
 

2018 Honorable Mention - Significant Challenge Essay 

 

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

 

One of the greatest challenges I have faced in my life was when my dad took his own life after a long 

struggle with mental illness. After I lost my dad, I felt lost and alone. I felt like my stability and my family 

had been ripped from me. I thought I was always going to be missing something, afraid, unhappy, and 

wishing things were different. Even though the previous years before his death were filled with difficult 

times, this felt unimaginably permanent. I knew I had to continue, but at times that felt like a very 

difficult task. 

 

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

an individual. 

 

My father left me with values that will be with me my whole life. He instilled in me the love of running, 

always encouraged me to do my best, to do what I love, and serve others in ways I am passionate about. 

So many of the things that my dad instilled in me while he was living, helped me to get through and 

process his death. For example, going on runs was one of the ways I processed what was going on, and at 

the same time was a way for me to feel close to my dad. 

 

During this trying time for me and my family, different parts of the community supported my family. 

They gathered around us in our time of need. Old sports coaches, teachers, family friends, neighbors, 

classmates, and co-workers all came to our house and supported us in the individual ways that they 

could. I saw how much the community can make an impact during someone’s time of need. This 

immense support changed my perspective on the situation, I saw that the community was there when I 

needed them most, and that I would still have support in all my endeavors, even without my dad being 

around to see them. 

 

Seeing how much the community stepped up and helped my family, I wanted to find a way to give back 

and help others just as much as others had helped me in my most trying time. Along with this, I wanted 

to help those suffering from mental illness. I saw my father suffer from Depression and Bi-Polar Disorder 

for years, losing certain aspects of himself, which I viewed as completing his character. I saw him become 

a person that I didn't know, who was making decisions that seemed so contrary to his nature. 

 

As people continued to come and visit at our house, many shared stories of how suicide has impacted 

their life, from personal experiences to family members or friends. I was given a great insight into a very 

large problem facing many people. From this experience, I wanted to do more to help others suffering 

with mental illness. I wanted to work to help those suffering and to help get rid of the stigma surrounding 

such a serious issue. 
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I began volunteering with Teen Lifeline. Teen Lifeline is a suicide hotline for teens, where the calls are 

answered by other teens. This creates a unique opportunity for teens who are in a crisis to be able to talk 

through it with someone who understands what life is like for a teenager. For every caller it is a safe space 

where they can express feelings and problems, and talk through possible solutions. As a peer counselor, I 

have been thoroughly trained in counseling skills, and have learned about many of the community 

resources available in Phoenix and at a national level. The training discusses in detail many of the 

common topics that teens call about including pregnancy, sexuality, runaways, abuse, dating violence, 

self harm, and suicide. Being on the line speaking with teens in Phoenix, after going through the training, 

has been a powerful experience for me. I feel that I get to support teens that are in difficult situations and 

am truly making a difference. As a peer counselor on the hotline I establish rapport and create a 

connection with each caller I talk to. Each call is completely different. Some people call in the state of 

complete crisis such as those with the urge to self harm or commit suicide. This is truly their last resort. 

While others call in wanting to talk about an argument they got into with a friend or the bad day they had 

at school. Each person that calls has a completely different life, goes to a different school, and has 

different issues. But throughout every call, there is something distinctly similar, a teenager that needs 

someone to listen and to care. Teen Lifeline provides that resource to teens. At the end of each call, I can 

truly hear a difference in their voice and know that they are more comfortable and at ease. 

 

Teen Lifeline has offered me the opportunity to speak with teens who are suicidal, suffering with mental 

illness as my dad was, dealing with the loss of a parent or a parent suffering from mental illness as I was, 

or a teen facing any difficult time in their life. With each call I feel I am truly making a difference in that 

person’s life and helping that person to realize how valuable their life is. Volunteering has made me feel 

like I am truly making a difference and helping those with mental illness with every single teen I talk to. 

Teen Lifeline has given me just as much as I have given them. I have gained a second family at Teen 

Lifeline, I feel supported and loved every time I walk in the door. It is just as much a safe space for all of 

us who volunteer as it is for the callers. 

 

Another way I have been able help my community through Teen Lifeline was speaking at our annual 

“Connection of Hope” gala that raises money in order to support the valuable work of Teen Lifeline. I was 

able to share my story and my involvement with Teen Lifeline. I felt that by sharing my story, I was able 

to provide hope and help to others who were going through something similar, and to bring more 

awareness to mental health. 

 

Teen Lifeline has also provided me the opportunity to attend national conferences about mental health 

and suicide. Through this experience I have been inspired to work to create much needed change in order 

to get rid of the stigma surrounding mental health and to create more resources for those struggling. I 

will be attending Scripps College and plan on studying Neuroscience and Political Science. I hope that by 

studying both of these fields together, that I will be able to make change surrounding mental health in 

more than one way. I hope to create new scientific development and understanding about mental health, 

along with policy change and education in schools to educate everyone about mental health and the 

resources that are available to them. 

 

Through all of my experiences at Teen Lifeline, I try to create change even when I am not answering 

phone calls. I focus on being a caring and compassionate person to others. I am aware that I do not know 

what every person I interact with is going through in their life, or the hidden struggles they may have. 
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With this in mind, I try to be someone who is kind and caring to everyone I interact with, and to be 

someone who is open minded and there for others. 

 

After losing my dad, I thought that my life would never be the same. Which it hasn't been, but not in the 

ways I originally thought. I thought that I wouldn't be happy and would be lost in some way or another, 

but this couldn't have been farther from the truth. I am incredibly happy and feel that I am making a 

difference in people’s lives that my dad would be proud of, by serving others. I am surrounded by so 

many different groups of people who support me and I feel very passionately about all of the things I 

choose to be involved with. Even though I will always miss my dad, and miss our conversations, running 

together, playing sports together, or working on school projects together, I use what he has taught me 

everyday of my life. In my dad’s last letter that he wrote to me he talked about always following my heart 

and pursuing activities and careers that would make me feel fulfilled, that I was passionate about, and 

that I would enjoy. I try to follow this every day and make him proud of the person I have become. 
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