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“No free government, or the blessing of liberty, can be preserved to any people, but by a firm 
adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality, and virtue, and by frequent recurrence to 
fundamental principles. ~ George Mason 
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Rebecca Areaux, Second Place from the South Central Region 
Mount Carmel Academy, New Orleans, LA; Teacher: Victoria McCardell

Courage is essential to being an American. Through the ages, courage- the state of mind that enables us to 
face danger with confidence and resolve, not merely the absence of fear- defines the course of the 
American experience.  

Even at the birth of our great nation, courage was essential to being an American. During the American 
Revolution, courageous colonists fought to end British tyranny, protect American lands, and establish 
American sovereignty. Perhaps even more courageous were the fifty-six men who signed the Declaration 
of Independence. The signers of the Declaration boldly gathered in the midst of the war between 
American colonists and British troops to proclaim America's righteous defiance of British authority and to 
declare America's independence as a sovereign nation. Indeed, the very words of the Declaration of 
Independence courageously proclaimed the "right of the people" to overthrow Britain's despotic rule "and 
to provide new Guards for their future security." Furthermore, the Declaration's conclusion fearlessly 
asserted our forefathers' valiant pledge to support America's independence with "our Lives, our Fortunes 
and our sacred Honor." 

Nearly two hundred years later, Martin Luther King Jr. embodied great American courage. In the face of 
personal abuse and arrest, he courageously led the civil rights movement for racial equality, delivering 
more than twenty-five hundred motivation speeches, organizing non-violent protests, and planning voter 
registration drives. Despite numerous death threats, Dr. King's courage never wavered. He even mustered 
the courage to meet with government leaders who publically denounced his efforts; his dedication was 
unyielding. His valiant efforts in organizing the march to Selma and the Birmingham bus boycott directly 
contributed to the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, with forbade racial discrimination in the 
workplace, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which codified the guarantee of the 15th amendment to 
ensure all people, no matter race or color, the right to vote. 

Like other Americans, I possess courage. At a very young age, I learned what it meant to be courageous 
while attending summer camp in Mount Ida, Arkansas. On the waterfront of the camp's "swimming hole," 
rose a 20 foot pole, which, once climbed, granted access to a trapeze that traversed the water below. 
During my first two summers as a young camper I approached the pole, but my fear of heights prohibited 
me from climbing it. Finally, during my third year of camp I faced my fears, climbing the shaky pole and 
finally reaching the top. Bravely, I jumped towards the trapeze, and I caught it. At that moment, a simple 
childhood adventure taught me the importance of courage. That same childhood lesson has inspired me to 
courageously face other challenges. When I was twelve years old, my mother was diagnosed with breast 
cancer, and I was scared. I feared how this might change her life and mine, and I feared she might not be 
with me to share my life. Just as I had made that leap to the trapeze years before, I found the courage to 
face my fears with a firm resolve to support and encourage my mother during her surgery, chemotherapy, 
and recovery. With courage, I made it through a very difficult time. Now that I am older, I rely on my 
courage to stand up for what is right, and to speak out when I witness injustice among my friends and 
neighbors. While not always easy, acting courageously always feels right.

Essential to the American dream is courage. Whether fighting for basic civil liberties for all or conquering 
our own inner fears, courage propels Americans to action. With courage we grow as individuals. With 
courage we grow as a nation.
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Lindsey Bergholz, First Place from the Great Lakes Region 
Hindsdale Central High School, Burr Ridge, IL; Teacher: Christian Korfist

When Thomas Paine published Common Sense in 1776, he seized the initiative to challenge British authority 
and rally Americans to pursue independence from Great Britain. Our 11th President, James Polk, 
demonstrated this essential American civic value when he enlarged this country by 800,000 square miles. 
When I set a goal for myself, to be a radio program manager for our high school, I followed those models and 
took actions to achieve my goals. Throughout American history, our leaders have demonstrated a core civic 
value: initiative. By displaying zealous ambition, our Founding Fathers bettered themselves and our country; 
nowhere in the world is this value as strongly evidenced as in America.  

On January 10th of 1776, Thomas Paine published a pamphlet to encourage Americans to take action against 
Britain to secure our independence. Thomas Paine's writing was one of the catalysts moving the country to 
action. In the first three months of its publication, 120,000 copies were sold. Common Sense was recognized as 
important in its time, but also by others such as Andrew Jackson years later who stated, "Thomas Paine needs 
no monument made by hands; he has erected a monument in the hearts of all lovers of liberty." Paine wrote 
that "time makes more converts than reason," understanding that many people need a lot of time to change 
their minds; but his urging relied on reason, common sense, and emotion to get people to take the initiative 
with him. He realized our battle for independence would have to start with individuals taking the initiative to 
successfully accomplish the revolution. Less than six months after the publication of this effective document, 
Common Sense stood by our side as the gunshots began.  

President James Polk offers another model of the American civic value, initiative. The "dark horse" of the 
1844 election, President Polk overcame many adversities. His beginnings were filled with sickness and 
poverty. He was raised by an illiterate father, yet persuaded his dad to send him to school. Polk took steps to 
gain an education, believing in his own potential. Polk then went on to win the 1844 election. "Young 
Hickory" was elected on his campaign promise to further the nation's expansion. Relying on his political 
acumen, Polk took the initiative by keeping sustained pressure on Britain to make a treaty and cede the Oregon 
Territory to the United States. We came close to war, but President Polk utilized his strategic abilities 
perfectly. He set troops on the corners of the territory boundaries, making it clear to Britain that Polk would 
fight before letting Britain gain land. Each additional square mile Polk gained was due to his initiative; by 
taking the steps necessary to ensure his success, our 11th President is remembered as a man of action and 
brilliance.

I model my own behavior on people like Polk and Paine. My high school broadcasts many radio programs on 
a local station. Being a manager is a coveted spot. Managers are entrusted with responsibilities; it takes 
dedication and initiative to be chosen. My goal freshman year was to achieve this unique position. Each year I 
signed up for radio and participated, practicing my impromptu with a coach. Each year I studied the field. 
Each year I built relationships with the people around me. I came in before and after school, working to better 
myself, improving my chances, gaining knowledge to help me in the future. I initiated a journey that taught me 
about myself. The journey rewarded me with the manager position, which I fulfill today with great pride and 
personal satisfaction. I did not wait around for things to happen: I took the initiative for which Americans are 
famous.  

Thomas Paine wrote: "I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common sense." Paine's 
initiative to write, to publish, and to speak aloud moved a population to action. When President Polk won the 
1844 election he seized the initiative to follow through on his campaign promise to enlarge the country. He 
acted on this great civic value that inspires us to make things better – for our country and for ourselves. I 
imagined myself as a radio manager and then seized the day; I achieved my goal through the powerful civic 
value of initiative. Throughout American history, most major turning points that have led to positive changes 
have begun with one person taking the initiative, and so it will continue to be.  
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Scott Brackey, Second Place from the Great Plains Region 
Seaman High School, Topeka, KS; Teacher: Steve Darting

An essential virtue to being an American is courage. Courage is not foolhardiness, nor is it ignorance to 
dangers that await us. Rather, courage is the ability to comprehend all the difficulties, dangers and pains that 
may result from an action but still be able to suppress that fear and continue on course, even if that choice 
leads to one's demise. Our founding fathers themselves were courageous when they signed a great and noble 
document, the Declaration of Independence. This document would serve as their death warrant if the 
inevitable war for independence was to be lost. The Virginia planter, George Washington, proving his bravery 
time and again during the French and Indian War, won the unanimous faith of the delegates of the Second 
Continental Congress and assumed the position of Commander-in-Chief of the Continental army, and later 
President of the United States of America. As an American I too must show courage, I must not be afraid to be 
proud of what I am and what I believe. 

Perhaps no document better exemplifies American courage than our Declaration of Independence. “We, 
therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America...solemnly publish and declare, That these 
united Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States...And for the support of this 
Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our 
Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.” Courage, as much as ink, flowed from Thomas Jefferson's pen for 
these words were treason. Yet, the Declaration was still penned and in it was a multitude of bold accusations 
of the people against the King as well as the signatures of fifty-five delegates who would all be hung if the 
already slim chance of independence was not achieved.  

Having his courage put to the test during the French and Indian War, George Washington, survived the 
massacre at Ft. Duquesne after having two horses shot out from under him as well as four shots through his 
jacket. He was able to then take charge after Gen. Braddock's death and lead his men to safety. Later, when an 
army was needed to fight for independence, Washington was asked to step up and lead the fledgling nation 
against the most powerful army in the world. His exemplary character and bravery during the Revolutionary 
War made him the ideal candidate for the office of president. If it were not for this courageous man's efforts, 
certainly America would not be the great nation that it is today. 

Each and every American has the capability, and moreover, the duty to show courage in their lives. In order to 
truly exercise and fulfill our constitutional and God-given rights, we must all be willing to show courage and 
stand up against those who attempt to trample on these rights. I believe that Americans must not fall into the 
trap of political correctness. I believe that true patriots talk about politics and religion, rather than try to 
appease everyone by not showing an opinion. Therefore, I try to never stay quiet if someone begins attacking 
my beliefs, I try to the best of my ability defend them with honor. As a Christian as well as an American, I try 
not to conform to what society says is acceptable and instead stand for what I know in my heart to be 
righteous. Too often we think of courage in limiting terms, reserving it only for heroic deeds, we forget that 
holding to our morals and beliefs when the rest of the world looks down upon them is courageous as well. 

Courage is a vital quality essential to being an American. We see courage permeate through such founding 
documents as the Declaration of Independence, as well as by those who signed it. George Washington, our 
first President of this nation, lived by a strong set of morals and beliefs, never did he forget these and never did 
he let anyone take these away. His unwavering spirit still inspires people now as it did then to be courageous 
no matter what happens. As and American, I try to always hold true to my beliefs. I will not let the fear of 
ridicule force me to conform to what I am not, nor stay silent when my beliefs are attacked. By looking at our 
rich history it can be seen without a doubt that we hold true to Francis Scott Key's words that America is the 
"land of the free and the home of the brave." 
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Timothy Cahill, First Place from the Great Plains Region 
Aletheia Christian School, Lansing, KS; Teacher: Timothy Cahill

After heated debates, painful compromises, and concluding signatures, Benjamin Franklin emerged from the 
Pennsylvania State House weary, but satisfied. A woman asked him what type of government the Constitutional 
Convention had formed. He answered, "A republic, if you can keep it." For over 225 years, what essential civic 
value has kept America faithful to its Constitution? Through individual responsibility, generations of Americans 
have preserved our Constitution from abuse and eventual demise. 

In the months before the Constitution's ratification, Alexander Hamilton and James Madison wrote The Federalist 
Papers, a series of commentaries on the Constitution. In one paper, Hamilton wrote that the federal government 
"will indeed deserve the most vigilant and careful attention of the people." Although the Founding Fathers created 
Constitutional checks and balances to prevent loss of liberty through abuse of power, they foresaw that precautions 
are useless if each American is not individually responsible. To preserve liberty, we must each embrace our 
Founder's legacy of responsibility. First, we must thoroughly study, understand, and then demand adherence to our 
Constitution. Subsequently, we must be continually aware of national issues to ensure the government follows the 
Constitution. Madison wrote that whenever the federal government oversteps its delegated authority, the American 
people can "by the election of more faithful representatives, annul the acts of the usurpers." By scrutinizing each 
candidate's faithfulness to uphold the Constitution, we can avert usurpation. Finally, we must prepare to 
unfalteringly uphold the Constitution when called upon to serve our nation, whether by serving our community, 
running for public office, or contributing in any other capacity. If "we the people" neglect our responsibility – 
carefully studying the Constitution, continually considering governmental activities, regularly participating in 
elections, and individually preparing ourselves to serve our nation – the federal government may take advantage of 
our neglect and erode our liberty. 

A superb example of a man who embraced his responsibility was George Washington. Following the Revolutionary 
War, Washington resigned as General, explaining, "I am not only retired from all public service, but I am retiring 
within myself; and ... envious of none ... I will move gently down the stream of life, until I sleep with my Fathers." 
Washington desired to live peacefully at Mount Vernon for his remaining years, yet he was not a man to abandon 
his nation. Though retired, Washington stayed informed of national issues, which then prepared him to act upon his 
responsibility when he recognized the necessity. He not only attended the Constitutional Convention, but selflessly 
agreed to become our first President. As Jefferson affirmed to Washington, "The confidence of the whole Union is 
centred in you.... North and south will hang together, if they have you to hang on." Although Americans 
unanimously supported Washington, he did not exploit their reverence by abusing his power. Throughout his 
Presidency, he continually measured his actions against the Constitution that he had signed. He understood it 
precisely. He recognized he was setting precedents. If he overstepped his authority, even with good intentions, 
future administrations would use his example to erode the liberty of the people. George Washington understood his 
responsibility to sustain liberty for future Americans. He embraced his responsibility. 

Since my family closely follows national issues, I possess a natural interest in governmental activities. For many 
years, I was aware of the Constitution and understood its importance, but regrettably lacked interest to learn more. 
When I turned seventeen, however, I abruptly realized that I would be eligible to vote in the next election. How 
would I decide which candidates to support with my vote? So, I began a quest to learn about my country's 
Constitution. For my senior year, I chose to take Constitutional Law. This class examined Constitutional principles 
and foundational Supreme Court cases that have shaped our nation. Gradually, my understanding of the 
Constitution heightened, maturing into a fervent passion for my nation and its Constitution. Now, I am dedicated to 
preserving the Constitution. I understand my fundamental responsibility as an American citizen to pass liberty to 
the next generation by thorough study of the Constitution, continual examination of governmental activities, regular 
participation in elections, and careful preparation to serve my nation. 

Dwight D. Eisenhower declared, "Politics ought to be the part-time profession of every citizen who would protect 
the rights and privileges of free people." If we desire liberty to prevail for future generations of Americans, we must 
follow George Washington's example and embrace our individual responsibility, so that we can faithfully keep our 
republic.
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Hannah Deindorfer, Second Place from the Great Lakes Region 
Saranac High School, Saranac, MI; Teacher: Cynthia Sanford

No one expected that creating a country would be easy. From the Mayflower Compact, to the Declaration of 
Independence, to the Bill of Rights, America's Founders had to fight against every imaginable odd to create 
the country that I know and love today. Without the civic virtue of perseverance, America would be nothing 
more than a British colony. Perseverance is defined as a steady persistence in a course of action, in spite of 
difficulties, obstacles, and discouragement. Americans have truly faced all of the above, but it is equally true 
that members of this nation have displayed, without falter, the perseverance necessary to overcome any 
difficulty, all obstacles, and every discouragement imaginable.  

In December of 1776, Americans were in the midst of the Revolutionary War, and facing the largest obstacle 
to the freedom and existence of this country that has ever existed. At first, patriot soldiers were buoyed with 
confidence, especially after the Battle of Bunker Hill, and the quick response of minutemen at Lexington and 
Concord. But when December came, it was a different story. Washington's troops were on the run, lacking 
basic supplies, and the outlook for victory was bleak. In this dark time, no document embodied what it means 
to be an American more than Thomas Paine's The American Crisis. This pamphlet, written on a drum, declared 
to all that, "These are the times that try men's souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will...shrink 
from the service of the country, but he that stands now, deserves the loved and thanks of man and woman." 
General George Washington was so moved by Paine's patriotic rhetoric that he read The American Crisis to 
his troops just before their enlistments were up, and many were encouraged to persevere and eventually win 
the war for independence.  

The spirit of Thomas Paine's famous series of articles lived on through the end of the victorious Revolution to 
the 1800s. An African American woman named Harriet Tubman was faced with adversity from birth. Harriet 
was born a slave in 1820, and by the age of thirteen, she was used as a field hand by her cruel master. In 1849, 
Harriet resolved to run away. She left the plantation where she was raised and abused, and followed the North 
Star all the way to Philadelphia. What truly makes Harriet an American hero was that she persevered into 
slave country nineteen times. Harriet escorted over three hundred slaves to freedom, and as the most well-
known conductor of the Underground Railroad, she "never lost a passenger." By 1856, the price for the 
capture of Harriet Tubman was $40,000. On any of her dangerous journeys, she could have been easily caught 
or killed, but to Tubman, persevering to secure the freedom of others was worth more than her own life. 

Though I haven't found myself leading slaves to freedom, I have persevered through adversity in my own life. 
When I was thirteen years old, my father was diagnosed with a serious illness. This disease threatened to tear 
my family apart. For the next year, I faced the most difficult time of my life. As the oldest child, I had to set an 
example of courage for my younger siblings. Though I wanted to break down, I had to stay steady for them. In 
the midst of this personal crisis, I found my own strength and sense of perseverance. Today, my dad has his 
disorder under control and my family is closer than ever. I thank God every day for giving me the will to 
persevere.

Thomas Paine said, "What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly; it is darkness only that gives everything 
its value." The history of the United States has been built on fighting for what we hold dear. In the face of 
darkness, persevering to reach our goals is the only thing that matters. To me, being an American means 
always striving for something better and never giving up. "Tis the business of little minds to shrink, but he 
whose heart is firm...will pursue his principles unto death." Thomas Paine believed, like me, that nothing is 
more important than aspiring to bring one's own ideals to realization. In a moment of adversity, it is easy to 
give up, but a true American has the strength to persevere.  
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Katrina Durnford, Third Place from the Pacific Region 
Faith Bible Christian School, Cornelius, OR; Teacher: Mike Bradley

What makes a man persevere through difficult times and much opposition to reach his dreams of freedom and 
rights for his people? What motivates a group of men to write a document that forever changes the way a 
country is run? The civic value of determination is the most important element of being an American, this 
quality having been shown all throughout this nation's history. From the writers of the Bill of Rights to Martin 
Luther King Jr., many historical figures have faced opposition and challenges, but have fought and persevered 
to achieve their goals and see their dreams fulfilled. Their determination has set an example for both the 
current generation and all future generations to learn from and follow. 

One example of a document that displayed this quality of determination was the Bill of Rights. While George 
Mason is known as the "Father of the Bill of Rights" and provided the ideas that compose the document, 
James Madison actually wrote this list of amendments to the Constitution in order to ensure that the people 
would have freedom and not succumb to tyranny. That current government was determined to keep the United 
States of America a democracy, setting this country apart from the rest of the world at the time. By protecting 
rights, the writers of the Bill of Rights increased peoples' hopes and determination to keep their land free and 
unified. Although it took nearly two years to ratify the Bill of Rights, the writers persevered with 
determination and finally succeeded in adding the first ten amendments to the Constitution. The Bill of Rights 
showed how determined this nation was to keep our country a free one, one in which everybody could live 
freely and cooperate civilly. 

What would it be like to be persecuted on a daily basis, to be constantly abused, and to be arrested and 
assaulted frequently? Most people nowadays have no concept of this type of life, partially because of people 
like Martin Luther King Jr. who had these terrible experiences instead. As an African American living in the 
20th century, he faced a great deal of persecution from white people of the day who still viewed African 
Americans as inferior and unequal. However, even though his house was bombed and he was arrested upwards 
of twenty times, his determination led him to persevere and become a leader in the fight for black civil rights. 
He led one of the first nonviolent demonstrations in the United States, organized protests and marches, spoke 
wherever there was a major case of injustice or protest, and made every effort to gain rights for the African 
Americans. King's determination made him a leader to black Americans and people all around the world and 
later earned him the Nobel Peace Prize. Because of Martin Luther King Jr.'s determination and perseverance 
through many trials and much strife, African Americans were eventually given complete freedom and the right 
to vote. 

Determination has played a large part in my own life, especially about a year ago when I needed to raise 
$3,500 in order to go to Australia with People to People. This organization, founded by Dwight D. Eisenhower 
in 1956, promotes peace through understanding by sending delegates from the United States to other countries 
as representatives. It was my dream to go with a delegation to Australia to learn about and experience the 
culture. However, I faced the daunting task of raising several thousand dollars so I could go. Through 
determination and hard work, I managed to raise the money in a variety of ways. I planned several fundraisers, 
sent out letters to friends and family asking for donations, used my own personal savings, and worked any odd 
jobs I could find. My determination and perseverance paid off, and in July of 2009, I found myself in 
Australia, experiencing the culture as I had so often dreamed. That trip forever changed my view and 
perception of the world around me, and proved to me personally that I am capable of achieving great things 
through determination. 

The Bill of Rights, Martin Luther King Jr., and my own experience as a delegate to Australia all prove that 
determination can change history and affect lives. As Sonia Johnson, an American feminist activist and writer, 
once said, "We must remember that one determined person can make a significant difference, and that a small 
group of determined people can change the course of history."  
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Cody Franklin, Second Place from the Mid-South Region 
Franklin Home School, Emmalena, KY; Teacher: Catherine Franklin

"The probability that we may fail in the struggle ought not to deter us from the support of a cause we believe 
to be just.” --Abraham Lincoln. I believe that courage is the preeminent civic value that our Founding Fathers 
and succeeding generations possessed. From the earliest days in the founding of our nation, valor had been 
evident as pioneers settled in a new world, worked the land amidst hardship and death, defeated the strongest 
army in the known world with a rag-tag militia, and dared to dream that there was a better way to govern than 
what they had experienced. Not only did they fight physical battles, but they also fought 'social battles' to 
ensure freedom for all, regardless of race, gender, or creed. The probability of failure was often high, yet the 
cause was just, and this spurred on the courage to continue the fight. 

The 56 delegates from the 13 colonies signed the Declaration of Independence that ended with, “...we 
mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our Sacred Honor.” Signing this document 
displayed supreme courage as all knew that if their cause failed, each one would be arrested for high treason. 
These courageous men considered the risk well worth the sacrifice. Even in their victory, every one of the 
signers suffered significant losses. Down through the centuries we have had many who courageously took the 
road less traveled and in spite of the losses, gained enormous victories for the rights and welfare of mankind: 
our Founding Father's zeal for self-government, Abraham Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation, Susan B. 
Anthony’s contributions to the suffrage movement, Martin Luther King Jr.'s contributions to the civil rights 
movement, and even those who demonstrate courage in spite of physical disabilities. Helen Keller, both deaf 
and blind, inspired many by her courage in overcoming her limitations. American history is filled with 
admirable, courageous individuals.  

John Quincy Adams is one who demonstrated incredible valor as he stood with his convictions in the midst of 
criticism and unpopularity. As a senator, he supported President Jefferson's Embargo Act of 1807 contrary to 
his own political party. He was severely criticized and even ousted by the Federalists before his term was over. 
He lost reelection when he voted for what he believed to be the best for his country instead of voting with the 
popular vote or his political party. He was an advocate for the slaves as well as for the Indians, all stances that 
went contrary to his party's positions. He stated, “... that I may never be governed in my public conduct by any 
consideration other than that of my duty.” Deciding to do what his conscience dictated required great political 
courage.

I recently had the unique opportunity to interview a World War II veteran who fought in the Battle of the 
Bulge at the age of 18 under General Patton. He reminded me of Sergeant York in that he was taught to hunt at 
a young age in the Appalachian Mountains and used his skill as a sharpshooter in battle. Now in his mid-
eighties, Arthur Gayheart described to me the horrors and heartache of war. Fear was a constant companion. 
He was only a few years older than myself, yet was willing to risk his personal safety for America. As he 
risked his own life, how can I not at least risk my "social status" among my peers to do what my conscience 
dictates. The desire to be popular and to 'make the grade' often tug more fiercely on my will than the voices of 
reason and honor. I want to live courageously, emulating John Quincy Adams, Abraham Lincoln, and Arthur 
Gayheart. Taking a stand and voicing my opinion for what is right hopefully leads to a respect from others 
who are searching for role models.  

Robert Kennedy stated, "It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped. 
Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he 
sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and, crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and 
daring, those ripples build a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance." It 
is my desire that I will be counted as one who will follow these great examples and pledge "my life, my 
fortune, and my sacred honor" for liberty and to continue that ripple of hope.  
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Rebecca Frost, First Place from the New England Region 
Essex High School, Essex Junction, VT; Teacher: Timothy Root 

The power of industry is a quintessential civic value in American society. More than a civic value, it is intrinsic in 
the American people's right to property. As Samuel Adams stated in The Rights of the Colonists, "the absolute 
rights of Englishmen and all freemen, in or out of civil society, are principally personal security, personal liberty, 
and private property." By "private property," Adams was referring to the peoples' right to keep their property, 
especially property obtained through their own work. The guarantee of keeping ones' property ensures that the work 
a person does is valued, because he may earn from it. This is arguably the most important of the natural rights, 
because the ability to work and be secure in one's property is the ability to better oneself and one’s position in the 
world.

Support for this value is, in large measure, what differentiated the American colonists from their British 
counterparts across the Atlantic. In Europe, the Middle Ages and the feudal hierarchy of life had established a 
system where one was born into a class and worked for his whole life without the possibility of changing his class 
or improving his family status. This feudal system developed over time to a caste system, where social classes were 
determined by heredity and divided the people into rigid social groups.  

However, as colonists came and settled in America, the lack of rigid social classes coupled with the abundance of 
land and resources meant that individuals did not need to live within the confines of a pre-determined social class. 
In the colonies, a man could start with little and use his own skills to earn money and property. The colonists valued 
the ability to improve their standing in society through their own hard work, and this value has been passed down 
through generations to remain the most important of civic values held today.  

An incredible example of industry in American society is a woman named Madame C. J. Walker. Walker was born 
to former slaves in 1867 on a plantation in Louisiana. She was an orphan by the time she was seven and she worked 
in the cotton fields with her sister to support herself. In 1905, Walker began selling a hair product geared toward 
black women which she had developed. Through her hard work and entrepreneurial spirit, Walker built her 
business to an unheard-of height for a black woman of her time. As her products gained popularity, Walker used 
her wealth to contribute to community projects in the Indianapolis area and became a political activist, working 
with the NAACP and their anti-lynching movement. She was a woman from the humblest of backgrounds, who 
through her own intense labor managed to improve both her status in the world and her community. As Walker 
herself said, "There is no royal flower-strewn path to success, and if there is, I have not found it for if I have 
accomplished anything in life it is because I have been willing to work hard." Walker's industriousness is what has 
made this country great, and it is important for Americans today to recognize and live with this, the most important 
civic value. 

The power of industry is something I've recognized and put to use in my own life to be able to take advantage of 
opportunities and benefit in ways I wouldn't have otherwise. Last summer I spent about six hours a day working at 
my neighborhood pool, three to four days a week. Cleaning bathrooms and vacuuming the pool was not glamorous 
or exciting work, but through my hard and sometimes tedious work, I was able to earn enough money to pay to go 
to cheerleading camp with my team. I worked hard towards a goal, and attending that camp helped me better my 
skills in my chosen sport. My experience at camp enabled me to not only be a more productive member of my 
team, but also to take a leadership position on the team. Now, as a team captain, I recognize the value of industry in 
providing opportunity for individuals that most wouldn't have had before. 

This example is minute compared to Madame C. J. Walker's industriousness during her life, but it highlights a 
simple way all Americans can benefit from the most important American civic value: the spirit of industry. The 
intrinsically American value of industry has been fundamental in the development of our country's character, and 
continued industriousness will be essential in our future as well. 
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Michael Hibshman, Second Place from the Mid-Atlantic Region 
Manheim Township High School, Lancaster, PA; Teacher: Matt Johns 

Perseverance has long been a cliché ingredient for success, probably as a result of its crucial role in the 
history of America. Perseverance is defined as the maintenance of an action or thought despite 
difficulties. Perseverance is the driving internal force and determination in the face of obstacles that 
characterizes Americans both past and present. From the early struggles at Roanoke and Jamestown to the 
continuation of an unpopular war in Afghanistan today, perseverance always shaped Americans' thoughts 
and actions. Perseverance carries important civic significance that is exemplified by Nathanael Greene, 
evident in the Federalist Papers, and put into practice today to attain my personal goals. 

Nathanael Greene was the American general in the South during the American Revolution whose 
perseverance led him to victory and fame. Prior to the war, he had no military education or experience 
apart from what he taught himself by reading. He did not win a single battle in the South, but he was able 
to draw the British out of Georgia and the Carolinas until they were forced to retreat to Yorktown where 
the war was decided. Despite losing most of the battles he commanded, his persistence allowed him to 
cause the British army to chase him around the countryside until they ran out of supplies. Had Greene 
given up and surrendered or retreated northward out of the reach of the British army, the British would 
have gained a foothold in the colonies and the war would have dragged on indefinitely. Because 
Nathanael Greene displayed such perseverance in his battlefield tactics, he was recognized as a military 
hero and would probably have become an important founding father but for his untimely death in 1786. 

The Federalist is a compilation of essays written by John Jay, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison 
that exemplifies the perseverance of the Federalists in convincing the states to ratify the Constitution. The 
Federalists faced an uphill battle to persuade New York, Virginia and Massachusetts to ratify the 
Constitution in the late 1780s. They persisted despite the several-year duration of the debate, and 
eventually succeeded in convincing every state to ratify the Constitution. The Federalist exhibits the 
determination and perseverance of several individuals who believed in a cause, and were willing to write 
essay after essay in its defense. Their perseverance helped cement the new country by ensuring that every 
state would join the union. The perseverance evidenced by The Federalist has also created a reassuring 
precedent for political groups today who face difficult odds in their fight to pass bills and resolutions. 

The principle of perseverance is just as important today as it was in the history of America. Today, 
perseverance helps people achieve goals that range in significance from winning a war to making a high 
school sports team. An example of how I have persevered is when I spent time over the summer before 
eighth grade to train in hopes of making the school soccer team that fall. Sprinting had never been a 
problem for me, but running long distances was always an area of trouble and avoidance. That summer I 
had no choice other than to face my least favorite activity day after day so that I could succeed in my goal 
of making the school soccer team. Every evening from mid-July to late August, my father drove me to the 
school stadium where he would stand with a stopwatch while I ran around the track for what seemed like 
an eternity. Some days I argued that skipping one day would have no consequences, but nevertheless, he 
always found a way to coerce me into running. By the time tryouts arrived at the end of August, I could 
run a mile in under six minutes. My father's lesson of perseverance paid off in the short term, but I also 
learned that with perseverance I could achieve some of my most ambitious goals. 

The civic value of perseverance has long been a part of the American tradition, from the earliest attempts 
at colonization to the present day. Perseverance has inspired us, it has unified us, and it continues to help 
us succeed in our goals. The future of America's global strength as well as the quality of life for every 
American depends on perseverance. 
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Hayley Hutchins, Third Place from the New England Region 
Watershed Academy, Hope, RI; Teacher: Ellen Hutchins 

I was a suburban teenager from the smallest state in the nation stranded in the heart of San Francisco's 
financial district, the center of urban power. Staggering under my conspicuousness, I was dangerously close to 
feeling like I didn't belong. Ever feel like you're just one person lost in the sea of ideas, intellects, and people? 
Singled out for our differences and lack of conformity, we quake in the face of the perception of the majority 
against us. In the United States of America, we are unified and united, but not uniform. We do not condemn 
different thinking even when we disagree with it. This is true unity, and it is this understanding of unity that 
continues to hold America together in the face of the incredible diversity of backgrounds and ideas.  

In the third of his Letters From an American Farmer, published in 1782, Michel-Guillaume-Jean de 
Crévecoeur wrote, “What then is the American, this new man?...He is an American, who, leaving behind him 
all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced….Here 
individuals of all races are melted into a new race of man, whose labors and posterity will one day cause great 
changes in the world.” To Crévecoeur, America was a new nation, comprised of people from all different 
backgrounds and beliefs who somehow managed to work together to make up this infant but strong country. 
Letters From an American Farmer is filled with distinctions of one area of the United States from another, but 
despite noting these difference Crévecoeur also saw that what was even more remarkable about this new 
country was the ability to remain unified in the fact of these differences. In the eyes of Crévecoeur, America's 
strength was that it was unified, but not uniform. 

When examining American history for an advocate of unity as a civic value, Daniel Webster immediately 
comes to mind. A gifted orator, a dedicated lawyer, and a staunch nationalist, Webster did everything in his 
political power to make sure that the United States remained unified on all fronts. Most consider the Civil War 
to be a black mark on the United States' track record of unity, and it was against this war that Webster was so 
famously opposed. While the North and the South moved closer to the belief that only a war could remedy 
their division, Webster believed unity could still be attained in the face of conflicting beliefs. Repeatedly he 
proposed compromises and alternatives to a bloody war that would unite America while abolishing slavery 
and preserving peace. Because of his dedication to bringing unity, even in the face of endangering his career, 
Webster was commendably named by the U.S. Senate in 1957 as one of its five most outstanding members. 
Daniel Webster was truly exemplary in his fight to maintain America's most precious commodity of unity. 

Ideologically, my own personal views differ immensely from those in my community. Sometimes I even 
wonder what I possibly have in common with my neighbors, though I am only seventeen and my views are 
still evolving. I am an idealistic teenaged libertarian living in a neighborhood with a healthy representation of 
older pragmatic individuals of varying political stripes. Suffice to say, my conversations on politics with those 
in my community are lively. As much as I disagree with my neighbors, however, I realize that we are all still 
citizens of the same country. I should not alienate them for disagreeing with me. Similarly, they still accept me 
when I disagree with them. This is because there is something that transcends political issues: the dire need for 
America's citizens to remain unified even in the face of opposing beliefs.  

In the words of Thomas Jefferson in his First Inaugural Address in 1801, "Let us, then, fellow-citizens, unite 
with one heart and one mind. Let us restore to social intercourse that harmony and affection without which 
liberty and even life itself are but dreary things." Ultimately, it is an attitude of unity that holds the United 
States of America together. Even though I felt worlds apart from the people I passed in the financial district of 
San Francisco, I savored the knowledge that unity does not mean we are all the same, but rather than we are 
united: willing to accept different thinking even when we disagree, and striving towards compromise. 
Americans can proudly say that we are not uniform, but unified.  



Second Place - Radost Ivanova 
La Quinta, California 

La Quinta High School, Junior 
Submitting Teacher: Cheryl Schuler 
Civic Value: Perseverance 

“If our founding fathers had simply given up when issues such as representation and 
trade were brought up, then they never would have reached a consensus with the Great 
Compromise and the Commercial Compromise…thus, perhaps the most important 
founding document of the United States is a result not only of brilliance, determination 
and will, but also of perseverance.” 

 
Hugoville:  Ms. Ivanova’s full essay was not able to be downloaded due to an internal 
error at the BeinganAmerican.org site.  As soon as it is available we will update this 
document.  
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Kirshna Manohar, Third Place from the South Central Region 
Jenks High School, Jenks, OK; Teacher: Eric Fox

Being an American is an embodiment of many important civic values; however the most important is perseverance. 
Perseverance is essential to the human condition as the key value that causes the human race to progress. It is 
embedded in our ability to bypass failure and to go from something insignificant and small to something that is so 
much more. This value is embroidered into the rich history of America's past, in that of the Revolutionary War and 
the long, hard fight to end slavery. Perseverance is also essential to me, for without it, I could not accomplish my 
goals and dreams. 

Perseverance is so essential to being an American that it is prevalent in many moments of American history. One 
such example is the American Revolutionary War, in which the patriots persevered to render themselves free from 
the British Crown. This example of the undying will to prevail is evident in Thomas Paine's writing: The American 
Crisis. The American Crisis depicts the brewing tempest of war surrounding the young thirteen colonies. While 
Paine outlines many major feelings of the war, he focuses on encouraging the men to persevere and continue 
fighting against the British and hope that, “By perseverance and fortitude [they would] have the prospect of a 
glorious issue.” With his famous opening line: "These are times that try men's souls", Paine exemplifies this 
importance of persevering and fighting, not only in times of abundance, but hard times as well. Thus, Paine's 
message of persevering is clear, and his theme in this founding document has influenced many—both during the 
Revolutionary era and after. 

Another instance in American history in which perseverance has been vital was the fight against slavery. An 
individual who echoes this diligence to end slavery and promote equality is Frederick Douglass. Frederick 
Douglass started out as a young slave in Maryland. There, the wife of his master, Sophia Auld, began to teach him 
the alphabet. After her husband's admonishments, however, she stopped. Frederick Douglass didn't just give up, for 
he had found a strong passion in reading; he persevered to be literate by observing other white boys and 
memorizing classical speeches. Through his education, he realized how wrong slavery was. After he attained his 
freedom in 1838, Douglass soared to the forefront of American politics in his fight against slavery and for equality 
for all: even women and Native Americans. He travelled through America and Europe giving anti-slavery lectures 
and attending conventions. He also published newspapers, and even wrote an autobiography, The Narrative of the 
Life of Frederick Douglas, an American Slave, which inspired abolitionists and feminists alike. Frederick 
Douglass's perseverance and efforts on the assurance of equality paid off, for he never stopped persevering till the 
end.

We are all endowed by our Creator with the right to pursue happiness. However, happiness is not just handed out. I 
know that I have to work to achieve my dreams, goals, and ultimately happiness. When I was in the 8th grade, I 
joined Jenks Mathcounts for the first time. I was good at math, so I was hopeful to be one of the eight students 
picked to go to the Regional Competition. As I started out, though, I faltered. Most of the students had at least a 
year or more of experience, as well as the advantage of being in a higher math class. Competition was high, and the 
math was extremely difficult, involving tricks and formulas that I had never even seen before. For the first couple 
of months, I was ranked twenty-third out of the thirty students there, and my dream of going on to Regionals 
seemed unattainable. I knew I had to persevere, however. Almost every night, I would sit in front of books of study 
questions and practice rounds for Mathcounts. Finally, by January, I was ranked third out of the entire class, and 
had qualified for Regionals. Though I felt discouraged by the other students', who felt that I had just gotten lucky, I 
kept going, for I knew I had every right to be there. Much to the surprise of my teammates, I secured third place out 
of our entire region while also qualifying to go onto state as member of the eastern Oklahoma Mathcounts team. 
My hard work and perseverance had paid off!!!! 

Perseverance is essential to being an American: not only to battle evils and accomplish our dreams, but to progress. 
Without perseverance, America would still be the thirteen colonies, and not one of the greatest nations in the world. 



www.BeingAnAmerican.org 

Geidys Mederos, First Place from the South Atlantic Region 
John A. Ferguson High School, Miami, FL; Teacher: Carlos Ardaya 

"Responsibility:" Most of us frequently hear this word from our parents, grandparents, older brothers and 
sisters, aunts and uncles, teachers, mentors, bosses, and, essentially, from anyone with more experience than 
we have. However, as many of us try to evade the principle of the word, we forget that without it our country 
would not stand where it does today. Without it, the Unites States would not be a leading nation in the 
medical, science, and technology fields; neither would it be able to offer such great stability and comfortable 
way of living to its residents. Responsibility is what takes us from wanting to do something to applying 
ourselves and achieving it. With responsibility and determination, we are able to do nearly anything. Likewise, 
without responsibility we are able to destroy everything. Our country's success reflects back to the exceptional 
sense of responsibility that its creators and their successors possessed. It does not matter whether they were 
clever, brave, or passionate, because if they lacked responsibility all of these qualities would be carried in 
vain.

Responsibility has been embedded in our country since its beginning. The Declaration of Independence clearly 
states that we, as citizens, have to take pride in our country and be responsible for its progression or—if we are 
careless—for its degradation. The Declaration states that "whenever any form of government becomes 
destructive of these ends..., it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new government, 
laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most 
likely to effect their safety and happiness." This quote demonstrates the responsibility that all Americans have. 
We are responsible for maintaining a righteous government that attends to all our needs, including happiness 
and freedom. If the government, or any other obstacle, should interfere with our rights, liberty, or happiness, 
we must take responsibility and resolve the problem. The original colonies demonstrated responsibility as 
they, upon realizing the gravity of their situation, decided to act and separate from Great Britain. 

George Washington remarkably embodies this civic value. Washington demonstrated an early sense of 
responsibility, running his family's farm at a young age. He was an avid fighter for his country's liberation 
from Great Britain's oppression. Later, as the president, he adhered to his responsibilities and emphasized the 
dangers of being involved in foreign wars. He reminded his fellow citizens of their responsibility to guarantee 
their continual freedom and told them to base their actions on "the free Constitution, which [was] the work of 
[their] hands." Moreover, he communicated to them that "every citizen who enjoyed the protection of a free 
government, owed not only a proportion of his property, but even of his personal services to the defense of it." 
This quote reveals Washington's keen appreciation of the responsibility that every American has to his or her 
country. George Washington personified responsibility like few have done; his example of accountability 
should be followed by all.  

Indisputably, responsibility is the conductor of success, which in turn stimulates our country's continual 
freedom and welfare. Winston Churchill once said that "responsibility is the price of greatness," and we as 
Americans must loyally pay this price in order to ensure our future success. On my part, I exploit my potential 
to its greatest extent to help my family and community. I contribute to my sister's learning by teaching and 
reinforcing the academic material she has covered in school. I also volunteered at an elementary school, where 
I helped enhance the children's learning experience by showing them the importance of responsibility and the 
promising future they would have if they adhered to it. Additionally, I participated with the American Cancer 
Society to help raise funds for cancer research. Being healthy and competent gives me the responsibility to 
help those who are not as privileged. With relentless determination and endeavor, my team raised over one 
thousand dollars, and the event itself raised over seven thousand. I never avoid my responsibilities because I 
know that by being responsible, I am helping my country and forging an example for the younger generation. 
Responsibility, organization, and development go hand-in-hand, and lead us to more opportunities and a 
superior future. That is what being an American means to me.  
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Christopher Morse, Second Place from the New England Region 
Kimball Union Academy, Hanover, NH; Teacher: Marilyn Lord 

The United States of America rests upon a foundation of courage. Courage allows one to move forward with 
strength of character despite fear, and to stand up to adversity with integrity. Courage is the pillar of our 
country, exemplified by the Declaration of Independence and embodied by George Washington, and is the 
civic value that is most essential to being an American. 

Despite fear and imminent danger, our Founding Fathers pointed our country towards freedom with the 
courageous act of affixing their signatures to the Declaration of Independence as a pledge "to each other our 
Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.” These men knew nothing of what future challenges a new America 
would face, but each had the courage to know that when a government no longer provides for a country's 
"unalienable rights," it becomes "their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for 
their future security.” This document objected to the injustices against America by the British monarchy; it is 
truly courageous to stand up for one's rights against anyone or anything that is bigger, stronger and older. 

George Washington, the "Father of his Country," displayed courage during his life and continues to serve as a 
reminder that, with this essential value, all things are possible. Washington was the Commander-in-Chief of 
the Continental Army, who for six years led the colonists in their opposition to British rule before accepting 
the surrender of Cornwallis at the Battle of Yorktown. Washington could have faded from public life as a 
Revolutionary War hero, but he understood the limitations of the Articles of Confederation that allowed for a 
weak government by merely creating an alliance of sovereign states. He mustered the courage to return to 
public life as the head of the Constitutional Convention charged with establishing the Constitution. Our 
Constitution courageously provided for a balance between the federal and state governments while at the same 
time ensuring individual liberties; Washington's reward for his courage of conviction to ensure a strong 
government for a young nation was his election as the First President of the United States. He had the courage 
to proclaim neutrality in the French Revolution, recognizing that such a young nation could not pledge 
allegiance to another European power. Washington had the courage to consult all branches of government, 
recruit a militia, and lead those troops into Pennsylvania to squelch the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 as a 
courageous proclamation to all Americans that our laws must be obeyed. George Washington embodied both 
physical and mental courage, as he bravely soldiered for America and deftly led a young and vulnerable 
nation.

Courage has defined my life. Today, rules are loose and boundaries are crossed, making courage an even more 
important civic value. As American patriot Thomas Paine wrote, "The harder the conflict, the more glorious 
the triumph...'Tis the business of little minds to shrink; but he whose heart is firm, and whose conscience 
approves his conduct, will pursue his principles unto death.” I have the courage to work hard in school and on 
the athletic fields, and the success is greater because of the work involved to achieve lofty goals. I have 
rebounded from multiple surgical procedures, each time working to become a bigger and stronger person. 
Moving beyond the setbacks that come with physical limitations are difficult, yet I have never thought that 
doing anything other than working hard and regaining strength was an option.  

Peer pressure is powerful, and it takes courage to behave with integrity. I volunteer as a children's counselor, 
and intend to pursue an education at an academically challenging college, knowing that I have the courage to 
lead others in the right direction. I hope to become a trauma surgeon, a profession whose members show 
courage every day. Not knowing whether an injured person will live our die but doing everything possible to 
save them is a courageous occupation. I hope to take this skill and serve in the military where every day 
presents unknown adversity requiring courage. Our country was founded with courage, our Founding 
Documents attest to the courage of their creators, and courage remains the essential American civic value. 
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William Peterson, First Place from the Mountain Region 
Ridgeview Classical School, Fort Collins, CO; Teacher: Derek Anderson

In Revolutionary Characters, Gordon S. Wood explains the importance of making the ideas of the present adapt to the 
ideas of the founders. An important idea of the founders was disinterestedness, or freedom from bias or selfish motives. 
Disinterestedness is one of the essential civic virtues that Americans must have, because it prevents a single faction from 
taking too much power in government, and prevents the oligarchy the founders tried so hard to protect future generations 
from. 

George Washington, arguably the most influential founder for the modern generation, demonstrated disinterestedness by 
stepping down from the presidency in September of 1796. He had the option of keeping the presidency, and the people 
were even willing to vote for him as an absolute monarch. He refused this because he had experienced life under an 
absolute monarch, and he did not want that fate for the future generations of Americans. Instead, he acted disinterestedly. 
The disinterestedness that he demonstrated was emulated by many of the presidents following him. 

In Washington's Farewell Address, he addressed the subject of the "Spirit of the Party" which was caused by the people 
not being disinterested. He said that the spirit of the party "opens the door to foreign influence and corruption, which find 
facilitated access to the government itself through the channels of party passions." If the people of America do not show 
disinterestedness, they end up corrupting the government and making it work towards their own personal benefits. 
Disinterestedness is fundamental to preventing democratic despotism and ensuring the rights of the minority. 

This raises the question of how ordinary American citizens can live disinterestedly in the public sphere. All politicians 
should live disinterestedly because it is necessary for their job, but it is harder for citizens to live disinterestedly. People
seem to often forget that the government of America is a republic, and in a republic, it is the people who have their say in 
the government as opposed to an absolute ruler. Two examples of apparent modern issues could be solved if the people 
were more disinterested, both of which come about from the involvement of parties in government. 

The first problem is a government is often controlled by the most dominant party. In modern times, it seems that 
whichever party controls the executive branch also has significant power in the legislative branch. Presently, there is a 
majority of Democrats in both the Senate and the House of Representatives. Under George W. Bush, there were more 
Republicans in the House of Representatives and the Senate. People associate themselves with parties, and then feel 
obligated to vote for members of that party. A disinterested person would be more likely to investigate the morals and 
ideas of each individual running regardless of their political affiliation.  

There is another problem with people who associate themselves with parties. They tend to pick up certain ideas simply 
because their party advocates these ideas. A current example is that a majority of Democrats are for the America's 
Affordable Health Choices Act, where a majority of the Republicans are against it. Most people have a set mentality 
about the bill prior to reading it. People should investigate what they vote on, and not willingly give in to the pressures of 
party fidelity. These acts of disinterestedness are things that all American citizens can practice. 

At a much more local level, last year during the school elections, one of my best friends asked me to vote for his sister in 
the elections. After listening to her speech, I realized that her ideas were not as good as some of the other ideas presented 
by other candidates. I had to make the decision of voting for my friend's sister, or voting for the person who was best for 
the school. I choose to vote for the one who was best for the school. This, though I was unaware of what the term meant 
at the time, was an act of disinterestedness. Being under eighteen, I cannot vote for members of the government, but on a 
much smaller scale, I am able to show the virtue of disinterestedness within my school. 

Disinterestedness is an essential virtue of the American people because it prevents the oligarchy that factional control is 
known to cause and that our Founding Fathers tried so hard to prevent. We should take Washington's idea and use it in 
our daily lives as Wood suggests. Without disinterestedness, the great nation of America could not be the government 
that it is today. 
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Elayna Pierce, Second Place from the South Atlantic Region 
World Christian Academy, Cary, NC; Teacher: Barry Pierce 

"The supreme quality for leadership is unquestionably integrity. Without it, no real success is possible." –
Dwight Eisenhower. Integrity is acting courageously with moral conviction. When exhibiting integrity, it often 
becomes necessary to sacrifice popularity, time, and ambitions. Nowhere is this exhibited more clearly than in 
the lives of the founders of America. It is truly an inspiring chapter of America's history. 

Being men of integrity, the founders of the United States of America believed passionately that "Life, Liberty, 
and the Pursuit of Happiness" were worth attaining. Because of this they "mutually pledged to each other our 
Lives, our Fortunes, and our Sacred Honor." Risking all they held dear, the signers recorded their names onto 
the Declaration of Independence, thus changing the course of history in the colonies forever. In a letter written 
to his wife Abigail on July 3, 1776, signer John Adams wrote, "I am well aware of the toil, and blood, and 
treasure, that it will cost Us to maintain this Declaration... Yet through all the gloom I can see the rays of 
ravishing light and glory."  

Since he believed passionately that liberty was worth sacrificing one's time, ambitions, and popularity, John 
Adams gave his all to bringing about liberation in the colonies. Interestingly, John Adam's integrity was tested 
in 1770, prior to signing the Declaration, when he was asked to take the unpopular stance of defending in court 
of law the British soldiers after the Boston Massacre. Because of his sense of morality, John Adams 
determined to give the men a fair trial. He succeeded in proving the innocence of the English soldiers at the 
cost of losing over half the clients from his law practice. Ten years later while Adams was living in and 
negotiating with France, he wrote home to his wife, "I must study politics and war that my sons may have the 
liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. My sons ought to study mathematics and philosophy... in order 
to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, music, and architecture." Sacrificing his personal 
desires, John Adams spent nearly ten years away from his family and farm in order to serve in Congress and 
build a much-needed alliance with France. As is well noted in the writings of both Benjamin Rush and James 
Madison, John Adams was known and described as an honest man. At all times he remained a man of true 
integrity.  

Today, the willingness to act according to principle rather than personal gain is greatly lacking in American 
culture. As our country slowly sinks into moral decline, now more than ever is the time to act with integrity. 
As Martin Luther King affirmed, "The time is always right to do what is right." It may require doing things we 
would rather not do. Interestingly, even John Adams admitted to Abigail, "I hate speeches, messages, 
addresses, proclamations and such affected, constrained things. I hate levees and drawing rooms. I hate to 
speak to 1,000 people to whom I have nothing to say. Yet all this I can do." (February, 1796) Although he 
detested these things, he chose to do that which would achieve liberty. Similarly, the same choice is before us.  

As an American, I believe it is my moral and civic duty to live a life of integrity. As I study the life of John 
Adams, I am amazed by the devotion with which he served his country. Leaders of this caliber who are willing 
to "take the road less traveled" are desperately needed today. Like Adams, I would prefer not to become 
involved with politics. However, I feel it is my duty and the times demand it. I have recently begun to study 
the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, and other fundamental American documents. Slowly, as I 
have studied these writings, a passion for politics has been kindled. Currently, I am working with a grass roots 
organization which has led me to new levels of involvement in government, including writing my 
representatives and senators, and speaking to fellow Americans on issues affecting them today. Whether 
striving personally to be an example of integrity at home and school or in encouraging others to be involved in 
the government, I hope to see the value of integrity revived in America. John Quincy Adams sums it up best: 
"Always stand on principle, even if you stand alone." 
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David Rinder, First Place from the Mid-Atlantic Region 
Marlboro High School, Morganville, NJ; Teacher: Shanna Howell 

America has prospered throughout its existence because it has adhered to a set of strong civic values. The value 
most central to the American identity is the entrepreneurial spirit of its citizens. Our country flourishes on the 
backbone of entrepreneurs. Large, multinational corporations like Amazon.com, founded by Jeff Bezos, Nike, 
founded by Bill Bowerman and Philip Knight, and Wal-Mart, founded by Sam Walton, would not exist without 
individuals who were willing to take risks to satisfy unfulfilled needs in the market. The organic economic growth 
that America has experienced over the years has been sustained by people who took the initiative to create their 
own businesses and produce jobs. The roots of this entrepreneurism can be seen among the colonists who originally 
settled in America. Several of the colonies, including Maryland, Pennsylvania, Delaware, the Carolinas, and 
Georgia, were established as proprietary colonies, and were run by individual investors. Without these 
entrepreneurs to recruit colonists to inhabit their lands, the additional religious and philanthropic missions espoused 
by these settlements would never have been achieved.  

The American free-market economic system is grounded in core beliefs established by Adam Smith in his 1776 
work, The Wealth of Nations, which strongly values entrepreneurial contributions. He writes of the entrepreneur, 
“By preferring the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his own security, and by directing 
that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in 
this...led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention.” Entrepreneurship enables the 
development of domestic industry and helps to promote self-sufficiency. The creation of small businesses means 
that owners contribute to the local economy, rather than exploiting resources and sending profits overseas to a 
mother company. Adam Smith's principles of free markets, stable currency, and protection of property rights were 
incorporated as central tenets of America's founding documents. This entrepreneurial spirit can also be seen among 
colonial entrepreneurs who ran small ships to bring tea and other products into the colonies without passing through 
Britain or its East India Company. 

The American legacy of small business ownership has made a lasting impact on our country's economic landscape. 
Small businesses create an estimated 70% of all new jobs in the US, indicating their notable influence. A prime 
example of the model American entrepreneur is Milton Hershey. After several failed business ventures, Hershey 
demonstrated his resilience and created the highly successful Hershey Chocolate Corporation. He exhibited the 
American civic value of an entrepreneurial spirit, which also encompasses advancing social causes. In 1909, the 
Milton Hershey School was founded to provide schooling for orphaned boys. Milton Hershey represents the 
exemplary American entrepreneur, combining economic success with philanthropic undertakings. 

I have experienced firsthand the rewards of starting a business and being able to contribute to a worthy cause. In my 
junior year I started a tutoring business with a friend, through which we provide PSAT and SAT preparation and 
remedial help in academic subjects. We have worked with 17 students, and it is assuredly gratifying to see them 
improve their test scores. Additionally, we have been able to create a business model that allows us to give 25 % of 
our proceeds to charity, which to date have totaled $225 in donations. One of the charities that we contribute to is 
Camp Quality, a summer camp for children with cancer. We have also made a donation to the Dysautonomia 
Foundation in honor of one of our friends who has a rare genetic disorder. The freedom and fulfillment provided by 
owning my own business are key components of the American spirit.  

The entrepreneurial tradition, which comprises the virtues of ingenuity, resiliency, perseverance, and hard-work, is 
the most important civic value. America would not enjoy a position of such economic prominence without the 
growth provided by corporations. Adam Smith wrote of the benefits of business ownership, "He [the entrepreneur] 
is both master and workman, and enjoys the whole produce of his own labor." Independence and the ability to 
control one's own destiny are ideals held dear by Americans. Entrepreneurship is the most essential attribute 
because it results in inventions and services that augment the general welfare and create innovative ideas out of 
one's dreams. It is about setting goals and realizing one's vision, which is the essence of America. 



www.BeingAnAmerican.org 

Lindsay Rindskopf, Third Place from the Mid-Atlantic Region 
Clarkstown High School South, Chestnut Ridge, NY; Teacher: Marilyn Berta 

America was built upon the courage of the early colonists who dared to come to a new and uncertain land. It 
was freed by the courageous signers of the Declaration of Independence who embraced the risk and the 
importance of forming a new nation. Finally, the democratic republic that has endured for centuries was 
shaped by the framers of the United States Constitution and the Bill of Rights who, in the face of diverse and 
conflicting visions for America, had the courage to compromise in the interest of something greater than 
themselves.  

The most profound virtue of courage is not really about facing enemies; it is about strength of conviction and 
adherence to principles. It is about doing what is right even when personal sacrifice is Likely. John Adams 
embodied this notion when he agreed to defend Captain Preston, leader of the British soldiers who fired into a 
Boston crowd killing five colonists. This event was the culmination of escalating tensions and the British 
reaction was a legitimate response to realistic danger from the crowd. Nonetheless, the Boston patriots clearly 
objected to Adams's defense of Captain Preston. Adams adhered to his principles and was courageously 
guided by his belief in the rule of law, although his decision made him unpopular with many of his friends and 
associates in Boston, threatened his law practice, and jeopardized his family's safety. Eventually, his courage 
triumphed and Adams was no longer shunned when others recognized and respected that he had defended the 
British because of his principles, not the abandonment of his loyalty to his fellow colonists.  

Adams's beliefs and his courage served the emerging nation well in 1776 and are reflected in the Declaration 
of Independence. Adams argued strenuously for independence from Britain and used persuasive arguments to 
garner support from wavering members of the Second Continental Congress. His bold resolution calling for 
independence from Britain eventually set the stage for Jefferson's draft of the Declaration of Independence. 
This document itself shows great courage. Although it was clear that the might of the British military would be 
brought to bear against the fledgling colonial army, the signers of the Declaration of Independence boldly 
dared to make their case. The Declaration includes the specific reasons for separation, and clearly confronts 
British rulers with their transgressions. Most importantly, the signers of the Declaration of Independence had 
the courage, even in the face of probable severe retribution from the British, to declare that “all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” The colonists claimed for themselves rights that were no less than those 
enjoyed by the British. If courage is about the strength of conviction and the adherence to principles, then the 
Declaration of Independence is certainly a testament to the colonists' courage.  

It is not always easy to take an unpopular stand or to be guided by principles that are not embraced by those 
who are important to oneself. I learned this in middle school. It was a small school and I was a shy student 
who had a hard time becoming part of the one real circle of friends that had formed long before I began to 
attend the school. Although I wanted to be accepted, it was a struggle, which was compounded when a 
classmate asked me to help her with a test by cheating. I did not. In retrospect, I realize that it took courage to 
refuse to help the classmate, since the refusal risked further rejection by classmates. However, at the time, it 
seemed less about courage and more about personal values.  

Perhaps, having courage and being principled are interchangeable. Either way, courage has continued to be the 
bedrock that underlies much of America's history. Our nation has endured, in large part, because its leaders 
and its citizens have been steadfast in their core historical beliefs even in the face of unthinkable challenges.
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Haley Shopp, First Place from the South Central Region 
Grace Preparatory Academy, Mansfield, TX; Teacher: Nancie Hall

Since its conception, one principle essential to the United States of America has been limited government. It was 
for this concept that the Revolution was fought: the colonists' right to form their own government, small enough 
that individuals were in control of their own lives. When the British government began imposing heavy taxes on the 
American colonies, the forefathers fought for a government that allowed individuals to control their lives. An 
undercurrent of rebellion flowed among the colonists as Britain set harsher regulations on their American lands. 

The Americans, whose distance from England had led to a strong independence, were not willing to acquiesce to 
British demands. They fought the Revolutionary War to gain their right to a completely free nation. The 
Declaration describes the need for oppressive governments to be abolished. The new nation was determined not to 
have a strong centralized government so as not to become oppressive. Americans were so focused on small 
government that they formed a confederacy, a loose alliance of independent states. This confederacy, unable to 
print its own money, make its own treaties, or impose any rules on its constituents, could not adequately function. 
The founding fathers realized adjustments were necessary, and met to revise the Articles of Confederation. The 
delegates who met decided that they needed to form an entirely new system. 

While the founding fathers realized a stronger government was needed in America, they feared a government that 
was too powerful. They did not desire to have a king or a dictator, and they wanted to retain many of the states' 
rights. The delegates at the Constitutional Convention recognized the need for a government in which the states 
were well represented but still able to work cohesively. These men who wrote the Constitution strove to 
compromise and work together, but above all they maintained a desire to keep government from interfering in the 
lives of citizens as much as possible.  

As the Father of the Constitution, James Madison contributed to the compromises at the constitutional convention 
and positively influenced public support. He helped write the Federalist Papers, a series of essays published 
throughout the colonies that provided detailed reasoning behind the Constitution and explained to all Americans 
why the Constitution should be adopted. As debate over ratification of the Constitution continued, Madison and 
others feared that the Constitution still allowed for too much centralized power. Madison became a leading 
proponent of the Bill of Rights; ten amendments to the Constitution that would further limit the powers of central 
government. The Ninth Amendment says the "enumeration, in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be 
construed to deny or disparage others retained by the people". This was the essential point of the Bill of Rights: that 
individual rights and liberties are assumed, they do not have to be granted by a central government, an important 
difference from any other government of the time. Madison helped to found the Republican, or Jeffersonian, Party, 
a party that was founded for the express purpose of keeping the government small. 

The Constitution was ratified, aided by the publication of the Federalist essays. The Founding Fathers expressed 
that a key aspect of being an American was to be free from the constraints of government. America was founded as 
a reaction to a nation that was all-powerful; one that exercised its power in unfair ways. Once America broke free 
from Britain, its founders desired a government that allowed individual freedom. 

As I have studied the formation of the U.S. government, I have realized that a limitation in government necessitates 
an increase in individual responsibility. If citizens desire to maintain small government, they must take 
responsibility to improve their own lives and the lives of those around them in a way that is completely independent 
from government. Recognizing a widespread need among my classmates, I established and run a math tutoring 
center at my school. I have taken the responsibility to use my talents in the area of mathematics to assist those who 
struggle to become better in this discipline. In this way, I hope to take part in a system that is uniquely American: to 
take personal responsibility to fix a problem, instead of relying on government for the answers. 

The founding fathers sought to create a government that was radically different than others. They achieved this by 
establishing a system that assumed its citizens had God-given rights that did not need to be granted by government, 
creating a limited government they considered essential for preserving liberty. 
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Dixie Sorensen, Third Place from the Mountain Region 
Gunnison Valley High School, Gunnison, UT; Teacher: Arti Olsen

Our nation was built by industrious men who refused to give up during hard times. Industry means being 
energetically devoted to doing a job or to solving a problem, no matter how hard it may seem. Many of 
the Founding Fathers displayed this attribute as they labored night and day to create our government and 
to establish the freedoms we enjoy. 

During this trying time period, Thomas Paine wrote about industry in his pamphlet The American Crisis.
He penned these words when the outcome of the Revolutionary War looked bleak and grown men were 
faltering. "I call not upon a few, but upon all," Paine stressed. "Up and help us; lay your shoulders to the 
wheel; better have too much force than too little, when so great an object is at stake." He also emphasized, 
"...the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too 
lightly." He was trying to help the wavering soldiers understand that nothing great can be accomplished 
without dedicated, hard work. 

Abigail Adams is a prime example of industry. Most of the time, we remember her only for her roles as 
the faithful wife of President John Adams and mother of President John Quincy Adams. I recently read a 
biography about John Adams that opened my eyes to Abigail's life before she became a First Lady. 
During the Continental Congress sessions, the writing of the Declaration of Independence, the first part of 
the Revolutionary War, and while Mr. Adams served as an ambassador in Europe, Abigail was left alone 
in Massachusetts with a farm to run and four young children to raise. She could have chosen to hire 
servants to do things for her. She could have petitioned Congress for an income. She could have done the 
least work possible to barely scrape by. She didn't. In a letter John received from a neighbor, he learned 
that the farm looked better under Abigail's care than it ever had before. Instead of choosing to do things 
the easy way, Abigail, like the true American she was, chose to be industrious. 

My experiences growing up as the oldest child of a dairy farmer have taught me that if anything is going 
to be accomplished, I have to take the time to do some honest work. During my junior year of high 
school, I chose to heed the words of Thomas Paine. Junior Prom, the biggest dance of the year for juniors, 
was coming soon, and all of my classmates were scrambling to find dates and dresses. I thought that those 
simple concerns would be the extent of my responsibilities, but I was wrong. Two weeks before the Prom, 
I was nominated as a Prom Queen candidate. It was not something I had ever wanted, but it became my 
responsibility. In addition to the job of achieving good grades in eight classes and a part-time job after 
school, I was given five days to create a dance to perform in an assembly and assigned a schedule for 
decorating. I felt overwhelmed. I had never learned to dance before, and I seriously considered refusing to 
participate. My farmer's blood, however, wouldn't allow that. I contacted one of my mother's friends who 
is a dance teacher and together we spent several hours creating a dance that I could perform. I was careful 
about not wasting time, and made plans to help me accomplish everything I needed to do. Occasionally I 
was tempted to hide in a corner and do my homework instead of decorating, but I chose not to evade 
responsibility. I put in my time, giving it all I had. My hard work paid off. At the end of the week, I was 
elected Junior Prom Queen because I, like Abigail, chose to be industrious. 

Industry is the key to the future success of our great nation. It is an effort in which every American needs 
to be involved. As Thomas Paine said, "...better have too much force than too little, when so great an 
object is at stake." In order to maintain the liberties that the Founding Fathers gave their lives to ensure, 
we cannot sit idly at the sidelines. "...the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph." As long as 
we are industrious, America, and Americans, will always triumph. 
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David Sutter, Third Place from the Great Lakes Region 
Archbishop Hoban High School, Akron, OH; Teacher: Jason Anderson

Civic responsibility is the core value at the heart of the American spirit which inspires and empowers citizens of the 
United States to petition, question, participate, and if need be, to redress the government established under the 
sacred Constitution of the United States. This civic value is the hallmark of the American people who have 
established the pinnacle of all governments: a democracy which serves as a model for all other countries in search 
of the fruits of liberty.  

Without civic responsibility, the original thirteen colonies would never have had the strength and courage to 
overthrow the tyrannical monarchy of the most powerful nation in the world, nor would they have been able to 
construct what would soon become the world's most powerful and independent nation. Within the hearts of our 
nation's founding fathers was an awareness of their vital responsibility to immerse themselves, as members of a free 
democracy, in the governmental process. Without civic responsibility, the American people would simply be 
subjects of a government they had no part in as opposed to active participants in a government that derives its 
power and authority from the consent of governed. The government cannot exist without the active participation of 
the people from which it derives its authority. Therefore, if civic responsibility were to be a forgotten virtue, the 
government would no longer be a true democracy representative of the American people; it would simply become a 
collection of elected officials leading people blindly in directions based solely on the officials personal desires. 

The American value of civic responsibility is not a new idea; this value has been present in American hearts since 
before the official establishment of our nation. Evidence of the importance of civic responsibility can be found in 
the written documents of America's greatest political minds. The Virginia Declaration of Rights, written by George 
Mason in 1776, served as a baseline model for Thomas Jefferson's Declaration of Independence. Article III of 
Mason's Virginia Declaration of Rights eloquently established the right of all citizens to reform, alter or abolish a 
government that is found to be inadequate. Mason wrote that the government is instituted for, " the common 
benefit, protection, and security of the people, nation or community..." and that whenever the government is found 
to be inadequate or contrary to these purposes all citizens have, "an indubitable, unalienable, and indefeasible right 
to reform, alter or abolish it..." Not only is it the people's right to examine their government and be sure that their 
blessings of liberty are being preserved above all, but it is also their responsibility to take action when it becomes 
apparent that the government has not acted with Mason's requirement's of an adequate government. As Mason 
wrote in Article XV of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, "No free government, or the blessings of liberty, can be 
preserved to any people but by a firm adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality, and virtue and by 
frequent recurrence to fundamental principles."  

There was perhaps no other group that exemplified the power of civic responsibility more than the Anti-Federalist 
writers. Patrick Henry, a leader amongst the Anti-Federalist movement, embodied the virtue of civic responsibility 
in his writings and speeches. Though labeled as a radical by many, Patrick Henry was never afraid to call into 
question anything he believed would compromise the blessings of liberty which he held so dear. He was a 
passionate, fiery orator who embraced his civic responsibility, especially during the constitutional debate. When 
Henry feared that the Constitution would create another oppressive monarchy, he fought passionately for the 
inclusion of the Bill of Rights for the sole purpose of protecting the rights of the American people. 

The virtue of civic responsibility is just as important now as it was during the founding of our nation. As a citizen 
on the verge of adulthood, it has never been more important for me to realize the importance of civic responsibility. 
In an attempt to play my role as a civically responsible citizen, I have remained informed on the state of our nation's 
government and am always sure to be knowledgeable of both sides of our nation's monumental political debates. As 
I approach the age of eighteen, it will become increasingly important for me to exercise civic responsibility through 
my right to vote. My participation in and awareness of the governmental process is integral to my development as a 
civically responsible citizen. I intend to be a civically responsible citizen throughout my life, and, like Patrick 
Henry, to be a protector and responsible steward of the sacred blessings of liberty.  
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McKenzie Van Meter, First Place from the Mid-South Region 
Independence High School, Thompsons Station, TN; Teacher: Jackie Zigelski

What is it that makes an American, not just in citizenship, but in spirit? Which quality most epitomizes 
everything that America, as a whole, stands for? During the course of every defining moment in our country's 
history, one particular civic value has relentlessly shone through: initiative. As American author Mark Twain 
once wrote, "The secret of getting ahead is getting started." Indeed, what sets Americans apart is our insatiable 
drive to resolve, to reform, and to revolutionize both problems we come across and the world we live in.  

America's first major document as an independent nation-The Declaration of Independence-displayed a great 
deal of initiative. In 1776, confronted by blatant injustice at the hands of the British, it would have been 
incredibly easy for the colonists to sit back and remain silent. This course of action would have been much 
easier, in fact, than speaking up and essentially slapping our mother country soundly across the face. However, 
our founding fathers knew that, despite great internal and external opposition, it was up to them to initiate 
change. In the face of what appeared to be insurmountable odds, America had the initiative to make a stand. 
They fiercely declared to the world, "We hold these truths to be self- evident: that all men are created equal; 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are the life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness." This bold statement gained America international respect as a nation that had the 
courage and initiative to stand up for itself at all costs.  

Patrick Henry, a true symbol of the struggle for liberty, exemplifies American initiative. A fiery Patriot and 
self-made man, Henry is famous for the proclamation, "Give me liberty or give me death!" Truly a 
Renaissance man, he was a lawyer, an orator, and a key proponent of the American Revolution. Henry ignored 
social, legal, and political niceties and was one of the first Patriots to throw caution into the wind and 
publically denounce British atrocities. His hopes to catalyze reform were displayed in his dangerously 
inflammatory anti-British speeches and his work on the famous Parson's Case. Even after the Revolution, 
Henry continued to act as a protector of American civil liberties by carefully keeping track of the infant 
government. His tireless struggle is still admired today. 

In modern society, Americans still display enormous initiative. Though the odds are stacked against us, we 
continue to try and make the world a better place. Since the seventh grade, I have known that I am going to 
join the Peace Corps after college. Since its establishment by the American government in the early 1960's, the 
Peace Corps has sent over 200,000 volunteers all over the world to assist with international development. 
These American volunteers all have had the same admittedly cliché but inarguably sincere goal: to achieve 
that infinitely sought-after "world peace." A true embodiment of the American spirit, this organization is one 
that I believe is a wonderful example of our country's initiative. Though many may claim that the troubles of 
the world are too vast to ever really diminish, it is the American way to press on, to have the initiative to try 
and to hope regardless of all obstacles. By joining the Peace Corps and working personally on world issues 
rather than leaving them to others to solve, I hope to make a genuine impact.  

Though America is a country of diversity, one quality links us together: initiative. Though this quality is 
intangible, its implications are anything but. Every American accomplishment, every revolution, every 
scientific breakthrough, every social reform has been made possible by our uncompromising initiative. It has 
always been and will always be what sets us apart from the rest of the world; it has always been and will 
always be what makes our country so great. As stated by Thomas Paine, "We have it in our power to begin the 
world again." So it is; with hope that never abates and inexorable initiative, Americans will press on and 
continue to initiate change in the world for years to come.  
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Jared Vanover, Third Place from the Mid-South Region 
Whitley County High School, Williamsburg, KY; Teacher: Johnny White

What did it take to unify the first American colonies to fight the strongest military power the world has ever 
seen? What did it take to travel into an unknown world as Lewis and Clark did when they explored the vast 
land of the Louisiana Territory? What did it take for Lincoln to go to war against the south even though he 
knew it would tear the country he loved apart? The answer: courage, the one simple civic value that we all 
have inside us. Without the courage of the brave pilgrims on The Mayflower, we never would have become 
colonies, let alone a country. Without the courage of our founding fathers, we would probably still be under 
Great Britain's control. Without the courage of Lewis and Clark, we never would have accomplished our 
Manifest Destiny. Without the courage of Abraham Lincoln, our country would have been forever divided. All 
these fantastic feats achieved by Americans throughout history wouldn't have been possible without the 
courage they had inside their hearts. Without the courage showed by Americans throughout history, the United 
States wouldn't be the country it is today. 

John Hancock, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and fifty-three more patriots exhibited amazing courage 
by signing The Declaration of Independence. The document demonstrated their desire to form an independent 
country despite the imminent dangers of war. Although the people involved knew this was considered treason 
and that their punishment would be death, they did it anyway for their country, their fellow man, and for the 
greater good of the soon to be United States. They fought for the "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" 
the document so clearly mentions. In the end, courage gave them the victory.  

One of the most courageous men in American history is George Washington. On December 25, 1776, 
America's soon to be first president and his army loaded boats to cross the Delaware River to Trenton to 
launch a sneak attack on the unsuspecting Hessian army. Even though Washington knew he was outnumbered 
and that crossing the Delaware would take a tremendous toll on his men, his courage willed him on. When 
they reached the other side of The Delaware and the battle was over, only three Americans were killed. The 
Americans killed over twenty Hessians and captured many more. Before the Battle of Trenton, the 
Revolutionary War was all but lost, but Washington's courageous victory created a turning point for the 
American forces. 

I live in southeastern Kentucky, one of the most drug abused places in the United States. Young adults and 
children are battling with drug and alcohol abuse every day. I, like most young teens, have been tempted with 
drugs. During my sophomore year, one of my best friends offered me marijuana; even though he was my best 
friend, I refused his proposal. Because of drugs and alcohol, I grew up without my mother. The police 
discovered my mother's mangled car on the side of a country road. The door was so damaged, that the police 
had to cut it off before they could get her out. My family later found out that she was not killed instantly; she 
suffered in tremendous pain until she died. Ever since then, I've been completely against any kind of drugs or 
alcohol. There is hope to fight this horrible epidemic. Through courage and dedication, some people have quit 
drugs and alcohol to start their lives anew. Maybe the courageous acts of those who have quit could sway our 
youth to say no to the peer pressure and the other causes of drug abuse, which would save lives and prevent 
the pain of losing loved ones. 

Consider the words of Thomas Paine: "These are the times that try men's souls." These are indeed trying times 
for America. We as Americans are facing multiple tribulations: the fight against terrorists in the mountains of 
Afghanistan and in the deserts of Iraq, the fight against poverty, and the fight against drug abuse. If we unite to 
fight these dilemmas, we can conquer them because through courage, all things are possible. Courage has 
united Americans all through history. Is there any reason to believe that courage can't unite us all today? 
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Styrker Watts, Third Place from the South Atlantic Region 
Home School, Sarasota, FL; Teacher: Tricia Watts 

Students help their county Supervisor of Elections test voting machines after a contested election; they gather at dawn to 
create a September 11th memorial with 3,000 flags, and they create a large social event for undecided voters to meet 
eleven local candidates. These are real news stories in my community, generated by one student club volunteering over 
2,600 hours on events intended to spark political interest. What would compel students to set aside sports, social time, 
and other activities to labor on such ambitious projects? These students are exemplifying a quality that our forefathers 
valued. Our nation couldn't survive without citizens stepping up to their political responsibility. 

I passionately believe that the most important civic value to being an American is that of political responsibility. Political 
responsibility means having a sense of duty to participate in the political process - paying attention to all elections, from 
President to local commissioner, and making every effort to be informed about the issues, candidates, and actions of 
government.  

From the earliest founding documents, the responsibility of being involved in the political system has been emphasized. 
Thomas Paine addressed this in his 1776 publication called Common Sense, writing, "...this frequent interchange 
[between those elected and the electors] will establish a common interest with every part of the community, they will 
mutually and naturally support each other, and on this...depends the strength of government, and the happiness of the 
governed." The same year, Thomas Jefferson made it clear in the Declaration of Independence that the government of the 
future nation would only work with active participation from the people. The Declaration states "...that to secure these 
rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed." The 
founding fathers designed our government to be constantly kept in check by the people. Just as the government has a 
responsibility to uphold the will of the people, the people have a responsibility to communicate their will through the 
democratic process. 

Few people understood political responsibility better than America's preeminent founding father, George Washington. In 
the First Inaugural Address, President Washington stated that "...the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the 
destiny of the republican model of government are justly considered, perhaps, as deeply, as finally, staked on the 
experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people." Washington understood that the guiding of our nation, being 
a democratic republic, will always rest in the hands of the people. The value of political responsibility was just as 
essential for the survival of the recently-formed nation in 1789 as it is today, in 2009. 

Later in history, President Grover Cleveland reiterated the people's political responsibility when he said, "A government 
for the people must depend for its success on the intelligence, the morality, the justice, and the interest of the people 
themselves." The critical need for America's citizens to be informed and to participate in their government applies to 
every one of us. With this perspective, I was concerned about apathy and lack of civic education in my own community, 
and I have had the opportunity to work to change it. That is why the majority of my high school years have been 
dedicated to founding one of the most active political clubs in my state. Rather than promoting a single issue or 
candidate, I try to make the American system of government interesting and understandable. 

The activities I have undertaken to make political responsibility an exciting topic could be duplicated in any community. 
High school and middle school students meet to interact with different candidates or elected officials each month at fun 
social events. The club has also volunteered at more than 54 events aimed at adult voters. I have found that once people 
see that they can make a difference, they gain the enthusiasm to delve deeper into the issues that they care about. 

I have witnessed dramatic changes in adults and students who realize their political responsibility, and feel empowered to 
fulfill their civic duty. With the massive availability of information through news and the internet, it has become easier 
than ever to be informed about America's politics and government. I am very optimistic about the future of America 
because of this growing trend. Our country is founded on citizens participating in all levels of government in whatever 
way they can. Political responsibility is one of the cornerstones of American democracy, which is why I believe that it is 
the most essential civic value to being an American.  



www.BeingAnAmerican.org 

Geoffrey Whitener, First Place from the Pacific Region 
Kealakehe High School, Kailua-Kona, HI; Teacher: David Huitt

Patriotism is devotion to your country: to love your country is to love its institutions and values. 
Patriotism is inherent to good citizenship because all other civic values have their root in the desire to 
better the country. Patriotism has a special place in the American identity- from the Enlightenment ideals 
of the Revolution, through Manifest Destiny, through Reagan's musings on patriotism in his Farewell 
Address, Americans have always held patriotism in high esteem for good reason. It is patriotism that 
unites Americans as a nation and as a people.  

One of the greatest documents professing patriotism in American history is The American Crisis, a series 
of essays by Thomas Paine. In his first essay Paine states, “The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot 
will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and 
thanks of man and woman.” He concludes the series by stating “And when we view a flag, which to the 
eye is beautiful, and to contemplate its rise and origin inspires a sensation of sublime delight, our national 
honor must unite with our interest to prevent injury to the one, or to insult the other.” The American Crisis
is a call to patriotism; Paine's purpose in writing The American Crisis was to encourage American 
solidarity against Britain in the early and uncertain days of America. Were it not for American patriotism, 
America would not have won the Revolution. The first essay of The American Crisis was judged so 
inspirational that Washington read it aloud to his demoralized troops before the attack on Trenton. 

Thomas Paine was a great admirer of George Washington; he described Washington as a “cabinet of 
fortitude.” Washington was quite possibly the greatest American patriot. At a meeting of his officers, after 
they had urged him to march on Congress, Washington put on a pair of glasses to read a letter. General 
Washington asked his men to “permit me to put on my spectacles, for I have not only grown gray but 
almost blind in the service of my country.” The officers were touched; any thoughts of a march on 
Congress died there. Washington’s service to America was not for personal gain- it was for the betterment 
of his nation and his countrymen. Washington had everything to lose in the American Revolution; by 
being a leading Revolutionary, he put his property, life, and honor on the line, with little chance of 
personal betterment. This is patriotism at its finest. Americans can look to Washington as an example of 
the greatness of selfless patriotism.  

All citizens should try to demonstrate patriotism in their actions. I hang a flag outside my house to show 
patriotism. I follow national events, and will vote when I'm of age. And I'm an Eagle Scout. Whenever a 
Scout recites the Scout Oath, he begins with "On my honor, I will do my best to do my duty, to God and 
my country..." Patriotism is promoted by Scouting, because Scouting, as a youth development 
organization, seeks to make better citizens of boys. By being an Eagle Scout, I hope to demonstrate 
patriotism and encourage others to do the same.  

Patriotism is the source of other civic virtues: a patriot is industrious, persistent, respectful, and 
courageous, because actions that exemplify these and other virtues uplift the country, making it better for 
everybody. Americans are unlike other nationalities in that we do not share a common ethnicity or 
religion. Rather, we are united by ideals. We are united by patriotism, devotion to a country that has 
brought freedom to millions of people. What other country can boast of a Revolution based on the ideals 
of liberty and freedom that did not fall into despotism and chaos? Americans should be patriotic, because 
patriotism is the force that holds our country together and advances our nation. Patriotism is, ultimately, 
selflessness for the benefit of other citizens. It is for the benefit of our countrymen and our nation that 
every American should strive for the highest patriotic ideal.
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Catherine Williams, Third Place from the Great Plains Region 
Beloit Junior-Senior High School, Beloit, KS; Teacher: Casey Seyfert

"Fortitude is the marshal of thought, the armor of the will, and the fort of reason," Francis Bacon once mused. 
Whether he could have known how integral this trait would be throughout America's history will continue to 
be up for speculation. The veins of fortitude can be traced from the current struggles of today's America to the 
origins of the Constitution and into the very minds that dared to demand independence. 

If you are looking to find the paradigm of fortitude, you need not look any further than the person known as 
our Founding Father. George Washington embodied fortitude by concealing his shortcomings to become more 
than a man-- he became a symbol of what America can aspire to. When called back into the glare of the public 
life to head the Continental Army in 1775, he questioned whether he had the ability to live up to expectations. 
A solid capacity of fortitude carried him through six weathering years as Commander. Fortitude allowed him 
to be such a strong figurehead for the America that was yet to be. After leaving his military position, 
Washington was eagerly longing for retirement at Mount Vernon.  

Fate, however, had a different plan for Washington--the newly sovereign United States was suffering under 
the Articles of Confederation. Forgoing the callings of the private retirement he sought, Washington answered 
the calls of America's elite politicians and became our first president. At Washington's First Inaugural Address 
he stated, "On one hand, I was summoned by my country, whose voice I can never hear but with veneration 
and love, from a retreat...which was to be the asylum of my declining years. On the other hand, the magnitude 
and difficulty of the trust to which the voice of my country called me...could not help but overwhelm with 
despondence one who ought to be peculiarly conscious of his own deficiencies." He knew that the United 
States needed a well-known figure to elect in order to gain the public's confidence. George Washington also 
realized that accepting such an influential office would mean postponing his retirement again. Because of 
Washington's fortitude and unwavering allegiance to our country, he became immortalized from the moment 
he acceded into the presidency. 

As Americans, we must rise up and become the hero many seek to protect the people and to protect the beliefs 
we abide to. In my case, my mother became sick, basically unable to function, much less take care of two 
daughters. Though I was just a freshman, I knew that without someone to hold on to my family would slip 
away. Armed with fortitude I didn't even know I possessed, I began working harder, forgoing the role of sister 
and daughter to become a care-taker. As a senior, I balance honor classes, forty hours of work, endless bills, 
and a reckless younger sister. Fortitude is truly the armor of the will. Without it, the daily reminders of how 
bad everything can become would be more than sufficient to halt my will to keep trudging on. Washington 
rose up and not only guided the masses, but set up a precedent for the future leaders to follow. Likewise, next 
fall I will be the first person in my family to ever go to college, a standard I believe my sister will follow.  

Fortitude pulses through every American and weaves through all periods of our history. In America's pursuit 
for civil rights, fortitude was the armor for all who struggled for equality. In 1957, the Little Rock Nine were 
engulfed by a riotous crowd determined not to let them enter their new school. As the nation watched their 
hesitant steps, these nine everyday people became symbols for prevalence against intolerance. Though the 
Little Rock Nine may not have known they possessed fortitude, their inner courage carried them into school 
and even into history. 

The American dream is possible because of those who pursue fortitude relentlessly and refuse to be afraid of 
the unknown. From fortitude stems courage, perseverance, integrity and all other valuable traits that allow 
Americans to always overcome all hindrances. This single trait unites all citizens, from all walks of life and 
time, into being true Americans. 
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Cheyenne Central High School, Cheyenne, WY; Teacher: Jessica Fertig

"O be very sure that no man will learn anything at all, unless he first will learn humility," proclaimed English 
novelist Lord Lytton. Humility is a modest view of one's own importance, and is crucial not just for those in 
leadership roles, but for each person individually. Regardless of our social rank, we cannot grow if our focus is 
self-centered, and those who choose not to look beyond themselves will never see reality. Unfortunately, 
humility appears to be declining in our society. As a high school student, I witness its erosion daily, a direct 
result of personal pride and hunger for power. Our success as a nation and as individuals will be restricted if 
we don't actively pursue the virtue of humility.  

America's Founders drafted the Declaration of Independence to escape the myopic and self-serving rule of 
King George. The writers declared, "...He (the King) has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and 
necessary for the public good..." and, "...He has made Judges depend on his Will alone, for the tenure of their 
offices, and the amount and payment of their salaries..." The prideful act of putting himself above the law 
resulted in his inability to lead effectively and, ultimately, in the demise of his empire. The Founders 
recognized that all men are created equal; no man is entitled to think he is higher than another. They also 
acknowledged that men's rights are endowed by their Creator, not by a man holding ultimate authority and 
doling out his favor. The Declaration established that power would be given by the governed; we would not 
replace the British Crown with another. Humility was essential to our nation's formation, as mentioned in this 
document's final pen strokes; "...we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred 
Honor..." The Founders knew this endeavor was monumental and needed to be accomplished not just for their 
own benefit, but for that of all Americans. 

With war in full swing, the value Americans placed on humility was seen in their unanimous choice of George 
Washington as their Commander-in-Chief during the Revolutionary War. He humbly accepted the position, 
declining pay, but not shirking the dangers of battle. Alexander Hamilton wrote of Washington during the 
Battle of Monmouth saying, "...He did not hug himself at a distance and leave an Arnold to win laurels for 
him..." Years later, when Washington first addressed the nation as President, coming out of comfortable 
retirement, he made sure to let all know he was aware of his shortcomings. In the public eye or not, he acted 
for others. On one occasion, a house guest recounted Washington unexpectedly bringing hot tea to his room in 
the middle of the night to help his cough. Washington continually strived to be a public servant in every sense 
of the word. 

Today, this virtue held in high esteem by our Founders has fallen off the radar. Examining myself, I'm aware 
of many aspects in which I'm not expressing humility and therefore not contributing fully to society. 
Philippians 2:3 teaches, "Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others 
better than yourselves." Merging humble actions with prideful intentions presents a stumbling block for many; 
humility is not present when we act just so we can be commended, which is why I need to always be conscious 
of the motives I carry. Specifically, I can choose to lend an ear to a troubled friend instead of watching 
television. Spending time doing something as simple as helping at a soup kitchen is an act I can do to point me 
in the right direction. Each month I give money to a nine-year-old Rwandan child for basic essentials, which 
also keeps me focused on the bigger picture. These deeds must spur from a heart that acknowledges humility, 
for our mindset validates our actions. If we could all apply our focus outside of ourselves in manners such as 
these, more positive contributions can be made in each community. 

There are dire consequences ahead if we continue to not only ignore but devalue humility. However, 
considering the inspiration of a humble life, I believe the exponential effect in those around that person can 
take hold and change our nation's current state. Imagine an America in which we embody the wise words of 
Helen Keller: "I long to accomplish a great and noble task, but it is my chief duty to accomplish humble tasks 
as though they were great and noble." 
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