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Wake Up Call

Garnet Valley, a small community South West of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, served as my home from age three until age fourteen. I attended pre-school through middle school with the same faces everyday. The community felt like an entire family where everyone knew each other’s life stories without ever asking. Growing up there, everything came easily to me as I stood out in both athletics and academics. I went to practice with the varsity volleyball team at the end of my eighth grade year and was taken in by the team as a little sister. They reached out to me and supported my growth and development as a player. In class, our homework was always on the board at the beginning of class. I would finish with my assignments by the time the bell rang. My life in Garnet Valley existed as a paradox, where I never had anything to do, but I was always busy with something. Every second of the day, I had friends with me and who knows what sort of mischief I would have come across had I still been there in high school. Initially, when my parents told me that we were moving to Richmond, Virginia, I was excited by the prospect of meeting new people and having something different from the mundane cycles of Garnet Valley. However, I was in for a shock upon my arrival to Midlothian, Virginia, just in time for volleyball tryouts my freshman year.
I grew up with a band of friends, who always supported me and picked me up when I needed it. I was loud, outgoing, fun, and almost always happy. Never before in my life had I ever truly been challenged emotionally. Beyond the pain and boredom of missing my friends and not having anyone to hang out with, I became a victim of bullying for the first time in my life, from one of the most unexpected places. The volleyball program I came from in Pennsylvania was significantly stronger than Midlothian’s program because most of the PA girls started playing in fifth grade and while I played for the GVHS varsity coach in club ball, I was still on the bubble between making Varsity or the JV-A team. At Midlothian, without question, I made varsity as a freshman and started. I turned out to be an unpleasant surprise for several of the upperclassmen on the team. Coach had cut one of two seniors, who happened to be best friends, so already I unintentionally made enemies. A junior, who had made varsity for the first time after playing for two years as opposed to my four, had hoped to play in the spot where Coach started me. Those two girls and their closer friends on the team made my experience miserable. Every bully buster spokesperson who had talked to us in elementary and middle school told us to ignore bullies and they go away, but my teammates weren’t going anywhere. I continued to be singled out on a daily basis. I recall a teammate’s exact words to me once were: “If you don’t, there will be consequences and they won’t be Coach’s consequences; they will be the team’s consequences.” After countless evenings of tears, my mother wanted to report hazing, but I implored her not to because I didn’t want any drama. I naively hoped they would tire of picking on me. So, I spent my time at practice keeping quietly to myself and my time in the halls at school avoiding several of my teammates. If I could go back and do it all again I wouldn’t have shied away. I would have stuck up for myself. Now, I know better than to tolerate that type of treatment from other people regardless of age, experience, or sheer numbers. 
My second shock came academically. I always knew I was smart; school was especially easy for me in Pennsylvania. I had never really been challenged intellectually. I did not have a grasp on my capabilities because I had never pushed the limits of such capabilities. I expected to do more work in the transition from middle school to high school, but I never expected not to be a straight A student. At Garnet Valley, Spanish 1 was divided up and taught over seventh and eighth grade and I had been awarded as the top Spanish student each year. Despite my credentials, I started Spanish 2 at Midlothian making C’s. I scheduled a meeting with the teacher to review and assess my grades and standing in the class. She went through all of my old materials from Spanish 1 and came to the conclusion that I only had about half of the Spanish 1 that Midlothian students were responsible for knowing. She encouraged me to stick with the class and gave me an extra copy of the Spanish 1 text book to catch up. I spent many tears of frustration over the subject. After many hours of studying and tutoring, I was able to bring my grades up by second semester to finish the year with a C+. Between my relentless studying and quiet retreating the beginning of my freshman year, I was slow to make new friends. If I could go back and do it all over, I would have demonstrated my outgoing personality from the very beginning.
My relocation to Midlothian was not what I expected, but perhaps it was the wakeup call I needed. The challenges I faced not only helped me grow as an individual, but also helped me discover and define who I am as a person. Since freshman year, I have really come out of my shell. I am still meeting new people and making new friends in my senior year of high school. In volleyball, I went on to be team captain this year. Of my four years on varsity we started this season with less experience overall than we had in past years. I honestly didn’t expect us to do as well. But, something was different about the team this past season and we made it all the way to win the district tournament, further than in any of my previous years. The difference stemmed from the fact that we treated each other like a family. I am proud of what we accomplished together. The bullying my freshman year hurt my confidence and it took time to recover. But, now I have a greater understanding of who I am as a person and I have the strength to stand up for myself and what I believe in, including standing up for others. 
Academically, I have overcome the set backs of Spanish from freshman year to serve as President of my school’s Spanish Honor Society chapter. Through the society, I tutor younger students on a weekly basis who find themselves in a similar situation to what I faced. My struggles with Spanish also pushed me to apply myself further in my other classes too. If people had told me I would graduate as valedictorian of my class back then, I would have told them they were mad. But, here I am, successful and proud of who I have grown to become. As I go on to college, I will take what I learned from my prior relocation. I will go on with the rest of my life ready to stand up for myself and others and I will apply myself to the fullest of my capabilities to every task I take on in the future. Although, I will continue to grow in knowledge and capability, I am ready now to go out and show the world who I really am. My advice to anyone, moving or not, is simply to never hold anything back; be yourself at your fullest potential.
