
 

2017 Honorable Mention - Significant Challenge Essay 

 

Essay Part A: Briefly describe a significant challenge you have faced in your life. 

 

“I’m putting your walker here. Your breakfast is on the kitchen counter. It’s a plate of bacon. If you want 

it, you are going to have to learn how to get it yourself,” my mother told me. Laughing nervously, I gave 

her a pleading expression; she left the room. The smell of bacon wafting tantalizingly through my 

bedroom’s open door, I pushed back the covers and set to work. The bilateral femoral derotational 

osteotomy, my eighth operation, was the greatest of them all. The surgeon had cut through my femur 

bones, rotated them outward, screwed them back together, lengthened my heel cords, and repositioned 

and attached knee muscles. This had been done to prevent future deterioration from my neurological 

disorder, Spastic Diplegia, a form of cerebral palsy. It was late August and I was determined to be present 

on the first day of school. My doctor had originally cautioned against it, saying that I should have a home 

tutor for the first five weeks. Determined, I stopped using pain medication less than two weeks after 

surgery and did therapy exercises, using a Continuous Passive Motion machine for 8 hours every day. 

Now, I was to face an intimidating feat: walking, with assistance, on my broken legs. Hindsight, however, 

would eventually reveal that the physical pain was not the true obstacle. The real challenge was 

underlying and emotional: my condition kept me from feeling like a normal thirteen-year-old. 

 

Essay Part B: Describe how you overcame this challenge. Tell us how it has shaped you as 

an individual. 

 

Clinging to the side of a wall, I wobbled like a ten-month-old. Privately, I was practicing the first steps I 

had made under my own power since the operation. There was no walker or wheelchair to catch me if I 

fell. Each moment, I caught my breath, focusing intently on staying upright. Each small and precarious 

step forward sent a thrill spiraling through me. Three hours of physical therapy a week, plus my own 

home exercises, had begun to pay off. The progress was slow, but at least I was moving. If I were 

anywhere else, I’d be stuck, dependent, in a wheelchair. Here, at home, I had a little more liberty. Little 

moments of triumph, like this one, helped me temporarily forget the isolation I had begun to feel at 

school. 

 

The first day of school was a wake-up call. For the first fifteen minutes, after being rolled through the 

front door, I happily caught up with my friends, talking about what I’d been up to that summer, offering 

up a lot of explanations to different people. Maria, my best friend since third grade, had spent the past 

few weeks keeping vigil. We’d watched hours of television while my legs were in the continuous passive 

motion machine, laughing—most especially when she accidentally drove my wheelchair into a wall, 

leaving a tiny hole where the rod on my chair had hit. Now, she chatted naturally with others as she rolled 

me around. I would have been content if that was how I could have spent my whole day, or even my 

whole recovery. Unfortunately, the aids assigned to me by the school had come to take me to my first 

class, thereby separating me from my peers. 
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It only bothered me a little at first. After all, I would see my friends in class. But as time wore on and I 

spent nearly every waking moment either riding an elevator, taking over twenty minutes to use the 

restroom, or else being wheeled around by my aids, loneliness crept in. By lunchtime, I was mortified to 

learn that because my wheelchair did not fit easily at the table where my friends were sitting, I had to eat 

my lunch in a separate room at a different table. This may not sound like such a large problem, but over 

the years, my friends had become my greatest support system; they made it easy to embrace my cerebral 

palsy and any other challenges, such as physical education class, that came with it. Now, I began to feel 

that support slipping away, not because of anyone’s actions, but because of my circumstances. 

 

On that day, I noticed a difference between me and my friends that had become more prominent than 

ever. My friends had the power to move on, to go and be wherever they wanted, and talk with whomever 

they pleased. I, on the other hand, was forced to go backward. Physically, I had chosen to learn to walk 

again, and was no longer capable of following them to their basketball games, where I had previously 

served as team manager, or attend their parties. Instead, I would go home and do my exercises, dreaming 

of the day when I would walk into school unassisted. My time was spent doing homework, physical 

therapy, sleeping, and then repeating the cycle again the next day. It was a very mundane routine, and in 

my solitude, I often found myself wondering how I would ever measure up to anyone else in my class. The 

physical challenges weren’t painful, but they did make me feel inadequate, and, if I didn’t set small goals 

for myself, I often found myself feeling emotionally lost, with no sense of direction. 

 

So, it is in moments like the one I describe now, as I clung to wall and took my first baby steps, that I 

found the personal reserve to continue. The emotional complications that had arisen inside of me, at this 

point, were a jumbled mess that would take me a year or two to sort out, but, physically, I was 

determined to get better. I made deals with myself to help move recovery along. For instance, while I was 

in a wheelchair at school, I told myself that I would only use my walker at home. When the walker 

became easier to use around the house, I tried to let go for short periods of time and test out my own 

capabilities. Once I was approved by the therapist to use a walker at school—nobody could wipe the grin 

off of my face on that day—I began to test out how to carry my weight around at home. Eventually, I was 

able to use a cane at school and then, before I knew it, even though I still felt like my friends were apart 

from me, I was walking under my own power. I remember, a little further into that school year, going to 

one of my first dances and how exhilarating it felt to be able to move. I wasn’t very strong, or coordinated 

for that matter, but I was going to be there with my friends; that made me happier than anything. 

 

I went to that dance and completely unleashed, only pausing to stand awkwardly in the corner for the 

slow songs, like any middle school student would. None of my friends realized what that night meant to 

me. By the end of it all, when my parents picked me up, my legs were sore and each step ached as it hit 

the ground, but I didn’t care. It had been a long time since I had been tired from moving too much, and it 
was a sensation I had become grateful for. 

 

On an entirely different level, entering back into the social world of junior high school had proven 

difficult. Despite the fact that the operation had, indeed, straightened my legs and improved my stride, it 
had also impacted my ability to relate with others. It was hard to empathize with anything my friends had 

to say when I felt like I had just overcome this major obstacle on my own, without them truly being able 

to understand what that meant. Even though I was now perfectly capable of sitting down with them at 

lunch, I found myself opting to be on my own, preferring to think quietly to myself. In truth, my choice to 

This essay has been reprinted by permission from the applicant. It is property of  

Richie’s Spirit Foundation and cannot be reproduced or reprinted without prior written consent. 

 



be alone was not their fault; I had unfairly begun to hold a grudge against them, one that existed because 

I didn’t feel like I would ever be as good as they were. I would never be as pretty. I would always have 

scars from surgery. And, no matter how I tried, I would never be as socially accepted because they didn’t 

understand what I had gone through. Of course, none of the negative sentiments from these statements 

were true. In time, I would come to understand that everyone, at that age, makes these haunting 

comparisons between one another, but it all seemed so much worse because of the surgery. 

 

The emotional issues were slow to heal, but, eventually, one step at time, I would come full circle with my 

friends. It began with junior high dances, and then progressed into high school, when I was able to join 

several non-athletic extracurricular activities. One such activity, Future Business Leaders of America, 

brought me some level of success in business-related competitive events. Embracing the success, which 

made me feel like more adequate of a person, made me more comfortable around my friends. Soon, I 

realized that embracing yourself, accepting your flaws, and reaching happiness in life wasn’t something 

that should depend on whether or not a person is alone. Instead, the only factor that can create happiness 

is a person’s ability to accept their circumstances, embrace the situation, and continue on in life. As this 

concept began to sink in more and more, I found that not only did I have more friends, but I was also 

doing very well in school. I’d gone from failing science tests in junior high to earning an accumulative 3.9 

grade point average in high school. I had also, in the end of my sophomore year, been elected the 

Southeast Vice President of Washington State Future Business Leaders of America. The Parliamentary 

Procedures team I had served, as a member of the National FFA Organization, took seventh at the 

national competition. 

 

Yes, I have scars from a bilateral femoral derotational osteotomy. Yes, that surgery shook my confidence, 

made me feel isolated, and caused me to question my worth as a person. And, yes, the emotional 

consequences of that experience took me most of my high school career to overcome. But, now, I 

appreciate those scars. I appreciate that experience because it taught me how to achieve my goals, in the 

face of difficulty, one step at a time. Now, I understand that my scars and challenges make me unique. I 

embrace who I am and the future to come, choosing to celebrate the joy in life and the friendships I have 

been blessed with. Happiness, I have learned, is a choice. 
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