become entangled in 
the wiring of poles or to fall on muddy market grounds, 
their paper tails torn and their fragile backbones crushed 
by the careless step of a passerby. The kites, now futile 
to their owners and a shame to their creators, become 
figures of public humiliation. Nobody tries to avert the 
tragedy, not because they are heartless or helpless, but 
because for centuries this fate has been accepted.

Living in Pakistan at the age of ten, I knew what a 
wedding meant. Besides a ritual of bonding between 
two individuals, a wedding was a portrayal of luxury for 
the rich, while a struggle for the poor who contemplated 
whether the burden of their unwed daughters or the debt 
of dowry would first break their backs. Nevertheless, I 
found serenity in the thought that the aftermath of such 
drama was a blissful life for the couple. It was when our 
Ayah’s, our housemaid’s daughter, Zainab, married that I 
realized how wrong I was, that some weddings were like 
Basant, where a new start was mocked by tragedy.

As our maid had served our family for years, I had 
known her daughter, Zainab, from early childhood. Every 
morning as I headed to school, Zainab would head to 
clean other neighborhood houses, since every rupee she 
earned was appreciated by her family. However in the 
evenings, while waiting for Ayah to finish her chores, 
Zainab and I would play or I would teach her to read. 
Although she was eight years older, it was in those long 
summer evenings that I found in her a friend and a child 
no different from myself. And yet, the differences in our 
status made us worlds apart. That’s why as I prepared for 
my tenth birthday, wedding plans for eighteen year old 
Zainab were well underway.

There was great excitement as my mother assisted 
with her wedding plans, while Ayah repeatedly 
announced that although the groom outnumbered 
Zainab in age, at least she was getting married “at the 
right time.” Although at such remarks an undecipherable 
expression would mask Zainab’s face, her excitement to 
be a bride was inevitably evident in her bubbly attitude. 
Time flew by and soon she as was married. With Ayah’s 
updates on the newly wedded couple’s happiness, my 
theory of a happily-ever-after marriage was about to be 
declared as truth, until one day when reality smashed it 
into a billion pieces.

About two months after Zainab’s wedding, I returned 
home from school and was stopped in my tracks by an 

agonizing image. I saw my mother and Ayah surrounding 
a small figure. A shawl covered the figure’s bowed head 
so that it was not until I came close that I recognized it 
was Zainab. Realizing my presence, Zainab momentarily 
lifted her head in acknowledgement, only to bow it even 
further, as if ashamed. However, that single glimpse had 
such an impact on me that I would have been incapable 
of looking again, even if I could. Her appearance was no 
longer that of a young girl, but rather a woman worn 
down by experiences beyond her years. Her eyes were 
distanced and dull, her face was etched with grief and 
bruised purple near her jaw, but her silent lips seemed 
to defy her pain and misery. Horrified by the image, I 
instinctively steered behind my mother’s chair, sheltering 
myself from her grief that threatened to drown everyone 
in her unshed tears.

As the chair’s railings burned my clenched hands, I 
stood motionless and listened to Ayah’s broken voice. 
She revealed between sobs that Zainab’s husband was an 
addict who had spent the dowry for drugs and abused 
her to bring money. To spare her family from shame, 
Zainab endured this in silence. Now her husband had 
forced her to leave and threatened her not to return 
without money. Appalled by Ayah’s words, I fled to my 
room and cried in defense of the dry-eyed Zainab. I cried 
because, at ten, I could not fully comprehend the reasons 
behind the injustice of what had occurred though I knew 
it was wrong, but mostly because I knew that I had lost 
my Zainab forever. After that day, I did not see her again.

With this experience, the monster suffocating its 
victims in the name of pride and traditions came into 
view. I realized that by silently watching as a bride’s 
veil transforms into a death rope around her neck, 
the spectators become murderers themselves. By 
understanding that the monster is a shadow of our 
own compliance to injustice, it can be diminished by 
holding a candle for all women condemned to abuse. 
This cruelty can end by raising our voices for those forced 
into silence, by educating and by establishing support 
for those in need of security. Perhaps then women can 
rise above and become soaring kites in a sky of respect, 
hopes and dreams.

Sana, a Grade 11 student, attends an international baccalaureate program 
in Mississauga, Ont. In her spare time she can be found shopping with 
friends, reading novels from a variety of genres, taking part in visual arts 
or playing basketball. Sana would like to express appreciation to her 
teachers and parents for the support and encouragement that led to her 
success in the Turning Points program.
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Rina Kang
Honourable Mention

Toronto District School Board

Angles and Holes 
Maxim: See from all angles

When you’ve got a fancy title, you think you know 
everything there is to know. I relished in my self-
proclamation of being a visual arts connoisseur. 

Standing at four feet and a half, I came from a world of 
frivolity, toothless grins, and candied eyes that knew no 
other motive but contentment. Yet, despite these childish 
assets, my familiarity with centuries of art forms and 
periods whose artists captured the gritty yet poignant 
realism of the time was uncanny. I thought I knew what 
there was to know. I thought the little world I knew was 
vast and varied: the portraits of mysterious women, the 
beautiful landscapes of the setting sun, the table of fresh 
fruit and golden goblets.

Yet this world was dictated by big renaissance names, 
governed by glistening oil paintings, and sheltered by 
naive thoughts of “true art.” And as I grew older, I saw 
the holes in my world, explored them unwillingly, but 
marveled at them eventually. I saw them when I was ten 
years old, when my little Moleskin was three, and when 
New York City was too old to count.

He was in his usual mismatched attire the first time 
I met him – “Po-mo”, that is. We were at the Museum 
of Modern Art and I had just finished standing with my 
head tilted slightly to the side, marveling at the light 
defining, time capturing, pastel indulgence of Monet’s 
Water Lilies. But in front of me was something so jarring, 
so weird, so out of place: a wheel mounted on a painted 
wood stool, its white paint chipping, revealing bits of 
a tan here and there. Beside it was a little plaque that 
indicated its permanent residence at the art gallery. 
I eyed it cautiously. I cranked my neck to the side and 
circled around it as crowds passed by, took a quick look, 
whispered a few words, and nodded a good amount, 
more than was necessary. They came and went while I 
was still left standing, my knees locked in place, refusing 
to budge.

Was this something the gallery people forgot to take 
care of? Was this something meant to inspire a chuckle 

here and there, devised thoughtfully by the artist? Was 
this a joke? Was this art?

Suddenly my little backpack felt heavy. I could feel 
each, individual weight of my sketchbook, pencil, pen, 
and eraser. My sister pulled on my shirt’s sleeves, nagging 
me to go. So I held onto her and left with my steps long 
and my breath short.

I was years younger then, but nonetheless the 
meeting was uncomfortable – on both ends. And it was 
only the beginning of this school year that I was formally 
introduced.

“It’s postmodern art,” my art teacher said pointedly, 
smirking, as he handled the PowerPoint. Photos of works 
by Duchamp, Emin, and Warhol flashed by. – “po-mo, 
for short.” He handed out long charts explaining the 
differences of this art with the art we were used to. But 
to me, these charts were just words, and these words 
were just letters, shapes, and an arrangement of lines.

“Po-mo,” I mouthed, with care, as the syllables 
bounced out. It was a much too playful nickname for 
something that I had known nothing about, yet knew 
too well.

Waving his hands in the air excitedly, my teacher 
proceeded to describe our new assignment: Create a 
piece taking inspiration from the elements of postmodern 
art that we had just learnt – the names of which 
(appropriation, recontextualization, and ready-mades, 
just to name a few) seemed foolish and inappropriately 
long. Elements of fruitless art, I harshly reasoned.

I felt assaulted. I was used to pretty art: Art that 
looked nice with an expensive gold framing, art that 
hung well against a cold, eggshell white wall. I was used 
to portraits, landscapes, and tables of fruit and goblets. 
But the art that I had just been introduced to had an 
unrestrained ability to take on a form of an unmade bed, 
a blood-filled plaster of a head, or a diamond studded 
skull. It was as if a brick had been dropped upon the 
foundations of my core, and the pulsing aftershock was 
of utter confusion.

But a trip to the library allowed for me to see farther, 
past the wheel and past the wood. As I went through 
a stack of books I learned and absorbed. What had 
previously been a cause of anger – Fountain, a ready-
made work featuring a urinal deemed the most influential 
piece of art of the 20th century by Marcel Duchamp –
had sparked interest in me. With this piece, he had the 
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intention of shifting the focus of art from physical craft 
to intellectual interpretation. This was the art, I realized: 
the ideas, the stories, the history, the new perspective. 
It was the stuff behind the first glance, the first whisper, 
and the first judgment. It was as if I was in on a little 
secret, like a gift cunningly wrapped by the artist himself.

And so my little world changed – holes and all. On 
most days it is hard to describe what this world of art is 
to me. It was my first love, and is my favourite friend. I’ve 
come to develop this relationship because it has given 
me a better set of eyes. It has taught me to look around 

in curiosity without judgment. It has told me to question 
and explore the world through different perspectives. So 
give me a pencil and I’ll draw myself; give me a paintbrush 
and I’ll paint my soul; give me a camera and I’ll make sure 
to capture my world, but one – this time – seen from all 
angles.

Rina came to Canada from the United Kingdom when she was 4 years 
old. She enjoys the study of English and attends a high school program 
focused on math and science. Rina’s spare time is devoted to art-related 
endeavours. She has career aspirations of becoming an architect.
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“Strength does not come from physical capacity. 
It comes from an indomitable will.” 
– Mahatma Gandhi, Indian philosopher
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Kane Martin
First Place

Grand Erie District School Board

A Decision

I made an important decision when I saw my mom 
doing drugs. I saw what the drugs were doing to her 
and that was when I decided to keep my body clean 

rather than do drugs like her.

I have seen my mom being abused by men, making 
my brother, Hunter, and I unhappy. I don’t like having 
my house broken into by strangers. Or other men. 
Sometimes my mom knows them and they do it because 
they are high on drugs. They do drugs and it makes them 
dumb. They do stupid stuff sometimes, even committing 
murder because they are high on drugs. Killing someone, 
whether you mean to or not, is wrong. Being high is no 
excuse.

When the police and CAS came into our lives they 
took us away from my mom. We were not living with my 
dad at the time because my mom had taken us away at 
Christmas to see my mom’s mom and we didn‘t come 
back. My mom and my mom’s mom got into drugs. 
Meanwhile my dad started to look everywhere for us 
from Ontario to Alberta. We were living with my mom’s 
ex-boyfriend in Edmonton. He had been taking care of us 
for the last three years. When my dad found out where 
we were, he came and took us back to Brantford. Now 
my brother and I live with my dad and we are happy to 
get away from all the drugs and violence. We do not ever 
want to go through that again.

I do not want drugs to destroy my life, making me 
forget about friends and family or making me wonder 
why no one wants to help me. Killing yourself slowly, 
living in crack houses with no money, is no life. That is 
something I don’t want. Struggling with life and living on 
the streets is not for me.

Kane, a Grade 6 student in Brantford, Ont., has attended schools in 
Alberta, Southern Ontario and British Columbia. His younger brother is 
his very best friend and partner. Kane likes to bicycle, hunt and visit with 
relatives. One of Kane’s favourite activities is relaxing outdoors, casting his 
rod, fishing for pickerel and trout. His musical taste is quite diverse – he 
listens to everything from country music to heavy metal. When he is older, 
Kane would like to pursue a career in dentistry.

Ryan Martin-Van Every
Second Place

Grand Erie District School Board

Why That Way?

This story isn’t mine but it means the world to my 
family and me.

A couple years ago my dad had a pretty bad 
drinking problem but he finally met a girl whom he loved 
and cherished and they eventually had a baby together. 
Now I had a beautiful baby sister, but my dad still had 
his drinking problem. It caused fights between them 
sometimes.

About a month and a half after my sister turned two 
my step mom died in a horrible car accident. It crushed 
my dad and me to hear about it. After the funeral my dad 
stopped drinking for a little while, but then he started 
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again. It wasn’t as bad as before so when he tried to 
stop again I think what gave him the determination was 
that he started to remember all of the good times he had 
with my step mom and how much he missed her. So he 
stopped drinking and now he is a lot happier and drinks 
only at the appropriate times. It makes me, my family 
and all of my dad’s friends happy.

If there is one thing that I have learned from this 
experience it is that you can never underestimate family 
members. Nobody thought my dad could stop, but he 
did and we are all proud of him for it. There is one more 
thing that I have learned and it is that it takes real power 
to stop something that is so addicting.

After writing this story there are still some questions 
I have like why that way? Why couldn’t he have stopped 
earlier in life instead of waiting until my step mom died? 
So many questions might never be answered, but the 
point is that he stopped and we are all proud of him 
for it.

Ryan was born in Brantford, Ont., the home of Wayne Gretzky and 
Alexander Graham Bell. Ryan has a big family with two brothers, one 
sister and numerous cousins. He looks forward to family reunions and 
enjoys reading mystery novels. Ryan attended I.L. Thomas and Oliver 
M. Smith on the Six Nations Reserve before starting Grade 6 in Brantford. 
His favourite subjects are language arts, mathematics and art. Ryan would 
like to become a lawyer so he may help those who are in need, meet new 
people and provide for his family.

Bradley Jacobs
Third Place

Grand Erie District School Board

Moving Has Its Challenges

Have you ever moved a lot? I have and it was very 
hard for me.

I had lived with my Gramma until I went to 
school and then I moved to Brantford, Ontario. That 
was my very first time moving. My new address was on 
Seriden Street. We lived there for four years. I played my 
first video game there (Space Invaders); I met my very 
first little brother. I met my very first step dad.

The second time I moved it was to Camble Street. I 
lived there for one year. I played my very first shooting 
game. My friend showed me the game. My Gramma 

went on a trip and I missed her very much. She went to 
Mexico and the Grand Canyon.

The third time I moved it was to Hallen Avenue. It was 
very boring because home was an apartment building. 
That year in grade two I met Jay Anderson. Although he 
liked Star Wars and I liked Lego, we both became friends.

Erie was where I moved to next; it was my very first 
time going to my current school. My friend, Ryan, and 
I both like Moral Combat. I showed Ryan Lego and we 
played with it for half the school year.

The house that I am living in now is good; I do not 
want to move because I like it there a lot. If I do move I 
would not see my friends and be able to hang out with 
them; I would be bored. The house where I live now is 
good fun; it is easy to go to school and go to friends’ 
homes. I do not want to go any where else.

Moving has taught me a lot. I have learned to 
adjust, find new friends, and become familiar with the 
neighborhood. It hasn’t been easy, but I have learned 
how to adapt to new environments.

Bradley was born in Brantford, Ont. The middle child of his family, he has 
a younger brother and older sister. A quiet, thoughtful young man, he 
enjoys swimming and the outdoors. Bradley would one day like to create 
video games, but for now he relishes playing them. His favourite subjects 
are mathematics and art. Bradley spends his spare time making things 
with his hands and participates in aboriginal mentoring and drumming 
at school.
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“When everything seems to be going against you, 
remember that the airplane takes off against the 
wind, not with it.” –  Henry Ford, 

American industrialist
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Grant LaForme
First Place

Grand Erie District School Board

Moment of Clarity

Growing up I was, at the very least, a problem child. 
I constantly lashed out and almost always refused 
to do schoolwork. I had grown up not knowing 

the love and comfort of a father and was never really 
acknowledged by anyone other than my mother. To put 
it simply, I was known only as Julie’s boy. I lived in the 
shadow of my mother’s success. It was because of this 
that I lashed out. I felt hollow, empty and alone. The 
community brushed me off and no one cared about 
me other than my family; however it was not the love 
of my family that I needed. To be accepted, to be 
acknowledged, was what I needed. I just needed the 
community to notice me and to just ... know my name.

I lived without a cause – without a purpose – and to 
live without a purpose, what meaning was there to such 
an existence? The feeling of loneliness had consumed 
me. The same familiar darkness I had grown accustomed 
to embraced me as if I were a child and it was my mother. 
I was ... unnecessary. I came to the conclusion that by 
lashing out people would know me as a trouble maker, 
but they would at least know my name. For years I lived 
my life this way, constantly causing pain and sorrow 
to others. It was my way of trying to become closer to 
everyone ... even if it meant I was hated, there would still 

be a connection among all of us. I lived this way until one 
man would ultimately save me from my personal hell. His 
name was Mr. Smith.

Mr. Smith was new to the school. He had been at 
the school for only a year and was one of the few white 
teachers on staff. One day he asked everyone in the 
class to write a poem or a short story. After everyone 
was finished he gathered the papers and said he would 
return them and give us our marks the following day. The 
next day my attitude would forever change and a real 
smile would finally form on my expressionless face. He 
asked everyone to be quiet while he spoke.

“There is one poem I would like to read to the 
class because I feel we would benefit from hearing it,” 
Mr. Smith had said with a grin.

As I move across the plains the blades of grass 
move and dance at my swift agile movement.

As he began to read the poem my mouth opened 
wide and my heart came to a stop. It was my poem! He 
was actually reading my poem!

Mr. Smith spoke calmly as he continued to read,

At last I reach the river below and see everything 
in a new way: The river sparkles as if it has a sheet 
of ice over it. It flows over rocks allowing a cool mist 
to enshroud the gorge. Colourful fish swim through 
the river adding to the mesmerizing sight. Birds 
chirp and fly through the meadow beside the river 
while an old oak tree provides shade for all those 
around it.
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My eyes frantically scanned the room to see how 
everyone reacted to my poem. The class seemed to be 
drawn in by my writing and Mr. Smith’s calm reading of 
it.

Mr. Smith continued to read the poem as if he were 
a father reading to his children ... 

Below the tree a pack of wolves rests while the 
cubs run around the meadow trying to catch the 
swirling leaves, and catch the fish in the crystal river. 
It begins to snow. With my power I shift the fall of 
the snow. I will not let winter come to this place 
for if winter’s cold grip seizes this land, then this 
beautiful world would vanish like a dream.

When he finished, the class remained silent.

“Who wrote that? It couldn’t have been one of us!?” 
said my cousin, Taylor.

“The writer of this poem was our own Grant 
LaForme,” said Mr. Smith.

I was in shock. Everyone was looking at me. This 
time, however, their faces had on an expression that was 
different than all the others I was forced to grow used to. 
Their faces did not show anger or hate. Instead they were 
all smiling and nodding their heads in approval. They 
were finally acknowledging me. They finally looked at 
me with eyes unclouded. They knew that I was capable, 
but most importantly, they knew I was somebody, too.

Finally, I was known by everyone, not as the bully 
or problem student, but as the boy. I was accepted for 
who I was. In that one moment every feeling of pain 
and every ounce of burden that I carried was lifted. 
Everything became clear. I would work to build on these 
relationships with all these people. I would work and 
strive to become the best person that I could. I had found 
my purpose. I was necessary.

Grant, 19 years old, has spent his entire life on the Mississaugas of the 
New Credit First Nation. He lives with his mom and shares her passion for 
writing. He also shares his uncle’s talent for creating poetry. Once a bully, 
Grant understands the pain people can suffer. Today, he believes that 
people should work to understand one another, accepting differences 
and learning to help each other. Grant hopes that by living this way he can 
encourage others to replace apathy with harmony. Currently in Grade 12, 
Grant will be attending college in the fall. He expresses his gratitude to 
those people in his life who have helped him reach where he is today.

Allisha Bertrand
Second Place

Grand Erie District School Board

Afraid to Forgive

It’s been ten long years. I will never accept an apology. 
I could not hate anyone more than him. A coward. He 
doesn’t put forth any effort to be in my life and then 

he comes into it and expects me to love him? He thinks 
I’m obligated to love him, but love is not automatic; but 
then again, neither is hate. Ten years of hate, building 
stronger and stronger. There is nothing that man could 
do to make me forgive him. My dad.

He used to call me his “Little Ballerina Girl.” Now 
when I hear those words, I cringe because of the memory 
– the memory of being abandoned. If I have learned 
anything from the way he treated me, it’s that I want to 
be everything he’s not when I’m a parent. If I didn’t have 
to see him for the rest of my life, I would be happy … but 
I do. I have to go visit him to get him to sign some papers 
for my status card. 

Life could not get any worse. I do not want to go, 
but I need my papers. I’ve dreaded this day for the last 
decade. I do not want to see him. What do I say to him? 
Nothing. I will not talk to him. I’ll just go and get it over 
with him. I do not want to go. 

Today is the day – the day I have to go and see 
him. He disgusts me, he says he will fax the papers, but 
I have stood by that fax machine too long. Too many 
nights, waiting for what feels like a lifetime. I am done 
waiting; I need to get this over with. My status card is 
a huge necessity right now, as the time for applying to 
universities is approaching. I need financial aid. 

As I walk into the airport, my stomach drops. “Mom, 
take me home. I’m not going!” I yell. She somehow 
managed to talk me into it. As I walk through the gate 
alone and leave my mother, I feel a sense of regret. Why 
am I doing this to myself? Nothing good could come out 
of this. But I was wrong. 

I sat on the plane for just over an hour, an hour of 
twiddling my thumbs. The hour went by so fast; it felt 
like five minutes – probably because I didn’t want to get 
off. Words cannot explain how anxious I am and then I 
hear, “We are about to make our descent into Thunder 
Bay. The pilot has asked that you please put on your seat 
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belts and return your seat to the upright position.” This 
was the last thing I wanted to hear. I can feel my palms 
sweating; I can feel every cold drop of sweat drip from 
my body. Everything is so vivid; the flight attendant looks 
as if she is walking in slow motion to check all of the 
seats. I can hear my heart beat in my ears. Lub-dub. Lub-
dub. Lub-dub. I come back to reality quickly as the flight 
attendant asks if I am okay. I nod my head to respond. 
I hate this, being in vertigo; things are not looking too 
great. Maybe I won’t be as strong as I thought I would 
be. 

Life feels like a blur as I walk off the plane. I hate 
the smell of those temporary hallways but since my 
stomach is already aching, it makes me want to curl up 
in a ball – a ball of agony. What am I getting myself into? 
I feel like the world is flashing by me, and I’m stuck. 
Will I even recognize him? Will he recognize me? I keep 
walking, wondering, hoping that this won’t turn out to 
be completely horrible. Hope is all I have at this point. I 
mean, I’m stuck in this town alone. I haven’t been here 
since I was six and I’m with people I don’t even remember. 
All my memories of Thunder Bay flash through my head 
in a second. And then I see him. 

This could not be more awkward. Again, I wonder 
why I put myself in these horrible situations. As I walk 
up to a group of unfamiliar faces, I realize I don’t know 
their names but they all know me. They all hug me with 
so much love and compassion. I stand there in complete 
confusion. I am so nervous and uncomfortable. I have 
nothing to say to him. “Let’s go to the mall, and you can 
get some food. I bet you’re hungry,” he says. As I sit in 
the car, I am in complete silence for the long ten minute 
car ride to the mall. When we get there, he hands me 
a crisp twenty dollar bill and says, “Pick whatever you 
want”. I am furious; he thinks he can fill this hole with 
money? I don’t think so. I am raging inside, almost like a 
cartoon character when they turn bright red and smoke 
comes out of their ears. I decide to get something, but 
only because I really am starving. I am empty. I sit at the 
corner of the table, feeling like an outcast, even though 
everyone is talking to or about me. I feel alone, I just 
want to go home. 

As we finish up at the mall, we go back to my dad’s 
place. It is weird; it instantly feels like home to me. I hate 
that because this is exactly what I didn’t want. I am mad 
at myself; I didn’t know it was possible to feel this way. 
As I sit and watch TV on the couch, I keep to myself. 

Keeping to myself is not the way I usually am, but I’m 
afraid. Afraid to forgive. 

A couple of hours passed and I must have dozed 
off while watching TV, because I was awakened to an 
irresistible smell. What is that? It smells so familiar. Ribs. 
Ribs are my favourite food. I instantly hop up to see what’s 
going on. As I look on the counter, I see it, it looks like 
heaven – a big platter of juicy, fall-off-the-bone ribs for 
everybody. How can I resist? As I am eating them, I start 
to warm up to everyone because we all look ridiculous 
with barbeque sauce all over our faces. “Ribs are my 
favourite food!” my dad exclaims. I feel shocked. Was 
it destiny? I look around the room, to avoid eye contact. 
It makes me feel uncomfortable and comfortable at the 
same time. 

After dinner we all sit around the table and talk. All I 
can think about is how this isn’t my family. I have always 
thought we do not look alike. I look exactly like my mom, 
but as I look at my dad I start to see some resemblance. 
I have his smile. Then my brothers, the twins, walk in. I 
swear my jaw dropped when I saw them. We look exactly 
alike. Maybe I am wrong; this is my family. 

I’m going against everything I believed, every moral 
I had when I came here. I can’t help it. I feel at home. 
I have never been one to hold a grudge, but I thought 
I would be able to keep my words on this, after all the 
hate I have for him. I came here to get my papers, but 
maybe I will get more out of this trip than I thought. 
Forgiving is tough; maybe, just maybe, I will be able to 
forgive him. My dad. 

Seventeen-year-old Allysha was born in Thunder Bay, Ont. At the age of 
six she moved to Brantford with her mother. While the move was tough 
on Allysha, growing up in a single-parent household strengthened the 
relationship between mother and daughter. Allysha is a very independent 
young woman who has set many goals for herself, including purchasing 
her first car, moving out on her own and becoming a registered nurse. 

Shelby Percival
Third Place

Grand Erie District School Board

Move Along

I promised myself that I wouldn’t cry. I wanted to be 
strong for my mom since I know it had hurt her more 
than she let on. I thought it wouldn’t be so bad if I 
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didn’t think about that fact that he was gone. Funerals 
were supposed to be a celebration of the person’s life, 
right? You were supposed to remember the good times 
you had with them and the memories you created. 
However, when the priest spoke those first words, John 
Edwards, my resolve broke and the flood gates opened. 
The sobs and tears that came afterwards were inevitable 
and I couldn’t have stopped them if I tried. And, as I 
sat in that front pew, I remember thinking that I would 
have rather been anywhere other than at my grandpa’s 
funeral.

I think his death hit me harder than it did my siblings. 
They were younger and had never experienced the type 
of adventures that I had had with him. When I was little, 
he was my primary caregiver. My parents both worked 
full time in order to provide for me and he was always 
there to babysit me. We would sit for hours and read 
Peter Pan, Pocahontas, The Little Mermaid and so many 
other Disney classics. In time I was able to recite the 
stories from memory. 

When I was younger I wasn’t the kind of kid who 
stayed inside and watched television and my grandpa 
was a big reason for that. We both loved the outdoors 
and on our nature walks he taught me about the birds 
and the bees, the leaves, and the trees. He taught me 
how to swing on our swing set and would pull me 
around in my yellow wagon. We would go to the park 
around the corner from my house and he never let me go 
down the slide alone because I was afraid to. He taught 
me how to tie my shoes and how to ride my bike, never 
losing patience with me. My childhood was littered with 
sleepovers at my grandparents where we would play 
bingo and go fish. I will always cherish these memories I 
have of him. 

As I grew up his influence stayed with me. I learned 
about his life, how he met my gran and what things were 
like when he was younger. We would sit and talk for 
ages, never running out of things to say. I think I knew 
him better than anyone else since we spent so much 
time together. Looking back on my childhood, he was 
always there for me. The thought never crossed my mind 
that one day he would be gone. 

A broken hip didn’t seem like a big deal, it could have 
been worse. However, after that news was a diagnosis of 
something I would have never expected. Nothing could 
have prepared me for a diagnosis of cirrhosis of the liver. 
I looked it up, finding out that it usually resulted from 

drinking an excess of alcohol. My grandpa didn’t drink a 
lot and so I was confused at the doctor’s finding, baffled 
even. I wondered for a while if they could be wrong but 
they strongly stated that was the cause of his death. 

March 10, 2009 was the day his life finally ended. 
There were moments during that day when I just wanted 
to break down and cry. My grandpa had touched my life 
uniquely with his energy, spirit, and enthusiasm. He has 
provided an everlasting void in my heart that I will never 
be able to fill, no matter how rich, famous, or happy I 
become. 

I know now more than ever that my family is one thing 
I can always count on and that they will be there for me 
no matter what occurs in the future. I firmly believe that 
everything happens for a reason and for a while I had 
issues determining why my grandpa had to go. The man 
that meant so much to me throughout my life wasn’t 
able to watch me graduate. In the end I concluded that 
his time here was done; he needed to move on, to go 
to a better place where he would be happy once again. 

I am the person I am today because of my grandpa. 
He was loving and nurturing, energetic with spirit and 
enthusiasm – all things that I aspire to be. He was a family 
man; there was never anything more important. My mom 
often tells me stories about how he doted upon me since 
I was the first grandchild he had. He has inspired me 
through life and death to be the person I am, to stand up 
for what I believe in and to follow my dreams. He taught 
me that no matter how hard a situation seems, you can 
always make it through, even when your hope is gone. If 
he was still alive I know he would be proud of what my 
future holds. 

I could write a narrative completely on what my 
grandfather taught me, what I learned, and the words of 
wisdom and advice he gave, and all of the words in the 
world wouldn’t be able to express how I feel about him. 
It is an indescribable feeling. What I have left of him are 
pictures, the memories, and the good times. In time the 
grief subsided somewhat but that pain still lingers. I have 
moved along in my life, but I’ve never once forgotten the 
inspirational man that is my grandpa John Edwards. 

Nineteen-year-old Shelby lives with her mom, stepdad, brother and two 
dogs in Brantford, Ont. She enjoys writing about her personal experiences 
and children’s stories. Soccer is a major part of Shelby’s life. She represents 
Brantford in the Ontario Women’s League and hopes to play in the 
Canadian Soccer League next year. Shelby would like to sincerely thank 
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all of the teachers who have helped her hone and perfect her writing 
skills over the years. This fall, Shelby will begin her studies in English at 
university. 

Lacey King-Smith
Fourth Place

Grand Erie District School Board

A Gift That Comes from Life

When I was six, just going into grade one, I was 
excited and nervous at the same time. There 
were so many butterflies in my stomach that 

I was about to fly away. I began, like everyone else, 
learning to count by twos and reading Dr. Seuss’s One 
Fish Two Fish Red Fish Blue Fish. The next two years went 
by so fast and yet it felt like forever.

When I started to read at the grade three level, I noticed 
the words start to mix up like a bowl of alphabet soup. 
My teacher at the time noted my difficulty with reading 
and writing. She set up a meeting with my parents to 
tell them about the problems I’d been having in school. 
It was suggested that I may have a reading disability and 
that I should be tested. Weeks later a woman called me 
down to the last classroom at the side of the school. The 
test was pretty fun. I got to match colours with photos 
and solve puzzles. It looked like I had a form of dyslexia. 
I was thinking to myself “What’s dyslexia? Am I sick? 
Am I going to die?” I had to repeat the third grade. My 
results came back just when the testing woman’s license 
expired. So in order for me to get the help I needed, I was 
going to have to take the test all over again. Ironically, I 
had memorized that test from the last time. The new test 
administrator went through my old test with me, prior to 
taking it again. My new test results came back and she 
said I did not have dyslexia. Needless to say, I did not get 
the help I needed for the rest of the year. 

My parents made up their minds to take me to a 
doctor to see about my dyslexia; and to see if he could 
help me improve my spelling and reading skills. I met 
a man named Mr. Grant. He was a tall man with snow 
white hair. He was so friendly, he was more like a friend 
than a doctor. He told me “This is a gift that you must 
make something out of.” 

While I was there I learned to spell words with clay, 
to see the word in 2D. (You see, my type of dyslexia 

categorizes me as a visual learner.) Then I would spell the 
word backwards and then forwards until I could get it 
right without looking. At the time I had a good memory. 
Mr. Grant showed me ways to help me think clearly and 
to focus. I came back to school a new person. I loved to 
work, unlike before when I was just hiding in my school 
book, saying, “No I can’t read” or “I’m too sick.” That 
got me sent home a lot!  

The summer was here. The days were long and hot 
and weird bugs made buzzing sounds that filled the 
summer air. It was all fun. But this year, when summer 
was all over I was happy to go back and meet the grade 
five challenges. It’s a good thing that I had finally learned 
to enjoy school, because behind closed doors, in the 
once warm and loving home that smelled of fresh baked 
cookies, life as I knew it was falling apart. 

I took every chance I had to get out of there. The 
fighting was constant, and it appeared that my parents 
did not love each other anymore. My mother was going 
out drinking and partying with her friends all of the time. 
She found a new boyfriend and moved in with him, 
taking me and my siblings along. Where was that once 
happy loving family that I knew? With all this turmoil, I 
stopped trying to learn. I no longer used the techniques 
that Mr. Grant had shown me. I just gave up! I was alone 
in this world. I had to grow up faster than most kids. I 
still loved my mother but the things she was doing were 
just the breaking point for me. I had to get out of there. 
My father saw what our mother was doing to us, so my 
dad went to court to get full custody of us, and he won. 

That semester I had to transfer to a new school. 
Being the “new girl” was one of the worst feelings: 
everyone was staring at me to see if I was some weirdo 
or something that came from the black lagoon. That 
familiar feeling was back. The butterflies in my stomach 
were back, but this time I wanted so badly to fly far, far 
away. I did eventually make friends, well I guess you can 
say that. As the time went by, my mother got worse, and 
I stopped talking to her completely. I started to draw all 
the time. I always loved drawing. I didn’t have to know 
how to spell words or read or anything. I could really just 
feel what was in my soul. 

Something amazing has come from all of the things 
that I’ve been through! I began reading more as I went 
through high school. Looking at me now, in grade 
twelve, is crazy: I did not think I would make it this far. 
Now I work so hard to get to all my classes and try to get 
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the best grades I can. I did some thing I never thought I 
could: I’ve been accepted into Sheridan College for the 
fundamental arts program. I realize that life is not perfect. 
We don’t know what happens behind closed doors. We 
need to keep them open just a little to let a bit of light in 
so we can move on and find our gifts. We all have one, 
but it’s our job to find it within ourselves.

Lacey resides on the Six Nations Reserve with her father, sister and two 
brothers. In the fall, Lacey will begin studies at college. She considers 
herself an extremely boring and slightly awkward person with an 
extraordinary love of art and music. Lacey enjoys watching Japanese 
animation and reading ‘manga’ with her friends. She is very active in 
school, as a member of the student’s council, link crew and by helping to 
start the anime club. Lacey hopes to find continued success with her and 
to one day both write and illustrate children’s books. 

Matt Honsberger
Honourable Mention

Grand Erie District School Board

Sports Injury

On August 4, 2008, I was playing a double header 
in Stratford, Ontario. After a tough loss in our first 
game, I was the lead-off hitter in game two so I 

stepped up to the plate, dug my cleats in the dirt and 
awaited the first pitch. I swing and hit a slow bouncer to 
third base. I hustle down the first base line, I reach the 
base as I realize the third baseman has overthrown first 
base, I quickly turn and head to second. As I’m running 
to second base my knee gave out and I barely made it 
to second. At that point I knew it was bad. I sit down 
on second base and two of my coaches run out to see 
what happened; I can’t even walk. As they carry me to 
the truck, I slowly get in and my mom takes me to the 
hospital. 

I was hoping I wouldn’t be long because I wanted to 
get back and support my team. After being x-rayed and 
waiting two hours it was finally time to leave, but my 
game was just finishing so we headed home. The next 
day I went to see the doctor in Brantford who told me I 
would need surgery. I started to do rehab to see if I could 
fix my knee and be ready for OBAs, but after a while it 
was clear that I wouldn’t be playing in our playoffs that 
year. 

After driving about two hours we reached the 
ball diamond. I was there to support my team in the 

playoffs, sitting on the bench and watching, knowing 
that if I was able to play maybe the games would have 
ended differently. It was killing me, just sitting there and 
watching my team play with everything they had. Sadly, 
we didn’t win that year but we had won the pervious 
year. We got home and I found out I was having surgery 
on September 9, 2008, in London, Ont. – just over a 
month since my injury had occurred. I awaited my surgery 
date just wanting my knee to be better again, and finally 
that day came. 

I was on my way to London with my mom to have 
my knee surgery, finally. I was sitting in the waiting room, 
waiting for my doctor to come and tell me it was time. 
Eventually the doctor came, I got ready, and was wheeled 
in the surgery bed on my way into the operating room. 
About three hours later I woke up in the recovery room; 
not long after my parents came in to see me. I found out 
that I tore my meniscus, one of the main ligaments in my 
knee. The doctor said after the surgery it would be good 
as new. After staying the night in London, morning came 
and it was time to head home. The unfortunate thing 
was that I had to wear a knee brace for six weeks and I 
had to use crutches and a wheelchair. 

I stayed home for a day or two after my surgery and 
then was going to go back to school. Two friends that 
I have played sports with for a few years pushed me to 
and from school every day for six weeks which was very 
nice of them. It was a lot harder to get around school 
on crutches or in a wheelchair. It wasn’t easy because I 
couldn’t do a lot of things with friends, seeing as how I 
wasn’t able to walk. After six long weeks of doing pretty 
much nothing other than going to and from school, I 
was excited to take that stupid knee brace off. I went to 
the doctor and I was told I could walk but I had to keep 
the brace on for another week. Finally, after one more 
week, I could take my knee brace off and I had to go to 
rehab for my knee at the gym downtown. I did about a 
month of rehab and my knee would still swell up from 
time to time but I was just happy my knee was finally 
better. 

To be honest, I found it very frustrating to wear a 
knee brace for six weeks because the only time I could 
take my brace off was to have a shower. It was very hard 
not being able to do all the fun activities with friends 
because I wouldn’t be able to keep up with them so I just 
stayed at home. Having surgery was definitely difficult 
because every where I went I was walking with crutches, 
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and after awhile they started to hurt my arms; being in 
a wheelchair wasn’t very fun either. When I did rehab at 
the gym I had to lift weights with my legs so I could build 
back all the muscle I had lost after surgery, so for awhile 
this was all that I did. To this day, my knee still swells up 
now and then but that’s only if I’ve been on my feet all 
day. From time to time there are still issues, but overall, 
things are much better compared to that day in August 
2008.

Sixteen-year-old student Matt was born in London, Ont. He currently lives 
with his mom and visits his dad on alternate weekends. In his spare time 
Matt enjoys playing various sports, especially baseball. In sixth grade he 
was named male athlete of the year. 

Michael Lickers
Honourable Mention

Grand Erie District School Board

Welcome to the Bro-hood

A woman did not come home one night. She told 
her husband she had stayed the night at a friend’s 
house. The husband called her ten closest friends 

and all of them said that they had no idea what he was 
talking about. A man did not come home one night. He 
told his wife he had stayed the night at a friend’s house. 
She called his ten closest friends and eight of them said 
he stayed the night with them and two said he was still 
there. Bros have to stick together, no matter what the 
circumstances. 

“DUDE!” I shout, “Do you know why the sky 
is blue!?”

Matt turns to me, puzzled, “I don’t know, something 
to do with atmosphere or something like that?”

“NO!” I shout, “It’s blue because it’s full of sharks!” 

“How can you be so smart, but so goddamn stupid?” 
he says with a laugh.

I laugh, but before I can say anything in return some 
idiot on a quad pulls up with some random thugs.

“Sup dillweeds,” he says pointing at us with his vast 
chin. 

“Quite obviously not your self esteem,” Matt 
said coldly.

“Hey man, I just wanted to say hi,” he says with a 
sneer, his friends laughing stupidly behind him.

“Well, there,” I say acting bored, “You’ve said it, 
now you can go.”

“Hey man,” he says putting his hands up, “I know 
where I’m not wanted.”

Rather than leaving, the group simply continues to 
ride in circles around us spraying mud upon us and our 
clothing. We simply stand nonchalantly and wait for 
them to eventually leave.

“I hate that guy,” I say crossly.

“Yeah,” Matt says tiredly, “same here bro.” 

We continue to walk through the valley, catching up 
on each other’s lives, and talking about everything but at 
the same time talking about nothing. The sun has fallen 
behind a large cluster of clouds and the sky is beginning 
to become quite ominous. As we walk we come to a 
spot where the ground has been torn up, obviously by 
some kind of four wheeled small motor vehicle, probably 
driven by a big chinned jerk. The ground is disgustingly 
muddy and after passing through the torn ground my 
boots are covered in a thick layer of mud. 

“I really do not like that guy,” I say, wiping my boots 
on the grass.

“Yeah,” Matt sighs, “He’s not very nice.”

We walk for a few more minutes towards the end 
of the valley; the ground here is more rough. The softly 
rolling hills have given way to large bumps in the earth. 
There is a noise that sounds like a hurt animal coming 
from the other side of a massive earth-bump. We walk 
to the top of it and see a quad, overturned, and some 
strange thing in a body suit with his legs pinned beneath 
the seat. I recognize the massive chin sitting on the 
ground, and I laugh cruelly. 

“Why hellooo down theya!” I shout at him.

“Can you guys help me,” he says sadly, “please?”

Matt and I look at each other and decided, without 
words, that we should help him. Whether we hate him 
or not, he’s still a bro in distress. We walk down the hill 
at a leisurely pace and stroll over to him. 

“C’mon guys,” he whines, “This isn’t comfortable 
ya know.”

“Well, I guess we could hurry up,” Matt says with 
a grin.
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Matt and I grab the quad from either side trying to 
lift it backwards. We stop because of a shriek of pain 
coming from the mouth of the pinned chin. We decide 
to try and lift it straight up so as not to hurt him in any 
way or put him into any further discomfort. After a lot 
of huffing and puffing we remove the motorized four 
wheel vehicle from his body.

“I thought you guys hated me,” he said hanging his 
head, “I didn’t think you would help me.”

I look at him, raising my eyebrow, “Seriously dude?” 
I say trying not to laugh.

“Yeah,” he says rubbing his neck, “My friends saw 
me go down but they just kept going without me.”

“Well,” Matt and I say together, “It’s quite obvious 
that they aren’t really your bros.”

“I’d consider you a bro,” Matt says, “even though 
you’re a dick.”

He laughs, “Well, at least you’re honest.” 

“Hey,” I say kind of shakily, “You wanna hang out 
sometime dude?”

“Sure,” he says with a smile, “here’s my number, 
gimmee a call sometime.”

And so in the end, we made a new friend and to this 
day he is truly a good bro. This is the power of broship, 
whether friend or foe, a bro is a bro. We helped out a bro 
whose dudes left him behind and in doing so a broship 
was born. 

Michael lives outside of Hagersville, Ont., with his parents and two sisters. 
Active in the music community, he runs audio equipment for various 
institutions. His favourite pastime is playing bass and singing with his 
band. Michael enjoys spending time with friends and will not hesitate to 
help someone in trouble. He is a tenacious young man who values both 
his friendships and family. 
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“The act of writing is the act of discovering what 
you believe.” –  David Hare,  

British playwright and director
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“Our lives teach us who we are.” 
– Salman Rushdie, Anglo-Indian novelist

Laman Magsudova
First Place

Calgary Board of Education

Life is Fragile

I t was a stormy night in December 2006 right before 
Christmas. I was seven years old playing in my bedroom 
when I heard a big thump. I ran out of the room and 

found my grandma lying on the floor. My mother was 
trying to help her. I was very scared. In a few minutes my 
dad called for an ambulance. Medics checked grandma, 
asked questions about what happened, and gave her 
some pills. I could see how her eyes filled with fear and 
my mom’s eyes with tears. They took my grandma to 
hospital. Dad went with them and mom stayed at home 
with my little sister and me. My mom was waiting for 
the call from the hospital and I could hardly believe my 
grandma was not with us that night.

My grandma’s name is Tanya. She had no health 
concerns; she was always very active and cheerful. I 
spent all my childhood with my grandma. She has been 
with me since I was born. My parents worked hard while 
my grandma took care of me. She has been my playmate 
and best friend. She shared merry moments in my life, 
she held my hand in my worse times, and when I was 
sick, she was always around to read fairy tales or give me 
a kiss at bedtime.

Grandma spent a week in the hospital. I saw how 
much my mom worried about her. When grandma 
came home, I learned that she had a serious disease. 
Her life changed. Since then, she can’t live without daily 

injections. I was so sorry to see my grandma so thin and 
pale yet trying to hang in there for us.

I dare say this event changed my grandma’s life and 
it changed me. I understand how valuable the people 
are whom you love and how easily we can lose them. 
How fragile life is. I realized that we get used to having 
someone around and at times we don’t show them 
enough attention, care and love. We should appreciate 
every single moment of our lives spent with them.

Eleven-year-old Laman loves to the play tennis and swim. Purple is her 
favourite colour. Born in a small country called Azerbaijan, she now lives 
in the Somerset neighbourhood of Calgary with her parents and younger 
sister. Laman would like to be a musician when she is older.

Hanna Qadar
Second Place

Calgary Board of Education

Starting a New Life in Canada

In the summer of 2010 when I was 10 years old, I 
arrived in Calgary with my family, as an immigrant. It 
was the moment we were all waiting for ever since 

leaving our comfortable home and business in Pakistan 
four years ago, as it had become unsafe to live there 
because of terrorism incidents. When we arrived in 
Calgary, the weather felt cold for summer. My father said 
that it was better to be in a safe city even if it was very 
cold – and that we must thank God that we would soon 
become citizens of the greatest country in the world.

My first impression was that everyone was a cowboy 
or cowgirl, but I later found out that this was only for the 
Stampede festival. There were even roller-coaster rides at 
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Stampede Park, just like amusement parks I had visited 
in Europe where we had lived for four years after we left 
Pakistan.

Whenever I am in an amusement park I’m like a lion 
eyeing its animal kingdom for a challenge. “That one,” 
I told my mom with a tower of excitement building up 
inside of me. My eyes were directed at what seemed to 
be one of the craziest rides in the park. It was quite clear 
that my mom did not want to go on the ride, and she 
didn’t want me to go without her. After a few minutes 
of arguing that I was old enough to go on the ride, mom 
finally agreed to go with me. My father also said that 
there is nothing to fear as everything is safe in Canada.

Soon I was sitting in the seat of the roller-coaster. 
Despite some fears, I felt confident as the roller-coaster 
took off. But soon my stomach was in my knees and I was 
having the time of my life. I felt like I could do anything 
and if I was confident about myself, if everything was 
safe around me, then I knew that I was ready for my new 
life in my new country, Canada.

Grade 6 student Hanna was born in New York City and has moved around 
quite a bit since. She has lived with her family in Pakistan, Romania, 
and Austria. Hanna now lives in Canada with her family and hopes that 
Calgary will become her permanent home. Hanna loves to travel, and to 
learn about art, culture and history. She especially loves to spend time 
reading fiction.

Jessica Froese
Third Place

Calgary Board of Education

Broken Hearts

My grandma and grandpa’s passing away was my 
turning point in life. It was the saddest time in 
my life. It all started when I was in grade four. 

My sister, Catelyn, and I were walking home from school 
when we saw my dad’s car. My dad usually doesn’t come 
home from work until around five o’clock at night. It 
was just shortly after 3 p.m. Then I saw my mother. She 
looked like she had been crying. Her face was streaked 
with tears. I then knew that something had happened.

The previous night my family of four had returned 
home to Calgary, Alberta from Saskatchewan. My 
grandma had been really ill with cancer for about a 
year and a half. The doctors told us she had about nine 

months to live. She stayed with us for twice as long as 
the cancer doctors had predicted she would.

On April 1, 2009 my grandpa got out of the hospital. 
He was just entering Moosomin, the town where 
my grandparents had lived, when he received a call. 
Grandma had left earth and entered heaven. I knew that 
she had gone to heaven because she was one of the best 
people I have ever known. I think that once she knew 
that my family was safe and that my grandpa was out of 
the hospital and all right, she could leave in peace.

A few weeks after, grandpa was rushed back to the 
hospital. He never left. His liver was failing and his lungs 
were being drained of fluid. In June he died, never seeing 
Moosomin again. He mostly died of a broken heart.

During that year I cried myself to sleep almost every 
night knowing that I would never see my grandparents 
again. It was the first time anybody I had ever known 
and loved had died. In my heart I know that they will be 
together in heaven, watching over us. From this I have 
learned that love is priceless. If you love somebody, let 
them go but never forget. Always keep them in your 
heart.

Jessa, 12 years old, was born and raised in Calgary but is a dedicated 
Saskatchewan Roughriders fan. She loves reading, writing and competitive 
swimming. In school, her favourite subject is humanities. Someday Jessa 
would like to travel the world teaching and writing about her experiences.

Nadia Lalang
Fourth Place

Calgary Board of Education

Opportunities and Blessings

In our too-short time on earth, we all experience 
at one time or another, a turning point; a moment 
where our views on our lives and our country are 

changed dramatically. The summer of 2010, two months 
of what I thought would be filled with laughter, fun and 
family, turned out to be a memorable turning point for 
me.

Visiting Indonesia, a country that is still developing, 
unlike our nation, has helped me to be thankful for being 
a Canadian. The difference in living conditions between 
the two countries is surprisingly extreme! In Canada, 
we are able to have secure homes, protected by burglar 



66 Turning Points: Winning Essays 2011

Calgary winners

alarms and supplied with electricity and gas every day. 
Most people take their well-paying jobs and their wealth 
for granted, but we don’t think about how fortunate 
we are compared to those living in poverty. A moment 
that really disturbed me in Indonesia was when I saw an 
actual community built under a large bridge – the people 
were basically living in cramped, dirty shacks. The only 
reason that they were allowed to live there was because 
it was an area that flooded easily.

In Canada, we are offered many educational 
opportunities and chances to build ourselves a successful 
future. Watching the children in Indonesia cleaning the 
windshields of cars and selling merchandise on the street 
rather than learning in school saddened me. They don’t 
have the choice to learn languages, participate on sports 
teams or even go to school.

Our government truly cares about its people, 
supporting and protecting each child’s education and 
providing free health care. We have everything we 
need to survive here, while some Indonesians struggle 
to see tomorrow. Unlike us, they don’t have life-saving 
health care or support from their government in times 
of financial trouble. We should feel blessed to have a 
government that takes good care of us and is here for us 
when we need help.

My perspective of the world has been changed 
forever. I learned to be grateful for the opportunities 
and blessings that are offered to me. “For today and 
its blessings, I owe the world an attitude of gratitude.” 
– Author unknown

Grade 6 student Nadia lives with her mom, dad, sister and pet dog in 
Calgary. Originally from Indonesia, she came to North America at the 
age of two and it changed her life. Nadia feels blessed and is incredibly 
thankful for everything that she has. There is nothing more she could 
have asked for.

Jack Herron
Honourable Mention

Calgary Board of Education

The Unexpected

“Oi, come over here,” called my mom in her 
Irish accent. Today was a perfect day. It was 
beautiful, clear blue sky with no clouds. Little 

did I know that tomorrow would be one of the hardest 

days of my life. The week before my mom had been 
easily irritated so I asked, very worried, if something had 
happened.

I asked, “Are you okay?” in a concerned voice. “No,” 
my mom replied with a deep long sigh, “I am going to 
the hospital because I have breast cancer.” I froze, too 
shocked to say anything. I just sat there staring at my 
mom. I started to cry because I was worried I would 
lose my mom forever. The first day my mom went to 
the hospital I paced around my house too worried to do 
anything. When I saw my mom’s Rav 4 coming down 
the street quite slowly, I raced down the stairs and ran 
through the door.

My mom had a very grim face when she came out. 
She told me she was “not going to die, but they do 
have to cut off my breast.” At that she started to cry. 
I felt sorry but I was relieved that she wasn’t going to 
die. I was crying, too; they weren’t tears of sadness, they 
were tears of joy. This event made me value all that I 
love so much more than I did before. I learned not to say 
anything that I might regret to the people I love because 
anything can happen at any time.

This unexpected event was a painful turning point. 
This happened about two years ago and it still affects me 
to this day. People always wonder how you get cancer. 
The answer is – nobody knows. I hope one day they figure 
it out, but with hope and love you can get through it.

Grade 6 student Jack was born in Northern Ireland and moved to Canada 
when he was just two years old. He is passionate about the guitar, sports 
and video games. Jack has a black belt in taekwondo and hopes to one 
day become a member of the elite S.W.A.T. police team.

Marina Hollings
Honourable Mention

Calgary Board of Education

A Little Miracle

“A new baby is like the beginning of all things – 
wonder, hope, a dream of possibilities.” ~ Eda J. LeShan

This story begins with something simple and 
ordinary, but in the end, this simple and ordinary 
thing changed my life forever.
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One night when I was seven years old, my parents 
called my brother, Jasper, and I downstairs. That’s when 
my mom told us she was going to have a baby sometime 
in April. Thoughts whirled through my head. I was going 
to have another brother or sister!

The next few months were a blur of activity as we got 
ready for the baby. At Thanksgiving we all felt the baby 
kick but I felt nothing. People would always say that the 
baby was wonderful but I wasn’t sure; we hadn’t even 
found out if it was a boy or a girl yet. A few weeks later 
we went to an ultrasound. During the exam, my mom 
called us in and she told us that the baby was a boy. 
Once we found out that the baby was a boy we had to 
pick a name for him. We came up with lots of names but 
in the end we decided on the name, Sawyer.

My mom had Sawyer on April 11, 2008. When I saw 
Sawyer I was amazed. When I held him he opened his 
eyes at me. That’s when I saw what the big deal was 
about, Sawyer was a wonder! Over the next few months 
Sawyer grew smarter, he learned to talk and walk. He 
charmed everyone with his playfulness and smiles. Now 
that Sawyer is almost three, I can’t imagine life without 
him; he really is a little miracle.

Sawyer’s joining our family was a major turning point 
in my life. Even though I was already a big sister before 
Sawyer was born, I was older this time and so I remember 
more. I have learned more about love and patience. I have 
so much fun watching him grow and change. I know 
we’ll have many more exciting adventures together.

Marina lives in Calgary with her parents, two brothers and pet dog. In her 
spare time Marina plays soccer, basketball, net ball and badminton. She 
is a well-rounded student who enjoys playing the flute and swimming. 
Marina’s favourite school subjects include music, language arts and 
physical education.

Sunni Li
Honourable Mention

Calgary Board of Education

The Change of My Life

I can never forget November 8, 2004, the day my life 
started to change. Moving from China to Calgary has 
been the biggest change in my 11 years of living, 

and through that experience I have learned a lot about 
independence, taking care of myself, and accepting 
changes as they come.

On November 8, 2004 our plane landed in Calgary 
and everything here was different than in China. My aunt 
and uncle picked us up. When we left the airport I felt 
something wet land on my head and I noticed that snow 
was falling from the sky, making everything white. We 
were going to live with my aunt and uncle. On the way 
to the basement that my uncle and aunt rented I saw 
so many cars, lights, restaurants, and houses. So many 
things in Calgary were different from China.

We lived in a basement in Shawnessy. The basement 
had two rooms, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a sliding 
door that led to the back yard. My parents tried to find 
jobs and a school for me to go to. We spent days trying 
to find jobs and schools. Finally we found a school for me 
and jobs for my parents.

Every day when I came home from school my parents 
would stay for a while then they would go to work 
leaving me alone with my uncle and aunt. My uncle 
and aunt had no experience with children so they didn’t 
know what to do with me. My uncle would write a sheet 
of Chinese words and tell me to copy those ten times to 
help me learn Chinese. Every night I would try to stay up 
so I could see my parents come home, but in the end I 
usually fell asleep.

What did I learn from that experience? Well, for me, I 
learned a lot about independence because when we first 
came to Calgary my parents were so busy I had to take 
care of myself. I also learned to accept changes as they 
come because I didn’t know what to expect in a new, 
unfamiliar country.

Sunni was born in China and moved to Calgary when she was four years 
old. Her many hobbies include reading, writing, dancing, drawing and 
playing the piano. Sunni also plays the flute in her school band. Sunni 
hopes to continue to improve her writing so that she can enter many 
more contests in the future.
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Jessica Low
Honourable Mention

Calgary Board of Education

My Broken Family Tree

Have you ever thought that you had the perfect 
family? That nothing could go wrong? And just 
when you think that, everything falls apart, like 

your life is over? I have.

I was only five years old – starting Kindergarten, 
when my parents told me that they were going to get 
a divorce. I asked them, “What does that mean?” My 
mom answered that “a divorce is when a mommy and 
a daddy don’t live together.” At that second I felt a rush 
of confusion, sadness, and a feeling in my gut that felt 
like I was going to throw up. Not a good feeling. I was so 
affected that day that sometimes I still cry myself to sleep.

Now, my parents don’t even look at each other, and 
I still get that feeling in my gut that makes me want to 
throw up. Just recently, my parents had a fight and I 
couldn’t see my dad for two months. He couldn’t talk 
to us, which meant no phone calls, no emails, and no 
visiting for two months.

I look back now, and remember when I was looking 
out my front window, in my small five-year-old body, 
watching as my dad slowly pulled out of the drive way 
with my three-year-old brother and zoomed away. I 
remember that feeling when I was choking down my 
cries. I remember the tears in my eyes, and telling myself 
not to cry because my cousins were there. I thought that 
I wasn’t going to see my dad again. I thought this was it, 
this was the end.

I remember waking up very early almost every 
morning to shouting. I remember shouting that would 
go on all night long. I would have a pillow over my head 
trying not to cry and to fall asleep. My dad would sleep 
in the basement and I would always come down to visit 
him.

To this day, I still wonder what it would be like if my 
parents were still together. I wonder what it would be 
like if they never fought, and what if I never had a broken 
family tree.

Jessica, a Grade 6 student, currently lives in Calgary with her mom, 
stepdad, brother and stepsister. She loves to create art, play the drums 

and go camping with her family. Jessica is a very caring and generous 
person who loves to help others. She loves to climb trees and spend time 
at her dad’s out in the country. When Jessica is older she wants to travel 
the world.

Rebecca Micklethwaite
Honourable Mention

Calgary Board of Education

Love is Powerful

“Love has no desire but to fulfil itself. To melt like a 
running brook that sings its melody to the night. To 
wake at dawn and give thanks for another day of 
loving.” – Kahlil Gibran

It has been three years since the devastating moment 
of my uncle’s death. He was the one who taught me 
about a strong and powerful value, love. Love has 

taught me so many things. There is always hope if you 
believe. Believing is the key to happiness in life; it can 
hold many people together to show that there is no end 
in life. Life is always a success. Even if someone you love 
has died or even left you behind, love is powerful.

My uncle was diagnosed with type two diabetes. 
He was a very kind and loving man. It was a Tuesday 
afternoon in the blistering hot heat of July when suddenly 
my uncle fell and hit is head on the greenish carpet. My 
family and I were on Vancouver Island on vacation. We 
were staying at a lodge where there was no cell phone 
signal. My papa was trying to get hold of us to tell us 
that my uncle had died, but we didn’t get the news 
until Thursday afternoon when we were driving back to 
Calgary. We were supposed to drop my dad off at the 
airport so he could go to Ontario for his parents’ 60th 
wedding anniversary. The terrible news had shocked 
us. My dad cancelled his flight to Ontario and went to 
Lloydminster to be with the rest of the family.

I have realized that there is no end in life. Even if 
someone dies, you can always love them. From my uncle’s 
death I have realized that life is not like a perfect paved 
road. It will have some bumps, twists and turns. Life is 
not always right; sometimes people will die unexpectedly, 
someone you love dearly. Don’t take life for granted. 
Love is the most powerful gift anyone could wish for.
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Rebecca is a kind, generous young woman who loves to read and write 
stories. Some of her many hobbies include painting, drawing and staying 
active outdoors. She plays soccer and participates in gymnastics. Musically 
talented, Rebecca sings, plays the clarinet in her school band. Rebecca 
intends to improve her writing and enter the Turning Points contest again.

Anna Basu
First Place

Calgary Board of Education

Money Doesn’t Make 
the World Go Round

“Money is only loaned to a man. He comes into the 
world with nothing and he leaves with nothing.” 
– William Crapo Durant

When I was younger, like most kids, I whined and 
complained about everything. I wanted this, I 
wanted that and nothing was ever good enough 

for me. I always, without fail, wanted more. I never had 
to experience a life of hardships. Everything I wanted was 
always just there. My father lectured me about being 
grateful for what we have because other people didn’t 
have an abundance of what we did. He, being raised in 
India, in an obscure and rather underprivileged town on 
the outskirts of Calcutta, knew it better than anyone. 
However, I never truly understood what he meant, or 
rather, I never took the time to find out. I mean, I had 

everything, so why should other people’s problems be 
mine as well.

In the summer of 2008 my parents took my brother 
and me to see my father’s birth place, Calcutta. I 
remember arriving in India. We were welcomed by the 
heat and plastered with the dust-filled air as soon as 
we stepped outside of the airport. It was a little hard 
to breathe, too. I was cynical and so did not view this 
vacation as an opportunity, but rather as a waste of time.

What I would come to understand in the next few 
days is that India indeed is an awfully poor country. 
There are rich areas, like in any other country, but for the 
most part, a large portion of India’s population receives 
minimum wage, if even that. Therefore, seeing poverty 
was inevitable. Seniors, adults, children … I suddenly 
found myself wanting to help everyone in need of 
help, which we as humans usually have the urge to do 
when we see someone less ‘fortunate’ than we are, but 
obviously, my being only ten, I was about as useful to 
them as a pen with no ink.

In spite of all this, I observed something else. I 
observed happiness. I saw people around me, who were 
not exactly affluent, happy. In my world, happiness could 
only have been achieved and measured with money and 
possessions but they didn’t have any of it, and they didn’t 
need it. I began to comprehend that I didn’t need all of 

Grade 7-8 Calgary winners

“Everyone tries to define this thing called 
Character. It’s not hard. Character is doing 
what’s right when nobody’s looking.”  
–  J.C. Watts, American politician,  

former CFL football player
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the things I owned and possessed. I didn’t need any of 
it. Like Spike Milligan once said, “Money can’t buy you 
happiness but it does bring you a more pleasant form of 
misery.”

What I realized during that time changed me 
extensively. If I die tomorrow, it won’t matter what 
material items I have acquired during my short thirteen 
year old life, but what happened in my life to make it 
worth living, that’s what’s important. Not to say that 
money’s unimportant, it is, to an extent, but there’s a 
reason why cliché’s like “money isn’t the only form of 
happiness” stick around. It’s because they’re true, and I 
hope to never forget that.

Anna, 13 years old, lives in Calgary with her parents, brother and pet 
budgie, Mary. She has been passionate about literature since she was 
quite young. When she is not reading or writing, Anna can be found 
playing the guitar, basketball or simply out having fun. She is fascinated 
by the sciences and one day hopes to pursue a career in medicine. Anna 
would like to thank all of the positive people in her life who have helped 
her become the person she is today.

Alexis Mellross
Second Place

Calgary Catholic School District

Worst Enemy or Best Friend

“The cost of independence is often isolation and 
solitude” – Steve Schmidt

Ever since I was little I’ve had an independent soul. 
I resisted embracing this gift and wanted it to be 
non-existent. I always dreamed that there was a 

person somewhere in this world exactly like me and we 
would be best friends forever. It took me a few years to 
realize that it wasn’t the case for certain individuals.

Throughout elementary school I constantly searched 
desperately for that one person who could be my best 
friend. As junior high came along I became a wreck. I 
became upset and mad about who I was. I found a girl 
who was the same and together we destroyed ourselves. 
We felt our lives were so bad we began to mess with 
our bodies. Together we formed neat cuts along our 
pale skin. We went on a “diet” which meant using two 
fingers to remove breakfast and our non-existent lunch. 
As bad as it was, she was my best friend. Lesia moved to 
England and I moved to a new school the following year.

I was excited; this was my chance; no one would 
know who I was. I would be the new girl. I was willing to 
try to rebuild myself one piece at a time. I found friends, 
and I began to realize that I didn’t know who I was. I was 
changing to fit their lives. The trouble began to start up 
again. I got caught by the police for underage drinking, 
then again by my school principal for vandalizing. I was 
going downhill and I knew it.

The relationship between me and my so called friends 
faded and I was alone once again. A couple of weeks 
later after overhearing my ‘friends’ making fun of me, I 
lost it. I got into the car and demanded a response from 
my father as to what was wrong with me. Why could I 
not find a best friend? Tears overflowed from my eyes.

He stopped the car, looked me dead in my now blurry 
and wet eyes and said, “You are your best friend because 
you don’t follow anybody else’s rules but your own. You 
are your own person and not many people can say that 
about themselves.” I stared out the window as I listened 
to him talk about how he was the same way and so was 
my mom. He told me that because of my independence 
I can unlock my full potential because I don’t try to be 
somebody else. I took it to heart and that day I realized 
that I have much better things to do rather than looking 
for my best friend. I didn’t need one, and I never did.

Alexis, a Grade 8 student, has lived in Calgary all her life. She plays soccer 
at a competitive level and loves it. Alexis has been a member of the school 
volleyball team and is performing in the school musical this year. Alexis 
hopes to one day perform on stage professionally.

Jocelyn Sokolik
Third Place

Calgary Board of Education

This Is Me

Experiences in life will change the way you act and 
how you feel. If you are made fun of in any way, 
the teasing will make an impact on your life, just 

like it impacted on mine.

Since I was very little I have had a weight problem, 
and I have realized that. I went to an obesity clinic, and 
lost weight, but when I was in grade five, the teasing 
increased. Boys would walk by me and laugh; inside I 
was crying, but I never showed any emotions outwardly. 
Grade six was like grade five. I thought that the boys 
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would have grown up a little bit and matured, but I was 
far from right.

When I was in grade seven my life turned around. 
That’s where my turning point is. Every day when 
I walked down the hallway people mooed at me and 
called me a “space cow,” and pretended that there was 
an earthquake coming while I walked by. People have 
hurt me throughout the years; even during an argument, 
a friend started doing and saying the same things. About 
the middle of the year, five boys stopped me in my tracks, 
and started putting me down with “you’re so fat” jokes. 
I went home that day, and I felt terrible.

I had a teacher named Ms. Baker, who was like a 
counsellor, and I looked up to her for advice; she really 
helped me a lot. She told me stories about her being in 
high school, and said that boys would like girls with a little 
bit of weight on them. She really boosted my confidence. 
But it really wasn’t about my self-confidence; it was more 
about the fact that no matter where I went, there wasn’t 
a place where criticism wasn’t there.

I learned how to laugh off things like that, but the 
comments still hurt me inside. My heart is still broken 
from years of teasing, but in time, I’m hoping that one 
day it will be together again.

People look at me like I’m standing out in a crowd, 
but everybody is different, and I can’t change that I was 
a chubby kid growing up. I fit in as a thirteen year old. If I 
change myself, the work I do will seem different. It could 
be a good different or a bad different.

There comes a time when you have to stand up and 
shout: “This is me. I look the way I look, think the way I 
think, feel the way I feel. I’m a whole complex package. 
Take me, or leave me. Accept me – or walk away. Do not 
try to make me feel like less of a person because I don’t 
fit your idea of who I should be and don’t try to change 
me to fit your mould.” If I need to change, I alone will 
make that decision.

Jocelyn is an outgoing, generous young woman who enjoys making 
people laugh. She spends time with her friends, writes short stories and 
likes listening to music. Jocelyn plays hockey and volleyball. She would like 
to pursue a career as a plastic surgeon. Jocelyn would like to thank her 
friends for being there when she needed them most.

Lance Wise
Fourth Place

Calgary Catholic School District

And Life Goes On…

“Tough times never last, but tough people do.”  
– Robert H. Schuller

Have you ever watched the two people you love 
most fight with each other more than they just 
talk, and seen them hit each other and break each 

other’s possessions? I have. I also watched my mom leave 
my dad because of that fighting. That was the end of my 
parents’ marriage.

I was six years old when that happened. I knew that 
my parents fought a lot but I didn’t know it would end 
their marriage. The reason that my parents fought was 
because my dad was an alcoholic. He drank so much 
alcohol he could barely walk sometimes, and he always 
had people over to drink with him too, which encouraged 
his bad decisions.

After my parents split, I still saw them a lot, but it 
wasn’t the same. When I was with my mom, I always had 
a good time. We had nice family time, and she did her 
best to get my mind off what was going on, even though 
she was still sad.

When I was with my dad, it wasn’t as much fun. He 
always asked about the split, like who we would rather 
be with. Sometimes he even got drunk with his buddies 
when we were staying over. He would also rant on about 
how he hated my mom and her new boyfriend, and how 
he wanted to beat him up or kill him. He would then go 
around breaking everything in the house; my sister and I 
would hide in the bedroom because we were so scared.

My dad began drinking less as time went on, so 
we started seeing him more often. We would act like a 
family and have a good time, because he never drank or 
got mad. I began to like him more and get closer to him.

That changed one day when my dad phoned us 
when he was drunk and made my sister and I cry. He 
kept calling us drunk throughout the week so my sister 
and I decided to stop talking to him.

One day I wanted to call him, but just as I was about 
to I saw him sitting in his truck outside my house. We 
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had to phone the police because we had a restraining 
order against him. My mom had to go to court and the 
judge decided that we couldn’t see or talk to him for two 
years. It was hard to hear and I didn’t know how I could 
do it, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

Now, almost two years later, I’m actually doing 
better without my dad. I learned that sometimes people 
you think will be in your life forever might not be, but 
everything happens for a reason. As a result of everything 
my dad put me through I became a stronger person. The 
tough times didn’t last, but I did.

Grade 8 student Lance lives with his sister, mom, Grant and pet budgie 
Snowflake. Lance enjoys participating in all sports and the adventure of 
camping. He stays focused in class and puts effort into his studies to 
ensure good grades. Lance loves to spend time with his ‘brothers’ and 
other friends outside exploring interesting places and staying active. 
Lance likes to try in school to get good grades. Why not?

Quinn Hardstaff
Honourable Mention

Calgary Catholic School District

What Happens in Vegas 
Stays in Vegas

“Listen to me, and not only listen but obey; don’t let 
your desires get out of hand; don’t let yourself think 
about her. Don’t go near her; stay away from where she 
walks, lest she tempt you and seduce you. For she has 
been the ruin of multitudes – a vast host of men have 
been her victims. If you want to find the road to Hell, 
look for her house”.

Throughout my life I have had many turning points 
that have influenced my view of life. They have 
helped me to grow to be who I am today. I have 

traveled to many places, spent several holidays camping 
with my family and friends, have had the fortunate 
opportunity to play several sports and meet many unique 
people. Throughout all of these experiences, I feel the 
most eye opening was I travelled to Las Vegas with my 
soccer team to participate in a tournament.

While I was in Las Vegas beyond the soccer portion of 
the weekend, I had a chance to experience the strip (main 

street where all the casinos, hotels, light shows, and strip 
clubs are). Walking down the street I encountered people 
standing on the sides of the roads slapping cards against 
each other. My teammates and I being teenagers were 
very curious as to what was on these cards. We noticed 
that several of these cards were scattered on the ground 
all the way down the strip. When our parents weren’t 
paying attention to us we quickly collected some of these 
cards. When we managed to find some time away from 
our parents in our hotel room at the Mirage, we snuck 
a quick glance at these cards to see what was on them. 
I soon came to realize that the pictures of naked girls 
on these cards were promoting the sale of sex. These 
cards had their picture, working name, business number 
and price for their services. After seeing these cards I was 
shocked, confused and disgusted because in Calgary I 
have never witnessed or experienced anything like it!

This experience really made me think about how 
lucky I am to have the lifestyle and love my family 
provides me. I wonder what kind of lives these young 
women had as children, and wonder why they sell sex to 
survive. Are these girls abusing their bodies for money, 
drugs or are they forced into it by their pimp? I’m totally 
against prostitution, because people involved in these 
situations are selling themselves short. It’s also morally 
wrong and in most places, it is illegal to sell sex. It’s sad 
when people have to stand on the roadside slapping 
cards, promoting the sale of someone else’s dignity to 
support their lifestyle, whatever it may be. Throughout 
this whole experience I certainly learned to be modest by 
dressing appropriately, showing self respect, and being 
determined to work hard, to try to achieve excellence to 
help me become self supporting without the need of self 
abuse.

Quinn, a Grade 8 student, lives with her mom, dad, brother and cat named 
Sassy. She likes spending time outdoors and camping with her family. 
Hanging out with friends, going to the movies and playing sports keeps 
her busy. Soccer is Quinn’s favourite sport. She is a dedicated student, 
who once believed that language arts was her most difficult subject. 
Quinn would like to thank her teacher, family and especially Florence, for 
pushing her that extra mile in her writing.
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Madison Hartos
Honourable Mention

Calgary Catholic School District

Born to Run

“We can live with the sadness. I’ll love you with the 
madness in my soul. Baby we were born to run.“ 
– Bruce Springsteen

The biggest turning point in my life was when my 
cousin Shane died in May 2010. He lived in Ontario 
with my aunt and uncle; and this was probably the 

hardest setback for us. This was a very emotional time 
for my whole family. Shane Boyd had a love for music, in 
particular Bruce Springsteen. He was lively and generally 
just a nice person to be around. Shane had a disability. 
He couldn’t walk, or talk properly, and he lived life in a 
wheel chair. Regardless of his inability to do basic things 
without help, he still lived every day, like it was his last. 
He opened my eyes ... 

This year for a religion course, I had to do a project 
on someone who inspired me to greater love. I decided 
to do a collage. I included pictures of my cousin, and 
each one told a story. There was one picture that sticks 
out in my mind: it was of Shane and my aunt, and they 
were meeting Bruce Springsteen! I loved that picture; he 
looked so happy; he didn’t look sick or broken down. 
Shortly after that picture was taken, he was diagnosed 
with esophageal cancer. Due to his disability, they could 
not operate. We all hoped he’d get through it and we 
thought he could; he was a fighter.

About six months after the diagnosis, Shane became 
so ill he couldn’t get out of the hospital bed. My aunt 
was by his side 24/7. She said that if it was his time to go, 
he would go. So, he received no treatment, and in time, 
the cancer ate away at him.

Then there was the day we got the phone call ... 

My aunt was on the other end of the line and she 
was crying. We asked her why she was crying and her 
response was, “He’s still in my arms, he died in my 
arms.” My mom and I just broke down in tears. We cried 
for two hours, talked about the good times, and how 
much he changed our lives. Eventually, my aunt came 
out to Alberta with Shane’s ashes. She spread them in 

the mountains and all the lakes known to the family – 
everywhere Shane loved to be.

This experience taught me about life. Live everyday 
like it’s your last, is one of the many lessons I learned. 
Shane’s illness also taught me about death. How even 
if you think no one will miss you, there are always some 
people who will, no matter what. I miss Shane, but if 
God says it’s your time to go, then it’s your time to go. 
We can’t do anything about it.

R.I.P. Shane Boyd, May 2010. We miss you and you 
are always in our hearts.

Madison is a passionate Grade 8 student who always accepts a challenge. 
She eagerly participates in all classroom discussions. Her interests include 
sports, photography and spending time with her friends. A born leader, 
14-year-old Madison dreams of becoming a doctor. When writing, 
Madison finds solace in Bruce Springsteen’s hit song Born to Run.

Mary Pastyreva
Honourable Mention

Calgary Board of Education

The True Form of Wealth

Watching a news broadcast can be compared 
to watching a science fiction movie. Your 
mind doesn’t always register what’s actually 

happening. This is how I felt when I took a trip to Jamaica. 
I had seen thousands of videos and read vast numbers 
of articles on how people in other countries lived, but I 
had never experienced it face to face. I have seen many 
types of wealth, but this major event made me realize 
that possessing money doesn’t mean that you’re the 
wealthiest.

Maybe living in a city that was rated number five on 
the worldwide scale of liveability spoiled me from seeing 
the truth. I had lived in only one environment for most 
of my life and anything different seemed unreal, almost 
like watching a movie, I didn’t actually believe what I 
was seeing. There is reality and there is what we think is 
reality. Sometimes, it’s hard to tell the two apart.

What really jolted me back to the real world was 
seeing the smiling faces of the people. It didn’t make any 
sense. The quality of life was much lower than what I was 
used to and I saw no reason for them to be so cheerful. 
They seemed to have their own wealth in the form of 
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optimism. In fact, they seemed richer in this sense than 
the majority of the people I knew back home.

When I think back, I can conclude that I know so 
many people who have so much more than others, but 
they still aren’t satisfied with their lives. You can have 
everything, but when that doesn’t make you happy, 
you end up with even less than what you started with. 
Quoted from the poet and dramatist, Oscar Wilde, 
“Ordinary riches can be stolen, real riches cannot. In your 
soul are infinitely precious things that cannot be taken 
from you.” What can and cannot be taken from you is 
your choice. Being optimistic in the face of adversity can 
mean the difference between a life in which you look 
forward to living and one in which you don’t.

There are so many forms of wealth that one can 
possess that it’s hard to comprehend at times. The wealth 
of knowledge lets you live to your full potential and 
always crave more. The wealth of family leaves you every 
day with a sense of belonging and security. It comes in 
all shapes, sizes and at times when you know you need it 
the most. What separates the average wealth from your 
inner one is not focusing on what other people have. 
This lets it expand and grow. It’s easy to ignore whatever 
wealth you possess and say that everyone has more than 
you, but if you choose to embrace it you will find that life 
had just gotten a little bit easier. What you do with your 
wealth is all that matters in the end.

Mary, born in the Ukraine, currently lives in Calgary. She enjoys swimming, 
reading and all aspects of writing. All forms of storytelling intrigue Mary, 
especially those told on film and television. It is her dream to help the 
American Society for the Protection and Care of Animals continue to save 
vulnerable animals. When she is older, Mary would like to be a published 
author. She knows that her friends, teachers and family will support her 
on this journey.

Kaileb Rice
Honourable Mention

Calgary Catholic School District

Love Was Lost That Day

“If you trust your heart you will find your true love”

Let’s go back four years ago, when I was in grade 
three. In the year of 2007, my mom and dad split 
up and my dad had to find a new place to live 

because he made some bad choices that he shouldn’t 
have made. This had a huge impact on my mom, my 
sister and me. It impacted my mom the most because 
they were married for eleven years and they loved each 
other very much. When they split my mom was very sad; 
she cried almost every night and was alone in her room 
almost every day.

I was really sad when this all happened. In my mind I 
was like “What just happened?” Without my dad there 
my mom had the job of being two parents, a mom and 
a dad. She didn’t have a lot of extra money for my sister 
and me to go swimming, go to the movies, or eat out 
very often. All of that had to stop. My sister and I helped 
out by saving any extra money that we got. My sister and 
I helped out each other by being there for each other, not 
fighting with each other and helping each other when 
we needed help. All of the money that my mom earned 
had to be used to pay the bills, buy gas for the vehicle, 
buy food, and try to help my sister and I find activities to 
do outside of school.

My sister and I were going to daycare at that time. 
Every day we had to go to daycare at six o’clock in the 
morning and mom would pick us up from daycare at six 
o’clock in the evening. We went to school as well, so 
we weren’t at daycare for twelve hours straight. Going 
to daycare that early made me feel really tired and really 
upset because I didn’t get to sleep in until 7 a.m. like I 
was able to before.

When my dad left I was really upset as I knew that I 
had no one to play games with any more or wrestle with 
any more because I did this stuff with him. A year went 
by and my mom started to date a new guy. After a long 
time of dating, he moved in with us and helped support 
my sister and me. Four years have gone by and they are 
still together. I call him dad now because he helps raise 
us, helps support us and he is there for my sister and 
me. He helps support us by helping to pay the bills and 
helping to buy food for us like any other parent would do 
for their own two kids. “If you trust your heart, you will 
find your true love.”

Grade 8 student Kaileb was born and raised in Calgary. He participates 
in many sports and is very interested in the UFC, mixed martial arts and 
skateboarding. Kaileb enjoys being active and it is no surprise that this 
favourite subject in school is physical education.
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David Richard
Honourable Mention

Calgary Board of Education

Freedom… Now Playing

Going to the movies has been an enjoyable escape 
and activity for me, especially today. Walking down 
the aisle of the theatre I chose a favourite seat and 

began to savor my buttery popcorn. As I settled in I tried 
to forget about a slightly puzzling situation that occurred 
earlier in the day.

I was made aware of someone who supposedly 
said that my being part African was an obstacle to our 
friendship. I wanted to pass this off as not worth my 
time, however I couldn’t help but wonder what race had 
to do with being a good friend. In my view it had nothing 
to do with it, and I thought that problem was something 
that existed only a very long time ago.

As I came out of these thoughts I nibbled on more 
popcorn and glanced around. I noticed a lady sitting alone 
in one of the seats which again drew me back into curious 
thought. Seeing her sitting in the theatre reminded me 
of an experience like mine which my parents had told 
me of. The story was about an African lady known to my 
grandmother who was rejected because of her race.

On a Canadian winter evening of November 8, 1946 
in New Glasgow, Nova Scotia, Viola Desmond went to 
see a movie at the Roseland Theatre. As she walked in to 
take a seat Viola was told that her ticket permitted her 

balcony seating only. Viola returned to the cashier and 
offered to pay more and exchange the ticket for a main-
floor one, however the cashier refused, stating “people 
like her” had to sit in the balcony.

Seeing no visible signs but hearing the echo of the 
Jim Crow laws, Viola knew in an instant what she was 
up against. Then in a brave moment she decided to 
challenge Canada’s segregation laws. Viola took a seat 
on the main floor and was quickly approached by the 
manager who demanded that she move. Viola remained 
seated and as a result was physically removed and injured 
in the process by the manager and a police officer, who 
were both white.

Viola was arrested and spent the whole night in jail 
with male inmates, then she was found guilty by a judge. 
Viola was fined twenty dollars which would be equivalent 
to about two hundred and thirty dollars today! Through 
her persistence and courage Viola Desmond did not just 
take a seat to watch a movie but sat to take a stand.

Remembering this has helped me to realize that 
when normal freedoms are taken away from us because 
of the colour of our skin, we can face this unfairness with 
amazing acts. Although I’ve never met Viola Desmond, I 
see the results of real hope and change. When I see her 
footprints I begin to walk beside them; each step is a 
reminder to never allow these gifts of human value to be 
broken or forgotten.

David enjoys writing stories about the personal experiences of others. He 
writes stories that are both fiction and non-fiction. David likes the variety 
and new places that his stories take him.
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“Life can only be understood backwards, but it 
must be lived forwards” – Soren Kierkegaard, 
Danish philosopher and theologian

Tammy de Fiesta
First Place

Calgary Catholic School District

Mending What’s Broken

I grew up not knowing much about my mother. I 
talked to her once in a while, just those usual “Hello, 
how are you?” and “I love you,” conversations. I used 

to write her letters, telling her how much I missed her. 
My grandmother dictated the things I wrote, because I 
didn’t really know what to write to my mom. When I was 
growing up my mother wasn’t there when I needed her, 
instead it was my grandparents. I thought it was going 
to stay that way.

Then the news came to me. My mother would be 
coming back to the Philippines to take me with her to 
Canada. I was shocked, anxious, exasperated and sad. 
How could she enter my life and take me away from the 
people I grew up with? How could she take me away 
from the people I love? I was too ignorant, too young to 
understand why this was all happening; besides I was only 
nine years old at that time. I begged my grandmother to 
let me stay with her but she said it was for the better. I 
wasn’t convinced, but I had no choice. Everything was 
ready and there was no turning back.

I arrived in Canada feeling so out of place. Shouldn’t 
I be happy finally being with my mom? But I wasn’t. I 
didn’t know what to do when I was around her, or how 
to start a conversation. I resented her never being there 
when I was growing up. I resented her for the times I 
missed being with her. Honestly, I didn’t understand the 

whole thing and why it had to be this way. I guess I just 
never tried to give her the chance. Time was passing us 
by, I was growing up as a teenager and I started rebelling. 
My relationship with my mother was even worse than 
before. We were living in the same house, but it felt like 
we were strangers. I always started fights with her, talked 
back and I learned to lie. In my mind, I thought she was 
being unfair. She wouldn’t let me hang out with friends. 
My mom and I never really understood each other.

I think what I really wanted was time to spend 
together with her, or at least try to mend our broken 
relationship. After one heated argument, we started to 
talk. I told her how I felt; I explained what had been on 
my mind. My mom told me what was on her mind, and 
how she was worried for my safety. She told me that 
what she was doing was all for me, and for my future. 
That was when I realized that I was the one isolating 
myself from my own mother. She was working to earn 
money for me to have a decent life, but all I thought 
about was how I felt. She was trying her best to help 
me grow up as a disciplined and responsible person but I 
didn’t see it that way.

Although I still didn’t fully understand what was 
happening between us, I realized it was my fault. I was 
thinking only of myself and how I wanted to be treated, 
and how I should have what I wanted at all times. I failed 
through my own selfishness. Now as I think back on our 
past relationship, I have regrets about not trying to be 
closer to my mom. She made me realize that the world 
doesn’t just revolve around me and I have to consider 
that there are people who want to be part of my life. I 
wasted a lot of time on myself in the past years, at the 
same time slowly ruining our relationship. Now my mom 
and I are slowly mending our broken relationship.
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Tammy was nine years old when she moved to Canada from Nueva Ecija, 
Philippines. Her family had settled in Calgary, until a recent move brought 
them to Windsor, Ont. Tammy looks at life from a positive perspective 
and it is no surprise that she is missed dearly by her classmates in Calgary. 
Basketball and volleyball are two of her favourite sports. When Tammy 
isn’t on the court she is playing the piano or singing.

Celina Spencer
Second Place

Calgary Catholic School District

Moving On

We were best friends, you and I. We did all the 
usual things best friends did. Countless times I 
remember going to your house in the summer 

to make peanut butter cookies, or play at the park 
nearby your house. On a couple of occasions we even 
went to the Science Centre together. Do you remember 
that time on my seventh birthday party, when everyone 
abandoned me – on my birthday, even – to play with 
Muffy, my puppy? You and K were the only ones who 
actually remained by my side. When you stayed with me, 
I felt that you gave me the best present that I could ever 
receive. I still have the present you gave me that night. 
Can you recall that time when we went to McDonald’s, 
and that kid pulled the fire alarm while we were in the 
playground? It was cold outside, and we had to wait in 
our socks until the ordeal was resolved.

We were both devastated when we were split up 
into different classes in third grade. Although we were 
still close, we weren’t as close as we were before. I 
remember reading the Lizzie McGuire series at the time. 
Unlike Kate and Lizzie, I thought our friendship would 
prevail forever. The idea that we could ever split apart 
seemed improbable.

I have the letter you wrote me that December even 
after all these years. I still have that best friend’s necklace, 
as well. During that year I wished that we would once 
again be in the same class for the fourth grade. As it 
turned out, we were, but not long after that you moved 
to a different school.

I thought I had lost my best friend forever. Though 
there was a part of me that just couldn’t let go, I had to 
get on with life, difficult as it was. I made new friends, 

but I still couldn’t forget the times we had together. I’re 
(Remember how we gave her that nickname? That’s how 
you spelled it in your letter, anyways.) mostly filled the 
gap when you moved, but once again I lost another best 
friend when we moved to different middle schools. We 
planned on going to the same high school, but people 
change, and though we may be in the same school, we 
may not be the friends we used to be. I realized that soon 
after we started grade nine, the year we were once again 
reunited.

Six years later, we’re finally in the same school again; 
same class even. Yet, we’re not friends, let alone best 
friends – we barely even talk. Every time we end up 
working in the same group, I try to work up the courage 
to talk to you again. It kills me that I haven’t been 
successful even once, and every time I try, I wonder if you 
even want to be friends once more. I always thought that 
when we met again, we would instantaneously be what 
we formerly were. People change, and it’s just now that 
it’s finally sunk in. Sure, I always knew that it was true, 
but I never wanted to let go of my first real best friend, 
even after six years. For years I had been hoping to meet 
my old friend again. When I realized that it would never 
work, you couldn’t imagine how much it hurt.

Although this realization pained me, it also taught me 
a couple of things as well. Sometimes you ought to just 
let things go. You have to let things go and get on with 
your life, or you would be forever carrying a burden you 
have no need to be carrying. Wishing for something to 
happen won’t make it come true; that’s reality. Although 
there’s still a part of me that wants to be friends again, 
I don’t feel sad or regretful anymore when I see you in 
school. I have new friends, and so do you. Though we 
may never be the BFFs we were, I’ll still remember you 
as my best friend. As you signed that letter you sent me 
six years ago:

~Your Lovable Friend, C

Celina is a very talented pianist and voracious reader. Born in White Rock, 
B.C., she now calls Calgary home. Celina is very bright and generously uses 
her knowledge to help those around her. In the fall she will be attending 
a full international baccalaureate program. Celina is very modest but 
respectfully competitive. She has aspirations of one day becoming a 
lawyer and helping to make the world a better place.
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Anthony Alves
Third Place

Calgary Catholic School District

Childhood Memories

When I was four years old, I lived in Portugal. I was a 
typical kid born in a small town. I knew everyone 
and everyone knew me. I use to explore all over; 

there wasn’t a place I didn’t have a mental map of. I 
thought everyone was so kind; there was no need to fear 
anything. I would approach strangers in the hopes of 
making a new friend or two. I was just a simple minded 
kid enjoying life.

One day, I was at a place that you would call a 
preschool or a daycare. My parents put me there before 
they went to work. My parents were unable to pick me 
up, so they asked my cousin to take me home that day. 
He was very close to my parents and me. We ended up 
going for a little joy ride along a worn, abandoned road. 
All of a sudden we heard a loud pop – like a gunshot, but 
in this case it was just a blown tire. My cousin pulled over 
and proceeded to take the spare tire out of the trunk.

Shortly after, a car pulled up in front of us. From 
the black car with tinted windows, four shady looking 
characters emerged from the vehicle. From what I saw, 
they were carrying various blunt objects. These guys 
were massive. I didn’t think much of it at first; I’d never 
experienced anything like that before then. I started to 
change my thinking, as soon as they started to walk 
towards my cousin and his facial expression changed. He 
looked scared.

Then the silence was broken when one of them 
started to talk to my cousin. They spoke in English and at 
the time I knew only Portuguese. The man started to get 
very agitated and angry at my cousin’s responses. They 
started to pummel him, as I watched from the car crying. 
Then one of them noticed me and pulled me from the 
car. The yelling became louder, I was surrounded by rage. 
The man holding me pulled a gun from behind him, 
cocked it, and put it to my head. He said in Portuguese, 
“Tell me now or he dies.” My heart stopped I didn’t know 

what was going to happen next. My cousin just sat there 
against the car in silence.

The men were now furious. They picked me up and 
practically dragged my cousin’s beaten body down the 
road to an old, abandoned butcher factory. It was dark, 
and blood was everywhere. They threw me in a corner 
and told me to shut up and not to move – not that I 
could have done or said anything anyway. I could barely 
stop shaking. They continued to argue in English, for a 
few hours. They beat my cousin before my eyes. I saw my 
cousin’s blood splatter on the floor.

The man with the gun became fed up and stared 
down at my cousin, as he pulled the gun out again and 
put it in my cousin’s face. Then he demanded, “Tell 
me where the money is now.” My cousin just sat there 
looking down the barrel. Bang! The men left. They left 
me there with my cousin’s lifeless corpse. I laid there 
in shock, covered in my cousin’s blood for three days. 
The only thing to accompany me was darkness and the 
coldness of the chilling floor.

After three days, a man came. He saw my cousin 
and called the police. The police came and took me to 
the hospital. I couldn’t talk for weeks – not even to my 
parents. Once I was stable, I talked to the police about 
what happened.

I had been an open joyful kid, but since that horrible 
incident I closed myself off from the world. I became very 
shy and kept to myself. I couldn’t trust people the same 
as I once could. I feared getting too close to someone 
and then losing them somehow. If anything good came 
out of this turning point it is this: I realized that if I could 
live through that, I could live through anything. I now live 
life without fear, and know I can conquer anything that 
comes my way.

Fifteen-year-old Anthony lives in Calgary with his family. Break dancing 
and hanging out with friends are Anthony’s favourite things to do after 
school. A true musician, he plays many instruments including the piano, 
drums and saxophone. Anthony continues to regularly write stories about 
his life and the lessons it is teaching him.
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Josh Anada
Fourth Place

Calgary Catholic School District

Does Money Really 
Buy Happiness?

Sometimes life is like a highway, just like that song. 
And I want to ride it all night long. No, but seriously, 
life is not a constant thing. It is always changing 

on us, whether in good ways or in bad, not just by the 
choices we make, but by the things life throws at us. 
Sometimes when we are comfortable in the current 
situation of our lives, we don’t realize the other things 
that are going on in the world. If it wasn’t for the news 
on the television, we would have absolutely no idea what 
is going on out there. And the thing is, television news 
doesn’t show everything. They show only the major 
things that happen, like storms, floods, earthquakes and 
all those huge catastrophes. So what ends up happening 
is we tend to lose sight of the little things. What we 
don’t realize sometimes is that even though we don’t 
hear about the little things, they still exist. And they are 
terrorizing our fellow human beings. A turning point in 
my life was when I discovered one of them.

 In December, I went to the Philippines for my 
dad’s funeral. It was in a big city called Baguio. When 
I first went there, I was anxious because the Philippines 
was nothing like Canada. The last time I was there, I was 
still so young so I couldn’t really remember everything. 
But now that I’m older, I started to notice the things I 
didn’t really care about. I saw less fortunate people 
begging for money. I even had someone begging from 
me and I was so scared I ignored him. But I felt guilty 
after. Actually I felt kindness for every single poor person 
I saw. I thought to myself, “It sucks to be them.” But 
when I looked closely at some families there, they seemed 
really happy! It felt really good because even though they 
weren’t as rich as I’m used to, they’re really happy. They 
were grateful for what they had even though they didn’t 
have a lot. The kids over there helped their parents earn 
money so that they would have enough to provide for 
their families. The houses in the Philippines were really 
small and people just tried to find somewhere they could 
stay. There were people who begged for money because 
they had nothing. In Canada, we complain about stuff we 

don’t like and we forget that we are lucky to even have 
the stuff that we have. So it made me think for awhile; 
”Why is it that some people, even though they are really 
rich, still have tons of problems and worries, when these 
simple families in the Philippines can barely eat three 
meals a day, yet they live like they have everything they 
could ever want?” And so it made me wonder; does 
money really buy happiness?

It made me realize how fortunate I am to be living 
in such a great country like Canada. My parents always 
told me how lucky I was but I didn’t think about it until 
I experienced life in the Philippines. Before I went to the 
Philippines, I didn’t appreciate the things I had and I still 
wanted more. I never thought I had enough things and I 
always wanted to get the next new thing. After going to 
the Philippines and seeing how different their lives are, 
was when I changed about how I felt about my life. I 
learned to appreciate the things other people do for me. 
I was grateful for the things I had and I gave the things 
I didn’t need to my cousins in the Philippines. Now that 
I know better, I try not to complain about things when I 
can’t have it my way. Because when I think about how 
life is in the Philippines, I remember that some people 
don’t have a choice. And since this experience changed 
my outlook on life, this was my turning point.  

At the age of five, Joshua came to Canada from Singapore with his 
parents. He is active in a variety of sports and is a past member of the 
Calgary Broncos Atom football team. Joshua’s father encouraged a love 
of music by teaching him to play the bass guitar. Sadly, he lost his father 
to cancer in the summer of 2009. Joshua lovingly remembers the values 
his father taught and the inspiration he provided.  

Iris Espino
Honourable Mention

Calgary Catholic School District

Letting Go

During the summer of 2010, my siblings and I were 
losing hope of our grandfather’s ever coming to 
Canada. A few months before, around February, 

the paperwork for his visa and passport were finally 
done, and he was ready to come here. Unexpectedly, he 
was rushed to the hospital because he needed a blood 
transfusion. My grandfather went into surgery to have 
a tube inserted into his hand for the dialysis he needed. 
The doctor explained that my grandfather would need 
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to have dialysis every week. He was going in and out of 
the hospital to get blood transfusions and dialysis. My 
family thought the dialysis would help him get better, 
and it did, but only for a while. When my mom went 
home to spend time with him, she asked the doctor if 
my grandfather could handle traveling to Canada to visit 
us. The doctor replied that my grandfather was already 
weak, and wouldn’t be able to handle the stress of flying. 
His status never changed despite the medication given to 
him. There were times when we thought he was getting 
better, but it never lasted long.

We were surprised when we received a call from 
my uncle saying that my grandfather was rushed to the 
hospital, and he started having hallucinations. He was 
very weak from not sleeping for two days. After receiving 
my uncle’s phone call, we prayed the rosary every night, 
hoping that he’d be all right. My grandfather was 
scheduled for a lumbar puncture to remove fluid that 
was inside his lungs. The procedure was going well until 
they removed the needle from his spine. He went into 
cardiac arrest shortly after, and the doctors tried their 
best to revive him. My grandfather was dead for ten 
minutes before his heart started beating again. He was in 
a coma and was put on a ventilator to be able to breathe. 
My grandfather’s status still didn’t change after he was 
put on the ventilator.

My mom was debating whether to go home when 
my uncles called to tell us about a decision they’d made. 
They said that they’d been thinking about “pulling the 
plug.” If it was my grandfather’s time to go, we were 
only prolonging his pain. I cried my eyes out, trying not to 
imagine life without my grandfather. I was holding onto 
the small hope that my grandfather would get better. 
After a few days, we called the Philippines and said what 
we wanted to say to my grandfather. It was one of the 
hardest things I’ve ever done. I remember hoping that he 
heard me when I was talking to him.

After that call, I felt a bit lighter because the fact that 
he knew how much I’d miss him and that I love him very 
much, comforted me. During that time, I tried to look as 
happy as I could in school. I felt that if I told others, I’d 
just give them another thing to worry about. My mom 
was fixing her papers to go home, hoping she’d reach 
my grandfather before he died. I wasn’t ready to let go 
of my grandfather, despite knowing that he could go 
anytime.

It was Monday when my parents woke me up earlier 
than usual. My siblings and I were sitting on my bed 
waiting. We were told that my grandfather had passed 
away. Maybe I already accepted it, or I already used up 
all my tears, because I couldn’t seem to cry. It hurt, but 
I managed to get myself together before school. One 
person noticed my somber mood and for that I was 
thankful. My mom immediately booked a flight for 
Tuesday and packed only what was necessary. The next 
day, after dropping my mom off at the airport, was when 
I finally accepted losing my grandfather. He wouldn’t be 
at my eighteenth birthday, and see me graduate. I’d never 
see my grandfather again. At the same time, I thought 
about his being happy and not being in any pain. He was 
with my grandmother again. No matter where he was, as 
long as I did the right thing, he’d be proud of me. That 
thought helped me be happy for him.

Iris was born on Canada Day in Baguio City, Philippines. Today, she lives 
in Calgary, Alberta with her parents, brother and sister. She is a well-
rounded teenager with interests in music and drawing. Iris enjoys reading 
fan fiction, stories written by fans of the original work, rather than by 
the original creator. Her favourite school subjects are mathematics and 
science. Iris likes dogs and the colour blue.

Georgi Krastev
Honourable Mention

Calgary District School Board

Bulgaria to Canada

Bulgaria. It’s a country located in Europe, bordering 
on Greece, Yugoslavia, Turkey and Romania. It’s 
fairly unknown to most of the world. That’s where 

I was born.

The government is simply corrupt. There is no other 
way to describe it. Bulgaria has been in crisis for the past 
hundreds of years and still hasn’t come out of it. Without 
good pay the people there become selfish. They’re like 
bitter olives eaten directly from a tree.

If you’ve lived in Bulgaria you’d know that it’s a very 
harsh place. The people and even the animals are hostile, 
the streets are filthy – if you look around you’ll find 
garbage around the garbage container, but the most 
distressing thing about it, in my opinion, is the education.

When I lived in Bulgaria I was old enough to go to 
school and I had a very tough time there. Every school 
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day I ran past barred windows and obscene graffiti 
covering every available wall. No one would bother to 
clean it because it would reappear the next day alongside 
with another broken window. The old red-haired woman 
that was unjustly allowed to be our teacher would make 
us, the students, sit down. Then she would proceed to 
call us incompetent for half an hour and say that we’d 
never succeed in life for the other half. I remember 
sinking down in that tiny chair, built for such a tiny body. 
If someone questioned her authority she’d beat them 
to show them that “they should be more respectful.” 
It wasn’t a hardcore fight to the death, though – it was 
more of a spanking, pulling of hair, or “pinching until 
you’d yell” that filled the child’s soul with embarrassment 
and little by little eroded his self esteem. On top of 
that, the teacher would phone the child’s parents and 
encourage them to give their child a good beating too – 
which in most cases happened.

I remember kids, first graders, fighting each other 
during every recess of my school year. One of the fights 
resulted in both kids losing a legion of their teeth, being 
sent to the hospital and then getting scolded by the 
teachers when their legs were strong enough to bring 
them back. This was all due to the pressure and stress 
the kids experienced in school and how it follows them 
outside of school.

I lived in Bulgaria only until I was nine years old so I 
didn’t even finish grade two, but the memories are vivid. 
I remember how the teachers would pile up four hours 
of homework on us and expect us to finish it by the next 
day, to be able to read flawlessly, to add and subtract 
quickly and accurately, and to play sports masterfully. The 
only relief in my day-to-day schedule was English class, 
where the expectations we had to meet weren’t two or 
three times our height. Other than that it was obvious to 
anyone that the teachers expected far too much of my 
peers and me.

I recall sitting at my desk at home. It was midnight. 
I was crying and doing my language arts homework 
– crying because I wanted to go to sleep, doing my 
homework because I knew what awaited me if I didn’t. 
When I was about seven or eight years old I had developed 
this stress-related condition where I was always blinking 
with my right eye faster than my left and I always felt 
like I had to brush my ear with my shoulder every few 
minutes or else something bad would happen.

When I moved to Canada every single one of those 
feelings of distress and nervousness faded away. I felt 
like coming up and taking a deep breath after being 
drowned for hours. I no longer needed to touch my ear 
with my shoulder, nor did I need to blink super fast with 
one of my eyes. I felt much, much better. The only thing 
that remained was a funny walk that I had developed, 
where my right foot would slide to the side after every 
step I took, but that, too, faded away in time. I think that 
this sense of relief is the result of fewer expectations and 
pressures being put on me. Teachers made an impression 
on me as being very nice people. They didn’t permit 
themselves to hit me, pinch me or pull my hair nor did 
they think about such things. When I walked to school, 
I did so past beautiful gardens in front of enormous 
houses. The thing that surprised me the most was that 
there were no fences – the gardens themselves sort of 
served as fences. School no longer grabbed my hair and 
pulled me one way or another. My life changed for the 
better.

I learned quite a few things from my experiences 
in Bulgaria. Believe it or not one of them was respect. 
I learned to respect my mother, my teachers, my peers, 
and all of those around me. Now, the outcome might be 
good ... but what I had to go through to get there was 
definitely not worth it.

Georgi immigrated to Canada from Bulgaria at the age of nine. Georgi was 
afraid that staying in Bulgaria would result in homelessness. Georgi enjoys 
playing soccer and video games, surfing the internet and skateboarding.

Erika MacIsaac
Honourable Mention

Calgary Catholic School District

Forever Is Too Long

“The scars you can’t see are the hardest to heal.” 
~ Astrid Alauda

Have you ever wondered what it’s like to be a little 
girl growing up without a dad? A few years ago 
when I was ten years old, my world as I knew 

it, changed forever. It was a dark, rainy day and I was 
playing in my basement with my stepsister and my 
cousin waiting for my dad to come home from work. It 
had been two weeks since I had seen him because I was 
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at summer camp. I remember the exact moment when 
my life changed. My stepmom came running into the 
basement crying, looking for her sister. When I saw her 
and my stepbrother I knew something was wrong. They 
were both crying. I was so perplexed; no one was telling 
me what was going on. My stepbrother blurted out that 
my dad had been in an accident. My heart stopped. My 
stepmom looked me in the eye and told me that my dad 
was in an accident, and she didn’t have any other details. 
The look in her eyes made me feel like he wasn’t okay. I 
had that tingly feeling in my stomach and my heart just 
knew something was wrong.

I remember watching my stepmom and her sister 
drive away from the house leaving for the hospital. As we 
waited for the call from my stepmom, I watched out the 
window. Every drop of rain hit the ground like the tears 
falling from my face. All the memories of my dad and I 
were flooding through my head. I had called my mom 
and told her what had happened and she was shaken 
up inside from the traumatizing news. She and my father 
weren’t very close but I knew she still cared about him. 
She told me it would all be okay but I knew deep down 
there was little hope.

About an hour later my step mom called my babysitter 
to say she had to bring us to the hospital immediately to 
say our final goodbyes to my dad. We all drove to the 
hospital, all of us kids were in the back of the car; crying. 
I felt that every moment that passed, I was losing a part 
of me. I was afraid of coming face to face with the worst 
thing that had ever happened to me. For most of the car 
ride I thought about what everyone was telling me, “He 
will be okay.” I just didn’t believe it.

When we arrived at the hospital a lot of my family 
members were there, which was very overwhelming. 
Everyone was staring at me; that’s when I wanted to be 
invisible. The doctor came out and told us that my dad had 
died. People were saying that they were so sorry but that 
everything would be okay. I didn’t believe that my dad 
had died. I wouldn’t believe it. My heart was shattered, I 
was completely numb, and I wanted to be isolated from 
everyone and everything that was happening. My whole 
world came crumbling down around me. August 11, 
2007, my dad died in a motorcycle accident.

A few weeks after his death I started to feel like 
myself, but not the old me. I had then become clearer 
on the concept between life and death and I knew that 
people shouldn’t take things for granted. I learned that 

in just the blink of an eye everything could be gone and 
your life could be forever changed. Everyone says that he 
will always be in my heart and that he is watching over 
me each and every day. This is the one thing I do believe!

Grade 9 student Erika moved to Calgary last year from Fort McMurray, 
Alta. She participates in extra-curricular sport activities such as volleyball, 
basketball and flag football. Erika recently performed in the school 
musical. She is looking forward to the start of senior high school this fall 
and the many opportunities it will bring.

Joy Pan
Honourable Mention

Calgary Catholic School District

Trials and Tribulations

Looking back at my elementary school life, I can say 
it wasn’t as difficult as I thought it was. Although 
my parents worked frequently and life at home was 

chaotic, dealing with friends and school work was the 
most burdensome task. Eventually, junior high started 
and everything seemed to endlessly upset me. The 
stress brought me to tears every day and I knew that 
the people who observed me crying were growing tired 
of it. Negative thoughts would grasp my thoughts and 
overwhelm me to the point where it was unbearable.

Feeling hopeless, I decided to tell the people 
whom I trusted very much – my friends. They were 
very supportive  and compassionate but as time went 
by they became very secretive and quiet. Their actions 
and my feelings brought me to isolate myself and solely 
endure the situation. Reminiscing on that moment, 
I have realized that it was a very foolish decision. The 
more the situations became tougher, the more I became 
demoralized. For a while, I was an emotional wreck. 
Adding to the stress was the fact that I had a boyfriend. 
He had been very supportive but the more I felt like I 
was suffering, the more he drifted away. Then one day, 
our communication stopped and I learned that he lost 
his feelings for me because I was always in tears. I spent 
the next few days with the counsellor, and she told me 
to stand strong because life would get better. No matter 
what she said, I debilitated myself and I focused on the 
past.

A week later, I decided to take what my ex-boyfriend 
had said about me into account. During school, I would 
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always seem happy; but then again, not everything is 
what it seems. When I was at home, I would end up 
locking myself in my room and engulf myself in music 
and tears. My parents’ stress affected me and my siblings, 
and every day I faced the fear of my parents separating. 
The more my parents fought, the more I felt angry with 
God. It had been so complicated and hectic for me that I 
thought about suicide more than once. At that moment, 
loneliness and depression seemed to be my only friends. 
The pain, isolation and anger led to me questioning my 
belief in God.

Suddenly my doubt in God was challenged when 
my parents decided to go to a different church with a 
benevolent youth service. This church held a youth retreat 
and my parents were glad to let me go. When I got there, 
I automatically felt homesick, and I had the sense of not 
belonging there; although as soon as dinner started I 
began to feel better. I felt the need to learn more about 
God and to know what He would have in store for me. 
On the second day of camp, we had a special sermon 
before campfire. Our pastor, Dean, told us that no one 
should ever feel like God despises them, even though 
they have done wrong. Dean wanted to make our faith 
and bond with God stronger. Also, he told us that the 
faults that arrive in our lives aren’t what God wanted 
but it came anyways because of the decisions that the 
people around us had made. On that same day, I felt 
hopeful and as if my life had made sense. When I made 
the decision of going back to God, I felt my burdens lift 
and I was thankful.

Ever since then, I knew that even though times are 
hard, God would still be with me no matter what, and 
it would get better one day. Although there were still 
times when I almost lost faith in God, I knew that I had 
to be strong and have faith in Him as well as in me. Now, 
I despise the thought of any self-inflicted pain for I know 
that there is more in store for me but for the time being, 
I would have to go through whatever has been thrown 
my way and just keep my faith in God.

Joy is the middle child in a music-oriented family with both a younger 
and an older sibling. She plays three instruments, the flute, piano and the 
violin. Joy is a proud fan of Harry Potter, Phineas and Ferb. Her friends 
describe her as loving and outgoing with a sweet disposition. Joy enjoys 
spending time with friends and reading. She loves confections, especially 
chocolate!

Clodith Tabacla
Honourable Mention

Calgary Catholic School District

Raise Your Voice

It wasn’t too long ago that I got over one of my 
biggest fears. Truth is, I have stage fright, or should I 
say, I had stage fright. I used to hate performing and 

speaking in public until I was forced to do something 
which showed me what I was capable of doing.

“Theresa!” I turned around to see who was calling 
me. It was Destiny. She always got to school earlier than I.

“What’s up?” I replied.

“Guess who’s performing in tomorrow’s talent 
show?! YOU ARE!” she yelled at me. I stood there 
speechless. She knew how much I hated performing. 
After all, she was my best friend, so she should know.

“How did that happen? I didn’t sign up.” I argued.

“I know, but I think you would do great. You have a 
beautiful voice.” Destiny explained. We argued back and 
forth until the first bell rang. I gave up and told her that 
I’d look into it.

It bugged me all day. I couldn’t shoot a free throw in 
gym class and I couldn’t solve a simple math equation. 
Deep inside, I did want to do the show. I like my voice. 
On the other hand, I don’t take criticism very well. I know 
there is always room for improvement, but I guess I’m 
just too sensitive. I also don’t sing for anyone else but to 
myself and Destiny. I’m not very open to people. I’m a 
shy person.

Last period ended and I caught up with Destiny at 
her locker. “What if I freeze up and forget the lyrics? I’ll 
humiliate myself. I’ll be the laughing stock of the whole 
school.” I ranted.

“What are you … ? OH! The talent show? Theresa, 
I believe in you. I wouldn’t have signed you up if I didn’t 
think you could do it. The school would be crazy not to 
love your voice.” Destiny tried to encourage me. I smiled 
and gave her a hug. We walked home together that day.

Destiny and I have been friends for about four years. 
In that period of time, I’ve come to know her well and 
she knows me. We’re inseparable now. At times like 
this, without her help, I would be a huge mess. She 
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– Michael Jordan, basketball player
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encourages me when I’m feeling hopeless. She’s the 
sister I’ve always wanted to have.

The next morning, I hummed my song while walking 
to school. “Good morning Best. Are you ready?” Destiny 
greeted me.

“I think so. It’s happening first thing this morning 
right?” I asked.

“You got it,” she told me. I sighed deeply. She looked 
me in the eyes and she saw the worried look I gave her 
back.

“Let me tell you something. Once you get on that 
stage, look at me. Imagine that you’re singing only to 
me.” She comforted me. She gave me that warm smile 
and I felt so much better.

“All students down to the gym, please.” the principal 
announced. I watched as the gym filled. My heart was 
racing while my song played in the back of my head. 

My name was called and that was my cue to get on the 
stage.

“I can’t do it … ” I thought to myself. “Not with all 
these people staring at me … ” Destiny’s words popped 
into my mind so I took a deep breath and waited until 
they played my song. Surprisingly, sound came out of 
my mouth when my song started. My voice started to 
fade into nothing so I searched for Destiny in the crowd. 
My eyes met hers and suddenly I got a boost of energy. 
I sang my heart out. Hearing the crowd cheering made 
me feel even more confident. My song ended and it was 
like a load had been lifted off my shoulders. I felt great. 
To be honest, if I had a chance to do it again, I would. It 
took time, but I finally conquered my fear.

Born in Saudi Arabia, Clodith currently lives in Calgary, with her parents 
and three younger sisters. She enjoys music, playing the alto saxophone 
and singing. Clodith is fascinated with Ilamas, alpacas, the colour green 
and DC Comics hero, The Flash. She is very responsible and displays great 
leadership qualities but she does not care for cats.

Shelby Schiffner
First Place

Calgary District School Board

Time to Say Goodbye

With my bags packed and ready to go, I sat, leaning 
over the back of the couch. I stared down at the 
road through the big pane of glass anticipating 

when the car was going to come rolling around the 
corner. It felt as if my eyes were going to burn a hole right 
through the glass. I hadn’t dared to blink, or look away 

as I was certain if I did I was going to miss her. I waited 
for countless hours; it had gone from light to dark. In 
my heart I felt she was going to come, thought she was 
going to come. But in the back of my head I knew it was 
only hope. All I had left was that longing hope I was 
still hanging onto. My stiffened, excited body started to 
relax as I sank into the couch. My eyes had become so 
dry, I didn’t think I could blink, let alone unfocus my eyes 
from the smear on the glass. I had given up. The feeling 
of being let down once again suddenly rushed over my 
body. My heart dropped into my stomach and felt so 
heavy I thought I may just throw up. I was incapable of 
moving. My whole body was numb. Nothing seemed 
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to move except for the tears rolling down my face after 
each blink. I couldn’t even move to wipe away the tears. 
She wasn’t coming. After all I knew she wasn’t going to, 
but the fact that she didn’t turned my life upside down. 
It was time. Enough sitting around and waiting, listening 
to the echoes of each ring that was never going to be 
answered. No more broken promises or letting myself 
down. Promises were made, tears were lost, and phone 
calls were ignored. I had to say goodbye.

At fourteen I found myself completely on my own. 
Although I wasn’t prepared for life without her, I began 
to realise I was becoming more and more like her. Like 
the woman who left me behind. The memory of her 
abandonment had been haunting me and I was making 
the same decisions as she was. I did not want to be like 
her and I did not want to choose drugs over my family. 
This realisation was like a slap in the face. It was time 
to change and time to leave her and those memories 
behind. It was the best thing I could have done for myself.

Three years later my grandmother received a phone 
call. I can remember this day like it was yesterday. I was 
sitting in my bedroom watching TV and I overheard my 
grandmother speaking on the phone. “Well, you need 
to stop doing that s**t, get a job and shape up!” I 
couldn’t help but wonder who was on the other end of 
the phone. I turned the volume way down until it was 
almost completely silent. I eavesdropped on the rest 
of the conversation. After a few more sentences were 
heard I knew who it was for sure. It was her. I jumped out 
of bed and darted to the living room before she ended 
the conversation. “Is that her!?” I was surprised I was 
capable of saying those few words. My throat tightened 
and my body was frozen. “She wants to talk to you,” 
my grandmother said in a sighing voice as she handed 
me the phone. The sound of her voice made me burst 
into tears. She was arrested and had been put into jail 
facing many charges. She was caught riding in a stolen 
truck with drugs, stolen property, and firearms. She even 
made it into the newspaper. She was calling to ask my 
grandma for some money for food in jail. She told us 
that she wanted to stop the drugs and she begged to 
come home. 

A couple of weeks later I had the opportunity to 
visit her and I couldn’t give the opportunity up. It was 
one of the scariest things I have ever done. We were 
trapped between two thick doors, jumping at the loud 
sound of them slamming and locking behind us. We 

had to stand and wait for a security guard to escort us. 
We were assigned a booth number. We sat anticipating 
when they were going to let the inmates through to see 
their friends and family. We sat on a cold, steel stool that 
was bolted to the concrete floor. Looking through the 
glass searching for her, I was wondering which door she 
was going to come through. The place was dirty and 
very intimidating. Finally the prisoners entered the room 
all wearing white. White pants and a white button up 
shirt with white velcro shoes. The way she looked behind 
that glass was indescribable; her face was wrinkled and 
droopy. She had missing teeth; she looked like I have 
never seen her before. She looked absolutely horrible. 
You couldn’t hear anything through the glass; we had to 
talk to her through the attached phone. Her voice was 
so raspy and untuned. The moment our hands met one 
another on each side of the glass, the rushing feeling of 
my heart dropping made me burst into tears. I felt like 
I didn’t even know who she was; she was a stranger to 
me. But in reality she was my mother. It had been too 
late though, I had already said goodbye.

Currently finishing high school, 19-year-old Shelby has lived in Calgary all 
of her life. After graduation she intends to enroll at SAIT Polytechnic with 
the hope of becoming an ultrasound technician. Shelby is an incredibly 
proud and devoted mother to 13-month-old daughter, Savannah.

Kristin Bouthot
Second Place

Calgary District School Board

A Gift of Change

My daughter: Ivory skin, plump lips, ten fingers 
and ten toes. She was the perfect baby, my heart 
melted when I held her, watching her open her 

eyes and looking into mine with such a strong power. 
I vibrated with happiness and overflowed with joy and 
success. 

I was a typical teenager who experimented with 
alcohol and drugs. I thought I was always right and never 
wanted to listen to my parents. I was not interested in 
school or my future; I didn’t care if I worked at a low 
income job forever. I was in bad places a lot, hopping 
from house to house and not having a stable upbringing. 
I burned a lot of bridges and disappointed the people 
closest to me. When I finally moved to Calgary I thought 



86 Turning Points: Winning Essays 2011

Calgary winners

I had my life figured out, I had a stable home, a good 
job and I was going to school. School didn’t last long, 
I dropped out and the online courses proved to be too 
difficult to do on my own. I decided to get a job at a 
café near the local mall and that’s when I met the person 
who would change my life and show me how to care for 
myself and loved ones. 

Hung is a kind and caring person; he is everything a 
girl would want in a relationship and I am blessed to have 
met him. He listens to me, talks to me and is thoughtful. 
In my eyes he is the handsomest man I have ever seen. 
He is perfect in my eyes and nothing he can do will ever 
take away that feeling. I began to feel myself falling for 
him; I was falling so fast I’m surprised I didn’t hit the 
ground already. I knew that I wanted to be with him and 
start a future together. It was almost like destiny the way 
things played out. After living together and making plans 
for our future I found out that I was carrying a bundle of 
joy and that soon she would be born. Hung and I were 
thrilled at the idea of having a baby girl and I couldn’t be 
happier with how things turned out.

I remember focusing on the doctor telling me to 
push; it was the shortest twenty-three minutes of my 
life. It went by so fast and I was just so excited for the 
moment I would see my beautiful baby girl. They wiped 
her down and handed her to me. I wept as soon as she 
was in my arms and I remember repeating, “Isn’t she 
beautiful? Isn’t she perfect?” As Hung picked her up for 
the first time you could see the sunlight reflected in the 
tears as they rolled down his rosy cheeks. I knew from 
the first time Bailey grasped my finger that I would do 
whatever I could to support her in life. As her eyes met 
mine I could feel my heart grow with warmth and love. 
It is a moment in my life I will never forget. For the first 
little bit of being home alone with no one except Hung, 
I was a little nervous and didn’t know how everything 
would turn out. As days passed and I became more 
confident with how things were going I came to love 
being a mother and helping my baby learn new things. 
As she was learning to grow, I was learning to become 
a mother. 

Bailey has changed my life so much and I feel whole 
when I’m with her. She has taught me to be more loving 
and patient and I now realize how wonderful my life is. 
Bailey taught me how to be playful and more imaginative. 
I can step out of the box, and instead of worrying about 
being a “cool” teenager, I can focus on being a mother, 

a playmate, and a teacher. I will show her how to enjoy 
life to the fullest. I am more determined than ever to 
go to post-secondary school and get a career that will 
allow me to give her the best things for her future. I have 
watched myself change in front of the mirror and I see 
how much I have matured. I have changed from being 
a typical teenager to a wonderful mother who wants 
to be in every memory my child has. I have opened my 
horizons and allowed myself to grow along with Bailey as 
she is growing with me. This was a gift that changed me 
for the better and made me a more determined, kinder, 
loving person.

My daughter is now eight months old and as she 
keeps growing we will be blessed with many first 
memories. Her first steps, first words, first birthday, first 
day of school, first A, first F, first sleep over, first boyfriend 
and first graduation. She will always be my little bumble 
bee.

Eighteen-year-old Kristin is the proud mother of nine month old 
daughter, Bailey-Mae. Originally from Prince Rupert, B.C., she now calls 
Calgary home. Kristin is a determined, hardworking student dedicated 
to achieving her academic goals. She hopes to pursue a career as an 
ultrasound technician through studies at SAIT Polytechnic. 

Lucille Codd
Third Place

Calgary District School Board

Every Line

I sit back against the white, sandstone wall outside the 
bar, as the adrenalin gets ready to kick in through my 
blood and I sway with happiness. I digest the herbal 

opium, and the more I took, the more I felt above the 
world, running through the green field behind a high 
school. The next thing I knew, my vision was spinning 
around and around, like fast moving gravel passing 
below my feet and I knew my eyes directed me toward a 
small shelter, the only place I felt comfortably alone away 
from my mom and her so-called boyfriend fighting all 
the time. I woke up, vomiting in the midnight air. My ex 
had disappeared to the store to grab something for me 
to eat. I realized what happened during that spinning 
moment. I now remember flashes of my art book being 
thrown into the air across the field. I had attacked my ex 
for using my art book as a threat for me not to leave him.
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Art is something I love and I cherish each design as 
each line connects to another forming a story to look at, 
to see in another perspective. I only look at old artwork 
and the artwork of people who I know love to share with 
others and help others who wish to follow those dreams. 
I prefer not to look at artwork of people who brush the 
art dreamers off their shoulders. 

As I ran away back home with my artwork, I found 
out my pet, Shadow, had died. I felt so guilty, because I 
had not taken care of him and every day I wish he would 
come back. I wasn’t sure if I could go see Shadow at 
his grave, I felt I should be punished for not being there 
for him. Once again, I surrounded myself with people 
whom you call “stoners.” Smoking the herbal substance, 
I looked around me. All I could hear was either techno 
music or Super Mario stuck in my head.

After a couple of years of being on marijuana, I 
progressed to using ecstasy and then to painkillers. Both 
were my numb starter; I didn’t know why I was always 
feeling so down or mindless all the time. I continued to 
be only on painkillers, experiencing the tingling feeling 
all over my skin, not the crawling under the skin kind 
of feeling, just buzzing. My mind was also tingling as if 
electricity was running above me. Overtime I would get 
restless, and couldn’t understand what the others were 
saying.

That same day I felt hungry. The more I ate, the more 
I became sober, realizing it was too fast to be sober. I 
knew in that moment I had to quit drugs right away, 
knowing what was about to happen to me. I was thrilled, 
yet scared at the same time, and began to embrace it. I 
looked in the mirror and looked at my stomach. No bump 
yet. Finally, I came to a sense of feeling that I never really 
loved that person and that I was sick and tired of the 
cycle I was going through over and over, never finding 
happiness with a person who knew almost everything 
about me and would push my buttons whenever he had 
the chance. The motivation to get away from him and 
to start on my own was that I found out I was pregnant. 
My mom was helping me, too, she had found a new 
boyfriend and a place so much bigger than the small 
space crowded in random stuff found outside.

Being aware of what I was eating, I slowly quit 
smoking as I couldn’t stand the stench anymore. I began 
collecting baby clothing, and ultrasound pictures without 
knowing whether my baby was going to be a girl or boy, 
and then I waited for labour. 

As months went by, I slowly started picking up the 
broken pieces of glass that formed my fragile heart, 
realizing it was pricking my fingers if I picked it up the 
wrong way. 

By the time I met my son, I had found all the broken 
glass that formed my heart shaping a new shining glass. 
You never realize how much you can love a baby until you 
are willing to open your heart. My son is my motivation 
and he helps me keep going up the hill. Even if I fall and 
roll down the hill, I will be able to catch the strong twigs 
on the edge of the cliff. I don’t want to give up. I will pull 
myself up and keep going up the hill.

I also met a man who changed my perspective of 
love. He pulled me onto a roller-coaster, and as I go 
down the tallest roller-coaster ride, I laugh and my eyes 
shine in happiness. I can’t explain how much love I have 
developed for two amazing people who show me the 
brightest sun. The word “love” can’t explain the big 
steps or how many times my heart skips or how hard my 
heart thumps without exploding.

I have learned that no matter how far you get behind 
in life, you can make it ahead in a flash. When you have 
patience, you can get all the things you want in life. When 
you learn to embrace the dark side of yourself with the 
demon inside of you, you can still control your feelings, 
actions and mind. When you look at whatever situation 
people are in, some can be emotionally strong and will 
get over things in unique ways. If these people realize 
that it is really them pushing themselves up that hill, then 
maybe they can see the bright shining sun and beautiful 
pink, purple, and yellow of the dawn. The cool breeze 
of fresh air signals a fresh start and a positive outcome.

Currently completing high school in Calgary, 18-year-old Lucille is the 
proud mother of 15-month-old son, Phoenix. She is passionate about art 
and would one day like to become a tattoo artist, painter, poet and short 
story author. Lucille dreams of travelling the world and exploring ancient 
history. She is very thankful for all of the support she has received from 
her mother, her son and her fiancé.
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“The pen is the tongue of the mind.”  
–  Miguel de Cerrantes,  

Spanish playwright & poet 
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Melissa Circelli
First Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

The Only One

October 27, 2008 was a normal day. Mom went to 
work, my brother Carlo and I went to school, and 
dad went hunting. Dad had epilepsy, he couldn’t 

work or drive, and his absolute favourite things to do 
were hunting and fishing.

It was a sunny day and the leaves were turning bright 
reds and oranges, as I walked home from school. Mom 
would be home soon, and if dad caught something 
today he would be a late. When it was time for bed, 
dad still wasn’t home. I remember looking at my clock; 
the bright red numbers said 9:11 p.m., and I got a very 
uneasy feeling in my stomach, just like when you’re on a 
roller-coaster and you’re about to drop. 

By eleven o’clock dad still hadn’t arrived. I would 
fall asleep for five minutes, and wake up again. All of a 
sudden I heard three loud powerful knocks on the front 
door. I froze in my bed. I could not move a bone in my 
body. Then I heard a voice that sounded just like dad’s 
hunting partner. Was dad finally home? 

Unfortunately, it was not dad, or his hunting partner. 
It was two police officers, one who said, “Do you have 
any family you could call?” My mom just replied with 
sobs. The police officers gave their condolences and left. 
I jumped out of bed, and ran into my mom’s arms. We 
just cried and held each other. She didn’t even have to 
tell me what had happened. At this point I knew my 
dad was never coming home. He’d had a seizure while 

hunting. It really didn’t feel real. I watched as mom made 
the call to my nonna and nonno, my dad’s parents, the 
call she never thought she would have to make.

The next morning mom tip-toed to Carlo’s room to 
deliver the news. He started crying, and I ran to him. The 
three of us hugged and cried. After, we prepared for the 
long and tough day ahead of us. We went over to my 
nonna’s, and it was just like it was every other time: the 
smell of fresh homemade spaghetti sauce. Except this 
time we felt a strong tension and heavy sadness in the 
house. I really felt like it was a dream.

Before I knew it we were pulling into the parking 
lot of the funeral home. I was afraid to see my dad. The 
funeral director led us down the long narrow hall. The 
walls were an ugly salmon colour and the little lights 
on the wall were dim. The place had a smell that was 
indescribable, I hated it. It was not a place where I wanted 
to be, but I really wanted to see my dad. We slowly made 
our way up to the casket, and there he was. He looked 
very peaceful, and it made me happy to think that he 
was in a better place. I had never seen a dead body 
before, let alone touch one. I slowly put my hand on his 
stone cold face. I tried to be strong, but at that moment, 
it all hit me at once. I knew dad would never be there to 
tuck me in at night, or go to my soccer games and cheer 
me on. I felt my eyes filling up with tears which then 
streamed down my cheeks. At that point I really didn’t 
feel anything; I was numb. I just wanted my dad to tell 
me everything would be okay. I just wanted everything 
to be normal.

It’s been three years since my dad passed away 
and there is not a day that goes by that I don’t think 
about him. My dad was amazing, and I always looked 
up to him. Life gave him a lot of challenges, but he got 
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through them. He would never let anything hold him 
back, and he did the things he enjoyed the most. I have 
learned a tough lesson at a young age: never take family 
for granted. My dad is my hero, and I will never forget 
the impact he made on my life in the short time we spent 
together. 

Fifteen-year-old Melissa was born and raised in Sudbury, Ont. She lives 
with her mom and younger brother, Carlo. Melissa likes various sport 
activities, especially soccer, and getting together with friends. Her 
favourite academic subject is English and she enjoys going to school. 
Melissa plans on attending university with the hope of becoming a police 
officer. Melissa would like to serve her community and make a difference 
in the lives of others. 

Jenny Daoust
Second Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

My Flesh Eating Monster

Sitting on the hard cold metal chair was like sitting 
on a sheet of ice. I sat waiting for the nurse to call 
my name. I remember being nervous wondering if 

this MRI would show anything different but somehow 
knowing it would be the same as the dozen or so tests 
I had done before. Finally, the nurse called my name; as 
a small crowd – my family and I – all got up at once and 
slowly started walking towards the doctor’s office. When 
we were all seated, the doctor told us what we already 
knew: I had two swollen ankles the size of footballs. No 
one knew why. No one knew how. 

I was only ten when it all started but I was eleven 
when it became dangerous. I became very tired, I lost 
more than ten pounds, and I couldn’t eat. I had high 
fevers at night, low ones during the day. My ankles were 
extremely swollen, and they were various shades of blue, 
black, and purple. Test after test, doctor after doctor, no 
one in Sudbury knew what was wrong with me. Some 
doctors even told me that there was nothing wrong with 
me. Finally I was sent to Ottawa’s Children’s Hospital of 
Eastern Ontario. On the first visit a doctor named Dr. 
Roth was assigned to me. He took one look at my ankles 
and guessed that I had a condition called scleroderma 
morphea. The doctors like to say it’s an autoimmune 
disorder that involves changes in the skin, blood vessels, 
muscles, and internal organs. I like to say scleroderma is a 

flesh eating monster. I was “lucky” and ended up having 
localized scleroderma which affects only the hands, face, 
or ankles.

At first, being diagnosed with scleroderma felt like a 
giant weight was lifted from my shoulders. I was insanely 
relieved that Dr. Roth had seen a similar case to mine in 
Germany, because if he hadn’t then no one would have 
known how to cure what I had. But I was also terrified 
of this unknown disease, thinking it was the worst 
possible thing that could happen to me. I sat crying on 
the examination table, waiting to be told that they were 
wrong and I didn’t have something called ‘scleroderma,’ 
that they still didn’t know for sure what I had.

Later, once the disorder was confirmed, I came to 
realize that scleroderma wasn’t so bad. I also realized that 
it’s nothing to cry about and I shouldn’t be sad over the 
fact that I have it. Compared to so many other children 
that were in the hospital, I had it better than most. While 
the treatment could take months, if not years, there was 
a treatment. I wouldn’t always suffer the symptoms that 
kept me isolated from my friends at school and all the 
things I loved to do. 

In the years I’ve known Dr. Roth he’s become my 
hero. If he didn’t have an answer to my questions he 
would find someone who did. He had an explanation for 
everything. He helped me become better when no one 
else could. I owe him so much for what he’s done for 
my family and me. Often I wish in some way there was a 
great enough gift I could give him, to show him that he’s 
my hero and that I’m thankful he’s my doctor.

I have no idea what my future holds, but I’m told my 
condition can come back anytime, that it doesn’t matter 
if we’ve treated it. It can come back today, tomorrow, or 
ten years from now. I hope my future doesn’t consist of 
treatments and medical tests. I hope that in my future I’m 
stronger than I’ve ever been before. I don’t want to feel 
terrified of the unknown, or relieved that they found the 
right medication. I want to live a normal life that doesn’t 
involve doctors or hospitals. Since I was ten I’ve realized 
I’m different than other people, but in the future I want 
to feel as if I’m not different from them. As if I’m the 
same. As if I don’t have something called scleroderma. 

Born in Sudbury, Ont., 14-year-old Jenny lives with her parents and sister. 
Her interests include reading, playing musical instruments and spending 
time with friends. Jenny plans to continue growing as a writer in the 
years to come. She would like to thank everyone who has supported her, 
especially the amazing Dr. Roth who helped her when no one else could. 
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Cassandra Durand
Third Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

When I Became Me!

Woke up yet another morning with that feeling in 
my stomach. Not nerves. Scared. Scared of what 
might happen today at school. I was becoming 

weary of mustering up the strength to put on the tough 
act. The act where I pretend I can’t be bothered by them. 
Having to pretend that the words they say don’t hurt 
me, the things they do don’t hurt me, when really all I 
want to do is put on a coat that makes me invisible. If I 
were invisible, how could they possibly bully me? They 
wouldn’t even know I was there. I could actually go to 
school and focus on the academics for the first time in a 
long time.

Being able to attend Marymount Academy was 
a huge blessing for me. Words will never describe 
how pleased I was when I received a letter in the mail 
notifying my family and me, that I had been accepted. I 
didn’t know a single soul at Marymount. This was good. 
It meant a fresh start, a clean slate. Hopefully I wouldn’t 
be bullied at my new school. Most people would be a 
nervous wreck on the first day of school, especially if 
they didn’t know anyone there. I, on the other hand, 
was ecstatic to begin a new chapter in my life.

Prior to attending Marymount, I remember constantly 
thinking to myself, “I’m going to be all alone for the rest 
of my life. I am never going to have any friends.” Since 
day one at Marymount Academy, that feeling of being 
alone has disappeared. As time passed and I still was not 
being bullied, I was finally happy. With each day I made 
an increasing number of friends. I was overwhelmed with 
joy. I cherished each new relationship. Knowing that my 
friends are always there for support makes me so happy. 
Being in the predicament where people are fighting over 
who is going to get stuck with you is awkward and sad, 
to say the least. However, having people fighting over 
who gets to be with you, feels like a triumph to someone 
who thought she would never have one friend. I honour 
every friendship I’ve made.

Although I began singing at the school I previously 
attended, it’s in the time that I’ve been enrolled at 

Marymount that I’ve gone so much further with my talent. 
Many of the amazing friends I met at Marymount have 
pushed me to do so much. Without them, I don’t think 
I’d ever be where I am today as far as my singing “career” 
goes. It was a select few “Regals” that encouraged me to 
audition for a show with the local theatre company. It is a 
result of the confidence boost and encouragement that I 
have received from my family and friends that pushed me 
to audition for my first theatre production. The support 
of my friends and family pushed me to strive for what 
my heart wanted. Now I’m growing and learning within 
the theatre. I’ve been invited to sing for functions such 
as Christmas Eve mass.

Whenever I’m around people who know about the 
bullying that I went through at my old school, they 
mention how much I’ve changed for the better since the 
switch to Marymount Academy. I’m told that I’ve become 
a much more confident person. Confidence is everything, 
I believe. It is confidence that helped me to “come out of 
my shell” and be able to socialise with people, allowing 
me to meet more friends. It’s confidence that led me to 
begin to audition for theatre productions. If I had never 
made the choice or been given the opportunity to go 
to Marymount Academy, I’d probably be a completely 
different person than I am now. Going to Marymount 
and being accepted is when I became me.

Each new day at Marymount Academy makes me a 
stronger and more confident person. I am lucky to be 
surrounded by trusted friends and educators who have 
a positive effect on me. I welcome the day that nothing 
stands in my way.

Cassandra is proud to be a Grade 9 student and she loves every minute 
of it. In her spare time she enjoys singing, acting and volunteering at the 
community theatre. Cassandra plans to attend university and become a 
teacher. Her personal experience with bullying will help Cassandra educate 
her future students on the effects it has and the isolation it can lead to. 

Kayla McDonald
Fourth Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

My One Birthday Wish

We all knew it was happening fast. Way too fast. I 
was losing my godmother, my mom was losing 
her sister, and my grandma was losing her 
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daughter. She had fought cancer for 11 years and now 
the cancer was winning.

At nine years old it was hard to understand that 
the lady I spent Christmas, Easter and birthdays with 
wouldn’t be there anymore. Usually she would get sick 
then go for treatment and be okay again, but this time 
was different. My mom said she was going to something 
called a hospice and she was getting worse. My birthday 
was coming up, and when my parents asked me what I 
wanted I simply told them that all I wanted this year was 
to go see Aunt Louise. And of course they said yes.

About a week before my birthday we headed to 
Edmonton to spend the day with Aunt Louise. I remember 
my mom explaining to me that where we were going 
was basically where people went when they were about 
to pass away. I was scared but happy all at the same time 
because I was going to visit one of my favourite people 
in the world. I don’t remember getting there or trying to 
find the room or even what this place looked like. What 
I do remember is seeing my aunt sitting in a chair by 
the window, not really recognizing me and not saying 
a word. This woman whom I looked up to my entire life 
didn’t know who I was, but for some reason I was ok 
with it.

In the hall by Aunt Louise’s room was a cage holding 
many little yellow baby chicks. As my sister and I got 
closer they started peeping this cute little high pitched 
sound that just made us smile, and they bobbed up and 
down. They were so cute and the top of the cage was 
open so we both grabbed one and played with them as 
they squirmed in our hands. All of a sudden I got the idea 
to bring one to my aunt; and maybe it would cheer her 
up and lighten the mood. When I walked into the room 
with that little yellow chick in my hand, her eyes instantly 
widened and locked on it. I placed it in her hands and she 
held it, her eyes glimmering as if everything was okay, 
that we weren’t in a hospice and she didn’t have cancer 
and that everything was normal as it should have been. 

This moment changed my life forever. I know I 
certainly did not see her at her best on that day, and 
she did not say anything, but that moment taught me a 
lot. It taught me that you can’t take life for granted, you 
can find happiness in even the smallest thing and actions 
speak louder than words.

Aunt Louise died about one month after we went to 
see her. My family and I were in B.C. on a vacation and 
that specific day it rained and then stopped, and rained 

and stopped all day long. We got the call during dinner, 
and when my mom told me, I wasn’t hungry anymore. 
It felt as if someone had punched me in the stomach 
and then in the face. At the end of that day we all went 
outside to get some air, and off in the distance was a 
rainbow and streams of sunlight through the clouds, and 
I knew Aunt Louise was in heaven and going to be okay. 
She has inspired me to be a better person and if I am half 
the person she was, I’ll be happy.

It’s funny that it’s the chick moment that stuck in my 
mind forever. A chick can represent many things as well. 
Chicks remind me of happiness, peace, and sunshine and 
those words best describe Aunt Louise.

Fifteen-year-old Kayla lives with her mom, dad and sister, Sonia. She was 
born in Mississauga, Ont., but now calls Sudbury home. In her spare time 
Kayla likes to play different sports and spend time with friends. English is 
her favourite school subject. Kayla plans to attend university and pursue 
a career in law. 

Vanessa Bulfon
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

My Home Away From Home

I still remember packing pretty much all of the clothes 
I owned into a large hockey bag, weeks before I even 
had to get onto that school bus all alone. When I did, 

I got up extra early, too giddy to sleep, and hopped right 
out of bed. It was a gorgeous day and I was too excited to 
put into words how I felt about going to Camp Falcona. 
I pulled into the Lily Creek parking lot alone, going to a 
place I have never been, with completely new people. I 
came back to that same parking lot one week later with 
a handful of best friends, a memory jam-packed ready to 
explode, and the biggest smile stretched across my face 
from cheek to cheek. It felt like I had gone into a foreign 
country, made friends, and become president. That was 
my very first year at Falcona and I can honestly say I am 
the happiest when I’m there.

My first year at Falcona was in the summer of ‘07. 
Needless to say I have been back every year with the 
same best friends I met on my very first day at Falcona. 
Naturally, over the years, some of us grew apart, some of 
us stayed the same, and some of us changed completely. 
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As the famous saying goes, “When one door closes, 
another window opens.” I went back in the summer 
of 2010 with someone who at first was just my friend’s 
sister, but she later on became my best friend. I saw a 
quote online that said, “When you’re too scared to look 
ahead, and it hurts to look back, you can look beside you 
and your best friend will be there,” and she is the one 
who is always by my side.

Someone who loves camp as much as I do lives for 
the inside jokes, tan lines, theme weeks, colour wars, 
and survivor weeks. You live for the all-camp games, 
campfire songs, skit nights, cabin challenges, and crazy 
counsellors. You live for the out trips, the canoeing, the 
arts and crafts, the water trampoline, the out lunches and 
the sauna. You live for the sunburns, excessive bug spray, 
ghost stories and those nights you go star gazing with 
the senior boys’ cabins. And yet, even after you are too 
old to go as a camper, you volunteer every year until you 
can finally work there as a counsellor. You realize camp 
is family when your cabin mates are your brothers and 
sisters and your counsellors know you better than your 
own parents. It’s when you get to be kitchen staff, and 
go crazy on campus. Just knowing that you are always 
welcome at the place where you have grown up and put 
so many memories into would be impossible to forget.

It’s the place that has a separate section in my heart 
and in my mind. This place has shaped me into the 
outgoing and loving person I am today. It’s a place where 
unrelenting bonds form that nobody else understands 
but you. It’s coming home, not being able to put into 
words how camp went. It’s knowing that you got up and 
did something you love, and something you hate, and 
something you can’t really explain, and don’t really want 
to understand. I’ll always know that no matter what, 
Camp Falcona just keeps crawling right back into my 
mind like a baby looking for its mother, because Camp 
Falcona is my home away from home, where I keep 
crawling back to every day. In my mind, there are only 
two times of the year, time away from camp and time 
at camp.

Fourteen-year-old Vanessa was born in Sudbury, Ont., and is a typical 
teenager. She is the youngest of three children and lives with her parents 
and older brothers. Vanessa enjoys going to camp in the summer. She 
participates in many sports, including volleyball and skiing. Her favourite 
subject in school is English. When she is older, Vanessa would like to travel 
the world and explore the endless possibilities it has to offer. 

Kaylee LeBreton
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Kristin Rose

Throughout people’s lives, there could be that one 
time, one moment, one person, who has changed 
your life, so I’d like to tell you about my life 

changing moment. I would like to tell you about one very 
special angel. That angel would be one of my big sisters. 
According to my beliefs, everyone has a guardian angel 
whether it be a grandmother, grandfather, aunt, uncle or 
sister; you still have an angel watching over you.

Kristin Rose was born March 13, 1995, at Grace 
Hospital in Windsor, Ontario. She was third born to 
my mom and dad. I came a year later. Kristin had big 
bouncing curls, long beautiful eyelashes, rose bud lips 
and the darkest brown eyes. She had the face of an 
angel.

Kristin was born with only a fraction of her brain; 
this piece is called the cerebellum. The cerebellum 
functions through infancy and stops at about the age 
of three months. During infancy, the cerebellum controls 
involuntary functions of the brain, such as breathing 
and blinking, and stops this function at about the age 
of three months. She was like an infant her whole life. 
She was not able to learn how to talk, walk or keep her 
head up. She depended on her loving family to provide 
her with all the necessities of life and love.

Not long after her birth, my mother noticed things 
just weren’t right with Kristin. After numerous visits to 
her pediatrician, it was observed that Kristin was blind.

When Kristin Rose was about three months old, 
Cytomegalo Virus was suspected as the cause of her 
blindness and developmental delays. When the doctor 
told my parents that Kristin was blind, my parents were 
devastated. Kristin would never be able to look into the 
mirror and see how beautiful she was or see the smile on 
mommy’s face as she looked into the face of her baby 
girl.

While Kristin was in our mother’s womb, our mother 
had come into contact with chicken pox. She had never 
had it before, therefore did not carry the antibody, and 
the virus then travelled directly to the fetus.
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For Kristin’s first Christmas my mother searched for 
a Tickle Me Elmo, without luck. My big brother Hayden 
had a small Elmo that he dragged around everywhere. 
Although the doctors had said that Kristin was blind, her 
eyes followed the little contrasting figure of red, black 
and white. She reacted to the sight of Elmo so it was 
important to continue to stimulate any and all reactions 
from Kristin. My mother had shared with her friends and 
family the story of how she needed to find the Elmo for 
what could be Kristin’s only Christmas. A mother of two 
boys heard of my mother’s story and told her sons about 
was going on. That mother had bought her son Alec a 
Tickle Me Elmo for Christmas. That little boy had said 
Kristin needed it more than he did. So they then decided 
to give the Elmo doll to my sister.

Kristin continued her fight for life until she was 
23 months old. Her will to live, despite her diagnosis, 
was amazing. The people around her learned what 
unconditional love, patience, understanding and faith 
truly meant. Never take for granted the people who 
mean the most to you, as they won’t always be there. 
Her life was about quality, not quantity. This means that 
she would never live for long but her life would be filled 
with love and caring.

On February 10, 1997, something terrible happened; 
my sister Kristin Rose passed away from pneumonia 
brought on by her weakened immunities due to CMV, 
also known as Cytomegalo Virus.

I had only a short time with my sister as I was only 11 
months old when she died, but I feel her with me every 
day. I know she’s watching over me, keeping me safe. 
She will always be my guardian angel.

Many have life changing experiences, and this was 
mine.

Kaylee, 15 years old, was born and raised in Sudbury, Ont. She lives 
with her mother, father and two siblings, Hayden and Ashley. Kaylee’s 
interests include writing, singing and taking photographs with friends. 
She enjoys learning new and different things. Kaylee plays volleyball and 
flag football. Her favourite school subject is visual arts and she would 
like to major in photography when she is older. Kaylee is considering a 
career in newspaper publishing. She hopes to spark people’s interests by 
bringing creativity into their lives. 

Santeria Mulcahey
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Unforeseeable

One. It’s the beginning of everything. One little seed 
becomes a forest of luscious trees, one domino 
falls knocking down all the rest; one day changes 

a life forever.

Life is full of unexpected happenings that take 
everything and either magnify it, or tear it apart. We’re 
never prepared until the second it pours down like rain 
and drowns us with an unfortunate truth. You never 
know exactly what’s going to happen or where it will 
take you ... 

Everything started back in May 2003, when I was a 
fairly normal, six-year-old girl. One seemingly regular day 
around dinner time, any lingering silence was broken by 
the sudden ring of the telephone. This wasn’t unusual, 
but with this particular call, every sense of realism was 
suppressed and separated from all I could hear – the 
echoing ring. The uneasy sense overwhelmed me within 
the few seconds it took my mother to answer the phone. 
All my focus remained fused as if my conscience was 
telling me – deep down – something was wrong. I merely 
tried to ignore the uncomfortable feeling, hoping I was 
just paranoid.

After the conversation ended, my mother told me 
that we needed to visit the doctor’s office. I didn’t suspect 
anything, but when the door of the office swung open, 
I would hear the unfathomable news that would change 
my life ... my mother had been diagnosed with breast 
cancer.

My mother notified my teacher about the situation, 
which was fortunate whenever I cried during class, 
needing calming assurance that my mother would be all 
right.

Since my comprehension of everything has matured 
over time, I find it difficult to grasp the perception of 
a child during adversities. I don’t even know if I really 
understood the magnitude of what had happened. All I 
knew was that cancer was a “bad sickness,” and I didn’t 
really think about the twists that could define the future.
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On the morning of May 29 my mother underwent 
a full mastectomy to completely remove the cancerous 
lump. On top of everything, my mother was forced to 
go into surgery alone due to the SARS outbreak. After a 
successful operation, she was rushed out of the hospital 
as soon as possible – without a proper recovery – and 
awoke in my grandmother’s bed. I didn’t want to witness 
my mother in pain, but I was ecstatic to see her, alive 
by a blissful miracle. It was a slow recovery, but all that 
mattered was she was alive and getting well.

Three years after my mother’s cancer, misfortune 
struck again. In September 2006 my mother followed up 
with her doctor, only to once again be diagnosed with 
breast cancer. I remember my first thought: “This is it. 
It’s over ... ”

The horrible aspect I genuinely regret today is that 
I was slightly able to let go of the fact – like having a 
handful of sand and letting some sift through my fingers 
back onto the beach. I truly love my mother and was 
petrified by the reality that she might not survive again; 
but I was able to push it away somewhere inside me 
and keep it hidden. I suppose it was the sense of hope, 
sheltering me before everything shattered.

My mother automatically decided to take a vacation 
to Disney World in case it was our last chance to travel 
together. I didn’t even recognize those moments as 
possibly being her last. My mother even postponed her 
mastectomy – risking her life. But despite the chances ...  
my mother survived yet another battle with cancer.

It’s such an amazing victory to win a wretched 
war; and such a wonderful gift to still have my mother, 
cancer-free for four years. I now see just how much 
almost losing my only parent has changed me.

She has inspired me through her hope, strength and 
triumph; to fight for everything and anything that lies 
ahead. It’s incredible how crucially valuable the people in 
our lives are – as evident as looking into the sun. Maybe 
everything happens for a reason. Maybe everything 
represents a word to write the story of our precious gift ... 
life. But you never know exactly what’s going to happen 
or where it will take you ... that’s the “unexpected” part.

Fourteen-year-old Santeria lives with her mother and little dog, Ella, in 
Sudbury, Ont. She likes to have fun, play sports and spend time with her 
wonderful friends. Santeria is a passionate writer who loves Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet. She intends to lead a life full of joy and excitement. 
When she is older, Santeria would like to explore this beautiful planet. 

Keitlin Okell
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

The Trip That Saved My Life

When somebody sees a family, they can see the 
resemblance between the child and the parents 
from the colour of their eyes to their body shape. 

However, if somebody was to look at my parents and 
me and try to see the resemblance, they would probably 
have difficulty. What they don’t know is that there isn’t 
any resemblance. I was born in Moscow, Russia and 
adopted.

When someone finds out that I’m adopted, their 
reaction is first shock and then sadness. I can see it in 
their faces, from looking at me funny just waiting for me 
to say, “Just kidding!” to the point where they know I’m 
not joking and that blank expression leads to a frown. 
That is when I start to laugh and inform them that it’s all 
okay, and I’m fine with it and all the questions start being 
asked “Do you know your real parents?” “Do you know 
anything about it?” “Will you ever go back?” I do know 
the answers to most of those questions I get asked. I 
know that my mom was only 15 when she had me but 
she wanted a better life for me and that’s why I was put 
up for adoption.

This might seem unreal but, if I still lived in Moscow, 
I could have been on the streets fighting for my life, 
selling drugs and probably having no choice but to sell 
my body. What might seem wrong in Canada would 
seem right in Russia. For example, if a baby wasn’t born 
perfectly, and the doctors had to use forceps to deliver 
it, the baby would be labelled as “brain damaged.” The 
orphanage would then lock up the child in an asylum 
by the time they were seven. I was one of those babies. 
That wasn’t the only reason I wasn’t adopted by another 
family. I had a birthmark on my back, called strawberry 
haemangioma. It was about an inch off my back, big 
and red. Doctors said if any family wanted to adopt me 
they would need about $5,000 in Canadian currency to 
remove the birthmark. Even though the country is rich, 
the individual people weren’t. My parents were originally 
supposed to adopt a different child, but she died. As sad 
as this is, it was a stroke of luck for me. 
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Looking through pictures of Russia, it looks like such 
a beautiful place but when my parents described it, I 
started to wonder. The orphanage sounded terrible. The 
nurses didn’t pay attention to the babies, there were no 
toys for them to play with, and if a baby made a mess 
they wouldn’t clean it up. No new diaper. No bath. Just 
more clothes bundled on. The first time my parent’s saw 
me, I had a bundle of clothes on. The day they picked 
me up, I was naked with a blanket around me. Later 
that night, my mom found out that I had never had a 
bath before. My mom tried to put me in the tub and all 
I did was scream and kick; I wasn’t familiar with what 
was going on. I was about nine months old around that 
time. If that wasn’t odd enough, I was also scared of the 
colour red and people in long white coats. Seeing either 
of those two things would make me scream. That makes 
me wonder what could have happened to me that made 
me so scared.

Now that I’m getting older, my parents have told me 
that they would like to take me back to Russia when 
I’m 18 to show me where I’m from, and possibly try to 
find my mother. That would be hard though as there 
is no record of my being born in Moscow. The citizens 
don’t believe in the concept of adoption or in telling the 
children they are adopted. I hope one day I’ll meet my 
birth parents. I always wanted to know who I looked 
like, wanted to know more than just stories I hear from 
my parents. But until that day comes, I’ll just look at the 
pictures and ask my parents about what happened on 
their trip – the trip that changed my life.

Keitlin was born in Moscow. At nine months of age, she was adopted by 
her mother and father. Keitlin has three older brothers – Chris, Jamie and 
Shaun – all of whom are grown up and on their own. Red Lake, Ont., was 
home to Keitlin for 12 years before her father’s job transfer brought them 
to Sudbury. A typical teenager, Keitlin loves to spend her free time with 
friends. She wrote this essay so that people would know how fortunate 
she is and how much she appreciates her family. 

McKenna Urso
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Breaking Promises, 
Breaking Hearts

I knew he wasn’t coming back; as much as I said he 
would and tried to convince myself, I knew in my 
heart he wasn’t. He said he loved me, but if he loved 

me why was he leaving? As his truck turned the corner, I 
knew I would never see it parked in our driveway again. 
Behind me I heard the silent weeping of my mother. Even 
though I was only seven, I knew things were never going 
to be the same.

Back in the house, seconds, minutes, hours passed. 
My mother had still not come out of their room, her room 
now. I was watching television, face red and blotchy from 
crying. Upstairs there was no movement, only muffled 
crying. Night fell and still he had not returned. I heard the 
door open. Was it him? My heart soared with happiness 
at the thought of our being a family. The thought was 
gone just as quickly as it had come. It was only my 
grandparents coming to help us heal.

Thirteen years before, he had promised he would 
love her until death parted them. He had promised he 
would love her through good times and bad. He had 
promised. He betrayed those promises and at the same 
time he broke my mother’s heart, leaving so he could 
start a new life. I see my friends’ parents, happy, together 
and still in love. My heart twists and cracks with anger 
and jealousy. I feel different from them. It used to be 
sadness, but now I just question, why?

After he left, my mother stayed in her room either 
sleeping or just laying there. I knew she was trying. Trying 
to get over him, trying to function, but she was still torn. 
Her usual brown, loving eyes were glazed. Her shiny, 
brown perfect hair was dull and hung like old drapes, 
shadowing her beautiful face. She lost so much weight 
and, in some lighting, her skin looked transparent. He 
had done this, turned my loving, caring mother into a 
ghost. 

Before he left, it was like we never existed in his 
world. When he came home from work, he would grunt 
or shrug his shoulders when we spoke to him. When he 
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“Opportunities to find deeper powers within 
ourselves come when life seems most challenging.” 
– Joseph Campbell
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did speak, it was usually in his “angry” voice which was 
harsh and abrupt. I was afraid of his angry voice. The 
way he would yell and stomp around made me feel small 
and unprotected. He never took me to the park, read to 
me or played with me; he was always too busy. I tried to 
make him proud, tried to make him happy. I even tried 
to make him smile and laugh, but in return I would get 
silence or a growl. I felt as though I just blended into the 
wall.

When he left my mother, he also left me and it really 
hurt. I was his only child but he chose to ignore me. It is 
as though I barely existed. I wondered at times if he was 
embarrassed by me; I know that I was often embarrassed 
by him. I sometimes think about what life might be like if 
he had not left. I wonder why people even bother to fall 
in love and get married when it may not last. But then 
I see my grandparents, married fifty years and still very 

much in love. Maybe love can last and promises aren’t 
always broken.

I will never forget or forgive what he did. Forever 
I will wonder why he left. My mother says he wasn’t 
happy with his life so he changed it. Yet he still acts the 
same way. Perhaps he will never be happy. It has been six 
years and my mom and I are doing really well. At times 
I’m still sad, but now we have laughter, fun and peace in 
our home. At times I’m still angry, hurt and confused by 
what he did but I surround myself with positive people 
who love and respect me. My mom has raised me to 
be confident, independent and to respect myself and 
others. As I grow up, I will not let what my father did 
define who I become.

McKenna, 14 years old, was born in Windsor, Ont., and moved to Sudbury 
at the age of four. McKenna lives with her mom and enjoys spending time 
with her. A competitive downhill skier, she loves every sport activity. Her 
favourite subject in school is English. McKenna intends to pursue a career 
as an orthodontist.

Crystal Sahadat
First Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

A Second Chance in Life

I was starting elementary school in September, 2001. 
It was exciting; new school, friends, adventures, and 
another step in life. I attended Public School 194 in 

The Bronx, New York City. The school was just down the 
street from where I lived. My mother would walk me to 
school every morning and kiss me goodbye. When she 
picked me up, she would buy me an ice cream from the 

ice cream truck. Eating my ice cream, walking towards 
my home, I would hear the hollering of elated children 
rejoicing that school had ended for the day. I felt as 
though I was the luckiest child in the world. At seven 
years old, once full of life, love, and innocence, I was 
able to have the freedom to play with friends of different 
backgrounds without being judged. I was once accepted 
for who I was and what I looked like. Like the ice cream 
my mother would buy me, I will savoir the cool, sweet 
taste of those moments, although they did not last long. 
My life changed in the blink of an eye.

On September 11, 2001, I was in school, sitting on 
“The Magic Carpet” as my teacher read Superfudge by 
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Judy Blume. Suddenly, the phone rang and a student left 
the class. Another phone call came and another student 
left, then another, then another. The constant flow of 
students leaving the class sent a chill down my spine. 
It was then my turn to leave. I got my things from my 
cubby, and saw both my parents waiting for me. “Why 
are they both here?” I wondered. They drove me home; 
something was not right. The television was turned 
to CNN, I remember seeing the headline “TERRORIST 
ATTACK!” I asked my mother, “What’s a terrorist?” She 
did not answer. There was smoke and debris displayed 
everywhere on screen. I recognized the area of the twin 
towers and noticed that one was missing. I watched, 
not fully understanding the seriousness of what was 
happening. All of a sudden I heard my mother cry, “Jesus, 
help them!” Tower II collapsed. This was the end of the 
World Trade Center.

Everything changed after that day. It was chaotic. 
“Those damn Muslims,” I would hear people say as 
my mother walked me to and from school. I returned 
to school, but something was different. My classmates 
did not speak to me. They looked at me in disgust. For 
weeks, I was constantly bullied. I would hear comments 
such as “terrorist,” “She’s the bomb!,” and “Saddam’s 
daughter.” “Who was Saddam?” I thought. The day I went 
back to school, I sat on the carpet alone. My belongings 
were constantly vandalized. I never told my parents or my 
teachers what was happening, because I did not want 
my classmates to get into trouble. I thought they would 
stop, but they never did. This provocation continued for 
a long time. Inside, I became infuriated. I hated Muslims, 
but more than that I hated myself. Although I was not 
Muslim, my last name, Sahadat, instantly made people 
think that I was. The name is derived from the Arabic 
Shahada, which means the creed of Islam. The colour 
of my skin, my hair, and my eyes all contributed to this 
misconception. I never fought back. My parents instilled 
in me Gandhi’s teachings of non-violence and Jesus’s 
lessons in the Bible: If someone strikes you, turn the 
other cheek. I forgave my classmates; however, I had no 
cheeks left to turn.

I suppressed my anger for as long as I could but, like 
the twin towers, I collapsed. In the seventh grade, I had 
my first crush. I was humiliated when the words, “I’m 

not into terrorists” came from him. When I got home 
that night, in anger, I threw away my favourite pink shirt. 
I took my mother’s makeup and smeared it onto my 
face. I cut a part of my hair into bangs. I started to wear 
revealing clothing, and developed a terrible attitude. I 
gave myself a complete makeover for the worst. 

I began standing up for myself. Nobody dared to 
make fun of me anymore. I got into numerous fights. 
I would get frustrated easily, yell at teachers and curse 
in the hallways. I felt empowered. I turned into a typical 
“Bronx girl.” In the ninth grade, I started cutting school. I 
got into drugs, alcohol, and partied non-stop. My morals 
and belief in God vanished. While skipping school, I 
went to a club. I asked myself, “What am I doing here?” 
Makeup was smeared on my face and sweat dripped 
down my chest into my shirt. “What happened to me?” 
Something clicked. 

I knew that I had to get my life back in order. Without 
discussing it with anyone, I sent an email to my aunt and 
Uncle; I asked if I could live with them in Canada. I knew I 
had to get out of The Bronx as fast as I could. Graciously, 
they both agreed, and so did my parents. In August 
2009, I arrived in Canada. I registered in Grade 10 at 
Marymount Academy, in the city of Sudbury, Ontario. I 
am now in Grade 11, and I am enjoying every moment of 
it. I am deeply touched to see how loving and accepting 
people are in this country. Although I had never let my 
guard down for a long time, I eventually discovered that 
I did not need one. I began to realize who I was, and 
from where I came. In the years following the terrorist 
attack, I suffered terrible racism, disrespect, and abuse, 
which drove me to despair and a change for the worst. 
However, through the grace of God and the love of my 
aunt and uncle, I found myself in a great country, with 
real friends, excellent teachers, and a second chance in 
life.

Arriving in Canada just two years ago, Crystal was given a second chance 
in life. She would like to express her gratitude to The Learning Partnership 
for the opportunity to share her experience. The Turning Points program 
has given Crystal the courage and confidence to continue on with her 
writing. 
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Alyssa Jylha
Second Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Thin Red Lines

The first time metal pressed into my skin it was 
intoxicating. I remember the feeling of the icy 
metal as it punctured my flesh. Tears streamed 

from my eyes as the blade broke the surface letting red 
run from the now open wound. But I could not stop. The 
feeling pulled me in. It was like an embrace, something 
so comforting and real, that I never wanted it to end. It 
was a feeling that I had never experienced before. This 
was an act that I was in control of for once in my life. It 
was just one delicate line traced in red into my skin. That 
one little cut brought with it an escape from the world 
around me. 

So many things were going wrong in my life. My own 
home which used to be a safe haven; somewhere where 
I could be alone to collect my thoughts, now felt like a 
prison. It was no longer somewhere I wanted to be, but 
there was nowhere else for me to go. My house was 
filled with raised and angry voices. It would get to the 
point where I would lock myself in my room for hours 
and blast my music just to escape the yelling. My dad 
had a drinking problem and my mother did not take it 
well. They would constantly get into arguments about it.

I have always been a ‘daddy’s girl,’ so if I happened 
to be dragged into one of their disputes I would normally 
back up my father. I would never defend him and his 
drinking, but I felt as though yelling at him wasn’t going 
to help him. He needed help, not criticism. I told my 
mom this but it only made matters worse. The yelling 
would escalate and become directed at me. This would 
cause me to feel even more horrible about the situation. 
My house no longer seemed like a home and I would do 
almost anything to make the hurt and confusion within 
my mind go away.

I have never been the type of person who is able to 
express my emotions. But when that blade touched my 
skin it was magical. It became an addiction I never wanted 
to quit. It allowed me to bottle up all of my feelings and 
let them out only in the comfort of my own home. At 
home, mainly in my bedroom, I was away from everyone, 
so no one could see how truly broken I had become. 

The cutting was physically painful, but the emotional 
aspect was far worse. The physical pain was submissive; 
it would do what it was told – if I pushed harder on the 
blade it would go deeper and the pain would become 
more intense. Emotions came and went as they pleased, 
there was no control.

The thought of killing myself would never even 
have crossed my mind two years ago. As stress at home 
and school began to build up; my desire for life began 
to falter. I did not want to exist anymore. The drive to 
get through the day had disappeared, evaporated into 
nothing. I no longer felt good enough to be in this world. 
My grades started to slip as I lost my determination and 
my social life had vanished completely. I made sure to 
distance myself from everyone because I could not cope 
with myself, let alone let others into my life.

Every day I would go to my room, pull out the blade 
that had become so precious to me and make myself 
bleed just a little bit more. Every night I would cry myself 
to sleep, hoping that the next day would bring happier 
faces and hearts. However, this was never the case. The 
yelling at home had become a daily occurrence, a never-
ending cycle that made my family just another name on 
the long list of dysfunctional families in the world. It took 
many months of struggling with myself and my addiction 
before I decided that my life needed to end in order for 
me to be happy. I made a pile of pills in my bedroom, all 
ready for when I came home from school, ready to take 
my life away. I never told anyone how far I had really 
gone. How lost I was. No one needed to know because it 
was my struggle and my life. I felt no desire to live when 
all I ever wanted to do was die. I realize now how close 
I was to ending my life. If not for a few close friends I 
would not be here today.

I remember it like it was yesterday. I was sitting in class 
when my name was called over the announcements. My 
heart sank. I knew what it was about, those thin red lines 
drawn in my skin. I turned to my friends, tears already 
brimming in my eyes and told them I hated them. I did 
not mean that, but I was furious. I felt betrayed and the 
words escaped my lips before I had time to think about 
what I was saying. That moment crashed over me like 
a wave during a terrible storm. Darkness had taken me 
over and I felt more hurt and lost than ever before.

In guidance class my friends mentioned that they 
cared, and were scared of what I was doing to myself 
and what I might do. Hearing my friends’ concern and 
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listening to the words of the counsellor changed my 
perspective on everything about life. I finally understood 
that life was truly worth living, especially when you have 
amazing people to help you get through it. My friends 
did not know that I was going to end my life that night, 
but because they decided to help me, they saved me. 
And although I no longer cut, I will always have the 
remains of those thin red lines to remind me of what I 
may have lost – my life.

Alyssa, a 17-year-old student, is the president of her school’s senior concert 
band. When she is not playing the flute or reading a book, she can be 
found relaxing in the comfort of friends, watching movies and sharing 
popcorn. In the fall of 2011 Alyssa will commence her studies in chemical 
engineering at university. She would like to express her appreciation to 
the friends, family members and teachers who have supported her in 
the writing of this essay. Their support has enabled Alyssa to share this 
message. 

Celine Charbonneau
Third Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

The Open Armed Angel

Between where I stand now and Venice, Italy stretch 
6,746.85 kilometres across the vast ocean. Most 
people travel to Venice to be immersed in the 

sheer beauty of the romantic city, however, my mother 
and I departed on our trip for a very different reason. 
In early 2008, we found out that my mother’s Italian 
cousin, Deborah, was dying of cancer. My mother and 
Deborah have always had a unique bond regardless of 
the distance and cultural barrier between them, and 
talked on the phone regularly. Deborah would always 
ask my mother when we would be going to visit her, 
and my mother always quickly responded “next year.” 
Finding out someone doesn’t have a “next year” really 
puts the swiftness of life into perspective, and soon my 
mother and I found ourselves on a plane to Italy. At the 
time, I was unaware that I was about to embark on a 
journey that would change my outlook on life, death, 
and family forever.

Unfortunately when my mother was sixteen years 
old, her father passed away. As a result, I was never able 
to meet my grandfather and was eager to travel to Italy 
to learn about where he was born. I was expecting to 
be greeted at the airport by a group of strangers whom 

my mother called family. Instead, I was welcomed by 
open arms that were quick to embrace me in some of 
the warmest hugs I have ever received. The eager crowd 
greeting us contained my grandfather’s brothers, sisters, 
nieces and nephews whom I had only heard about 
occasionally in stories from my mother. One of these 
men, whom I now know to be my Zeo Reno, embraced 
me in a hug and instantly started crying. In that moment, 
I felt genuine love in a way I had never felt it before. In 
front of me stood a man who had never met me and 
yet he was brought to tears by my very presence simply 
because we were family.

Over the next ten days, these strangers would soon 
become some of the most welcoming and warm people 
I have ever met, and I am proud to call them my family. 
During our first night in Italy, we did not do anything 
that would be considered extraordinary. Instead, we 
sat around a large wooden table in an Italian kitchen 
where we talked and reminisced for hours. Most of my 
relatives could speak little English which made it hard for 
us to communicate, yet there was still an unexplainable 
connection between us. One of my uncles did not know 
one single word of English and yet he still managed to 
make me laugh for hours on end. It did not take long for 
me to realize that these people are not strangers, they 
are my family.

The next day we went to see Deborah. I remember 
thinking she looked frail which was to be expected with 
the cancer, however, I also remember being amazed at 
the glow this woman radiated. Here stood a woman 
who was dying, and yet she seemed so happy and full of 
life. That night, I stayed up almost all night talking with 
Deborah. She wanted to know every little detail about 
my life and made me feel like even the most insignificant 
things in my life were fascinating. I was scared to ask 
about her life, expecting to hear a sad story about how 
the cancer had ruined her life. Instead I heard the tale of 
someone who was ready to face whatever life threw her 
way, and who was enjoying every single moment of her 
life.

Talking to Deborah was the first time in my life 
when a conversation really made me reflect on my life 
as a whole. I thought to myself, would I really be okay 
with the life I have lived if I found out I was dying? The 
answer was no, and I realized in that exact moment that I 
needed to start truly living and be grateful for everything. 
Knowing Deborah was ready to face her death also made 
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me realize that death is not something to fear. Perhaps, 
instead of being the end, death is the beginning of a new 
chapter, one that we all have to be ready to embrace 
eventually. I will always cherish Deborah as someone 
who helped me to appreciate the little things in life and 
learn to live life to the fullest.

I will always appreciate how Deborah and the rest 
of my family went out of their way to make my mother 
and me feel special and welcomed during our trip to 
Italy. They took us to countless tourist sites, fed us more 
food than I have ever eaten before and showed us the 
true meaning of family. Saying goodbye to my newly 
appreciated family was difficult to say the least. This 
time at the airport, I cried along with my Zeo Reno as he 
hugged me goodbye. They showered me with presents as 
I left and we promised to keep in touch. Instead of saying 
goodbye, I said, “See you later” as I walked towards the 
plane which would take me home to Canada.

On December 23, 2009, I got the call that Deborah 
Gazzola had died. My initial reaction was to cry, but 
instead I smiled at how lucky I was to have met this 
amazing woman. Instead of missing Deborah and my 
family, I choose to look forward to seeing them again. 
Yes, 6,746.85 kilometres may separate me from my 
family, however, in my heart I feel connected to them 
all the time. I find comfort in knowing that, across the 
ocean, I have a family who loves me and is ready to 
welcome me into their lives with open arms. I also now 
feel comforted to know I have an angel in heaven who 
will one day welcome me with open arms as well. 

Grade 12 student Celine lives in Sudbury, Ont., and loves to read, 
write and play the piano. In the fall of 2011, Celine will be attending a 
concurrent education program at university. She hopes to one day have 
the opportunity of teaching in another country. Celine’s love of travel 
helped inspire her Turning Points essay. She looks forward to future eye-
opening experiences!

Deanna Falvo
Fourth Place

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Growing Old “Grace-fully”

When I stepped into the hospital room that day 
I was not at all prepared for what I was about 
to see. I entered nervously against the advice of 

my father. He warned me that it was not something he 

wanted me to see, not how he wanted me to remember 
her, but that I was old enough to make my own decision. 
Terrified that this would be my last chance, I couldn’t 
deny myself the opportunity to say goodbye. 

Stepping through those doors felt like stepping into 
another reality. There, lying small and crumpled in the 
middle of the sterile, white cot was my Nana Grazia 
(Grace) Anselmo – my great-grandmother. As I looked 
more closely, I began to regret my decision to see her for 
one last time. Her silver hair was matted and damp, her 
eyes sunken into her ashen skin. Without her glasses and 
her false teeth she seemed fragile, broken, incomplete. 
Tubes were inserted into every orifice that I could see and 
intravenous needles were feeding her through the crooks 
of both elbows. She looked as if she had aged thirty years 
in the span of two weeks. Beside her sat my Nona, her 
eldest daughter, looking more somber and worn than I 
had ever seen her. I slowly approached the bed but could 
not bring myself to touch this shell of the once spunky, 
little Italian lady that I remembered. My Nona urged me 
not to be afraid. I whispered my goodbye and leaned 
down to kiss my Nana’s hand. It was cold. I sprang back 
and, with tears in my eyes, ran back into the hallway to 
be with my family. We all hugged and cried, realizing 
that this was really the end. 

A few minutes later, a doctor walked towards us and 
said that he had come to unhook the ventilator that was 
sustaining her. Every member of our large family squeezed 
into the tiny room to be with her for her last moments. I 
remember seeing the faces of people I did not recognize, 
but came to know as family members from out of town. 
As my Nana struggled through her final breaths, a few 
people in the room joined with the priest in an Italian 
prayer. I had to look away as her ribcage heaved in an 
attempt to gather air. It felt like hours, but in barely two 
minutes she was gone. 

Though these memories are the last I have of my 
Nana, I know that they are in no way an accurate tribute 
to the person my Nana really was. Through my entire 
childhood, my Nana was a stable figure. From birthdays, 
to Christmases, to weekly Sunday dinners at my Nona 
and Nono’s house, my Nana was always there. She was 
a thin, wiry woman who was one of the taller members 
of our family despite her age of ninety-four. Although I 
never understood much of what she said in her Italian 
and broken English, she always had a smile on her 
face. She would tease and play around with her great-
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grandchildren, and argue loudly with my Nono over 
everything. She was by no means a typical, quiet, calm 
senior citizen. 

After her death, I was told of my Nana’s difficult life. 
Being born into a poor Italian family during the beginning 
of World War I, her father left her and her brother to 
find work in the “New Country” – the United States. My 
Nana and her family never heard from him again. During 
the time she grew up, being raised by a single parent was 
uncommon and embarrassing. Her family was constantly 
ridiculed and often shunned. My Nana did not let this 
affect her but held her head high and lived her life to the 
fullest, regardless of what people thought of her. She 
married and had five children. When she felt as though 
Italy had nothing left to offer her family, they moved to 
Canada. They immigrated without a penny, but she and 
my Nano (great-grandfather) managed to make a life 
for themselves and their children. Though she knew no 
English and had no education, she enrolled in English 
lessons and found work doing odd jobs and babysitting 
for other immigrant families. She did not let any obstacle 
deter her from making a name for herself, or from 
providing for her family. 

After learning all of this about my Nana, her presence 
in my life took on a new significance. Not only did I miss 
her, but I had a new respect for her as a person. I didn’t 
realize what she had been through in her lifetime and 
hearing these stories of her determination inspired me. 
I had already looked up to my Nana as someone who 
managed to stay positive until her last moments of life. 
I admired her for being self-sufficient and for being able 
to keep up with our entire family into her old age. Only 
after hearing those stories was I able to truly appreciate 
my Nana as a strong, iron-willed, and beautiful woman. 

Now, as I approach obstacles in my own life, I try to 
look to her as an example. When I feel myself approaching 
my breaking point, I think of the struggles she overcame 
while still managing to be positive and strong. If I begin 
to worry about what people say about me, my family, 
or any aspect of my life, I consider how my Nana was 
able to live through a childhood that was considered 
“shameful” to those around her while being proud of 
who she was. Now that she is gone, I wish I had taken 
more time to talk with her about her life and to get to 
know her as a person. Though in life she was always 
a figure in the background, she is now often at the 

forefront of my mind as a humble hero and an amazing 
woman. I can only hope to age as “Grace-fully” as she. 

Seventeen-year-old Deanna is a Grade 12 student in Sudbury, Ont. 
Actively involved in her school, she is the president of the athletic council 
and a member of various sports teams. Deanna will begin her studies 
in kinesiology at university in the fall of 2011. She aspires to become a 
pediatric physiotherapist. Deanna appreciates the support of her peers 
and teachers throughout the last six years.

Madison Burton
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

It’s Just the Way I Am

From day one our minds are molded and formed by 
every person we meet. Each person helps create our 
character and develop our personality. “Do what 

you want and say what you feel, because those who 
mind don’t matter, and those who matter don’t mind.” 
Dr. Seuss’s statement is one hundred percent true. A part 
of your life’s focus is to create who you are. However, 
sometimes you don’t always want to be yourself.

It’s painful trying to be someone else. There’s a part 
deep within your heart that feels nothing but betrayal 
when you try to change yourself. Putting on a mask 
physically hurts you. I have done this and learned that no 
good comes of it. I would like to point out that there is a 
difference between changing and improving. To change 
is to force a part of you away and replace it with another. 
To improve is to better the part that already exists and 
expand upon it. 

There’s no getting around it; I’m a weird kid. I did not 
have many friends as a child. I was teased and mocked 
by the ‘normal’ kids, so I befriended the outcasts. I found 
their use of imagination more fun. When I moved into 
high school, things temporarily improved. I made new 
friends and met many new and amazing people. Soon, 
being just friends wasn’t quite enough; I wanted a best 
friend. I wanted someone close who would always want 
me around. I would cry myself to sleep out of sheer 
frustration. I couldn’t understand why no one wanted to 
be better friends with me. 

I told myself terrible things. Words are one of the 
most important things to me. Words contain knowledge, 
and knowledge contains truth. The words I told myself 
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were not knowledgeable; they were simply caustic. 
“You’re not good enough.” “You’re pathetic.” “You’re 
annoying.” “You’re useless.” “Everyone hates you.” 
Deep down, I knew that none of these statements were 
true, however, on the surface they made absolute sense. 

I have a secret to share with you, although it shouldn’t 
be a secret. Everyone should understand “you must love 
yourself, before others will love you”. I was so focused 
on my surroundings that I never looked inside myself for 
the solution. I blamed myself for everything, but that was 
looking inside for the problem, not the solution. Blaming 
myself for all the bad in my world was not the answer; I 
was doing it wrong. I tried to change to be like the other 
girls. 

“I could be like Hannah. Everyone loves her! She has 
so many friends, a boyfriend, and she’s so smart, and 
witty, and clever!” 

“I could put on a fake smile like Ashley, and be kind 
to everyone, and simply live to please people.”

“I should be more compassionate like Jenna. People 
love her because she listens so very well.”

This was all wrong. Prepare yourselves, because this 
is going to blow your mind. Out of nowhere, straight 
from the raw depths of my subconscious during a 
frustrated rant, I said something to myself. It was truly 
a revolutionary thought. I told myself in all honesty, 
“ … but I like the way you are.” Pause for effect. I’ll give 
you a moment to collect your brains off the floor, for I am 
certain that your mind was blown. 

I stopped trying to impress everyone and finally began 
to fill out my own skin. I have never been happier. I could 
care less who likes me and who doesn’t. I’m not here to 
please anyone. I am here for me, and that is who I wish 
to tend to. I compliment myself daily and I am kind to 
myself. I tell myself things like, “You are beautiful,” and 
“You’re awesome.” By doing this, I know I have accepted 
myself completely and fully, flaws and attributes alike. 

Upon further speculation, I have dug deeper 
within myself than I ever thought possible. I began by 
researching zodiac signs. Though mine is accurate, I 
found it unnerving that people born within a large time 
period are supposed to be alike, but are not. Recently, I 
have found the Sixteen Personality Types. By finding I am 
an Introverted Intuitive Thinking Perceiving personality, I 
have been able to identify my strengths and weaknesses. 

My life is nothing but a constant search for knowledge 
and a search for how to express it to others. My problem 
is that I don’t care who is aware of what I know, to a 
certain degree. Take testing, for example. I do not test 
well. Testing in schools is created by a certain type of 
person, to test that same certain type of person. I am not 
that type. I am different and I accept that. I prefer talking 
for hours with an intellectual person more than almost 
anything else in this world. Everything I do, I do to learn. 
I understand that and it does not matter to me who else 
does. It is not about them. I know that I’m not stupid; I’m 
simply selective. 

Coming to the remarkable conclusion that I am 
perfectly fine just the way I am has been the most life 
changing experience for me thus far. I’m not going to lie; 
it was hard accepting myself. As long as society is pushing 
for a certain type of person, people like me will feel like 
out-casts. No one should feel that way. You are who you 
are, and I am who I am. Anyone could try and change, 
but it will hurt. I learned not to mess with the natural 
balance of life. We should improve upon ourselves rather 
than try to change. We need to understand that we’re 
perfect just the way we are. This is my most valuable life 
lesson. 

Maddie is a Grade 12 student who loves to figure skate. In her spare time 
she can be found acquiring knowledge on philosophy and psychology. 
Maddie will complete one more school semester before heading to the 
east coast for university. She intends to focus her studies on sociology, 
psychology and philosophy. 

Emily Cortolezzis
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Calm After The Storm

Human value cannot be expressed in any monetary 
terms. Life itself is far too precious, more than 
any precious metal. I’ve always taken my life for 

granted, as many of us do. I never appreciated how 
lucky I was to have the family and education with living 
in Canada. I have also never appreciated myself and it 
took several events to understand my own worth. These 
events would not have taken place if I had not moved to 
Dauphin, Manitoba. 
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Growing up, my parents and brother were my whole 
world. We moved a lot due to my parents being in the 
mining industry. One day, my mother decided she wanted 
to run her own business and be her own boss. So we 
packed up again and moved to Dauphin, Manitoba, 
where my parents’ new store was located. Having moved 
so often, I enjoyed the excitement of going to a new 
place, meeting new people, and especially going to a new 
school. On my first day I met Dana, who shared my love 
for music. We became inseparable, and I thought I had 
found my best friend for life. As the months progressed, 
things began to change. The sun, once high in the sky, 
was turning dark by the darkest cloud I had ever seen. 

In my second year in Manitoba, Dana would no 
longer acknowledge me at school. I was so confused, and 
very lonely, as one by one my other friends disappeared. I 
began to feel hate towards my school and for the town I 
now called home. I thought moving to Dauphin was the 
biggest mistake my parents had ever made. Every day 
was a nightmare, cruel and frightening to a young girl of 
nine years. Then, as if the darkness wasn’t bad enough, 
words came at me like bolts of lightning. They struck 
me down and tore me apart. “You’re fat! No one likes 
you. Go back to Ontario! You’re different.” I took the 
cruel comments to heart, while the tears poured from my 
eyes like the rain in my storm. I normally enjoy a good 
thunderstorm, but this one was too dark to appreciate. 

My parents were extremely busy, caring for their 
new store, which was like their third child. Seeing their 
stress and worries, I kept my own troubles a secret. My 
teachers were no help either, assuming Dana and I were 
like two rams, butting heads. “Say you’re sorry and move 
on” is what they would always say. What was I sorry 
for? I didn’t understand why things changed so quickly. 
Crying alone in my room was the best solution, until one 
day when my mother found me. With a tear streaked 
face and puffy eyes, I told her what was happening. Like 
the mother bear she is, she prepared to defend her cub. 

At the school, my mom demanded something be 
done to end this once and for all. The best solution was 
counselling sessions for Dana and myself, along with 
our parents, every Friday after school. We talked about 
any issues we were currently having with each other. 
Nevertheless, when the topic of how this all started 
would come up, Dana would dodge it. Things weren’t 
changing and eventually got worse. The mental abuse 

turned to physical, as I was tripped, pushed, shoved, 
and punched. The bruises were the final straw for my 
mother, who pulled me out of school for my protection. 
Finally, after fourteen months, my torture was over and 
the rehabilitation began. 

Packing up again, we moved to Sudbury, Ontario. It 
was a fresh new start, but I was no longer excited for a 
new school, or to make new friends. All that was left of 
me was a shattered mirror that needed to be put back 
together. It took me many years to trust friends and 
build my confidence back up. I thought the only way to 
make people like me was to put others below me. I soon 
became a bully, just like Dana had been to me. 

I got punished the first time I bullied someone. After 
a detention and lecture from my parents, I felt horrible 
and never wanted to do it again. When I apologized to 
the girl, the look in her eyes brought me back to those 
days of pain and suffering. The damage had already been 
done. It was then that I changed how I viewed people. I 
was beginning to put my life back together one piece at 
a time. I am finally close to where I used to be, but I know 
I will never be the same. 

Now, almost nine years later, I’ve learned the root of 
Dana’s problem was jealousy, and I have since forgiven 
her. This whole ordeal has made me a strong and 
independent young woman. I do not listen to the people 
who tell me I can’t do something, or to those who say 
I’m different. I am different and I wouldn’t have it any 
other way. Every person I meet has a story to tell and I 
don’t judge them based on skin colour, race, religion, 
interests, talents or income. I will never get along with 
everyone but I can appreciate each person I meet as a gift 
sent to teach me something about myself. As Lady Gaga 
says, “Don’t hide yourself in regret. Just love yourself and 
you’re set.” I don’t regret was has happened to me, I 
choose to love myself and those around me.

Emily is a Grade 12 student in Sudbury, Ont. Her interests along 
with writing include singing, acting and traveling. An accomplished 
songwriter, Emily has written songs for both the Sudbury Catholic District 
School Board and the Manitoulin Tourism Association. She would like to 
thank her family – her mom, dad and brother, Ben – and Ms. Fahner for 
their assistance and support. Emily dedicates this essay to the victims of 
bullying. Always remember there is a light at the end of the tunnel and 
that you are beautiful.
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Chelsea Miller
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Family Day

I can’t say that it came as a shock. I had been anticipating 
this for a while although I was sceptical because of 
the number of false alarms there had been. This was 

the closest we ever came to the real thing. It had been 
instigated with fighting, but there were always fights. 
What was different about this time was the silence. 

When they called my brother and me into their 
room, I was sure someone had died. I began to mentally 
prepare myself for what would be said. My mom’s eyes 
were already red with tears and the words she spoke 
came out disdainful as ever. “Your father wants to leave 
us,” she said. It was the way she said this that got to me. 
Leave us. As if he was not just leaving her, but also me. 

I waited and kept quiet. There were previous times 
when my mom told me they were divorcing. Those 
times, she was being dramatic and seeking attention. It 
bothered me that she would always involve me in their 
fights. Truthfully, I couldn’t care less if they divorced. I 
was fed up with the way my mom treated strangers, 
family members and me. (She doesn’t know this, but she 
was once so rude to my boss at work that I almost lost 
my job.) My parents’ splitting up was what I wanted to 
happen. However, my dad’s leaving us was not what I 
wanted at all. 

She continued, “Apparently he hasn’t been happy 
with us for a while.” I realized what was bothering me 
about the way she spoke. Her tone suggested that I 
should be blaming him. 

I didn’t blame him for anything. How could he be 
happy in this family? I wasn’t. I turned to him. “Where 
are you going to go?” I asked curiously, catching him off 
guard. I guess he was expecting me to be upset and I felt 
bad that I wasn’t. I was being selfish and wondering if he 
was planning on leaving me with my mom. 

As I began to grasp the fact that this wasn’t just a false 
alarm, my attitude began to change from complacent to 
confrontational. They took turns talking and kept asking 
my opinion. I thought their marital issues were not my 
business. Spitefully, I asked my dad, “How come you’re 
allowed to leave and I’m not? Did it not occur to you that 

I’m not happy with our family either? You’re being self-
centred.” I now realize my immaturity but, at the time, I 
felt abandoned. 

My thoughts have changed since that moment. 
Dealing with the implications of this situation was 
a major turning point for me. These circumstances 
inspired me to contemplate happiness, selfishness and 
relationships. I am different now. At that moment, all I 
wanted to do was blame someone. I blamed my mom 
for driving my dad away. I blamed him for not having the 
strength to face his problems. Before that day, I assumed 
that my dad was content being with my mom. I never 
understood how he could put up with her immaturity 
and endless mood fluctuations. Now, I know that he was 
just enduring it for the sake of others. 

When I look back, I remember a conversation I shared 
with my dad that explained a lot. I told him about a friend 
of mine who was only seventeen and had a boyfriend of 
two years and I said that was a long time. He responded 
quietly, “too long.” Those two words echoed in my 
mind as I remembered that my parents started dating at 
seventeen. It felt bitter and uncharacteristic of my dad to 
say this. He is probably the most optimistic person I have 
ever met. In the same discussion, he told me that the 
reason that my mom acts the way she does is because 
she has low self-esteem and is very insecure. I believe 
him because of the way she constantly calls me names 
to insult me. I also think he is just making up excuses on 
her behalf. I can’t fathom how someone as brilliant and 
kind as my dad could fall for someone as insecure and 
manipulative as my mother. 

My dad left that day. My mom kept repeating the 
word “why,” for hours afterward. My brother shot hockey 
pucks harder than I had ever seen him do for hours, until 
the sky darkened and I could no longer see him through 
the window. Ignoring the sound of my mother sobbing 
and hockey pucks angrily hitting the boards outside, I 
packed up enough clothes for a few days and left too. 
It was Family Day. They gave us an extra day to spend 
together with our families and mine ended up breaking 
apart.

I have come to realize that my dad is the most 
unselfish, strong person I know. More than anything, I 
wish he were happy. If leaving our family is what it takes 
for him to find fulfillment in life, then I wish that he 
had done so a long time ago. I don’t think I will ever 
understand my parents’ relationship. To this day, I do not 
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comprehend how someone with so much in common 
with me could do the very thing that I have sworn I will 
never do, get married. I want to learn from my parents’ 
mistakes instead of continuing a pattern of broken family 
ties.

My dad is back and living at home now. I don’t know 
exactly what happened, but one day he told me to come 
home because he and my mom had lunch and they were 
getting along. What has happened between my parents 
has reinforced my pessimism about relationships. I trust 
less and deliberate more. I hope that one day my dad will 
be happy because then there will be hope for me, too. 

Eighteen-year-old Chelsea stands tall at five feet and 11 inches. A valued 
member of her school basketball team, she also finds time for water 
sports such as water polo and scuba diving. In September 2011, Chelsea 
will begin studies in ancient languages at university. She has a passion for 
traveling and hopes to one day reside in Italy. Chelsea currently lives in 
Sudbury, Ont., with her beloved dog, Simon. 

Sarah Hunt
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Hold Onto Your Heart

It is the fifth commandment: honour thy mother and 
thy father. We often say we love our parents, but do 
we really appreciate them? Especially as teenagers, 

we are so focused on our friends, school, jobs, and extra 
curriculars that we tend to take our parents for granted. 
I know for a fact that I am guilty of committing this 
offense. My dad always told me to be thankful for having 
two living parents to support me. He lost his father when 
he was a teenager, and spent most of his life being raised 
by a single mother. Whenever this conversation came up, 
I always rolled my eyes and agreed with him just so he 
would stop talking. The moral of the story was never 
absorbed by my brain; instead, it evaporated into the air 
around me. I was a young and naïve fifteen year old who 
falsely believed that my father was immortal and that he 
would live to support me forever. 

My dad has always been my hero. He has always 
been able to sense when something is wrong. Whenever 
I need to talk, he is there to listen. If I have a concern, he 
will resolve the issue to the best of his ability. We relate 
to each other so well, it is almost as if we share a brain. 
I have always admired him for being so optimistic and 

supportive. He inspires me every day. I guess you could 
say I am a daddy’s girl; my father is the most important 
man in my life.

On October 4, 2008 my father had celebrated his 
forty-seventh birthday. He confided in me that he was 
dreading turning forty-seven. My grandfather died at the 
age of forty-seven due to a heart attack. He remembers 
that fateful day so vividly, hearing a thud on the floor 
above as his father dropped dead. As I listened to his 
story, I thought to myself, “Why is he telling me this? He 
has nothing to worry about.” When I pictured someone 
who was likely to experience a heart attack, that person 
definitely was not my father. My father was a fit man 
who ate a well balanced diet. I never realized at the time 
that other factors could contribute to a heart attack.

The next week, I won an academic award at school. 
When I got home, I excitedly ran in the house to call my 
father and share the good news. He picked up his phone 
as usual and congratulated me. Nothing seemed out of 
the ordinary; he sounded like the same proud and lively 
father he had always been. Next, I called my mother. She 
was frantic! She asked me if I had talked to my father, 
to which I responded, “Yes.” Then she asked me how 
he sounded, I replied, “Fine. Why?” In that moment of 
silence, a sombre cloud drifted over my head. Then finally, 
my mom said, “Your father is in the hospital; he’s having 
a heart attack.” I will never forget the overwhelming 
emotion that came with hearing those words. I hung up 
the phone and broke down crying. This was the most 
frightening moment of my life; it opened up a sad reality 
that my father would not be around forever.

I decided to get some fresh air to clear my head. I 
walked around for hours, crying. When my mother got 
home we went straight to the hospital to visit my dad. 
I will never forget walking through the maze of white 
walls in the intensive care unit. As we entered my dad’s 
room, tears streamed down my face. The sight of my 
father on a hospital bed hooked up to various machines 
was very disturbing. The man who was supposed to be 
my hero had suddenly become the distressed victim. He 
was lying on the hospital bed, weak and helpless. Never 
in my life did I think I would see my father in this sad 
state.

For the next three weeks, I went to see my dad in 
the hospital every day. I was miserable every time I set 
foot in that horrid building. No matter how many times I 
went to visit, I could never get used to the nurses rushing 
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by, the medical equipment accumulating in the halls, 
the bland wall paint, and the smell of hand sanitizer in 
the air. However, slowly but surely, my dad regained his 
strength. By the third week, he could walk down the 
hall in his ward. I was finally getting the reassurance I 
needed; I knew my dad was going to be okay. I spent a 
memorable Thanksgiving in the hospital. We brought my 
dad leftovers from Thanksgiving dinner and sat around 
the hospital bed, watching him savour every last bite. 
Obviously, that year, I gave thanks for my dad being alive. 
I understood how fortunate I was to have my father still 
living; his fate could have been a lot worse. 

Finally, after three weeks in the hospital, my dad was 
allowed to come home. Ever since then he has tried to 
change his lifestyle for the better. We have all adjusted 
our diet, he is trying to limit his work hours, and he 
makes time for exercise. In the end, the whole family has 
become healthier and stronger as a result of his heart 
attack. I appreciate my father a lot more now. I cherish 
the time I spend with him because I realize how easily 
I could lose him. My dad will not be around forever, so 
every second I spend with him is precious. I want my 
father to be present when I graduate from high school 
and university, to walk me down the aisle on my wedding 
day, and to be a grandfather when I have children. I look 
forward to sharing a bright future with my father, filled 
with plenty of loving memories.

Sarah is a 17-year-old, Grade 12 student in Sudbury, Ont. She is a well 
balanced individual, participating in both the arts and athletics. A member 
of her school’s drama club for the past six years, Sarah also enjoys playing 
tennis and has won several titles. Her spare time is spent working hard, 
playing music and spending time with friends and family. In the fall, Sarah 
will be studying biochemistry at university. She hopes to one day become 
a family doctor, working in emergency medicine.

Sarah Tkachuk
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

The Key is Independence

A heart is useless when it’s broken. It is nearly 
impossible to stitch up the gashes and tend to the 
bruises. Even if a heart mends, scars still show. They 

take years to fade if they ever do. A heart reveals the 
purest love and shows the deepest sorrows and woes. A 
heart represents life, and as long as it pumps, life goes 

on. A pulse is continuous. A heart relies on the rest of the 
body to keep its function; other people are irrelevant to 
its order. The key is independence. 

It seems so foreign when I try to consider the 
dependence of others. How can I. My ties are always cut 
in one form or another. If my reliance is not in others, in 
must be in myself. Independence is my favourite quality. 
I have always been taught to support, believe and trust 
only in myself. I do not inflict pain on myself; pain is 
the art of others. Trust is a trait I don’t rely on. In my 
perspective trust is love.

I am too young to know love, but I have seen its 
work, and met its victims. It leaves people abandoned. 
Massive waves of emotion sweep over like a tsunami. 
The destruction it causes is agonizing to watch and 
endure. I have left people behind in the past, and others 
have done the same to me. I am a part of the wreckage. 
I’ve moved around a lot, and have been faced with the 
death of others. Both have left me with heartache. In 
those times of helplessness, when it seemed as though 
everything is frozen in time, one thing continues to flow 
– a pulse. Blood is not restricted; it bypasses the holes 
love leaves behind. 

By moving place to place I left many people behind. 
Friendships and ties broke easily, so I didn’t try to secure 
many with people. I anticipated that the connection 
would fail like the countless times before. It was during 
one of these times of heartache, when we were moving 
to some unknown town, my parents embedded words 
of wisdom in my mind. Always support myself, and be 
independent. Independence is now my mantra.

When my grandfather passed away the pain it caused 
shocked me. It was my first experience losing someone. 
It felt like the valves in my heart restricted and would 
not open. I was choking. The thought of a loved one 
leaving took my breath away. What hurt the most was 
the realization that I was now the one being left behind. 
I was the one being abandoned.

The feeling of aloneness set off a trigger. I realized 
that I had caused others pain by moving from province 
to province. I had left close friends. I learned to overcome 
that feeling and I know how to start over. Did they? In a 
way I’m selfish. I can leave connections without feeling 
pain. I was naïve of the distress it caused others until I 
experienced losing a loved one myself. I am now aware. 
People always say that walls have to be let down to get 
close to a person. What is the point of building up those 
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walls in the first place if all people want to do is break 
them down? Letting people in and getting attached to 
someone always hurts in the end. A heart can take only 
so many gashes before it bleeds out. 

I was ten when I went to the hospital and visited my 
grandfather while he was in a coma. Saying goodbye to 
someone who can’t respond is frightening. I said what I 
needed to, but it’s not the same. There is no reassurance. 
I loved my grandfather and people say that I have his 
artistic talent in my genes. Memories of my grandfather 
have always been pleasant. 

Three years ago the entire scene was reenacted when 
his twin brother was confined to a hospital bed. I felt the 
heart ache again. It was like losing my grandfather twice. 
There was nothing I could do.

I never knew my other grandfather who died from 
cancer thirty some years ago. However, there was a 
man who inspired me and filled the role of my absent 
grandfathers. This man was ninety-six years old. He was 
my grandmother’s friend. He was witty and full of life. 
The man was in better shape than a man half his age, 
until the last time I saw him. The last time I saw him 
was at his birthday, a day I wouldn’t miss for the world. 
He was ill and his body was deteriorating. When I said 
good-bye that day I hoped there would be many more 
farewells. Now, I realize he was saying his last good bye 
and I was oblivious. 

I have learned to handle death well. Letting go of 
relations is like quickly ripping off a bandage. I have 
always been an independent person. I never realized the 
importance of that trait. By depending on myself I avoid 
the potential pain others can inflict on me. 

I do believe in trust and having faith in others, but I 
don’t have it. I’ve been tainted. People have power. It’s 
a frightening concept to grasp. One person can take a 
chunk of someone’s heart and it will be gone forever, but 
a pulse still proceeds. I have learned to live with a broken 
heart and I am stronger because of it. I have learned to 
carry myself; I don’t need to depend on someone else. 
If I don’t make real connections with people I can’t 
be harmed and my life will still continue. It’s what I’ve 
become accustomed to. I rely on myself and spare my 
heart from unnecessary agony. I am strong and my 
mantra continues to repeat in my mind. There is no use 
for a heart if it can’t be mended. Scars can shine through 
but people are oblivious to what has been broken. The 
façade continues. 

Sarah, a Grade 12 student, is incredibly passionate about health and 
athletics. In the fall of 2011, she will be pursing post-secondary studies in 
health sciences on the east coast. Sarah enjoys traveling and experiencing 
different cultures. She surrounds herself with family and friends, sharing 
old memories while making new ones. 

Bailey Zeman 
Honourable Mention

Sudbury Catholic District School Board

Truth of Dreams

When I was in grade eight, a teacher told my class 
that dreams to go to the Olympics or to be great 
hockey players were unrealistic and we should 

let them go for more realistic ones. Deep down, I never 
really believed him, but when you’re thirteen, it’s hard 
not to take something like that to heart. Throughout the 
years, I kept getting knocked down and told I was never 
good enough, though I never gave up. I kept working 
and playing hard because it was fun, not a chore. While 
all this was happening, I never truly believed that it would 
go anywhere or that I would go anywhere. I would see 
people who live their dreams, but because of what the 
teacher said, I never thought I’d have the same chance. It 
wasn’t until my trip to Minnesota in the summer of 2009 
that I began to believe again. Although that summer was 
so influential, it wasn’t the big moment when I knew my 
dreams could come true. That summer was the first in 
a series of events that led up to my big moment in the 
spotlight. 

It was exactly one year ago, at the end of February 
2010, that my parents took me to East Lansing, Michigan 
and Michigan State University (MSU). The coach of the 
women’s hockey team had looked me up on Google and 
found articles about me from The Sudbury Star. He was 
impressed by what he had read and wanted to meet me 
in person. Before my trip, I had begun contacting the 
girls on the team and was looking forward to meeting 
them, too. 

We drove into East Lansing and stopped at the 
hotel. Afterward, we drove down to a small restaurant 
when something caught my eye. I saw a grand sign 
with the words “Michigan State University” on it in big 
bold letters. My heart leapt in my chest, nearly bursting 
with excitement. After our lunch, we drove towards the 
campus. Unlike the modern feel of Laurentian University, 
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with its cold sleek metal exterior, the buildings of MSU 
were old. They had an aged warm brick facade and, 
as they loomed over me, I couldn’t help but feel as if I 
belonged there. Banners hung from all of the light posts 
proclaiming “Go Green!,” while bikes and scooters 
dotted the sidewalks in front of the buildings. 

Finally, we came to the hockey rink. From the 
outside, it wasn’t anything remarkable, especially when 
overshadowed by the Titan football stadium in the 
background. However, to me, it felt like home. I hoisted 
my bag over my shoulder and, with my mom, I pushed 
through the double doors and into a whole new world. 

Eyes huge, I stared down toward the white ice with 
its green Spartan in the centre. I watched the men’s team 
practice and slowly moved around the rink. I dropped 
my equipment and drank in all the banners and murals 
around me. As I walked, I noticed a man sharply dressed 
in a shirt and tie and sporting a green baseball cap 
coming towards us. The coach welcomed me to MSU 
and brought me down to their locker room. I dropped 
my equipment in the empty room while trying to take up 
as little space as possible. I grew apprehensive as I hoped 
I hadn’t taken someone’s regular seat. Nerves clenched 
my stomach tightly, not knowing how the others would 
react to me. I felt like a tiny mouse trying to hide in the 
corner. Acceptance began to blossom in the pit of my 
stomach as the girls started asking me questions and 
including me in their conversations. By the time I got on 
the ice, I was ready. I played like I would in any other 
practice, showing no nerves and proving that I belonged 
there with them. In the end, I was successful.

I spent that night in the dorms with team members 
Charlie and Sarah. I stayed in one of their adjoining dorm 
rooms which they, along with their other roommates, 
had converted into a living area. It was an interesting and 
welcoming experience. As we watched the hockey game 
on TV, they ordered pizza and introduced me to their 

roommates, as well as other friends who had stopped by 
to say hello. They made sure I wasn’t left out or feeling 
uncomfortable. 

The next morning we had practice at 5:40. The early 
morning didn’t deter me however; I still laid my heart on 
the ice. The one thing I remember clearly is the shoot out 
we had at the end. I don’t remember how many shots 
there were, but that the team had scored only three or 
four times. Needless to say, the coaches were impressed. 
They told me how much they’d love to have me play for 
them and they even wanted me to play for them the next 
weekend. After the practice, one of the coaches took 
me on a drive around campus. Awestruck, I stared, and 
knew that this was where I wanted to be. 

The only way I could describe the feeling as I left 
Michigan would be bliss. It had been the opportunity 
that kids dream about as they go to sleep at night and 
I was lucky enough to experience it myself. The things 
I accomplished there, like making people take notice 
of me and respect me, has made all of the adversity I 
have faced through the years worthwhile. Along with 
my accomplishments, I became a slightly different 
person, one more open to take on challenges. This is 
because I discovered three important things. The first is 
that achieving dreams doesn’t come easily. You will get 
knocked down, but it’s about how many times you’re 
willing to get up again. This leads to the second learning, 
namely perseverance. It’s something that can never be 
taught; everyone has to find it for themselves. The third 
thing is that nothing is impossible and, after all this, I 
managed to prove my teacher wrong. 

Eighteen-year-old Bailey is passionate about hockey. It is a sport she has 
played since the age of eight. Bailey lives at home with the family, a dog 
and two brothers, one older and one younger. She loves reading books 
and has an entire library underneath her bed. While studying in New 
Zealand this summer, she hopes to see seals in their natural environment. 
Bailey will begin studies in civil engineering at an American university in 
the fall of 2011. 
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Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. 
Only through experience of trial and suffering can 
the soul be strengthened, vision cleared, ambition 
inspired, and success achieved. – Helen Keller
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“Adversity is like a strong wind. It tears away 
from us all but the things that cannot be torn, so 
that we see ourselves as we really are.”  
– Arthur Golden, American author
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Rachel Coombs
First Place

Eastern School District

Self-Injury

Self-injury is a fancy way of saying I cut myself. Not 
that anyone wants to hear that. It’s not like you can 
waltz up to someone and casually say, “Hey, I enjoy 

walking in the rain, reading, and scraping pointy objects 
across my cold, pale skin.” People would automatically 
think I’m a freak, which I’m not, by the way.

Reading this you probably think I was severing limbs 
left and right, but I really wasn’t that bad. I started using 
a bread knife on my hand. Then I was cutting on my legs, 
using nail files and pipe cleaners. I began cutting on my 
stomach with glass shards in November. That month I 
had twenty to thirty new cuts almost every day and I kept 
a steady pace until January.

In October, I lost control. Self-injury is a delicate thing 
and suddenly hurting myself changed from a want to 
an insatiable need, whether it was slicing my hand or 
scraping my skin, I liked the pain, but I did it for the 
blood. Undeniable relief was mine as the blood dripped 
down my belly. As twisted as it sounds, seeing my own 
blood made me forget everything; time stopped for me. 
All the emptiness and insecurities disappeared as soon 
as I broke skin. It made me feel worthy of living. I felt 
like if I cut myself enough, I wouldn’t have to feel guilty 
for living. Yet whenever I cut, the feelings evaporated. 

I’m alone, but it’s pleasant. Whenever the feelings came 
back, I’d just cut again and again.

I can’t tell you how it first started, because there 
were no outward signs. I quickly found myself wanting 
to cut every day. Whenever or wherever I was, it was all 
I wanted. The hunger for pain would not subside, and I 
didn’t want it to.

Of course mom put me in therapy. There are many 
words I can use to describe how I felt about therapy, 
none of which are polite. Bottom line was, I didn’t want 
to go! I was told it wasn’t really “therapy,” just talking 
about my “issues.” In reality, it was nice to tell someone 
everything that was going on and be absolutely sure of 
their confidentiality.

On March 4 I decided to stop. There isn’t any reason 
I decided to stop cutting, I just did. I realized that I no 
longer felt any of the insecurities I felt before. I think 
what got me through it was getting a new outlook. I 
may not be the skinniest kid on the block, I may have a 
blemish here and there, and I may have to get braces. In 
all honesty, who really cares? Having a problem with self-
injury made me question my very purpose, I found myself 
having nightmares about committing suicide, but I’m no 
longer afraid of life.

One step at a time, I’m getting better. This experience 
has definitely changed me. It has taught me to find my 
strengths and take advantage of them. I’m happy.
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Jonathan Williams
Second Place

Eastern School District

My Golden Race

Today I play a lot of sports. That wasn’t the case in 
grade three though. A grade three cross-country 
race changed the way I think, act, and feel. It had 

a huge impact on my life.

Playing sports makes me feel happy and energetic. It 
all started when I ran my first cross-country race. At the 
time, mom signed Chris, my brother, up for running so 
he could use up all his energy on that instead of driving 
her crazy. It worked so well that she asked me to sign 
up. I couldn’t thank her enough for making me do that 
because if hadn’t, I might be some video junky cooped 
up in front of my PS3 all day.

My first race was at my own school, so I ran the track 
almost every day. Since I was in Grade 3, I was running 
against grade fours. I placed 9th, and to this day I’m 
proud of myself for that. In my next race, I finished 5th. 
At the start everything looked good, I was in 3rd but I 
fell behind. I couldn’t let that happen again so during 
my third race, the pressure was on. All my friends were 
watching me. Even worse, my brother had run before 
and finished 1st. I can still remember rounding the final 
corner and hearing everyone cheering. I can’t explain the 
feeling but when I looked down and saw a gold medal 
on my chest, I knew I wanted to do this for a long time.

Nothing was the same after that race. I kept running. 
It was the same thing at every race – gold. I haven’t run a 
race since without getting a medal. It’s crazy. It prepared 
me for the fitness test we were having in Grade 4. I’m a 
three timer for that too, fittest boy – Grade 4, 5 and 6. I 
will continue running through high school.

As I became a better runner I became better at other 
sports. When you are good at something, like running, 
it boosts your confidence to try new things. Due to my 
hard work preparing for races, I got better at soccer and 
hockey; I got into volleyball and basketball. Playing new 
sports was one of the biggest impacts I had from running.

My first race, yeah it was just a race, but it got me 
hooked. I found something I was good at and loved to 
do. My first race led to more races which led to more 
sports. It was an activity where I could use up my energy 

in a positive way. I had to work hard to accomplish 
something and not have medals merely handed to me, 
which is a good life skill. Every time for the rest of my 
life, whether it’s in basketball, soccer, hockey, volleyball, 
running or my school work, I will put my heart into it all.

Jonathan, an outgoing Grade 7 student, lives in Clarenville, N.L., with 
his parents, older brother Chris and puppy pal, Holly. Sports play a very 
important role in Jonathan’s life as he one day intends to be a physical 
education teacher. He would like to express his gratitude to all of the 
teachers and coaches who have inspired him to be the very best he can be.

Jessica Thornhill
Third Place

Eastern School District

Abuse

Death, pain, destruction and broken bones were 
all that I ever thought of for almost three years – 
screams throughout the night. Dreams turned into 

nightmares. Nightmares turned into realities. Finally, a 
new beginning! It was all over for my mom and me – no 
more abuse. That day, when things began to change, 
represented a turning point for me. It was the beginning 
of the rest of my life.

It all started at the middle of Grade 3. Mom had met 
a man; the new man. Everything was fine for the first 
three months, before the beatings started. Watching my 
mom suffer was hard; make-up and long-sleeved shirts 
covered up the bruises; sunglasses hid the pain in her 
eyes.

The first day of Grade 4 was great; new friends, new 
teachers and a new school. Everything was different. 
What fun, six hours, five days a week! But, it all had to 
end sometime. Don’t forget the other five to six hours 
in a day, plus the weekends. He had temper problems; 
we went through at least five remotes and a bucket of 
plaster to fix the holes in the walls. A picture couldn’t 
hide all the holes. He would yell and spit on my mom, no 
matter who was watching. It hurt!

It was the simplest stuff that set him into fireworks. It 
was a sunny fall day. We were waiting in the car for mom 
to come out of the grocery store when this lady knocked 
on the door and simply said, “Hi.” Mom asked who it 
was. It was only his aunt. That made him mad. We pulled 
in the driveway and he was yelling, slamming brakes and 
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doors. As mom opened the house door, he threw the 
groceries down and pushed mom. She screamed in pain! 
She ran into the room crying. He ran in with her. Scared, 
I ran down into the basement. As I grabbed my soccer 
ball, I heard something drop. Ignoring it, I ran outside 
and angrily kicked the ball at the house.

When I went inside, I ran into mom’s room and saw 
her on the bed holding her arm. Something was wrong. In 
pain, mom went to the hospital to get her arm checked. 
It was broken; wrist to elbow. An hour later, mom called. 
She had to leave for St. John’s in the morning. I would be 
staying with my Nan.

After mom had surgery, she got brave enough to 
get a divorce. Months later we moved into Grace Sparks 
House, starting a new life in Marystown.

Now I am in Grade 7, finally letting out the one secret 
that has been inside me. Life is way better now, although 
mom’s arm is going to be injured for the rest of her life. 
I have to do more chores and take more responsibilities. 
Even with all of this, I could not be happier!

I should never take my mom for granted; one day she 
won’t be here.

Jessica, 12 years old, lives with her mother and pet dog, Mia. Outgoing 
and sociable, she enjoys spending time with her friends and playing 
sports. Jessica’s love for writing and drawing is reflected both in her school 
work and hobbies. She is an active member of the RCSCC 121 Mary 
Rose Sea Cadets Core. After high school Jessica intends to study welding 
engineering technology. Jessica would like to express her gratitude for the 
love and support she continues to receive from Nan and Pop Thornhill and 
especially her mother.

Olivia Bradbury
Fourth Place

Eastern School District

Time to Go

“Can we go see Poppy today?” I asked Nom 
and Nan hopefully. Mom and Nan exchanged 
a glance, but didn’t answer me. Mom told me 

to come and sit beside her, so I walked over and sat on 
the couch next to her and looked at her, wondering why 
she hadn’t answered my question. That was when she 
told me, and every bit of hope I had disappeared in an 
instant. I simply lost all hope.

At twelve years old, I know that death is just a part 
of life. It happens every day and we can’t change that. 
Although, at six years old, it was hard to understand how 
a person can be there one day, then gone forever. It just 
didn’t seem fair and I wished we could bring all of those 
people back. Unfortunately, at some point, each one 
of us will experience death and face the horrible truth: 
there is no cure for death.

Pop was diagnosed with brain cancer when I was 
about six. I was too young to fully understand what was 
going on. I was just a little kid. I didn’t really think of Pop 
having cancer. In my own mind, I just thought of him 
as being sick, and I figured he would get better. After 
all, he was in the hospital, and I knew that was what 
hospitals were supposed to do. They were supposed to 
make people better. Pop went from hospital to hospital. 
Sometimes we only had to drive for fifteen minutes if we 
wanted to go and see him, but other times we had to 
drive for an hour, depending on what hospital he was in. 
The long drives could get a little boring, but as long as 
I could see Pop I didn’t care. It would be nice when we 
could talk to him at the hospital. Seeing him talking like 
there was nothing wrong with him just gave me more 
hope that he was going to be okay. I didn’t understand 
the seriousness of his illness. Everybody was worried for 
reasons that I didn’t understand. I was sure Pop would 
be okay, but as time went by, he got worse. He couldn’t 
really talk or move much on his own. Sadly, that’s how I 
remember him the last time I saw him.

We had been in Pop’s hospital room for a while. Pop 
hadn’t opened his eyes the whole time, and the room 
was very depressing. I wished that Pop could talk to us, 
or at least open his eyes, but by the time we had to go 
home there was no change. I began to climb up onto his 
hospital bed to say good-bye to him, but lost my grip and 
fell down onto the cold hospital floor. The noise must 
have disturbed Pop, because he opened his eyes and 
looked at me. His eyes looked sad. I don’t know if he 
recognized me, but I like to think that he did. I climbed 
up on the bed once again and said good-bye to him, and 
then we left to go home. Later, my parents told me that 
was the last time poor Pop ever opened his eyes.

When I woke the next morning, I jumped out of bed 
and hurried downstairs right away. In the living room, 
mom was sitting on the couch and Nan was sitting on 
the loveseat. I spoke before anyone else could get the 
chance. The first words out of my mouth were, “Can 
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we go see Poppy today?” Mom and Nan looked at each 
other. Then my mom looked at me sadly and told me to 
sit next to her. I sat down next to her, and mom told me 
what had happened. She told me that through the night 
Pop had passed away. It didn’t make sense. I was feeling 
so many emotions at the same time. Shock, confusion, 
grief, and disbelief simply tore me apart. It was sickening. 
I didn’t know what to do. I just broke down and cried.

When Pop died, it was a turning point for me because 
it helped me realize that sometimes, it’s just someone’s 
time to go, and there’s nothing that we can do about 
it. It taught me that when someone dies, we have to 
remember the good times we had with them instead 
of focusing on the fact that they are no longer with us. 
There isn’t always a happy ending, but we shouldn’t give 
up hope even when things look bad – even when it is our 
time to go.

Thirteen-year-old Olivia lives in Upper Island Cove, N.L. She lives with her 
parents and younger brother, Nicholas. Olivia hopes to integrate her love 
of reading and writing with a future career. Olivia would like to thank Mr. 
Osborne and her family for their support and encouragement.

Ryan Barrett
Honourable Mention

Eastern School District

Catch of the Day!

Last summer, mom took Katie and I down to the 
wharf in Old Perlican to see dad when he came in 
from a crab-fishing trip. As we waited, I watched 

some fishermen unloading their catches, while others 
were getting ready to leave for their next voyages. 
There was a nice sunset over the horizon and gulls were 
squawking like crazy. As I walked out further on the 
wharf, I saw some people driving a speedboat around 
the harbour. I thought this looked like a lot of fun, so 
I decided to ask dad if we could take Gramp Barrett’s 
speedboat for a ride when he got in from his crab-fishing 
trip.

It wasn’t long before dad was at the wharf, and I 
wanted to ask him if we could go for a ride in the 
speedboat. When I asked dad, he liked the idea, but said 
our ride would have to wait until tomorrow, because it 
would be too late to go by the time he off-loaded his 
catch of crab. I was a bit disappointed that we couldn’t 

go right away, but I was excited about our adventure the 
next day.

We got up early the next morning. When we got to 
the wharf, we saw Uncle Jimmy bailing out his flat. We 
told him we were going for a boat ride, and asked him 
if he wanted to come with us. He said yes and off we 
went!

The air was cool and crisp, as the fog cleared over the 
breakwater. As we went out through the harbour, I felt 
a rush of energy. The engine was roaring, the seagulls 
were flying overhead, and the mist from the waves was 
hitting my face. It felt great!

We went around Old Perlican Island, and then headed 
down towards Cook’s Cove. The scenery was beautiful. 
Uncle Jimmy suggested that we try to hand line a few 
cod. Dad and I thought this would be great. We threw 
our lines over and waited for one of us to get the first 
bite. Our excitement gradually faded because after quite 
some time, there was still no sign of fish. We decided 
that perhaps this was not the best time of day to fish, so 
we should take a break, do some more sightseeing, and 
try our fishing a little later.

We continued on down around the shore to Daniel’s 
Cove. I was very fascinated by all the little coves and caves 
along the shoreline. Dad and Uncle Jimmy told me stories 
about when they were young like me. I really enjoyed 
listening to them. After we spent some time around 
Daniel’s Cove, we decided to head back to the fishing 
grounds and try our luck one more time. On the way 
back, we saw this little island near the shore, so we took 
a few minutes to explore it. There were a lot of birds’ 
nests on the island, and the birds were flying around our 
heads like crazy. Dad said they were probably scared that 
we would hurt their eggs, so we decided to continue on 
to the fishing grounds.

We were all anxious to get our lines in the water 
again. Hopefully this time would be different, and we 
would get a great catch. This time was different, and in 
no time, I felt a big tug on my line! I was so excited and 
yelled, “I got one!” As I pulled the fish over the side of 
the boat, I was so proud! Dad said it was so big it would 
probably be the catch of the day! It wasn’t long before 
dad and Uncle Jimmy caught their fish. We were very 
pleased, and headed home.

That day was very special to me for a lot of reasons. 
It made me realize how lucky I am to live in such a 
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wonderful place, where we are safe and free to explore 
our surroundings. Knowing that there are places in the 
world where people are not as fortunate as we Canadians 
makes it all worthwhile to me. Places, like Japan, Haiti, 
and the Middle East are facing great challenges now. We 
should all feel very grateful and help these people in their 
time of need.

It also felt nice to have my dad and Uncle Jimmy 
spend time with me. I learned two important values that 
day. They are patience and persistence. When we didn’t 
catch any fish on our first try, we took a break but didn’t 
give up. Our persistence really paid off because we ended 
up with a great catch, and I had the catch of the day!

Twelve-year-old Ryan lives in the fishing community of Old Perlican, N.L., 
with his mom, dad, sister and their four dogs. Ryan thoroughly enjoys 
participating in outdoor activities, especially fishing with his dad. While 
he intends to pursue post-secondary education, Ryan remains open to a 
multitude of career possibilities.

Cameron George
Honourable Mention

Eastern School District

Consuming Fear

“Climbing the fence of fear may be an impossible feat.”

It is amazing how fear can take control of your mind if 
you allow it to do so. In some cases, it even stops you 
from doing activities that you once loved. According 

to Dudley Nichols, “Fear is the highest fence.” Once the 
fence is constructed it becomes very difficult to climb 
over. I never really gave this concept much thought until 
fear stopped me from doing one thing that I used to love 
so dearly.

 It was a beautiful afternoon, the type of day that 
was simply perfect for a ride on my all-terrain vehicle. I 
decided to go down on a trail close to my house – a spot 
where I had ridden my bike a thousand times before … 
except today was different.

As I was driving along, my chest protector had shifted 
so I decided to fix it. For that split second that I stopped 
paying attention to the trail and my bike, the handle 
bars shifted and my bike headed straight up a steep hill. 
The incline on the hill was too much for me to maintain 
control which resulted in my falling off the bike. Both the 

bike and I rolled down the hill and came to a crashing 
halt at the bottom, with the bike landing on top of me. 
The weight pressed down on my body and I was unable 
to breathe.

Thankfully, my brother was not far from me and he 
rushed to get my dad. Dad ran to my side and removed 
the bike. I was rushed to the emergency room for x-rays 
and ended up being put in a neck brace. There were 
no serious injuries and I did not need to be in the brace 
very long. After several hours I was sent home with a 
relatively clean bill of health.

 Since my accident, my brain tends to think along 
the lines of, “I was very lucky that day and the results of 
my accident could have been much worse; I may not be 
so lucky the next time.” It is strange how one incident 
can have such a strong impact on your life. I rode my bike 
a thousand times before without any issues and now, 
because of only one bad ride, I cannot find the courage 
to simply sit on the seat. The fear of what might happen 
has consumed my thoughts and blocked my ability to 
truly get over my fear. It has made such an impression in 
my mind that I even sold my bike so that this could never 
happen to me again.

I can only hope that one day I will be able to climb 
over my “fence of fear” because the only person standing 
in my way to do so is me. As Franklin D. Roosevelt once 
said, “There is nothing to fear but fear itself.” If I can 
conquer my fear then perhaps one day I will jump right 
back on the bike again and give it another shot!

Amber Hyde
Honourable Mention

Eastern School District

The Ice Broke

I’m not the type of person to be sad. I’m just not 
that type of person. This past January, my dog 
died. For the first time for as long as I could 

remember, I, Amber Hyde was sad.

After a fun weekend at my friend’s house, I came 
home with an empty feeling in my stomach and a quiet 
looking house. I eased open the door, taking the first 
few steps in, I felt uneasy. My mom immediately hugged 
me. Her crying was the only thing to be heard. Then, her 
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soulful struggle to speak followed. Eventually the words 
came, “Amber, Gus is gone. He drowned.”

My knees shook as though I was the only support 
in a collapsing world and I was about to give in. The 
room stood still, the time stopped and I felt completely, 
incomplete, as if I had just lost everything. More than 
anything, at that time I felt badly for my dog. I hoped 
he died a painless and easy death. I hoped he was 
somewhere beautiful, resting. My hope for him was that 
he was somewhere, where he could bark as loud as he 
could, and not be disturbed. Later that day I came to 
realize just how much sympathy I felt for my dad; he 
had witnessed it. He had watched Gus hit the ice and 
sink. He knew he couldn’t help him, he knew there was 
nothing he could do. If my dad could have saved him, he 
would have.

In realization of the changing seasons and the still 
untouched dog house in the background of the window 
view from my own bedroom, I’ve come to notice many 
things that have changed. The dog house sits quiet when 
I arrive home from school. No happy greetings from a 
playful dog, no sled rides in winter or long hot summer 
walks. I miss sitting on the dog house with Gus’s head 
resting on my lap. I’ll never have him back and I know 
that, but it makes me sad every time I think of him. Gus 
was my best friend. 

Though Gus couldn’t speak or understand when I 
spoke, he was the first immediate family member I have 
lost. I never cried until an hour after it actually struck me, 
because when dad came home from a day in the cabin, 
Gus never did.

The tragic news stories about the loss of another 
parent, brother, sister or Canadian soldier always seemed 
so unrealistic. You never really imagine the pain they feel, 
until it happens to you. At the time, I felt so raw and 
exposed. It is like the entire world could see inside me 
and they were picking me apart. I hope that others left 
behind didn’t feel as I did.

Nothing has changed me more than losing Gus, my 
only dog. I don’t take things for granted, anymore. I never 
will again. It has taught me, that tomorrow when I wake 
up, something so valuable to me, might be gone forever. 
It has taught me to respect everything I have and that no 
one can be replaced. Some things come only once, and 
my dog, Gus, was one of those things. Losing him taught 
me that absolutely no one is immortal.

Throughout this event, I have also realized many 
other things about my life, such as who my friends are 
and who will always be there for me. Also, I discovered 
how I cope – I listen and I write. I have written many 
poems about my feelings and thoughts. I listen to songs 
that describe my feelings and songs about how I wish I 
felt.

In conclusion this essay is dedicated to anyone who 
has ever lost someone or something dear to them. This 
is also dedicated to my dog, Gus. Rest in peace, Gussy.

Amber, a Grade 7 student, is an active member of her school community. 
She participates in cadets, mural painting, a math program, various 
sports and other activities. Amber thoroughly enjoys getting involved and 
helping out whenever possible. She would like to thank Mrs. Kelly for 
helping her to prepare for the presentation of this essay and helping her 
throughout the annual awards ceremony.

Samantha Ryan
Honourable Mention

Eastern School District

The Truth About Family

Statistics show that more than one-third of marriages 
in Canada will end before the thirtieth anniversary. 
My parents’ divorce happened before that. It is hard 

for me to see my parents together when my mother 
comes to visit my brother and me at our home with our 
father. I have fantasies of their getting back together and 
being the family I wish we were. But they are just fantasies 
and no one notices how much it pains me. The truth is I 
do not remember anything about my parents’ marriage 
or the divorce. My mom tells me that they constantly 
fought and when they were in close proximity with each 
other they weren’t that enjoyable to be around. I try 
hard to remember these fights and try to picture their 
emotions, but all I see is me with my mom in the summer 
and me with my father the rest of the year.

I’d rather have my parents living under the same 
roof, but I have no reason to say that the separation 
hasn’t helped me become the person I am now. I am 
more grounded: I’m not someone who thinks bad things 
always happen to me. My relationships are different than 
the people who have both parents living with them. I am 
more attached to my father than my mother or anyone 
else. Some children of divorce or other life changes are 
also more distrustful than others. I let people in because 
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I know that the people who stay there for you are your 
real family, whether they are biologically or not.

My mom was the one who moved out of the house. 
She actually moved out of the province for another job. 
When I was old enough to comprehend that my parents 
were not living together or still married, I was worried. I 
was scared she would meet someone else, get married 
and have other kids. With this idea planted in my brain, 
I thought that she could start a new life without me. But 
my mom phoned every single night to hear about my day 
and the phone calls never stopped. With every phone call 
I was more reassured my mom would always be there 
for me. I didn’t always think she was going to just leave 
me forever. I knew that terrible things would not always 
happen to me.

When my mom left, my dad got custody over my 
brother and me. From the earliest days of my life that I 
can remember, I was living with my dad. He was the one 
who dropped me off for my first day of school, the one 
who drove me to the mall when I needed new clothes 
and was there for all my birthdays. My mom never forgot 
any special moments though. She always phoned, asked 
for photos or came home to visit and support me. But 
with my spending all of my life with dad, I became more 
dependent on him than on anyone else.

Some people who are children of divorce find it 
hard to open up to people because they’re scared that 
when they do, the person could be there one day then 
walk out of their life the next. But some people whose 
parents separated are not so quick to close their hearts 
to someone who wants to be in their life. They know 
that if one parent is not there that they shouldn’t feel 
abandoned enough to not let anyone in. I know this so 
whoever wants to be there for me, I allow myself to open 
up instead of keeping people at a distance.

Neither of my parents abandoned me. I know that, 
but sometimes I forget. My mom changes from living in 
Newfoundland, to moving out of the province then she 
continues the cycle. She needs money to pay rent and 
the best teaching jobs she can get is the one she takes. 
But both of them pay attention to me and care for me. 
I know that my real family, blood-related or not, are the 
ones who will always be there for me. The others who 
leave were never capable of being my family to start with.

Thirteen-year-old Samantha lives in Bonavista, N.L., with her dad and 
enjoys spending the summer months in Labrador with her mom. She 
participates in several extra-curricular clubs and activities. Currently 

Samantha is in her fifth year of playing minor hockey. She loves spending 
time with her friends, shopping and going to the movies. Samantha 
values the support of her family, especially that of her dad. An avid reader, 
she enjoys several different genres of books. Samantha hopes to pursue a 
career in writing, possibly becoming a book editor or a journalist.

Shae-Lynn Winsor
Honourable Mention

Eastern School District

My Forever Family… 
My Story of Adoption

According to an ancient Chinese belief, “An invisible 
red thread connects those who are destined to 
meet, regardless of time, place or circumstance. 

The thread may stretch or tangle, but will never break.” 
A single red thread connected me to my family when I 
was 15 months old. I guess you could say it was destiny 
that brought us together.

I was born on May 11, 1998, Year of the Tiger, in 
Qingxin County, Guangdong Province. It was a bright, 
warm day and there was a light breeze. After I was 
born, my birth parents placed me on the steps of the 
orphanage with a small, crumpled, red piece of paper. 
It had my birth date and the time I was born written in 
Chinese characters. That’s the only thing I have left of my 
birth mom.

I lived in the Qingxin Social Welfare Institute for 15 
months. The orphanage workers gave me the name Hua 
Qing Ming. Hua is the orphanage name. Qing means 
young, green and Ming means bright. The orphanage 
prepared my papers that would allow a family to 
adopt me.

Every day I can’t help but wonder why my birth mom 
couldn’t keep me. Maybe she was young. Maybe she 
already had two children or had one child and thought 
she needed a boy in the family. In China people believe 
they must have a boy in the family, to take care of them 
when they become old. I like to believe that she loved 
me more than anything, but wasn’t allowed to keep me. 
Could she have wanted me to have a better life than 
what she could have given me? Even though she had 
to let me go I believe in my heart that she loves me and 
thinks about me every day. She is a part of me and I 
am a part of her. She gave me my almond shaped eyes, 
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my long black hair, and my musical and artistic talent. I 
wonder if she was petite like me. Every time I think of 
my birth parents I suddenly feel empty and lonely inside. 
I would do anything to know who my birth parents are.

On August, 24 1999, my whole world changed. That 
was the day I met my forever family. My mom says I was 
born in her heart. I went from being a scared, lonely little 
girl in China to having a loving family. When mom and 
dad first saw me they said I looked so sad. Everything 
was different. There were so many strange sights, sounds 

and smells. I didn’t know what was happening. I didn’t 
smile until the fifth day I was with them. When I smiled 
for the first time they were so, so happy. I guess if I was 
smiling I must have been happy, too.

I will always think about my birth mom, but I am glad 
I have found my forever family.

Shae-Lynn lives in Clarenville, N.L., with her mom, dad, sister Mia, brother 
Tai, and dog Millie. She loves to play the violin, piano, and flute. She 
enjoys writing, reading, painting, drawing, and origami.
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Lorelei Adarna, Taneisha Alkins, Adam Amello, Joanne Andreopulos, Tamana Azizi, Janneth Binns, Agata 
Chelminska, Benita Cho, Young-Hae Cho, Ashley Clarke, Victoria Dale, Jessica Del Sole, Chloe Durst, Philip 
Zalmon Enchin, Eric Engel, Jessica Estrela, Kathryn Heenan, Lindsey Hull, David Hwang, Jeanette Jacobs, 
Karthika Jegatheeswaran, Mayelle Joachim, Jimmie Kang, William Kearns, Viv Kertesz, Natalie Killick, 
Melissa King, Sarine Konyalian, Peter Koutelias, Terrence Law, Peter Lazarakis, Lena Maleganeas, Jessica 
Mallon, Susanna Mark, Sharon Markowski, Jonathan Matchett, Jessica Molinaro-Hurd, Jeremy Nusinowitz, 
Claire Penczak, Nicole Racioppo, Kelly Radke, Cindy Ramrattan, Gordon Robertson, Hazel Ronquillo, Aaron 
Rosenwald, Keren Shilling, Michelle Shnaider, Sana Siddiqui, Michael Soriano, Samara Stern, April Stevens, 
Julie Tang, Erin Templeton, Rachel Underwood, Marissa Unruh, Michael Wu, Samara Yu, Matthew Zarmati

COURSE LEADER: SERGE PARRAVANNO:

Lisa Agranove, Rajindra Alwis, Cintia Anselmo, Martin Armstrong, Christopher Barkley, Amy Barnes, Melissa 
Blackie, Katarzyna Blaszak, Melanie Caine, Matthew Chan, Gillian Chassels, Ann Chiu, Aleisha Conliffe, Kelly 
Craig, Marie-Pierre Desrosiers, Mladen Dikic, Zachary Dougall, Nicholas Ezrin, Lisa Fisk, Johanna Foot, Kirsten 
Hambleton, Eric Hayashi, Kimberly Hubbard, Mary Leach, Narae Lee, Doris Leong, Mia Levin, Eleanor Mackay, 
Alanna Magder, Horis Mansuri, Xiao Qing Mao, Joanne Marling, Marion Caple, Cherie Delory, Michael 
Falikowski, Alexandre Franke, Ivana Haranas, Shannon Harding, Matthew Kleywegt, Donna Maloney, Paul 
Manz, Emily Mathias, Lauren McGuire, Christine McIntyre Dostie, Hana Milasin, Ashlea Mohos, Allison Moore, 
Margaret Nozuka, Irene Peters, Anne Piper, Sasha Pishalski, Nicholas Prashad, Amy Ringel, Reena Sharma, 
Aravinthan Sithamparanathan, Vanessa Stewart, Moses Suzuki, Pranav Syal, Josephine Tan-Yan, Nancy Tat, 
Benjamin Tucker, Victoria Vaughan, Karl Vizvary, Kristy White, Colin White

YORK UNIVERSITY

COURSE LEADERS: JACKIE SPENCE AND FRANCO FRANCESCO:

Nabeel Ahmad, Mohamed Ahmed, Elham Azadeh, Sebastian Basualto, Stacey Beckford, Sunil Boodhai, Julia 
Bortnick, Yoka Canrinus, Sarah Defend, Rachel Godwin, Marcus Hagley, Joe Hamid, Abshir Hassan, Terra 
Mastromatteo, Nori Miwa, Devonna Munroe, Priva Patel, Terri Phung, Allison, Polyak, Manreet Raj, Joshua 
Robinson, Fazeena Samad, Shanique Samuel, Michael Schram, Patrick Sefa, Savita Spriggs, Eden Talbott-
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Griffiths, Stefanie Tete, Eva Torres-Quesada-Karys, Mith Boparai, Lisa Charow, Kerri-Ann Gregory, Kate Nowak, 
Elizabeth Pasternak, Daniela Savino, Shara Selvanavakam, Jamie Tinney

GLENDON COLLEGE

COURSE LEADER: JENNIFER SIPOS-SMITH

Nadia Alsaadi, Yangki Doma, Aaron Doupe, Kailey Fisher, Maya Guerrero, Kari Gulin, Eugenia Karakehayova, 
Gerard Ladiyou, Yik Ling Lam,Emily McCauley, Chantal Penrose, Anna Weigt-Bienzle

TIER ONE – CALGARY CATHOLIC SCHOOL DISTRICT & CALGARY BOARD OF EDUCATION

UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

COURSE LEADER: DR. JIM FIELD

Trevor Allman, Ingrid Baier, Krystle Geraldi, Tara Lavender, Louann Goslin, Alan McLAren, Courtney Merritt, 
Rebecca Mitchell, Sherri Moore, Jessica Petillot, Kari Slipp, Simmy Toor, Jessica Woelfle

COURSE LEADER: DR. JIM PAUL

Bruce Anderson, Christy Atkins, Elise Brittain, Paul D’Adamo, Lisa Deck, Kristin Duval, Terry Eggenschwiler, 
Jana Garrow, Rennais Gayle, Ellie Glassman, Dominic Ip, Kenna Kelly-Turner, Jeffery McGregor, Jordan Nisbett, 
Dub Saunders, Patrick Sullivan, Suzanne Veteikis, Katherine Cardwell, Angel Guerra, Ceilynn Rothwell, Gopika 
Sharma, Nick Torelli, Ryan Yeats, Rohanna Green, Gillian Mackay, Joanne Stuart, Suzanne Skagen, Christopher 
Ng, Matt Pickering, Mark Meier, Alexandra Mody, Clark Saundh

TIER ONE – SUDBURY CATHOLIC DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD, SUDBURY, ONTARIO

LAURENTIAN UNIVERSITY

COURSE LEADER: DR. JAN BULEY

Leigha Bailey

TIER ONE – EASTERN SCHOOL DISTRICT, NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR

MEMORIAL UNIVERSITY OF NEWFOUNDLAND

PROFESSOR: DR. ROBERTA HAMMETT

Jordin Austin, Nicholas Broderick, Sean Burton, Lee Butt, Ryan Butt, Erika Chisolm, Benjamin Jesseau, Kayla 
Joy, Sean Keenan, Tracy Merrill, Megan Ormshaw, Jessica Pelley, Candice Pilgrim, Lesley Raymond, Matthew 
Rideout, Sandra Tulk, Gillian Williams, Rebecca Young

PROFESSOR: DR. DOROTHY VAANDERING

Catherine Aylward, Ashley Bartlett, Chris Boulos, Kyle Buckle, Stephanie Dickson, Allison Doody, Megan 
Dupuis, Katie Gale, Verena Gale, Rebecca Gibbs, Greg Greening, Rebecca Harris, Samuel Hounsell, Jennifer 
Hayes, Gina Kane, Amanda Kean, Erinne Kearsey, Danielle Kennedy, Samantha King, Jacinta Jackman, Lisa 
Manning, Amanda Meery, Michelle Meery, Lacey Mills, Matthew Nauffts, Jennifer Parsons, Melissa Power, Tula 
Reid, Janine Rogers, Angela Rotman, Jennifer Ryan, Anna Sequeira, Daniel Simms, Katie Slauenwhite, Erin 
Sooley, Tara Sullivan, Sarah Tubrett, Kim Verge
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PROFESSOR: MRS. PEGGY MARCH

Kayla Aspell, Joshua Baker, Michelle Barbour, Melissa Bartlett, Jessica Cahill, Heather Cleary, Erika Coombs, 
Ryan Crane, Laura Crawley, Valerie Davis, Joanne Dawe, Bobbie Drover, Megan Greene, Julia Goodyear, 
Brittney Hartling, Kelilah Hughes, Lisa Kennedy, Heather King, Whitney Lambert, Danielle Langdon, Shannon 
Locke, Janelle Maloney, Natasha Martell, Joanne Morgan, Angela Norman, Allison Oliver, Greg Pittman, Ashley 
Power, Nicole Rickert, Christopher Rowsell, Susan Ryder, Nancy Smith, Vanessa Smith, Florence Tat, Gina Vey, 
Diana White, Elim Wong

TIER TWO JUDGES: CALGARY ....................................MEMBERS OF THE PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY
Dawnelle Salant, Children’s Author
Marilyn Maguire, Retired Teacher ..................................................................................Calgary Catholic School District
Colleen Hammond, Entrepreneur
Charlene Brennen, School Council Chair .......................................................................Calgary Catholic School District
Sean Marchetto, Consultant .........................................................................................Calgary Catholic School District
Susan Robichaud, Consultant ........................................................................................Calgary Catholic School District
Lois Burke-Gaffney, Trustee ..........................................................................................Catholic Catholic School District
Carol Bazinet, Trustee .........................................................................................................Calgary Board of Education
Jeanette MacDonald, Consultant, Secondary English Language Arts ..............................Calgary Catholic School District
Bob Steele, Radio Announcer ...................................................................................................................... CFXL Radio
Vicki McLaughlin, Specialist with Corporate Partnerships .....................................................Calgary Board of Education
Greta Raymond, Senior Advisor Pilko & Associates & Member of Advisory Board .....................The Learning Partnership
Donna Crawford, Retired Curriculum Specialist ...................................................................Calgary Board of Education
Sheila Taylor, Trustee ...........................................................................................................Calgary Board of Education
Hertha Rose, Retired Supervisor ....................................................................................Calgary Catholic School District
Carolyn Murphy, Member of Advisory Board ...........................................................................The Learning Partnership

TIER TWO JUDGES: GREATER TORONTO AREA .........MEMBERS OF THE PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY
Maureen Ahmad, Retired Head of English ...................................................Dufferin-Peel Catholic District School Board
Steven Barwin, Teacher & Author ............................................................................................Writers’ Guild of Canada
Dana Clarence, Director of Professional Affairs ......................................................... Chartered Accountants of Canada
Don Ekstrom, Sr. Manager Employee Relations ...............................................................................RBC Financial Group
Lies Ferriman, Teacher Coach ........................................................................................... Toronto District School Board
Gail Fraser, Manager of Partnership Development ............................................................ Toronto District School Board
Janice Hambrock, System Principal -- Safe Schools .............................................................Halton District School Board
Jeremy Hill, Retired Superintendent ..........................................................................York Catholic District School Board
Insiya Jafferjee, volunteer
Noeline Laccetti, Literacy Consultant ...........................................................Dufferin-Peel Catholic District School Board
Elaine McInnis, Retired Consultant ............................................................................ York Region District School Board
Gordon McInnis, Retired Principal..................................................................................... Toronto District School Board
Craig Philips, Legislative Page Program Coordinator, Parliamentary Protocol .............................................. Queen’s Park
Stephen Rensink, Teacher Facilitator ...........................................................................York Region District School Board
Alessandra Saccal, Public Relations Manager ..............................................................................Staples Business Depot
Monica Spence, Facilities Manager ...................................................................................................................T4G Ltd.
Janet Stickney, Coordinator Partnership Development ...................................................... Toronto District School Board
Christine Suski, Manager of Strategic Initiatives, Sales, Strategies & Support ................................. RBC Financial Group
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Judi Symes, Retired Head of English ................................................................................. Toronto District School Board
Rie Threndyle, Retired Consultant .................................................................................... Toronto District School Board
Cheryl Thornton, Author/Storyteller ............................................................................................................ StoryValues

FRENCH TIER TWO JUDGES: GTA ...............................MEMBERS OF THE PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY
Jacynthe Dallaire, Chef de programmes................................................................................... Partenariat en Éducation
Sarah Garnick, Retired French Consultant ................................................................. York Region District School Board
Rita van Landeghem, FSL Instructor ............................................................................................... University of Toronto
Alison Pearce, Program Co-ordinator FSL  ......................................................................... Toronto District School Board
Genevieve Robinson, Instructional Leader, FSL .................................................................. Toronto District School Board

TIER TWO JUDGES: BRANTFORD, ONT. ......................MEMBERS OF THE PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY
Allan Loft .................................................................................. Niagara Peninsula Aboriginal Area Management Board
Sherry Lewis .............................................................................. Niagara Peninsula Aboriginal Area Management Board
Audra Sewell-Maloney .............................................................. Niagara Peninsula Aboriginal Area Management Board

TIER TWO JUDGES: SUDBURY, ONT. ...........................MEMBERS OF THE PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY
Cindy Blinn, Curriculum Consultant ...................................................................Sudbury Catholic District School Board
Jennifer Connelly, Consultant  ............................................................................Sudbury Catholic District School Board
Jean McHarg, Superintendent of School Effectiveness ........................................Sudbury Catholic District School Board
Lisa Samuels, Consultant ....................................................................................Sudbury Catholic District School Board
Krista Sarmatiuk, Consultant ..............................................................................Sudbury Catholic District School Board
Ginette Toivonen, Consultant .............................................................................Sudbury Catholic District School Board
Connie Ubriaco, Consultant ...............................................................................Sudbury Catholic District School Board

TIER TWO JUDGES: ST. JOHN’S, N.L. ..........................MEMBERS OF THE PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY
Iris Petten, Vice-President ....................................................................................................Ocean Choice International
Gail Fowlow, Director ................................................................................................................ Pennecon Construction
Dallas Mercer, President .........................................................................................................................DM Consulting
Thomas Power, CEO .............................................................................................................Thomas J. Power Financial
Trudy Murray, Inspector .................................................................................................... RCMP, St. John’s Detachment
Krista Vokey, Assistant Principal ............................................................................................. Prince of Wales Collegiate
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In appreciation

We would like to recognize the involvement of the following schools in the Turning Points program:

Calgary Board of Education
Louise Dean School
Samuel W. Shaw Middle School

Calgary Catholic School District
Christ the King Catholic School
Holy Cross School
St. Rose of Lima Junior High School
St. Stephen Elementary/Junior High School

Conseil Scolaire Viamonde
École Secondaire Étienne-Brûlé 

Dufferin-Peel Catholic District School Board
Ascension of Our Lord Secondary School 
St. Augustine Secondary School
St. John the Baptist School
St. Kevin School
St. Mark School

Durham Catholic District School Board
St. Elizabeth Seton Elementary School

Eastern School District, N.L.
Amalgamated Academy
Baccalieu Collegiate
Balbo Elementary
Baltimore School Composite
Bishop White Allgrade
Catalina Elementary
Christ the King
Clarenville Middle School
Crescent Collegiate
Donald C. Jamieson
Dunne Memorial
Fatima Academy
Fortune Bay Academy
Heritage Collegiate
Holy Name of Mary
Holy Redeemer Elementary School
Lake Academy
Laval High School
Matthew Elementary
Persalvic Elementary School

Random Island Academy
Roncalli Central High School
Sacred Heart Academy
St. Anne’s Academy
St. Catherine’s Academy
St. Edward’s Elementary School
St. Francis School
St. Joseph’s Academy
St. Joseph’s Allgrade
St. Lawrence Academy
St. Mark’s Allgrade
St. Peter’s Elementary School
Southwest Arm Academy
Stell Maris Academy
Swift Current Academy
Tricentia Academy

Grand Erie District School Board
Bellview Public School
Brantford Collegiate Institute
Central Public School
Hagersville Secondary School
North Park Collegiate & Vocational School
Paris District High School
Pauline Johnson Collegiate & Vocational School
Port Dover Composite School
Princess Elizabeth Public School

Halton District School Board
Bruce Trail Public School
Florence Meares Public School
W.I. Dick Middle School

Hastings and Prince Edward District 
School Board

Centre Hastings Secondary School 

Peel District School Board
Glenforest Secondary School
Riverside Public School
Turner Fenton Secondary School

Qikiqtani School Board, Nunavut
Attagoyuk High School



Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District 
School Board

Holy Trinity High School 

Sudbury Catholic District School Board
Bishop Alexander Carter Secondary School
Marymount Academy
St. Benedict Secondary School

Toronto Catholic District School Board
Notre Dame Secondary School 

Toronto District School Board
Bloorlea Middle School
Brian Public School
Broadlands Public School
Brookview Middle School
Dunlace Public School
Earl Haig Secondary School
Fairbank Middle School
Hollycrest Middle School 
John English Junior Middle School
John Fisher Public School
Karen Kain School of the Arts

Marc Garneau Collegiate
Martingrove Secondary School
Maurice Cody Public School
Oakwood Collegiate
Seneca Hill Public School
Shaughnessy Public School
York Mills Secondary School 

York Catholic District School Board
St. Andrew Catholic School
St. ClementCatholic School

York Region District School Board
Armadale Public School
Carrville Mills Public School
Castlemore Public School
Coledale Public School
Crosby Heights Public School 
Donald Cousins Public School
Parkland Public School
Redstone Public School
Richmond Hill High School 
Sir William Mulock Secondary School

Program supporters:
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In closing

The Learning Partnership would like to thank:

•	 The teachers who facilitate the Turning Points program and encourage submissions from their students

•	 The thousands of students who share their compelling stories

•	 The judges who choose the winners from so many thoughtful stories

•	  Our supporters of Turning Points – our individual donors; the Calgary Foundation, the Ontario Ministry of 
Education; Niagara Peninsula Aboriginal Area Management Board; Eastern School District, Newfoundland and 
Labrador; and a very generous anonymous donor – for their ongoing commitment to publicly funded education, 
and for working with us to encourage young people to express themselves and their experiences through 
writing

•	 Julia Arnold, for her continued support and work on assessment and evaluation of the essays with the teacher 
candidates, Tier One judges

•	 Judi Symes, for her continued advocacy, support and work on professional development with teachers

•	 Rita van Landeghem for her support and in-service work with French Immersion teachers

•	 Kathleen Kawalauskas, program manager, The Learning Partnership, Calgary Alberta

•	 Derrick Moore, program manager, The Learning Partnership, Newfoundland and Labrador

•	 Lynn Abbey, literacy co-ordinator, Grand Erie District School Board

•	 Janeen Werner-King, specialist, secondary language arts, Calgary Board of Education

•	 Jeanette MacDonald, consultant, secondary english language arts, Calgary Catholic School District

•	 Dr. Bryan Szumlas, supervisor of teaching and learning, Calgary Catholic School District

•	 Dr. Olive Chapman, dean of education, University of Calgary

•	 Dr. Yvonne Hebert, professor, University of Calgary

•	 Jackie Siegel, course leader, education faculty, University of Calgary

•	 Janet Vivian-Walsh, assistant director of education, programs, Eastern School District, Newfoundland and 
Labrador

•	 Dorothy Vaandering, Ph.D., assistant professor – social studies, faculty of education, Memorial University of 
Newfoundland and Labrador

•	 Karen Goodnough, Ph.D., associate dean of education, faculty of education, Memorial University of 
Newfoundland and Labrador

•	 Judith Mellor, co-ordinator undergraduate programs, faculty of education, Memorial University of Newfoundland 
and Labrador

•	 Sherry Lickers, executive director, Niagara Peninsula Aboriginal Area Management Board, Brantford, Ont.

•	 Tracy Bomberry, executive assistant, Niagara Peninsula Aboriginal Area Management Board, Brantford, Ont.

•	 Gina Tullio, communications officer, Sudbury Catholic District School Board

•	 Joan Yawney, religious education and faith development consultant, Sudbury Catholic District School Board

•	 Donna Pruden, Tipper Pruden Holdings Ltd., for photocopying and preparing the judging packages in Calgary 

•	 All of the administrative and support staff from our participating school boards who have given their time to 
support this program
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Note:
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The Learning Partnership is a national charitable organization dedicated to 
bringing together business, education, government, labour, policy makers and the 
community to develop partnerships that strengthen public education across Canada. If 
you would like to support our programs and initiatives across Canada, please visit www.
thelearningpartnership.ca.



Fifty-three winning essayists were celebrated at an awards event held at  
The Ontario Science Centre in Toronto on May 19, 2011


