Mrs. Opaleski-DiMeo – English IV Honors


JLHS Student Essays (used with permission)

College Sample #1

I am a circus performer.  Each day I practice my balancing act.  I step out of bed and onto the tightrope.  In one hand, I hold a stack of books: books from school, books for pleasure, and books about college.  In the other hand, I hold my tennis racket and a heavy clock that continuously ticks away the time.  Each step I take makes me more confident, more prepared. But each step is difficult: it is hard to balance with the time ticking away.  Although I am not quite sure what I will find at the end of the tightrope, I constantly imagine the possibilities in my head.  I envision the diploma, the cliché cap and gown, and ultimately, success. These are my goals.


Some mornings I feel like I can run across the tightrope; taking on the world.  But other mornings, I become afraid of losing my footing.  On these days, I am more hesitant to take each step.  As nervousness causes beads of sweat to form on my face, and butterflies flutter in my stomach, I glance back to the platform that I started from.  Keeping my goals in mind, I turn my head, look back and see my support system.  I see the many people that help me to balance: my parents, my teachers, my coaches and my friends.  Their extended fingers point downward, toward the fearful darkness below me.  My eyes tentatively follow their path until I see the safety net: taut and strong, it is there to catch me.  Reassured, I turn back and continue my act.  I hear their encouraging voices behind me and push on.  They tell me that I can accomplish my goals.  I believe them.  I hold my head up high, taking another step on the tightrope.  I am not alone, and I know I have the determination and drive to make it to the other side that is full of possibilities.     
Sample #2
Picture this; a platinum blonde, 4 year old little girl with some gaudy red glasses hanging from my tiny little nose in a public bathroom...sparking up a conversation with a cute little old lady about her name and how in the world she gets her hair to be so pearly white. Let’s just say I have done my fair share of talking to little old ladies in public bathrooms. That’s why they call me Miss Mouth. 

Carrying the title of Miss Mouth comes with great responsibility. Not to brag or anything but...I’m kind of a big deal. So, after adopting this new role as the almighty Miss Mouth I had a very important task in front of me. I was faced with the daunting task of picking out my superhero costume. Mind you this decision was not an easy one by any means. I had to think about whether or not pink was too predictable or if all the bling was too much and was it socially acceptable as a superhero to wear my shoes on the wrong feet? The world may never know. All I know is that day I had an epiphany. I realized that Batman doesn’t save all those people in Gotham City because of his super cool mask and Spiderman doesn’t beat the bad guy and save the city because he is wearing red, white and blue. As Miss Mouth the only thing that mattered was what I said to people and how it made them feel. 

That day was the day that I realized that words and how you use them are important. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it doesn’t hurt to look fashionable while saving the world one word at a time. So what exactly are my duties as Miss. Mouth? Good question, glad you asked. Well... Feeling sad? Let me talk. Feeling happy? Let’s talk about all the reasons why. Bored? Miss Mouth TO THE RESCUE!

Even though I may make saving the world one word at a time look easy, it’s not , but it is worth it. I, Miss Mouth am far from done with my duties. 13 years later Miss Mouth is still flipping off of buildings and rushing to the rescue armed with compassion, solutions and words of wisdom.  I still have a long road ahead, I need more knowledge to wield my words for good.  By majoring in Social Work, Miss Mouth can become a beacon for all.  I just need you to say the word.
Sample #3
Thump. Thump. My heart is beating faster each second. Thump. Thump. My asthma is flaring up. Thump. Thump. I don’t know if my legs can move any faster. Thump. Thump. The tears are pouring from my eyes. Thump. Thump. I’m at my house but I can’t find the strength to go in.


Running is my only escape from the inevitable. Once I enter the house, reality will come crashing in. The throbbing sensation in my calves will compare nothing to my mother’s rage. Her eyes will be blood shot red, looking into mine with a fury comparable to a flame. My accomplishments will burn in her memory and she will only see me as my ashes. It will not matter that I am her faithful daughter. Upon entering the house, my happiness will be invisible to her. She won’t recognize me. 


I do not regret telling her.  She had to find out sooner rather than later. Looking in front of my house, my memory flashbacks to a time when I was filled with anger like my mother is at this moment. It was eight months earlier. I had finally accepted my sexuality and I was angry at myself and God. After my moment of realization, I did what I do whenever I am upset. I ran.


Crunch. The fresh coat of snow on the ground was not going to stop me. Swoosh. The wind made me shiver in my flaming rage.  Huhuhuhuhuh. As I panted, I hated myself for not being normal, once again. Shhhh. An eerie silence crept into the woods, and I wondered what I had done to deserve an eternity in Hell. Poof. More snowflakes were floating to the ground, and I realized that it was time to finish my run. 


On my daily runs, I would contemplate why I couldn’t change. I didn’t fit the stereotype, and I didn’t want to.  I had been taught in church that this was a wrong way to live, and that these feelings were unnatural, and that if I prayed enough, they would go away. Although prayer seemed good in theory, I did not feel that it could fix me. It was on the first run of spring after winter that I found peace within myself.


Tweet. Ribbit.  It was as if the animals had been harboring their voices all winter in order to broadcast them this day. The flowers were blooming and the dirt seemed less solid than in the cool winter months. The beauty could melt any cold heart. Drip. Drop. Drip. An April shower had begun, but the sun was shining through the clouds. Like the clouds pouring out their stored up H2O, I felt the release of my own baggage. It was as if the day was perfect, and in this realization, I accepted that I must be a product of divine craft. What God would make such beautiful creatures and not want them to love themselves or to marvel in his details of their sculpting?


I slowly turn the door knob. I whisper to myself that everything is going to be alright. I remind myself that my mother is on stage one of the grief process, denial and isolation, before I look into her eyes. “Please tell me that you’re not gay”, cries my mother. I love her too much to lie, so I calmly reply, “I’m sorry, I can’t do that.” I’m at stage five of the grief process; acceptance. I have had time to battle with the stages of denial, anger, bargaining, and depression. I have gone from despising myself to being confident in my constitution.  I am faithful that God sees me for my heart, not whom I open it up to.  
Sample #4
I'm a tomato and the problem is, everyone else is an onion. I discovered this from watching the grown-ups when I was young. Whenever we went out to restaurants or the movies, I would notice things about their behavior.  They were so different, yet oddly enough, they all seemed to act the same way. Adults were onions, protected by a layer of skin so that no one could see who they really were. And I was a tomato, as fragile and new to the world as could be. The slightest touch left an imprint on my mind, whether it was an insinuation or an insult. And I started thinking about it. 

We're all born tomatoes. By age eleven, the change to onionhood is already underway. The whole process is very subtle, and it is seldom thought about afterwards. It begins with authority figures, any of the major influences in a child's life: parents, friends, school, and television. In order to feel accepted by these figures, children have to adapt to certain rules. Girls learn to be thin. Guys learn to impress girls. Everyone learns to get the right answer at school. And if they fail to meet any of these criteria, they get embarrassed. This is the "red onion" phase, halfway between tomatohood and onionhood. 
Soon enough, kids begin inventing ways to escape criticism. The girl can choose not to eat or she can pretend that she doesn't care about . The guy can choose to imitate someone famous or he can pretend that he hates girls. The kids who usually gets the right answers at school find ways to seem like they always get the right answers; and the kids who rarely get the right answers find ways to show that they don't care. This is the skin of the onion developing. And by the beginning of high school, the mature onion has formed. With time, its skin grows thicker. Some onions even realize that they are onions, but are hesitant to peel for fear of losing their safety. 
Occasionally I'll catch myself onionizing, especially if something really bothers me. In my freshman year of high school, I was scared that I wouldn't make any friends so I convinced myself that I was the loner type. For months I refused to meet anybody because I had already decided that we wouldn't get along. It felt awful to finally confront my fear. But I didn't avoid doing it. I knew it was going to leave a bruise on me, and that was fine because it was better than covering up my problem. And once I opened up, I had an easier time meeting people to than I would have ever imagined. That's the way tomatoes are. We never try to hide who we are or how we think. 

College, where one learns to question the status quo, seems like it would be the perfect place for a tomato living in a . Yet I also recognize that the coming time will be a challenge. I will be confronting new ideas, new situations, and new fears, and will have to assimilate these experiences without changing the fabric of my mind. I will have to keep my vision of the world fresh and open, and not succumb to the hardening of established ideas, or onionizing, that I see occurring around me all the time. 
In the end, it is possible that tomatoes and onions do have something in common: a comfort in the usual way of doing things, a resistance towards change. These next four years will be a shock for me, as I explore new intellectual realms and my mind continues to mature. And although I will never stop being a tomato, I hope that college will at least help me to ripen a bit. 

Sample #5:  Hope is the Thing With Lollipops

It meant the world to her, to him, to all of them, and I was the one who ruined it. I took their one glimmer of hope, crushed it in my hands, and threw it to the wolves. They all resented me for it. 

Yes, it was me. I was the girl in second grade who won every coloring contest. I was obviously the most neat, and artistic 8-year-old in my class, and everyone knew it.

 Every month, my teacher would hand out a coloring page, and the student to turn in the most appealing would get to choose a prize from the bucket. Obviously, the stakes were high. I would spend hours upon hours perfecting every work of art, carefully placing every stroke of crayon within the boundaries of the guidelines. When turn-in day arrived, I would confidently slap mine on top of the pile of what I already knew was absolute garbage. September, October, then March, and April had rolled around. Every month, my teacher would announce my name as the lucky winner. This was of course not luck. I had earned it every time.
As the months went on, I had eaten my way through at least a half-dozen of the coveted lollipops from the prize bucket. I noticed how more and more distraught and frustrated my classmates had become. They stopped clapping for me when my name was announced, and some even rolled their eyes. I knew what they were thinking, felt every glare and heard every hateful scoff behind my back.

It had finally gotten warmer, and it was time for my teacher to hand out the May contest. I took one look at my sheet and immediately decided on how I would color this black and white flower pot. On the last day of May, my teacher asked for a drumroll from the class as she prepared to call out the final champion. With a flourish of her arms and a smile wider than the sky, she cheered out the name of a girl. A girl who was not me. As if struck by lightning, the class sprang up and erupted into a thunderous roar. The girl sheepishly made her way up to the prize bucket, humbly accepting her award. The class, excited but confused, all clamored to see what my own submission looked like. My teacher proceeded to display my entry to the class. They looked at each other, confused. My flower pot, originally just black and white, had been turned into nothing but darkness. My black crayon had worn down to a nub from the vicious scribbling I had strewn over the page. 
I knew what I had done, but my classmates had no idea. They accepted the new champion without question, relieved by my failure. I was not hurt. I understood what it meant to them. The simple chance of winning gave every last one of them the hope. Most of them could be out-colored by a blind dog, but that didn’t matter. Even though only one person could be crowned victor, it was the newfound optimism that gave my entire class the will to keep trying.
In life, it may not be about coloring pages, but hope and selflessness are what keep people waking up every morning. Empathy is powerful enough to make people exceed others’ expectations, and give them a reason to smile. To me, one such sacrifice exceeds the worth of every lollipop and scented pencil in the prize bucket.

