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2019 Runner Up - Significant Challenge Essay

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

By the time I finished middle school, I had lived through more adversity than most people 

experience in a lifetime. I was diagnosed with Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia on October 

12, 2012 at Lurie Children’s Hospital in Chicago when I was 11 years old. At that moment, 

everything changed for me. In the months after diagnosis, I underwent intense chemotherapy, 

too many spinal taps to count, four bone marrow aspirations, had a PICC line inserted and 

removed from my arm, a port inserted and removed, two allergic reactions to chemo, and 

all of my hair fell out twice. This was my life during treatment for 27 months. This was also 

my life during most of middle school. Cancer caused me to miss a significant chunk of my 

junior high education and experience. I attended school as often as I was able, but missed 

out on both academic and social opportunities with my peers due to the intense treatment I 

underwent. I completed treatment on January 31st, 2015, however, over the last four years, 

I have had to work through and learn to manage the residual damage that cancer and the 

treatment for cancer have done to my body and at times, my spirit. Today I am happy to say 

that I am currently cancer free. The fear of relapse will always be with me, however, I will 

always choose hope and I live each day of my life to the fullest.

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

as an individual.

The summer of 2017, I accomplished a 3.3 mile swim across Lake Geneva. Now, by no 

means am I an athlete, so I would have never imagined it would be possible to complete 

such a strenuous swim. Looking back, I now realize the journey I took, crossing that lake, 

paralleled what I went through five years earlier, as an eleven year old. My accomplishments 

of beating cancer and swimming across the lake, though both are very different, have shaped 

me into the young woman I am today. I am the definition of a survivor. Similar to the day I 

was diagnosed with Leukemia, as I waited on the dock to begin my swim, I was unaware and 

fearful of what lay ahead. During both of these times in my life, I had many people cheering 

me on from the sidelines, but none of them were totally aware of what I was going through. 
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I watched as others struggled with me and cheered them on even when I was struggling 

myself, unsure of whether or not we would make it to the finish line. When it came down to 

it, I was in the middle of the lake, unable to see land or touch the ground underneath me, and 

tied to a boat. While there were others around me and supporting me, I ultimately had to rely 

on myself to get through. This was no different than getting through all of the chemo, needles, 

and baldness that came with having cancer. I found myself relying on the same little things 

to get me through both of these challenges: listening to music, creating relationships with 

the people who were caring for me (whether they be doctors or lifeguards), talking to people 

who were going through the same thing, and encouraging myself as I looked ahead. The final 

push to finish my swim was reminiscent of coming to the end of treatment. Being tethered 

to a boat was very similar to how the cancer was attached to me; at the end of it all I got to 

let go and finish on my own, with shaky legs, battle scars, and this feeling of exhilaration. 

As I reflect on the similarities of my incredible trials with water and cancer, I am able to 

see what I have taken away from these experiences as well. Both cancer and the lake swim 

took me outside of my comfort zone, where perseverance and self-reliance were necessary. 

Each of these journeys helped me learn a remarkable amount about myself and realize that 

I can do things I never would have imagined, even when it feels like an insurmountable 

challenge. I am grateful for these experiences and all they have taught me. I have learned 

that accepting help from others does not mean a person is weak and offering help to someone 

else only makes a person stronger. Today, I strive to live everyday of my life as if it were my 

last, grateful for everything I am given, and eager for adventure. Since my swim and my 

battle with Leukemia, I have been inspired to take on more challenges that test me and help 

me grow as I move forward in life, even when I am scared and unsure of the future. If I had 

never gone through the experience of battling Leukemia, I would have never been given the 

opportunity to do the swim in the first place. Without overcoming these challenges, I cannot 

say I would be the same person I am today. I am a survivor and I plan on living my life to the 

fullest. Moving forward, at the most basic level, I want to be a nurse because I want to help 

people. My own medical history of having Leukemia at age 11 has brought me into contact 

with many incredible medical professionals who have influenced me, most notably the nurse 

practitioner who worked closely with me throughout my treatment. I have worked hard to 
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excel as a student and want to apply those skills to a helping profession. I feel the perspective 

I bring as someone who has lived through a critical, lengthy healthcare crisis allows me 

to understand the patient experience and to integrate compassion into medical care at a 

different level. I have worked hard to find opportunities to give back to the childhood cancer 

community and my pursuit of a career in nursing is the next step for me. Since my Leukemia 

diagnosis, I have tried to live my life by my favorite Gandhi quote, “Be the change you wish 

to see in the world.” For example, through my fundraising and public speaking efforts, I have 

supported organizations that, as a cancer survivor, are very close to my heart and make a 

positive impact in the pediatric cancer community. In total, my family and I have raised over 

$50,000 for the Leukemia & Lymphoma Society, Children’s Oncology Services, St. Baldrick’s, 

Be The Match and Cal’s Angels. I have had the opportunity to represent LLS both as their Girl 

of the Year in 2015 and as a candidate in their Student of the Year campaign in 2016 during 

which I raised $27,000. Most recently, I have had multiple opportunities to spread awareness 

and assist in raising funds for Camp One Step, a camp for children with cancer. I have also 

been involved with a variety of community service efforts that have been an important part of 

my high school experience including acting as the chairperson of the Blood Drive Committee 

for Key Club and dedicating time to tutoring underprivileged kids in our community through 

National Honor Society. Being a member of the cancer community is something that no one 

chooses to be a part of, but I have grown to love my place within it. I was thrust into this 

community by horrible circumstances and have come out with a new understanding and 

appreciation for life. As a survivor, one of my greatest wishes and goals is to give back to other 

children and families faced with the challenge of a cancer diagnosis. I look forward to giving 

my time and energy to this purpose through volunteer efforts in college, in my career as a 

pediatric oncology nurse, and ultimately throughout my life. This has become an important 

and meaningful part of my life and it is part of who I am. Cancer does not define me, but it has 

shaped me into the strong, resilient young woman that I am today.


