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Indiana Letters About Literature 
 
The Indiana Letters About Literature program is a reading/writing contest 
for Indiana students in grades 4 through 12 sponsored by the Indiana 
Center for the Book in the Indiana State Library and The James & 
Madeleine McMullan Family Foundation. The contest asks students to 
reflect upon a work that changed the way they see themselves or the way 
they see the world. Students are encouraged to include details about the 
book as well as details from their own lives to illustrate the change-
inducing power of literature.   
 
 
 

What is a Center for the Book? 
 
Are there any books in the Indiana Center for the Book? Not really… 
Starting in 1984, the Center for the Book in the Library of Congress 
began to establish affiliate centers in the 50 states, as well as the District 
of Columbia and US territories. These Center for the Book affiliates carry 
out the national Center’s mission in their local areas. Programs like this 
one highlight their area’s local literary heritage and call attention to the 
importance of books, reading, literacy, and libraries. The State Centers 
gather annually in Washington D. C. for the National Book Festival. 
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- Congratulations from the Indiana Center for the Book - 
 

 
 
The Indiana Letters About Literature contest is something special. Each year 

we ask students to think critically about how something they read changed 
how they perceive themselves or how they see the world. 
 
Personal change is hard. First off, you kinda have to know who you are to 
know how you’ve been changed and that is difficult. Self-awareness is a 

lifelong journey. Secondly, you must be open to changing the person you’ve 
been your entire life. Many people are averse to change and don’t want to 
be swayed, shaped, or altered by outside sources. That said, we are changed 
every day by all kinds of influences whether that be social media, news 
stories, gossip, information from family and friends, our churches, or any 

number of experiences and situations that have happened to us. Change 
happens daily. Why not base that change on a great book or poem that 
you’ve read? Reading is a safe way to learn more about yourself and others. 
 
This has happened to me on numerous occasions. Many of our students 

describe how thankful they are for their good, safe lives after reading a story 
about adversity or oppression. I have never been so thankful for food as I 
was after reading To Stay Alive, by Indiana author Skila Brown.  
 
Students describe having their eyes open to the experiences of other people 

after reading books that take place in other countries, or to populations 
completely outside their own experiences. I read many, many books about 
the 1994 Rwandan genocide after first reading the book We Wish to Inform 
You That Tomorrow We Will be Killed with Our Families by Philip Gourevich. 

My mind was opened to the dangers of groupthink after reading about this 
horrendous set of events that happened within my own lifetime. I am much 
more able to think critically about groupthink than I was before I immersed 
myself in this compelling history. 
 

That said, our relationship with literature doesn’t have to be serious all the 
time. I’ve learned to lighten up and look for humor all around me by reading 
books that are funny. Books like Wink by Indiana author Rob Harrell, The 
Hearing Trumpet by Leonora Carrington, and The Skull by Jon Klassen show 
me that a good life is filled with the charm of humor.  

 
Of course, all of this depends on our freedom to read. In the United States of 
America, our freedom to read is guaranteed by the Constitution. I want to 
personally congratulate all our winners who both exercised their right to read 
and then wrote about what they read. Reading and writing deserves to be 

celebrated, especially today.   
 
 

– Suzanne Walker, Indiana Center for the Book  
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Special Recognition 
 

Rhea Singh 
Saint Philip Catholic School, Mount Vernon 

Letter to the Letters About Literature Contest 

 
 

Dear Center for the Book and Letters About Literature Selected 
Candidates, 
 

I’m Rhea Singh, and I have been entering my 
letters in the Letters About Literature 
competition for four years. Even though I enjoy 
searching for a book every year and writing a 
competition letter about it, that’s not my 
favorite part of the Letters About Literature 
competition. I love reading all the letters 
written by other students all over Indiana! 
 
Whenever I feel sad, angry, or overwhelmed, I 
turn to books. The stories of characters 
overcoming adversity, pain, or misfortune to 
become their best selves always offer comfort 
to me. When I received my first copy of the 
compilation of letters from the Letters About Literature competition, I was 
enthralled by the stories written by children like me about their own 
challenges and lives. What made these letters even more striking was that 
they were real. Characters in books often have something special about 
them that sets them apart from the masses. The authors of these letters 
are ordinary kids who had to work to accomplish their goals, not just rely 
on a special power or an impossible gift. Their letters were proof that 
kids my age can persevere despite the circumstances. I always look for 
letters that talk about overcoming challenges that I am facing at the 
moment. They give me inspiration to keep going and may even offer a 
solution to my predicament. 
 
These letters helped me get through a dark time in my life. In the summer 
of 2023, my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. All of a sudden, 
my life was turned upside down. I missed massive amounts of school 
traveling back and forth from my hometown to Indianapolis for Mom’s 
appointments; I was taking care of my mom between surgeries, and my 

dad was always too stressed to comfort me when he was in need of 
comfort himself. Additionally, my mental health started to decline, 
alienating me from my friends and family. I was diagnosed with 
depression, but I couldn’t go to my therapist as often as I needed to due 
to Mom’s enormous medical bills and the time Dad was already taking 
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off from work to drive my mom to and from Indy. I was so lost. I felt so 
isolated in my school community because I felt like nobody had gone 
through what I was going through. I felt sure my life was going to be 
crushed for good. This is where Letters About Literature came in. There 
were so many letters about children grappling with sickness in their family 
and struggling with their mental health. All of these letters told inspiring 
stories about how the authors managed to cope with and overcome the 
sudden uproar in their lives. I clung to these stories because they showed 
me that I was not alone. I felt so hopeful when I read their letters. This 
hope helped me pull myself back up, which gave me the strength to help 

Mom get through her trying illness. I am happy to say that my mom is now 
cancer free, and I have been feeling a lot better. I owe a large part of 
our recovery to the hope and strength I got from reading the letters of 
all of the kids who were brave enough to share their stories for everyone 
to read. 
 
So, thank you to the Indiana Center of the Book for going out of your way 
to compile and publish the letters written by kids from Indiana with a story 
to tell, and thank you to the students from all over Indiana who offered 
up a piece of their own lives for us all to read about. Thank you for giving 
me so much hope during a trying time in my life and thank you for 
continuing to tell me stories that show me that no matter what I experience, 
I am never alone. I hope we never stop reading, because, as these letters 
show, books can inspire all, either directly or through the words of readers 
passing on their message. 
 
Regards, 
Rhea Singh 
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- Conversation with Lisa Fipps, Indiana Author - 
April 30, 2025 – Indiana Letters About Literature Online Ceremony 

 

 
 
Lisa: You know, this has been such a joy for me to sit back and to see all 
the books that you guys have been reading and all of the letters that you 
wrote telling how books have helped you in so many different ways.  
 
For those of you who don’t know about Starfish, it’s a book about how to 

deal with bullying, and one of the things that I have talked the most about 
to people from all over the world is how much kids are bullied. Students 
are bullied from kindergarten on up, and they’re bullied for all things. I 
get letters from kids who are bullied for being too short, too tall, too big, 
too small, too smart, not smart enough. And it’s amazing. We just make 
everyone feel like they have to be like everybody else.  
 
But as you’ve seen from our winners tonight, everything that touched them 
is when they either learned more about themselves, they learned about 
people they never thought about before, or they saw the world in a new 
way. And that’s what books are for. They are about getting us to see 
ourselves, so we don’t feel alone, and we know, hey, this is happening to 
other people too. Or they get us to see people who are different from us 
so we can learn to understand them. Or they show us how we fit in the 
world. But in the end, they give us hope. They give us humor. They give us 
dreams. They give us strength. They give us understanding.  
 
And I love the idea of writing back to authors and saying, “Hey, I 
connected with your work. Your work is amazing, and it changed me.” 
Because that’s the thing. After you read a book, you really need to write 
about it. You want to tell the world about it. You want to share it with 
your friends. You want to recommend it to others. But writing about it 
helps you reflect on yourself: why did this book touch my heart so much? 
How did this book change my life so much? And I love that you guys are 
doing this, and I cannot applaud you enough for doing this. You’ve done 
a great job, and your letters just warm my heart.  
 
Thank you so much for all that you guys have done. I thank the Indiana 
State Library for offering this, and I thank the students for not only 
connecting but being willing to share about how they connected with 
books. 

 
Suzanne: Thank you so much Lisa. That was great. We actually have a 
few minutes. Do you mind if I ask you a question? 
 
Lisa: Of course not. 
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Suzanne: I’m going to ask you the question from one of the letters which 
was, “What were your dreams when you were young? Did you have a 
dream to become a writer?”  
 
Lisa: I did. I grew up in a very dysfunctional, unsafe home, and so I would 
(as much as you can escape outside in Indiana) I would be outside every 
day I could, and I found this clearing in my neighbor’s pine grove, and I 
would sit there, and I would read, write, draw, and listen to music. But I 
loved reading because one minute I’m hiding in a pine grove away from 

my unsafe home and then the next minute I’m on a ship sailing across the 
world in 1750. I am in a spacesuit traveling to Mars for the first time. I 
am a pioneer settling the west and all the adventures and misadventures 
that come with it. Books allow me to escape my scary places and find 
safety and hope for a brighter tomorrow. And I want to give that back 
to kids. I want to give them safety in books. 
 
Suzanne: That’s so great I have one more question which is, did anyone 
in your life encourage you to become a writer? 
 
Lisa: Several people. My teachers did, because teachers are amazing 
that way. My librarian did (I write about her in Starfish).  My mom did. I 
mean, my mom was my first and worst bully in life, but she saw something 
there. The one thing that she was always proud of with me was writing. 
“Lisa, you can write.” So, there were lots of people who were like, “Wow, 
you know, you can do this.” So, very encouraging. 
 
Suzanne: Lisa, thank you so much for sharing your work and your thoughts 
with us tonight. 
 
Lisa: I’m honored to be asked.  
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Violet Menkhaus 
Mooresville Christian Academy, Mooresville 

Letter to Dav Pilkey/ Author of Cat Kid Comic Club 

 
 

Dear Dav Pilkey, 
 
Hi. I’m a fourth grader in Indiana. My sister 
introduced me to your Dog Man books. Then, 
I started to read the Cat Kid Comic Club 

books. The first one in this series, titled Cat Kid 
Comic Club, is one of my favorite books now. 
As someone in your book might say, I think it’s 
“supa” cool! 
 
Your book was very creative and inspired me 
to be creative. All the different art works, 
from the simple little pencil drawings to the 
big collages with clay and cardboard, 
helped me realize that I could use lots of 
things for art, not just crayons and markers. 
After I read the Chubbs McSpiderbutt comic, I started to take pictures of 
my toys and make them into comics. 
 
Sometimes you didn’t use words in the book, but the pictures were made 
in a way that I could understand the feelings of the characters better. I 
was inspired to do that in some of my comics, and it made them better. 
Before I read this book, I thought that I had to draw things realistically, 
but your book taught me that I could draw characters any way that I 
want, making them simple or detailed. 
 
I really like the style that your book was written in. It feels like the book 
was written for people my age, because the jokes sound like jokes that I 
would make. When I read it, it makes me feel really relaxed. It makes 
me feel like I’m really inside the book and it’s really happening. The 
classmate interactions make me feel like I’m surrounded by friends. 
 
Since I’ve read your book, I’ve made so many comics that I have a whole 
file folder overflowing with them. One thing that helped me get started 
was to draw a line and write five things that I like on one side and five 
things that I like to do on the other side, like how you explained in  

the book. 
 
Your book also taught me not to be afraid of who the characters are. 
Melvin’s comic book character was just a toothbrush. That taught me that 
I could just take a random object and put a smiley face on it. I’ve created 
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over twenty comics, with all kinds of characters, from a grain of sand to 
a crime-fighting capybara. 
 
Thank you for inspiring me to make comics with your book. I can’t wait to 
see what I’m going to create in the future. Maybe someday I can write 
comics and get them published like you. 
 
Sincerely, 
Violet Menkaus 
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Wren Milnes 
Mooresville Christian Academy, Mooresville 
Letter to John Peterson/ Author of The Littles 

 
 

Dear John Peterson, 
 
Have you ever wondered what it would be 
like to be tiny? I have, all because of your 
wonderful book series The Littles. I fell in love 

with all things tiny.  
 
This series of books changed the way I look 
at the world around me by making me more 
creative. I am more aware of the unique 
possibilities the objects surrounding me 
possess and have found great joy as I dig 
into the world of collecting miniatures. I enjoy 
finding purpose for smaller things and 
learning how they function and are 
assembled. Building things like houses, cars, 
airplanes, and furniture out of objects I find 
lying around the house or in the “junk drawer” has become a favorite 
hobby. There is no end to wondering how the Littles would repurpose the 
objects I find! 
 
Another way it has changed the way I look at the world around me is that 
I am more adventurous. I have been exploring the smaller places in our 
house and sometimes find exciting new things. One of my favorite parts 
in your book series is when Tom and his eight-year-old sister Lucy come 
out of a loose outlet in the Bigs’ kitchen with a bottle cap. They were using 
the bottle cap to help transport the food they found to Granny. Once, I 
set out a bottle cap with BBQ chips and pieces of strawberries in front of 
our kitchen outlet, picturing Tom and Lucy’s elation when they stumbled 
upon the surprise made just for them! It is pure excitement watching 
miniature baking shows and eating new things with my tiny utensils on 
miniature dishes as I imagine I am dining with the Littles! 
 
Lastly, I have developed a love of collecting miniatures like Calico 
Critters, World’s Smallest, Shopkins, Polly Pocket, unique Legos, and Mini-
Verse items, just to name a few. I enjoy filling each individual Calico 

Critter house with furniture, toys, food, and clothes. Once, I went to the 
Miniature Museum in Carmel, Indiana with my mom. We loved it! The 
museum was filled with every small thing a 12-year-old could imagine! 
Tables, chairs, teapots, and teacups are some of the many, many things 
in this museum. There was also a small gift shop where you could purchase 
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miniature pool tables, bunk beds, utensils, and more. There are no limits 
in this new world I have come to love thanks to your books! 
 
John Peterson, thank you so very much for writing this awesome book 
series, The Littles. Without it I may never have taken notice of the little 
things or embraced creativity and adventure as I now do. How boring our 
world would be without The Littles! 
 
Your little friend, 
Wren L. Milnes 
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Milo Reyes 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville  

Letter to Tui T. Sutherland/ Author of Wings of Fire 

 
 

Dear Tui T. Sutherland,  
 
Back in third grade, I wasn’t much of a 
reader. I would only read graphic novels 
and picture books, never picking up a 

chapter book because I felt it was too long. 
But that changed when I found Wings of 
Fire. I read the first five books too many 
times to count, and it changed how I enjoy 
reading. Not only that, but it introduced me 
to a world of creativity and a world of 
more than just the boring day-to-day life: 
the world of fiction.  
 
Your books taught me to be creative and 
to even create my own small stories. At first 
I would write stories about my cat or things based off of Wings of Fire. It 
wasn’t the best start, but it got me to be the writer, artist, and person I 
am today.  
 
Not only did your books help with my writing, but they also made me 
have something to relate to. Every character had flaws and strengths, and 
no one was perfect or had to be. That taught me that it’s okay to have 
flaws and issues since it only makes you more of a person. When it was 
revealed that the prophecy was fake in arc one, but The Dragonets of 
Destiny still managed to fix things, it taught me that I don’t have to be 
some super special chosen one to be a hero and that even I, a random 
student, could be someone who’s important to others.  
 
Wings of Fire taught me that possibilities can be endless and that I can be 
whoever I want to be. It taught me that sometimes you have to find your 
true family since those related to you may not be the only family you’ll 
ever have. It taught me that sometimes I’ll need help and that I can’t do 
everything on my own. It’s okay to need to rely on others for once. It 
taught me that despite how much I may doubt myself, I’ll always have 
potential in what I truly enjoy. I may not have known all that when I first 

read the books, but the effect it has on me will last forever.  
 
Wings of Fire introduced me to being who I want to be and that I’d rather 
have fun being weird than have to follow along with the norm. It 
introduced me into wanting to create. For example, when I started to want 
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to be an artist, I really only drew Wings of Fire characters and other 
dragons. It got me into art, and to this day, art is one of my favorite 
things, and I even want to base my career on it when I’m older.  
 
Thank you for changing my life and for making me into the person I want 
to be. As of now while writing this, I’m almost a published author. One of 
the core reasons I ever wanted to write was from your stories. Wings of 
Fire inspired a heavy amount of the stories I’ve created, and I will forever 
thank you for that.  
 

Sincerely,  
Milo Reyes  
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Aaron Lecher 
Columbus Signature Academy, Columbus 

Letter to J. R. R. Tolkien/ Author of The Hobbit 

 
 

Dear Mr. Tolkien, 
 
“In a hole in the ground, there lived a hobbit. 
Not a nasty, dirty wet hole, filled with the ends 
of worms and an oozy smell, nor a dry, bare, 

sandy hole with nothing in it to sit down on or 
to eat: it was a hobbit-hole and that means 
comfort.” These are words recognizable by 
millions, if not billions, of people across the 
globe. Words that carry a sense of nostalgia 
for the elderly yet one of appreciation 
amongst the youth, and words whose 
respective novel moved its readers beyond 
what should be possible and immersed them in 
a world beyond their own. These words, Mr. 
Tolkien, as I’m certain you know, are yours. 
 
Arranged by Verlyn Flieger and Carl F. Hostetter into Tolkien’s 
Legendarium, your twelve published novels originating from The Hobbit 
tell the tale of the never-ending battle within Middle Earth. Enough detail 
is held in these texts that, when put together, they seem to create an 
entirely new world. Various maps, images, and firsthand accounts you 
include seem to tie its inner workings together, and with enough 
appreciation, anyone, including myself, can be submerged between  
its lines. 
 
I recall in my childhood pretending to live in Middle Earth, whether that 
meant “traveling” alongside Bilbo and his caravan or defending 
“Esgaroth” from the malicious dragon Smaug. I would steal chairs from 
my mother’s kitchen, blankets from my siblings’ bedrooms, and whatever 
else I could to make this world you made feel tangible. Such a mess was 
left every time I built a fortress or landmark that maybe it could have 
been tangible. 
 
This isn’t the only way you have moved me. Shortly after finishing The 
Hobbit (which I’m sure you’ve determined is my favorite of your collection), 

I developed a bit of a writing obsession myself. I wrote a multitude of 
novelle in the second grade, most notably Clash of M, which preceded a 
cooperative book series in its own, and Math Team, an educational story 
which prompted the creation of a short documentary aired on WTIU-
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Bloomington’s children’s channel. I owe this all to you, Mr. Tolkien. None 
of this, nor my passion for writing today, could exist without you. 
 
In summary, your writing means far more to me than words could express. 
Tolkien’s Legendarium, more notably The Hobbit, serves as a hallmark of 
my childhood and inspires my person still today. Middle Earth may be a 
fictional place, but there is no doubting its impact on the real world. On 
that note, Mr. Tolkien, I offer my thanks. Thank you for introducing us 
millions (or billions) to your adventures. 
 

Sincerely, 
Aaron Lecher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



18 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



19 

 

Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

SELF GROWTH 
_____ 

 
 

Having a Positive Mindset 
 

Taking Initiative 
 

Gratitude 
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Aastha Chandel 
Central Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to C. W. Longenecker/ Author of “The Victor” 

 
 

Dear C. W. Longenecker, 
 
Reading your wonderfully written poem, “The Victor,” has really sparked 
something in me. In my perspective of your poem, your words flow like an 
energy drink. The zap that I have now experienced from it altered my 

mindset of how I view myself as I drink down the stanzas in my brain. 
 
When analyzing your poem, at its center is the goal to change one’s 
mindset, and its branches are the ways of thinking one like me may 
experience. For example, you started off by stating the types of 
pondering that can occur in anyone’s thoughts like, “if you think you’re 
beaten, you are,” and “if you think you dare not, you don’t.” At first 
glance, it seems these obvious statements are a set course in one’s mind, 
like mine, until the meaning of it all shines under these stanzas, like a raven 
spotting gold. 
 
You see, my mindset was usually bleak, as my own thoughts would taunt 
me, telling me that I simply couldn’t do something, and I unfortunately 
believed it. I thought I was nothing but a failure, and I’d give up before 
I’d even try something. That was until these next stanzas of your poem 
grasped my mind as the windows of my brain known as my eyes opened 
wide. “It’s all in the state of mind,” your poem said. If I can change my 
state of mind, does that mean I can finally remove those negative thoughts 
about myself? The doubt, the breakdowns, all of the unpleasantness I’ve 
felt with myself: would this poem be the stress-reliever of it all? 
 
Those nasty words lurking in the back of my brain called negativity were 
nothing but an illusion keeping me from my true self. By altering my 
thoughts, I can become a better person, which I intend to do. Your poem 
was truly touching, like finding a pearl in a deep dark ocean. As the lines 
calibrate in my negativity wired head, I feel almost electrocuted by the 
sparks and malfunctioning, as the bloom of positivity finally takes place. 
I don’t have those bad thoughts to wrap my head around, nor the self-
beatdowns I constantly used to deal with. I feel tranquil, as the last lines 
swoop in like a plane entering paradise, saying “life’s battles don’t 
always go to the stronger or faster man. But sooner or later, the man who 

wins is the man who thinks he can.” Thank you, Longenecker, for leading 
the alteration of my thoughts. 
 
Sincerely, 
Aastha Chandel 
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Jack McDonald 
Illiana Christian High School, Dyer 

Letter to Peter Hollins/ Author of The Power of Self-Discipline 

 
 

Dear Mr. Hollins, 
 

I wanted to tell you how much The Power of Self-
Discipline has impacted my life. Your book showed 
me that discipline and consistent habits could bring 
many positive changes into my life. I wanted to 
share a few ways your book inspired me and 
helped me create better routines with my family 
and my daily habits. 
 

One significant change has been my decision to 
attend the gym every morning at 5 a.m. Before 
reading your book, I used to find it hard to get up 
early and often hit the snooze button. But reading 
about your ideas on staying committed and not letting temporary 
discomfort hold you back inspired me to start this morning routine. It has 
become a time when I feel motivated and accomplished before the school 
day even begins. This is all because of the strategies you explained. 
 

Another area where your book made an impact is in my relationships, 
especially with my family. Ever since I got my driver’s license, I could visit 
family members at will. Thanks to your emphasis on maintaining important 
habits, I’ve started visiting my family more regularly. Instead of only 
spending time with them on special occasions, I’ve made it a weekly habit 
to visit my grandparents, aunt/uncle, and cousins. This has strengthened 
my connection with them, and I am so thankful for the reminder that good 
habits are just as important in our relationships. 
 

Finally, The Power of Self-Discipline has helped me with my schoolwork. 
Before, I often procrastinated. I would put off completing assignments and 
studying until the very last minute. Reading your book motivated me to 
take school more seriously and take action. Now, I make it a priority to 
do my homework and study first thing when I get home from school. This 
shift has made a real difference in how I feel about my work at my high 
school, Illiana Christian. 
 

I’m thankful for your book and the changes it’s helped me make. Your 
ideas on building strong habits and practicing self-discipline have given 

me tools I know I’ll keep using, even beyond high school. Thank you for 
writing something that has had such a real impact on my life. 
 

Sincerely, 
Jack McDonald 
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Ella Olthof 
Illiana Christian High School, Dyer 

Letter to Nancy Leigh DeMoss/ Author of Choosing Gratitude 

 
 

Dear Nancy Leigh DeMoss, 
 
When I was in middle school, I always felt 
forced into sports by my parents, or so I thought. 
Even though it was more like strong 

encouragement, I felt as if I had to do certain 
sports or other activities that I’d rather not do. 
One of these sports was track and field. I 
detested this atrocious sport and was reluctant 
to attend the practices. Of course, my parents 
encouraged me to continue what felt like 
gruesome training because it was better than 
quitting since, as they kept reminding me, 
quitters don’t ever achieve anything in life. 
However, the pressure and stress from the sport 
grew over time. It got so bad that I didn’t go to a whole track meet 
because I had to “babysit.” I never had to babysit. I lied. I went home 
from school because my parents were out of town, and I was done trying. 
When my parents discovered what had happened, I was grounded and 
had to continue attending practices because they did not raise quitters. 
After this rollercoaster of events, I encountered your book, Choosing 
Gratitude, which changed my attitude tremendously. 
 
Throughout the track season I hadn’t focused on anything to be grateful 
for. I only focused on the physical pain and stress that didn’t seem to go 
away. That focus led to poor decisions that still haunt me to this day. 
When reading your book, multiple key factors benefited me, but this 
sentence always pops into my head: “That’s the power of gratitude–the 
power to freshen the stale air of everyday life.” I immediately related 
this idea to running. Poor air quality, like on humid and hot days, makes 
running extremely difficult. It can cause fatigue and harder breathing. On 
the other hand, fresh air can make running feel effortless and enjoyable. 
In the same way, gratitude can freshen up my life, making it delightful, 
while a life without gratitude can be dull and lack excitement. Even though 
gratitude is a small gesture of thankfulness, it can make a big impact in 
my life and in the world. 

 
Choosing Gratitude reminded me that even though you may not like 
something such as track and field, you should still be grateful for the 
opportunity and ability to participate in it. It influenced me to think 
frequently about numerous things that I should be grateful for. I was able 
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to understand how my parents truly wanted me to succeed, and they 
weren’t forcing me to run. I began to be grateful that I was able to run. I 
was grateful that I could use my talent of running. I am grateful that they 
encouraged me to continue in the sport without quitting. Choosing 
gratitude everyday allows me to “freshen the stale air” and continue 
living a joyful and prosperous life. 
 
Your book was so much more than a simple book about the gratefulness 
we need in our lives. It changed my life and allowed me to see the 
blessings I have. It gave me a constant reminder of everything I should be 

grateful for. After all, I still run and participate in track and field. 
 
Sincerely, 
Ella Olthof 
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Aditi Zope 
Central Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to Fred Gipson/ Author of Old Yeller 

 
 

Dear Fred Gipson,  
 
The truth is, I’ve never been very open to 
new challenges. I’ve often felt comfortable 
staying within my bubble, avoiding the 

need to grow up or face anything too 
difficult. However, after reading your 
incredible book Old Yeller, I’ve begun to 
embrace challenges in a way I hadn’t 
before. The story opened my eyes to the 
importance of confronting life’s tough 
moments, and it inspired me to take 
responsibility for my own growth in a much 
more realistic way. 
 
One of my biggest struggles has always 
been procrastination, along with difficulty 
managing my time effectively, both of which are key aspects of 
responsibility that come with growing up. For a long time, I would 
procrastinate without really considering the consequences, pushing my 
assignments off until the very last minute before they were due. At the 
time, it felt manageable, though I always knew I was cutting it close. As I 
got older, however, with more assignments and greater responsibilities, I 
began to realize that procrastination wasn’t always the best choice. Even 
if I managed to get a good grade at the last minute, I couldn’t ignore the 
toll it took on my mental and physical well-being: the stress, exhaustion, 
and sleepless nights that I practically handed myself every time I 
procrastinated. 
 
Over time, the cycle of last-minute cramming became overwhelming, and 
it forced me to face a hard truth: unless I broke free from these habits 
and took more control over my time, I was in for a long, exhausting, and 
ultimately unsatisfying ride. This realization became a turning point for 
me. I now see that if I truly want to grow up and take on the 
responsibilities of adulthood, I need to develop better time management 
skills and approach things with more maturity and discipline. 

 
Old Yeller helped me understand growing up in a way I hadn’t before. 
The way Travis, the protagonist, faces tough situations and takes 
responsibility for his actions made me realize that maturity isn’t about 
avoiding challenges, but about facing them head-on, even when they’re 
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difficult. His story inspired me to rethink my own habits, particularly how 
I handle procrastination. I’ve come to understand that putting things off 
only leads to more stress and frustration in the long run. Old Yeller taught 
me that growing up means taking responsibility, making tough decisions, 
and sometimes letting go of the things that hold you back. While it’s not 
always easy, I now know that if I want to be more responsible and mature, 
I need to stop avoiding challenges and start confronting them, just like 
Travis did. 
 
Sincerely, 

Aditi Zope 
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First Place – Level Two 
 

Vaishnavi Pinna 
Northside Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to Omar Mohamed and Victoria Jamieson/  
Authors of When Stars Are Scattered 

 
 

Dear Omar Mohamed and Victoria Jamieson, 
 

Two years ago, I saw the book When Stars Are 
Scattered on one of my school library’s shelves. 
Thinking this was just another graphic novel, I 
picked it up. Now I know this is not the case. Ever 
since I read When Stars Are Scattered, I can’t 
help but think about how thousands of people 
are refugees worldwide. Your book opened my 
eyes to how people face difficult situations in 
day-to-day life, just to survive. 
 
In Dadaab, Omar lived a miserable life trying 
to make ends meet. Still, he never stopped 
amazing me with how he continued to be happy 
amidst his struggles. Your book taught me that the small joys in life make 
our days better. Whenever I complain about not getting the flavor of ice 
cream I wanted, I remember that Omar and Hasaan never got to eat ice 
cream even once, much less enough portions of food. Whenever I complain 
about having to do homework, I remember how badly Omar wanted to 
go to school. To him, going to school was an option he was afraid to 
choose, for he had to care for Hassan. Even though Omar had much to 
complain about, he thanked God for the good things he had in life. Omar 
showed me that you can be grateful when everything seems wrong and 
happy when the world isn’t in your favor. When Stars Are Scattered  
is reality. It showed me that life isn’t perfect, but it’s a journey to be 
forever cherished. 
 
Your book also taught me that mindset does matter. Through Omar’s story, 
I understood that hope is a powerful thing people try to hold on to, even 
when it seems like the universe is against them. Like Tall Salan said, Omar 
was like a grain of sand in the desert. His chance of getting picked to go 
to America was less than one percent. Still, Omar held hope, somewhere 

deep in his heart. That’s why he listened to the stars. They gave him hope 
that his parents were somewhere close and that he wasn’t lost in the ocean 
of refugees at Dadaab. Omar showed me that it was important not to 
lose hope. 
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Before reading When Stars Are Scattered, I held a negative mindset. I 
always thought “I can’t do this,” or “It’s impossible.” The way Omar saw 
the world changed me. He thought there was a chance of getting picked 
to go to America. He had hope for his future. If he never hoped to get 
there, his life would’ve been different. It made me realize that impossible 
things happen sometimes because your book made them seem real. Omar 
was not written to seem like a fictional character who never lost hope or 
always had things his way. Instead, he was a relatable character. He also 
lost hope sometimes, like when he decided that he should be a social 
worker when he grew up, instead of something else because it seemed 

like he was never going to get out of the refugee camp. 
 
One important thing that your book taught me was that hard work is the 
way to success. When Stars Are Scattered is a perfect example of how 
nothing comes easy. Fatuma told Omar that everything in life is a gift 
from God, and it’s his job to use it. This convinced Omar to go to school, 
leaving young Hassan at home. From that day on, Omar studied daily, 
even when it was hard. Sometimes, it felt like there was no point, 
especially when he might not get a job. Still, he passed his exams, even 
after he didn’t get called to a second interview. Omar showed me that if 
you want something, you should work hard for it. There’s no other way 
out of it. After relocating to America, Omar never forgot where he came 
from. Sometimes, when we turn around to see how far we’ve come, it’s a 
shock to us. That’s what it was like for Omar. This relates to how we should 
be grateful even when it seems like the world has turned its back on us. 
 
When Stars Are Scattered is a beautifully written story that has changed 
and enlightened me in ways that I would never have imagined. Now, I 
firmly believe that thoughts do matter, and that there is hope for 
everyone. Thank you for inspiring me to be grateful for everything I have, 
to find joy in the small things, and for enlightening me about all the 
struggles refugees face today. 
 
Sincerely, 
Vaishnavi Pinna 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



28 
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Let’s Talk About…  

 
 
 
 

LIFE LESSONS 
_____ 

 
 

Staying Curious 
 

Making Mistakes 
 

Living in the Present 
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Jackson Long 
New Palestine Intermediate, New Palestine 

Letter to Peter Brown/ Author of The Wild Robot 

 
 

Dear Peter Brown,  
 
Your book The Wild Robot has inspired many 
people, and I’m one of them. Your book was 
one of the first book series that I ever read. 

When I get older and come across this book, 
I will most likely feel a wave of nostalgia 
wash over me. It is a great adventure book 
since it has chase scenes, action, the feeling of 
adrenaline, and much more. One day it might 
even inspire another young soul to become an 
author. Its plot points are very linked 
together, and it’s easy to understand. This 
book encouraged me to read many other 
book series, which I highly recommend as it 
boosted my reading ability and unlocked a 
whole new world of imagination for me. 
 
I can relate to this book because when I entered my intermediate school 
for the first time and had a little trouble meeting new kids as the new 
school had a bunch of schools in one building, it almost felt like when Roz 
just woke up on the island. There were roughly three times more people 
than there were at my elementary school, but after a week or so I made 
friends and got along just like Roz did after she examined the animals’ 
behaviors on the island. I watched how people joked, reacted, and much 
more. Then I made some friends for myself. The Wild Robot taught me 
simple, yet helpful things about life. 
 
The series also inspires you to go out and help the world, along with 
pushing through your hardest tasks. This taught me to never give up on 
something that I knew was possible and to always help the world if I can, 
for example, by picking up a piece of trash on the ground outside. 
 
This book also taught me a lot about how A.I. could advance in the future 
and how robots could get out of hand. It also taught me a lot about nature 
and changed my perspective about it. It taught me to look at it in a 

beautiful way and examine how life in nature thrives through the world. 
 
Overall, your book The Wild Robot has helped me through a lot of things 
such as making friends, helping the world, never giving up, and much 
more. It has inspired me to read more and learn about literature and the 
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world, especially A.I. and nature. I would like to thank you for writing this 
amazing book that has made a connection with many people, including 
myself. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jackson Long 
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Third Place – Level One 
 

Adelie Rex 
Mooresville Christian Academy, Mooresville 

Letter to Judy Blume/ Author of Are You There, God? It’s Me, Margaret 

 
 

Dear Judy Blume, 
 
My name is Adelie Rex, and I am in the 

fourth grade at Mooresville Christian 
Academy. I know that we have never met, 
but I love your books, and they mean so 
much to me! Are You There, God? It’s Me, 
Margaret is my favorite. It inspired me to try 
new things. I read one of your books every 
night, and I love every part of them. I know 
a lot of people probably tell you how much 
they love your books, but I wanted to share 
how I feel about them. It’s not just that I like 
reading them, which I definitely do, but they 
also make me think about myself and the 
other people around me. 
 
Before I read your books, I thought almost all kids had perfect lives, or 
at least ones easier than mine, I guess. In most movies, they always have 
a happy ending, but your books do not. They have really messy families, 
weird feelings, and kids worrying about what is happening with their 
friends and family. The kids in your books make mistakes, and that is ok 
because we all do sometimes. Reading so many of them has helped me 
see that. They also made me realize it is ok not to have all the right 
answers. I do not think anyone does. Except God of course! I have also 
learned it is ok to ask questions even if you are embarrassed. I am still 
working on that part though. 
 
There is one thing that has really stuck with me and that is how you write 
about feelings we don’t always talk about. Like being jealous of someone, 
arguing with friends, or getting mad at your mom even though you know 
you love her. It helps me to admit to myself when I’m having those feelings. 
 
Your books have not only kept me entertained but have also helped me 

navigate through various emotions and challenges I face at school. Every 
character feels like a real person. Some even remind me of people that I 
know in real life. I have to admit, I am not really a big reader. My mom 
has bought so many book series and not many can hold my attention the 
way yours does. 
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I don’t really know how to end this letter except to say thank you. Thank 
you for writing the books you wrote. Thank you for showing me that it’s 
ok for me to be myself, even with all my weird feelings and questions. 
You have made me feel understood in a way that not a lot of people do, 
and I’m really grateful for that. 
 
Sincerely, 
Adelie Rex 
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Elizabeth Genrich 
Mount Vernon High School, Fortville 

Letter to Julia Walton/ Author of On the Subject of Unmentionable Things 

 
 

Dear Julia Walton, 
 
On The Subject of Unmentionable Things definitely 
altered how I see both the world and myself. I 
started reading this book because of my goal to 

read all of the Eliot Rosewater Book Award 
nominees, and I am so glad that I picked this one! 
 
Your book really was powerful with how it 
explored sex and sex education. Sex is something 
that I do not think many people my age have much 
knowledge about, and there are people out there 
who are trying to restrict what people learn about the subject and are 
trying to prevent the teaching of safe sex practices. 
 
In my experience, whenever the subject of sex comes up, it can become 
awkward and almost like you are talking about something forbidden. This 
book sheds light on the positives of sex and how it is not something that 
should be banned or prevented, but rather it is something that teens 
should be informed about in a nonjudgmental and open environment. 
 
I also liked how Phoebe’s character was interested in the science of sex. 
It explored how if you are interested in sex it does not make you weird 
or gross, because it is a natural human thing, and it’s ok to have questions. 
 
This book also made me realize how my school and many other schools in 
the United States do not take the importance of sex education seriously. 
I personally did not have any form of sex education until I was a 
sophomore in high school in my health class, and even then, it did not 
provide much information other than having a speaker talk about consent 
(which I did appreciate) and filling out a packet from a textbook. 
 
Your book changed me and how I view sex. Whenever a friend or 
someone talks about having sex, I now know that I should remind them to 
use protection and be safe. It changed how I view the world because now 
I can see how people around the country are trying to limit sex education 

because it is a “taboo” subject, and now I have more confidence to do 
research and help advocate for factual information in schools. 
 
Thank you, 
Liz Genrich 
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Lukas Graber 
Memorial Elementary, Valparaiso 

Letter to J. R. R. Tolkien/ Author of The Hobbit 

 
 

Dear J.R.R Tolkien, 
 
Your book, The Hobbit, and the rest of the 
series minus The Silmarillion have impacted 
my life in so many ways, like the way I look 

at literature, my outlook of the world, how I 
see myself, and how I write. 
 
The first way it impacted my life was that it 
gave me a whole new perspective of 
literature. After I finished reading the last 
chapter of The Hobbit, I decided that all 
books show and express the author. Each one 
shows the writer’s life, insecurities, and 
perspective. For example, the dead marshes 
were similar to the trenches of WWI. The 
fallen warriors submerged in water matched the muddy shell craters 
dotting no man’s land. The fires in the dead marshes match the fires 
caused by explosions in WWI, as well. It also enforced the idea of books 
modeling the author’s emotions. From this I can draw the overall conclusion 
that your books showed me that literature is a way to learn valuable 
lessons, the author’s emotion and life molded into words, and true beauty. 
 
Another way your books have impacted my life is how I see the world. I 
myself am a curious person, always wondering. After reading your works, 
I started to build a sense of meaning in my mind. At first it was just one of 
those thoughts that you quickly forget or don’t think about much. Though 
eventually after some thinking and drawing ideas (mainly from your 
books or books about you) I came up with the idea that the world is like 
a story, or rather a cluster of stories. The cause of the world was the story 
of asteroids becoming planets. The evolution of life can be seen as a 
sequence of events or a strategy of survival. Heck! The greatness that set 
apart homo sapiens from the rest of humanity was their (or rather our) 
belief in fiction. Your books helped me see beauty in writing. It also 
showed me that every detail shapes the plot of a story. For example, the 
detail of the ring becoming larger or smaller and changing its weight 

forced Sam to have to carry Frodo up Mount Doom. In a way, the world 
is a story, always changing, always evolving. 
 
Your books have also impacted my life by changing how I see myself. 
After reading and listening to your books, including some thinking, I saw 
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myself in two ways, one becoming how I truly see myself. One way was 
that it showed me how insignificant I was, or rather humanity was. This 
caused me to have a lot of stress, and at the same time, made a lot of 
stress disappear. It gave me a lot of stress because at first, I thought I 
was meaningless to the greater plans of the universe. Then I had a second 
thought; I may be insignificant to the greater universe, but like I said 
before about details, I and everything else can change and choose the 
story of the universe. My second thought became how I see myself and 
my potential. 
 

Finally, your books have impacted my life by changing how I write. After 
reading your books, I came up with a useful strategy for writing fantasy. 
The first step is to make smaller stories about the setting and history of 
your world. This helps build up the lore of the world and makes a good 
foundation for larger sagas and books. The next step is to take the 
information from the newly created foundation to shape the plot of your 
story. That is my strategy for writing fantasy narratives. Your books have 
helped me with my writing greatly, so thank you. 
 
In conclusion, your books have impacted my life greatly. They have shown 
me the beauty of literature and the complexity in the world around me 
that can be seen in any book. They have changed how I see myself and 
showed me the power we all possess. They have even changed how I 
write and helped me develop a writing strategy. They have impacted my 
life and changed how I see things around me. Thank you. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lukas Graber 
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Brody Williamson 
Fall Creek Jr High School, Fishers 

Letter to Gordon Korman/ Author of Restart 
 

 
Dear Gordon Korman, 
 

I absolutely loved your book Restart because I 
could relate so much to Chase. His journey of 
getting a second chance struck me. For example, 
last year I had a conflict with a classmate that was 
just like Chase’s experience. I allowed a minor 
issue to get under my skin and ended up lashing 
out at him, just like Chase bullied Joel Weber, who 
became his emotional punching bag. The 
consequence from that fight left my classmate hurt 
both mentally and physically. When he fell to the 
ground, it served as a wake-up call for me, to 
reflect on the person I had become, much like 
Chase did in his story. 
 

For an entire day, only the two of us knew what had happened. That 
night, I returned home fully aware of what lay ahead. I went straight 
upstairs without even saying hello to my mom, grabbed my iPad, and 
messaged the boy to apologize, knowing I had to face the consequences 
of my actions. After putting my iPad back in my backpack, I noticed 
Restart at the bottom. It was the book my teacher had assigned, and 
before I knew it, I was reading it for nearly two hours.  
 

As I read, I got even more connections to Chase’s journey. One quote that 
truly resonated with me was, “This is an awful thing that’s happened to 
you, but it’s also presenting you with a rare opportunity. You have the 
chance to rebuild yourself from the ground up, to make a completely fresh 
start. Don’t squander it!” This message spoke to me during my struggles 
and filled me with hope that I could find forgiveness. 
 

Your book has transformed my perspective and has helped me navigate 
many challenging times, far beyond the story itself. I am very grateful to 
have been able to read your book. Something about your book that I 
loved was that the kids were our age and they were not in a fake world, 
it was like the real world. In conclusion, I really love your book, and I hope 
that many kids after will read this, and I hope it sticks to them like it does 

to me and I cannot thank you enough for making Chase and I thank you 
for this. 
 

Sincerely, 
Brody Williamson 
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Evelyn Wu 
Signature School, Evansville  

Letter to Charles Yu/  
Author of How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe 

 
 

Dear Charles Yu,  
 
As long as I can remember, I’ve been afraid of 
the future. As a kid, I’d lie awake at night, crying 

and thinking about death. The enormity of the 
universe scared me, as did the steady march of 
capital-T Time. I was an old soul at ten years 
old and already full of what-ifs: What if I hadn’t 
quit gymnastics? What if I hadn’t grown apart 
from that one friend? What if we’d never 
moved to Indiana? Would my life be different? 
Better? Worse? 
 
I found How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe my sophomore 
year of high school at a time when I was fervently avoiding looking the 
future in the eyes, and the word “college” alone was enough to send me 
into a tailspin. But I picked up your novel about the eponymous Charles 
Yu, a lost and unhappy time machine repairman trapped in a time loop 
and read it all in one night. The strange and heady hodgepodge of lit fic 
and science fiction sucked me in, transporting me to a world where 
commercial time travel is a reality, but most customers only use it to go 
back to the worst days of their lives. Though they could relive their 
greatest joys and their best moments, they choose instead to revisit the 
moments in their life that they most regret, trying desperately to rectify 
their mistakes - a futile exercise. As Charles tells his customers, “The good 
news is, you don’t have to worry, you can’t change the past. The bad news 
is, you don’t have to worry, no matter how hard you try, you can’t change 
the past.” 
 
I saw myself in Charles and the world of How to Live Safely because I 
know what it’s like to feel paralyzed by regret. In the novel, Charles lives 
in the Present-Indefinite, aging and collecting paychecks but never 
progressing, never moving forward. He thinks he can heal his family by 
retracing the events of his father’s disappearance, but in doing so, he 
finds himself adrift in the present, alienating the mother he could still have 

a relationship with. It takes the onset of a time loop for Charles to shake 
his complacency and realize that he can’t live the rest of his life mourning 
the past and fearing the future. He makes the decision to let his past-self 
shoot him, breaking free not only from the time loop but also from the 
regret that has long defined him. 
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What I’ve learned from that first and many subsequent readings of How 
to Live Safely is that - paradoxically - you can’t. When you live in the 
world, there exists, at any moment, the possibility of getting hurt. (You 
may even be shot in the stomach by your past-self as you step out of your 
TM-31 Recreational Time Travel Device, though it’s unlikely.) But it’s better 
than living no life at all. Since reading your book, I’ve tried to stop letting 
worry and regret define me. The questions “Have I done enough to build 
my resume?”, “Should I have taken more AP classes this year?”, and “Will 
I flunk out of high school and be an abject failure for the rest of my life?”, 
no longer keep me up at night. As you write, “Time is a machine: it will 

convert your pain into experience.” We are very small, and the universe 
is very large. But it shouldn’t scare you - only take your breath away. 
 
Reading your novel changed my outlook on life and regret. Life’s too short 
to live in the Present-Indefinite, to wonder about the alternate universe 
lives you could have lived, to chase fathers who aren’t there and neglect 
mothers who still are. 
 
If I could travel back in time to tell my younger self one thing, it would be 
to pick up your book sooner. Thank you, Mr. Yu, for helping me live in this 
crazy science fictional universe of ours. 
 
Yours, 
Evelyn Wu 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

HELPING OTHERS 
_____ 

 
 

Aiding a Community 
 

Caring for Others 
 

Empathy 
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Imogen Hall 
Unionville Elementary School, Unionville 

Letter to Linda Sue Park/ Author of A Long Walk to Water 

 

 
Dear Linda Sue Park,  
 

Your book, A Long Walk to Water, was a very 
moving book. It reminded me that not everyone 
has what I have. It also helped me get through 
tough times. Salva had many hard times, 
especially when he found his family after 11 
years! His uncle had to fight in the war. It was 
sad that Salva was a “lost boy,” but he kept 
moving on. Nya had to go through a lot as well, 
especially when her sister got really sick, and 
they went many miles for a doctor. 
 

Your book made me appreciate that I have a mom, a dad, a house, and 
enough food. Salva had barely any food, no house, and he lost his family. 
He went through a lot of hard stuff, but at the end of the book, he found 
his mom and dad and built a well in Nya’s town. Nya had a really hard 
time, especially when she had to walk many miles in the thorny bush path, 
and thorns got stuck in her heel. Salva had to run into the bush and leave 
his family and friends behind. It was sad that he made a friend, and then 
a lion ate his friend. 
 

I learned a lot from this book. It inspired me to help other people less 
fortunate than me. In fact, my 3rd grade class built an oasis in Africa. My 
class raised $12,000, and another school raised $8,000. My 3rd grade 
class read this book. During some of it I had to step out of my classroom 
because it was really hard for me. The hardest part was probably the 
part when the boy got pushed into the river, and then his head was 
turning, and he went under the water, and there was a bunch of blood 
surrounding where he was. That was really hard for me, but I have the 
book at my house, and I read it anyway. 
 

My favorite part was when he found his parents and then had an idea 
that he would build a well where Nya lives. I also liked the part where 
Salva and Nya meet. I like that part because they kind of have the same 
story about water. In the future, I want to help a lot of other people. It 
was a really good story. I always want to read it again and again. I can’t 

wait to read your other books. They are going to be really good. Thank 
you for writing this story. 
 

Sincerely, 
Imogen Hall 
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Brenna Drenth 
Memorial Elementary, Valparaiso 

Letter to W. Bruce Cameron/ Author of Bailey’s Story 

 
 

Dear W. Bruce Cameron, 
 
Your book Bailey’s Story has inspired me by 
showing me that I can do whatever I put my 
mind to. When Bailey jumped into the burning 

house to save Ethan, it really got to me that 
dogs have feelings too. Before I read your 
book, I always ignored people that got hurt 
because it was embarrassing, but now that I 
have read your book, I ask people if they are 
ok, and sometimes I will give them a hug. I am 
still trying to get better at changing my 
attitude to sound like a more caring person 
and to really be caring. Your book inspired 
me to do that and to just be a great person in 
general. 
 
All of your books have a great theme to think about every single day. As 
an example, in your book Max’s Story, Max is a really strong dog and 
will do anything to save their owner. That would be a theme of if you put 
your mind to it, you can accomplish anything. When I finished reading all 
of your books that you made, I thought to myself that you are a great 
person yourself and that I would love to be someone like you. 
 
I am going to make a goal for myself to do something good that will help 
the community or someone. Even one small thing can make someone’s day 
like picking something up for someone or helping someone get up if they 
have fallen or it is hard for them to get up. There are so many things that 
you can do to help someone, and it is okay if you cannot think of anything, 
but I think that you can probably think of a lot that are somewhat 
dedicated to your book. 
 
Dogs are great animals that have many feelings and thoughts just like us. 
Dogs can do the same things that we can, and they can do even more if 
they are trained really well like service dogs. Service dogs work really 
hard to make people happy and maybe even make them feel better. Not 

just service dogs can do that though. You probably know that because I 
can guess that you have done a lot of research on dogs before writing 
about dogs with cool back stories. I don’t know how to say this, but I cannot 
be happier that I found your books because I just love them so much and 
I definitely think that you should make more books if you have not started 
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already. I honestly don’t know what I would do with my life if I did not 
see the books that you made. To me, your books have so much meaning, 
and the themes really hit me. I would love to someday be an author with 
books that show a lot of themes just like you. I hope that you have a great 
future making books. 
 
Sincerely, 
Brenna Drenth 
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Honorable Mention – Level One 
 

Drake Mrzlack 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Fabio Geda/ Author of In the Sea There Are Crocodiles 

 
 

Dear Fabio Geda, 
 
When I walked into my humanities class the day 

after reading your book, I was struck by the 
realization that things like this were actually 
happening in the world. Before I read your 
book, I never realized a kid my age would have 
to go through so much to be even almost safe. 
Your story made me realize how someone’s 
situation can be so different from mine. 
 
Before I read your book In the Sea There are 
Crocodiles, I knew kids in certain parts of the 
world were treated unfairly, but I never thought 
about how they would have to escape parts of 
the world without their families. In America, kids don’t even go to the 
grocery store by themselves. I had never heard of someone doing 
something like that on their own. The farthest kids go here is to and from 
school. In my case, if I ever tried to do more than that, someone would 
always ask me where my parents are. 
 
When I was reading your book, I had to pause every chapter to think 
about what had just happened. My parents also read your book, and it 
allowed us to discuss the events that occurred throughout your story. In 
fact, we still discuss it together, which shows how powerful the events were 
and how long-lasting an impression it provided for me and my family. 
 
After I read your book, it felt like a piece of a puzzle clicked in and that 
I knew that much more about an unfamiliar place. I knew a lot more about 
how Afghans are treated then I did before, and it made me realize how 
much politicly out of control it had become in Afghanistan. I noticed that 
the book was not only affecting me but giving me a chance to see our 
world from a very different point of view. Also, it showed me that any 
help from anyone, even the smallest amount, can help someone survive 

and make them happy. 
 
I wish more kids would read this book because then they might start to 
notice the world around them and help make it better and safer. Your 
book has made me stop only worrying about myself and start helping 
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other people. I am sure your book was a hard one to write but I thank 
you for sharing your story. It is an important one, and I am glad I know it. 
 
Sincerely, 
Drake Mrzlack 
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Honorable Mention – Level One 
 

Brynna Wong 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Sharon M. Draper/ Author of Out of My Mind 

 
 

Dear Sharon M. Draper, 
 
I speak thousands of words. Sentences and 

phrases come so easily that all I must do is 
open my mouth. But when I read Out of My 
Mind, I learned that even opening mouths 
can be hard for some people. Melody 
showed me what it was like to not be able 
to talk and walk, and I felt guilty: guilty for 
always thinking that people who have 
disabilities had no idea what was going on, 
guilty for thinking they were just kids in room 
303, and most of all, guilty for not doing 
anything about it. 
 
Melody’s story has forever changed my life 
in a positive way. In the summer right after I 
read your book, I thought, “Wow, that was a fun story.” I just thought it 
was a delightful story, and this special girl was very smart. Then I read 
the book’s back cover, and it said that it was based on a true story. I was 
simultaneously sad and joyful at the same time. I was happy for her that 
she was so smart and loved by her parents, but most other things she 
talked about were the hard things in life. Which were a lot of things. She 
went through so many things and was still tough all the way through it. I 
was enormously proud of Melody for pushing through even though most 
of the time it did not go her way. 
 
When I read the title for the first time in the library, I just thought that it 
was a random fun title. I did not understand what it meant until only a 
few months ago. Melody had so many thoughts and feelings to say, but 
they were stuck in her mind like a bird stuck in a cage. She had no way 
of expressing her feelings and her wonderful ideas. When I really thought 
deeply about it, I realized it meant how frustrating it was to have all these 
things to say and have no way of doing it. This realization made me 

determined to do something about it. 
 
I started to become more involved with the kids at my school who are like 
Melody. We have a program at our school called Best Buddies that helps 
kids like Melody interact with other students in the school. We have a 
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sensory friendly concert every year that they always look forward to. I 
was finally happy to support girls and boys like Melody. This book 
opened my eyes to how people with disabilities are misunderstood. 
 
Thank You, 
Brynna Wong 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

CONFIDENCE 
_____ 

 
 

Independence 
 

Overcoming Fears 
 

Embracing the Unknown 
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Honorable Mention – Level Two 
 

Rylan Mullins 
Jasper Middle School, Jasper 

Letter to Meika Hashimoto/ Author of The Trail 

 
 

Dear Meika Hashimoto, 
 
“Stay warm, stay dry, stay fed, SURVIVE.” 

This quote has stayed with me since reading 
your book The Trail. I learned a lot about 
growing up and relying on oneself. I wish to 
one day do something like this on my own. I 
don’t want to always rely on others to do 
things for me. Seeing how Toby was 
determined to keep his promise to Lucas 
showed me that you can do anything if you 
put your mind to it. He demonstrated bravery 
and courage by being in the wilderness on 
his own. He didn’t give up on himself or his 
dream. I realize by reading this book that I 
can do anything if I have as much determination as Toby does. I see how 
important it is to follow my dreams. 
 
After reading The Trail, I learned that I am a lot like Toby. I am a teenager 
and want to rely on myself. Toby was brave and went on the trail alone 
after his best friend died. He tells another guy on the trail that he got into 
hiking because he was trying to grow up. Toby says, “I have always 
needed people.” I understand where Toby is coming from. I don’t want to 
always need my parents to do everything for me. I want to learn to do 
things on my own. I see how Toby feels and his reasons for hiking the trail 
alone. These days it’s hard to be on our own. Technology and cameras 
are always around. My phone sends my exact location to my parents 
anytime I leave the house. My parents are always with me, guiding me 
and telling me what is right. Sometimes I want to decide for myself even 
if it doesn’t work out. I understand I am not an adult yet, but I would like 
a little independence to learn. This will help me learn how to grow up and 
make important decisions. 
 
Another lesson from reading The Trail is finding friendship in our pets. 

After Toby lost his friend, Lucas, he had trouble trusting people. Toby 
opened his heart again and found a companion in a stray dog he named 
Moose. When Moose came to him for the first time on the trail, Toby said, 
“For the first time in my life, I feel needed.” After reading this book, I 
realized I wanted a pet to care for. This would help me grow up and 
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become independent. I asked my parents if I could have a cat. They 
approved and allowed me to adopt a cat named Suki. She relies on me 
to feed and care for her. She teaches me how to be responsible for 
someone other than myself. I feel great knowing she will always be there 
for me when I am down. She loves me for who I am. She doesn’t ask 
anything of me other than to love her. She comes and sits on my lap when 
I feel sad or alone. We have a bond and will always be there for each 
other. This book showed me what having a pet would be like, and I have 
found my best friend through it. 
 

By reading this book I know that it takes a lot of courage to be alone and 
make all the decisions for yourself. It is hard to face the world alone and 
have no one to rely on. As much as I want to be independent, this book 
has shown me that I need people in my life who are in my corner. Even 
when I badly want to grow up, it is nice knowing that my family and pets 
will always be there for me. I wouldn’t have realized all these things 
without reading this book. Thank you, Meika, for sharing this story and 
for helping me find my best friend. 
 
Sincerely, 
Rylan Mullins 
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Colby Payne 
Columbus Signature Academy, Columbus  

Letter to Suzanne Collins/ Author of The Hunger Games Series 

 
 

Dear Suzanne Collins, 
 
One month ago, your book helped me lead a 
group of Boy Scouts on a camping trip. The 
reason I am writing to you is to tell you about 

how your Hunger Games books have impacted 
my life. You have become my favorite author 
because your characters stand up for what they 
believe in. Katniss helping lead a rebellion 
against the Capitol inspired me to become my 
troop’s leader, or in other words, a senior patrol 
leader. 
 
Three months ago, I stood before 30 kids and 
talked to them about why they should vote for 
me. The only reason I could do that is because of your book. Your 
characters’ lack of concern for what others think is what got me to stand 
up there and speak to them. From there, your book helped me through 
many other challenges, from giving presentations in different languages 
to being able to stand up for myself and others. 
 
After reading your book Mockingjay, I was genuinely moved. In your 
book, people stood up for what they thought was right. They were the 
symbol of hope for people in the districts, hope that one day they 
wouldn’t  have to send any more tributes into the arena. Your book brings 
hope to people. In the book Mockingjay, Katniss faces all odds against 
her and marches straight into the Capitol to fight for her freedom. Not 
just her freedom, but everyone’s freedom. Your book shows that you 
should fight for what you believe in, and it has made me stand up for 
what I believe in. 
 
Your book has also inspired me to read more. Your books have sparked 
a fire inside of me that had never happened before. Your words can 
come alive in my mind. Being able to see what is happening has just made 
my book experience better. My teacher makes us read for 15-20 minutes 
in class. Your Hunger Game books have made this one of my favorite parts 

of my day. It makes me glad that I got to read your book. Looking back 
to the beginning of last year, I would never have wanted to touch a book 
unless it was for a class project. Looking at it now, I enjoy reading because 
of your books. Since reading your book, I have read countless other books 
and enjoyed them. Every year at Christmas, I look forward to getting a 
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book from my aunt, the person who introduced me to your books two 
years ago. 
 
Your books are strong stories that gave me courage and confidence. They 
are about courage, hope, and standing up for what you think is right. 
Your books really mean a lot to me. You’re the kind of writer who makes 
people want to read books, and I thank you for getting me to start 
reading for fun, not just when it is required. I am so excited to read your 
next book, Sunrise on the Reaping. 
 

Sincerely, 
Colby Payne 
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Aven Milnes 
Mooresville Christian Academy, Mooresville 

Letter to Suzanne Collins/ Author of The Hunger Games 

 
 

Dear Suzanne Collins, 
 
I first read The Hunger Games when I was in the 
fifth grade and immediately fell in love with it. 
The Hunger Games changed the way I look at 

myself. The series has even inspired me to take 
up archery. 
 
Your character Katniss Everdeen has inspired 
me to take on and conquer the world of 
archery. At first, I would shoot a target drawn 
on a cardboard box with my small black bow 
in the backyard. It wasn’t long before I 
upgraded from the small black bow to a larger 
compound bow. My bow has not been the only 
thing I have upgraded: my skill has, too! I went from only hitting the target 
once or twice every time I practiced to being granted the “Katniss 
Everdeen” award at summer camp for shooting three bullseyes in one 
thirty-minute archery session. In addition to target shooting, I bow hunt 
from a tree stand as well. I no longer wear bows, I shoot them! 
 
Your books have made me want to make a difference. I was so inspired 
to see a girl conquering her enemies with a stick and a string. The series 
has also shown me that just because you are a girl doesn’t mean you 
cannot do impactfully great things. For Katniss, it was liberating her 
country from tyranny. For me, it is making an impact in the lives of those 
around me. I do not know exactly how, but when I leave this earth, I want 
to be remembered for the difference I made in the lives of others. 
 
Your books gave me confidence. I have never been a popular, super 
social, friend-attracting person. I have anxiety, which at times is crippling. 
This has made going to school very hard for me. When I was in fourth 
grade, I switched schools, and I would cry every single night before school 
because I was scared of what the following day would bring. Thoughts 
like, “What if my teacher yells at me?”, “What if I have too much 
homework and cannot finish it by the time it is due?”, and “What if no one 

wants to be my friend?”, would run through my head without ceasing. Even 
though your book and its characters are fiction, they still inspire me. In 
spite of Katniss’ terrible life, she still had enough courage to lead a 
rebellion and rescue all of Panem. That gave me confidence. I am in eighth 
grade now, and after finishing the series, I have become more confident 
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and adventurous, and my anxiety struggles have lessened greatly. I work 
hard, am in the Junior National Honor Society, have made a few good 
friends, and never gave up archery. 
 
Suzanne Collins, I hope you know your books have changed my life in the 
best way. I have gained confidence and become much happier with 
myself. I hope you are able to see your books are making a difference, 
not just in my life, but in the world. 
 
Your victor, 

Aven Milnes 
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Summer Rieder 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Ariana Costner/ Author of My Life as a Potato 

 
 

Dear Ariana Costner, 
 
From the very first chapter, I was hooked on 
Ben’s story. His adventures, especially the 
unexpected ones, were not only entertaining 

but also made me think about my own life. I 
remember laughing aloud during the scenes 
where Ben had to navigate the school 
hallways in the potato costume. It was 
hilarious and reminded me of times when I 
felt out of place or awkward. 
 
One of the most important themes in your 
book was dealing with self-consciousness. 
Like Ben, as a kid, I was shy and often found 
myself worrying about what others thought 
of me, feeling like I was being judged for everything I did. Watching Ben 
struggle with and eventually overcome his self-consciousness was 
incredibly inspiring. His story encouraged me to be more accepting of 
myself and to focus less on what others think. 
 
As Ben learned to navigate his embarrassment and embrace his unique 
situation, I saw how important it is to let go of that self-doubt. It was a 
powerful reminder that everyone has moments of feeling unsure, but those 
moments do not define us. Instead, they can be opportunities to grow 
stronger and more confident. 
 
Your book also highlighted the importance of friendship and being true 
to oneself. Ben’s friendships evolved throughout the story, and it made me 
realize how important it is to surround myself with supportive people who 
appreciate me for who I am. It is a powerful reminder that being true to 
oneself can lead to meaningful connections and experiences. 
 
Since reading My Life as a Potato, I have felt more confident about 
stepping out of my comfort zone. I have started participating more in 
class, joining new clubs, and even making new friends. It has been a 

wonderful change, and I owe much of this newfound courage to the lessons 
I learned from Ben’s story: to just be yourself. 
 
Sincerely, 
Summer Rieder 
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Second Place – Level One 
 

Mateo Nunes 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Scott Kelly/ Author of Endurance 

 
 

Dear Scott Kelly, 
 
I hope this letter finds you well. My name is 

Mateo Nunes, and I am currently navigating 
the challenges of middle school. While my 
daily life may seem ordinary, I have found 
that even amidst the routine, there are 
moments of inspiration. One such moment 
arose from reading your book Endurance. 
Your incredible journey to become an 
astronaut has profoundly influenced my 
perspective and ignited new motivation. 
 
Before I read your story, I felt as if I were stuck in a monotonous cycle of 
school, homework, and everyday activities. Life seemed predictable, and 
I often lacked excitement. It felt as though I was merely existing rather 
than actively living. However, your inspiring narrative taught me that 
challenges are not barriers but opportunities for growth. 
 
Your experiences prompted me to adopt a proactive approach to life. 
Instead of avoiding new experiences, I began to embrace them with 
enthusiasm. This shift in mindset led me to embark on a project that truly 
excited me—building and launching rockets. Diving into this endeavor 
introduced me to an enchanting world of science and engineering, which 
I had never fully explored. 
 
When I began my rocketeering project, I was engulfed with excitement 
and curiosity. However, my 2nd launch did not go as planned—it 
exploded. Initially, I felt disappointed, but your story guided me to 
understand a vital lesson: failures are stepping stones to success. I 
reflected on what went wrong during the launch and used that analysis to 
learn and improve. 
 
Rebuilding my rocket and making adjustments turned the project into a 

valuable exercise in resilience. Each setback delivered new insights into 
problem-solving, reinforcing that persistence is crucial in achieving our 
goals. Your journey demonstrated that setbacks are part of any ambitious 
pursuit and that overcoming them is essential for growth. 
 



58 

 

As I continued to work on my rocket, I began to perceive the world 
differently. I am no longer just a student caught in a routine; I am a young 
individual with confidence and determination. Your book has inspired me 
to push beyond my limitations and aim for goals I once thought were out 
of reach. 
 
Looking to the future, I feel excited and optimistic. I am eager to explore 
new interests, deepen my understanding of science and technology, and 
undertake projects that inspire me. Your insights have been invaluable, 
and I appreciate the motivation you provide through your work. 

 
Thank you for sharing your story and illustrating the importance of 
resilience and perseverance. Your message resonates with me, and I  
am grateful for the ideas included. I look forward to continuing my 
journey of discovery and learning, inspired by your courage as I reach 
for the stars. 
 
Sincerely, 
Mateo Nunes 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

SELF ESTEEM 
_____ 

 
 

Beauty Standards 
 

Self-Acceptance 
 

Body Image 
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Lily Day 
New Palestine Intermediate, New Palestine 
Letter to Scott Westerfeld/ Author of Uglies 

 
 

Dear Scott Westerfeld, 
 
Your book Uglies made me realize that 
real beauty comes from the inside. It 
doesn’t matter what you look like on the 

outside, you can still accomplish great 
things. When Tally met David in The 
Smoke, she felt more alive and beautiful 
because everyone there was “ugly.” Then 
she started to think that maybe everyone 
isn’t so ugly, that they were more beautiful 
than anyone in the city will ever be. She 
finally felt happy. 
 
Then a few days after being in The Smoke, 
David took her to meet his parents. She 
didn’t know why, but she went along with 
it. They proceeded to tell her what really happens when you turn “pretty.” 
It ruins your brain and messes with your personality. This made me think 
that being pretty isn’t worth it. It displays the real-life problems that come 
with being overly obsessed with the way you look. 
 
Looks aren’t all the beauty. When Tally gets called for a job in the office, 
Tally finds some magazines. She sees that the women on the covers are 
extremely slim. She remembers the teachers talking about how the rusties 
used to starve themselves to look slim and “pretty.” This mortifies her 
because she realizes the desire to be pretty isn’t always a good thing 
and that it can lead to serious health issues. 
 
This specific events in Uglies show the real-life struggles and insecurities 
happening right now. So many teens these days struggle with this issue of 
starving themselves to look a certain way, just like how the operation in 
Uglies makes all these children insecure and feel “ugly” even if they aren’t. 
These unrealistic beauty standards are getting out of hand, and this book 
helps display that. 
 

These teens and children wait their whole childhood just to become 
something they are not. It’s similar in our world today. Many people wait 
until they’re old enough to get plastic surgery done or wear makeup at a 
very young age. Uglies is dystopian but in a way that is accurate to real-
world issues. 
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Even though she waited so long to become “pretty,” after being in The 
Smoke Tally no longer wants to become “pretty.” Thank you for making 
this wonderful book. It has taught me and I’m sure others so much. Your 
book Uglies is a great example of how beauty doesn’t always come from 
the outside. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lily Day 
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Maeven Blahnik 
Parkview Elementary School, Valparaiso 

Letter to Claribel A. Ortega/ Author of Frizzy 

 
 
Dear Claribel A. Ortega,  
 
I hope this letter finds you well. I am writing to 
let you know that your book really inspired 
me, and I hope it inspires many others as well.  

 
The main reason why I love your book is 
because it really grabs on to the main idea of 
loving yourself for who you are. At the end of 
the book, I learned that accepting yourself is 
one of the biggest things in life. Seeing or 
hearing what other people think about you 
and letting that stop you is a big thing people 
deal with. In your book Frizzy you really 
highlight that whole thought and how even at 
a young age you can deal with it. I also started focusing on what other 
people thought of me. For the longest time, I thought that it would make 
me a better person on the outside and inside. However, I was very wrong. 
Once I started listening to other people, I felt less and less like myself. I 
understood that I am myself, and I don’t need to listen to other people to 
be myself.  
 
At the beginning of this year in fourth grade, my friend Edith told me 
about this great book Frizzy. This book opened up a whole new door for 
me, and it helped build my self-esteem. Now I walk around proud of who 
I am and don’t let people stop me. My favorite part of Frizzy is when the 
main character goes to her aunt for advice. I went to my friends and 
family and that helped me to also be more of myself. The book explains 
how the inside is way more important than the outside, which I find 
fascinating.  
 
I love this book so much, and I have asked my friends to read it too. Some 
did and said that it is such a moving book. In the book, it also explains 
how the main character wants to be just like someone else, and even her 
friend feels the same. I followed the older kids at my school, and all my 
friends did too. We wanted to be just like them because they were all 

older and seemed more popular. It definitely wasn’t right now that I think 
about it. I hope you have taught many young and old people to accept 
themselves for who they are. I also hope people get the same personal 
effect that I got when I read it.  
 



63 

 

Another way that your book Frizzy has inspired me is by making me want 
to become an author one day. I would like to write about motivational 
life stories too, in order to help people accept themselves for who they 
are. Graphic novels are also my favorite type of book. I am more of a 
visual learner and seeing the character’s face and body language when 
she is herself makes it more relatable. In addition to being an author, I 
also want to be a doctor. When I’m older, I plan on reading your book 
Frizzy to my own to my children and to the kids at hospitals. Hopefully, 
this will help them understand that life isn’t so terrible. I could also explain 
that whatever looks or comments they receive from others should be taken 

as a compliment because it shows how unique they are. Everyone should 
embrace who they are.  
 
You are one of my top authors, and I can’t wait to read more of your 
books. I hope you keep publishing, keep reading, and keep inspiring the 
world!  
 
Sincerely,  
Maeven Blahnik 
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Max Garner 
Irwin Elementary, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Dav Pilkey/ Author of Dog Man 

 
 

Dear Dav Pilkey, 
 
Your books may seem goofy and only made 
for laughs, and most people think that. But 
really, your books teach life lessons. Before I 

could understand that I thought your books 
were just for entertainment. But now, I know 
that your books can help people. Before, I just 
thought if someone did a crime, then they 
were bad, and it would stay that way for a 
while. But now I know that people can change. 
Without reading this, I would have thought if 
you were in jail or served time you could 
never change. 
 
I chose your books because they actually can help people. It helped me 
as well, making me think anyone can change. Even when things are rough 
you can still find hope. I wondered why Petey thought he couldn’t change 
after he did a bad thing, even though nothing can stop you from changing 
who you are except yourself. That’s when I thought, He thinks he can’t 
change because of what others think. I pondered on that, wondering why 
he would think that public opinion is everyone’s, including his, opinion. 
 
Then I realized that I might be judging people on what others think. Or 
what if I was the one being judged. It made me realize the person I am, 
and the person I want to be. And I thought, maybe the only reason I liked 
something or didn’t was because of someone else. But I wanted to change 
that. I didn’t want to be like everyone else. I wanted to be different. So, I 
came up with ways I could change myself into someone, not that others 
would like, but someone I would like, and I started to mold my image from 
a person who only wanted to please others to starting to be able to 
please myself instead. When I did, I felt so alive. It was the best feeling 
I’ve ever had. 
 
This book series made me think about how I should do things differently 
with my life. I started to think about changing everything about myself, 

but I changed my mind. But back to the book. I always admired Dog Man, 
wanting to be like him, wanting to learn from him. And 80-HD was once 
a dependent person always waiting for orders from Petey. But just like 
me, he changed. He didn’t stay the same. Your books can sometimes tell 
us not to stay the same too. Lil Petey, for instance, was supposed to be a 
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clone of the formerly evil Petey born to be just as evil as him, but lil Petey 
decided he wasn’t going to be like Petey. He wanted to help people, not 
hurt them. He wanted to change. That’s exactly why I chose your books. 
In a way, they tell us not to be like everyone else, but to be different. 
 
I learned from your book not to be who others think you are, but to be 
who YOU think you are. That’s the most important part of your book. I 
was once victim to thinking of myself what others thought of me. All the 
nasty snarky comments, before, I let that soak in. But now I know not to 
think of me what others think of me. My mom always tells me to ignore 

people when all they have to say about are bad things. And I started 
doing that. And I never let what she told me leave my brain, my heart, 
and my soul. I loved your books, partially because they were perfectly 
written, but mainly because they could teach many life lessons also while 
being hysterically funny. Your books are some of the best published books 
I’ve ever read in my entire life. I hope you publish more books like these 
in the future. 
 
Sincerely, 
Max Garner 
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Lily Boyle 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Lisa Fipps/ Indiana Author of Starfish 

 
 

Dear Lisa Fipps, 
 
I used to always think that I had to look nice at 
school, that I had to have the best style, that I 
needed to have the perfect “looks.” I thought I 

needed to wear trending clothes like the 
“perfect magazine models” but that’s not the 
case. I started reading Starfish. At the start of the 
book, I thought Ellie was the complete opposite 
of me, but I was wrong. Ever since Ellie wore a 
whale patterned bathing suit, she was severely 
bullied but she came to realize that just because 
you don’t look the same as the people on designer magazines or social 
media doesn’t mean somethings wrong with you. She realized that she 
didn’t need to wear the right clothes and have the best and coolest hair, 
all she needed was to be herself and wear what she wanted and do her 
own unique hairstyle. One of the most heartwarming quotes in this book 
is: “It would be great if people realized that we’re all different, in all 
kinds of ways, different is okay.” I will always believe in that statement. 
 
Ellie was always called “fat” by her own mom.  Her mom told her she 
needed to lose weight, and at one point I said in my head that Ellie was 
not “fat,” she was Ellie; she was perfect just the way she was, and Ellie 
learned to ignore that and listen to her mind. I know I can relate to Ellie 
because my dad always judges me and says, “why are you wearing 
that,” or “what new look is this,” which obviously is a little rude, but I know 
that I like how I dress and how I look in my clothes, and that is all that 
matters. So, it does not matter if other people don’t like what I wear. All 
that matters is that I love myself. 
 
I used to think I had to look pretty at school and have the best and 
trending clothes, and I had to have the best styles. I used to think I needed 
to have the perfect “shape” for me to wear trending clothes like the 
“beautiful models” but that’s not the case. After reading your book 
Starfish, I realized that you don’t need to be like everybody else because 
everyone is unique in their own way, and that’s what is great about 

people. We are all special, and “no matter what others say or do, 
embrace what makes you, you.”  
           
Sincerely, 
Lily Boyle 
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Second Place – Level Three, Indiana Author Letter Prize 
 

Jozlyn Howard 
Carroll Jr. / Sr. High School, Flora  

Letter to Jennifer Niven/ Indiana Author of Holding Up the Universe 

 
 

Dear Jennifer Niven, 
 
By age thirteen, 53% of American girls dislike 

their bodies, and unfortunately, for a while, I 
was a part of that percentage. As a child I 
struggled a lot with bullying, and I had 
horrible body image issues. Sometimes after 
school I would stare in the mirror for hours 
wondering why I looked so different from 
everyone else. It was really difficult for me to 
understand that some people are just rude 
and that it is okay to appear different from 
everyone else. As I matured, I decided that it 
did not matter to me what people thought of 
my appearance. My confidence in myself 
grew, and I started wearing cute clothes that 
I was confident in, instead of baggy clothes. Reading your book Holding 
up the Universe gave me some closure. It helped me realize that I am not 
the only person that struggles with these issues. This book greatly helped 
me work through my body image issues. 
 
When I was twelve, I found your book Holding up the Universe. I found it 
bewildering that I was not the only person struggling with my body image. 
I felt like I related a lot to Libby in the beginning of the story. The part I 
felt that I related to a lot was when she was too large to come out of her 
house and had to be lifted out by a crane. Even though I was never 
physically so huge to the point where I was lifted out by a crane, I still 
felt similar to her. In this situation I felt like her house resembled my clothes. 
Libby felt like she was too overweight to come out of her house, so she 
hid in there. I felt like I was too large, so I hid in my clothes. My clothes 
were what made me feel safe. For so long I was bullied for my body, so 
I just started hiding it. I wore clothes that were oversized so no one could 
see my figure. I thought if I hid my body I would stop being bullied. That 
is not what happened. Instead, I started being bullied for what I wore. It 

made me realize that no matter what I did people would still find a way 
to criticize me. 
 
Once I finally started to reach the end of the book, I realized how much 
Libby grew in confidence. I did not understand how she became so 
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confident in herself. I wanted to be like her. I wanted to learn to be 
confident in my body. I decided that this book would be my turning point. 
I wanted to be able to go to the beach in a bikini, just like Libby walked 
out into swim class in a bikini. This book changed my mindset on life.  
It made me realize that people are going to have an opinion on 
everything, whether I like it or not. I started to become more confident in 
myself. By eighth grade I finally made a change and started wearing 
tight clothes, not because I felt forced to, but because I had finally felt 
confident in them. 
 

This book has changed me in more ways than one. Clothes are no longer 
a way to hide myself, but a way to express myself. I have lost a lot of 
weight, but that does not change how people used to treat me. I no longer 
worry about what people think of me because I know that beauty is 
subjective. I’ve grown to love my body and achieved my goal of loving 
myself. Libby was a character I looked up to greatly, and now I hope that 
people can look up to me too. I am finally proud to say that I am no 
longer a part of the 53%. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jozlyn Howard 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

DISABILITY 
_____ 

 
 

Not Judging Others 
 

Advocating for Others 
 

Living with a Disability 
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Honorable Mention – Level One 
 

Evelyn Witt 
Memorial Elementary, Valparaiso 

Letter to Sharon M. Draper/ Author of Out of My Mind 

 
 

Dear Sharon M. Draper, 
 
Your book, Out of My Mind, has impacted 

my life in many ways. One way is that I now 
know that people who are disabled can be 
kind, smart, and caring. I can help people 
notice that. Some people make assumptions 
about people who are disabled because of 
their disabilities. In your book, Melody gets 
made fun of and laughed at. No one should 
have to go through that. I see a few autistic 
kids at school sometimes, and I am now 
treating them with respect. I used to think 
they were weird. Your book made me see 
that these people might be different, but 
they are people and should be treated 
fairly and kindly.  
 
In your story, Melody was never told that there was a breakfast before 
their flight to the competition. When their flight was moved, Melody could 
not get to the airport in time and missed the competition. Her team lost 
when they got to Washington D.C. If her team had included her, they 
would most likely have won. They should have included Melody. In that 
section of the book, I learned that people who are disabled are an 
important part of any team. They should be included. If no one is willing 
to include them then I will. In your book, Melody gets betrayed by her 
best friend, Rose. This shows that the people around them can make them 
feel bad about themselves. They don’t deserve to feel like that. 
 
Melody knows that she cannot talk, but she still tries her best to help 
people in a bad situation or help them avoid one. In Out of My Mind, her 
mom ran over Penny. Melody tried to warn her mom, but because she 
could not talk, she was no help. I can talk. I can tell people when I see a 
problem in front of them. I can help them avoid it, if I know how. 

 
Overall, your book taught me to include everybody, treat everyone with 
respect, and solve problems instead of causing them. Your book will help 
me make good choices throughout my life. I now value people’s feelings 
more than ever because no one should ever have to go through what 
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Melody had to go through. Out of My Mind taught me to be empathetic. 
Your book will help many people, including me, to be kind and respectful 
of others. Thank you for writing such an inspirational book. I look forward 
to reading more of your books. 
 
Sincerely, 
Evelyn Witt 
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Ella Fleck 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to R. J. Palacio/ Author of Wonder 

 
 

Dear R. J. Palacio,  
 
A year ago, I walked into my math class, and I 
saw someone who looked a little different. I 
don’t know what the student had, but I found 

myself staring at my classmate. I started to feel 
weird, and I didn’t know why I was staring at 
them, but I just wouldn’t stop. 
 
After thinking back on Wonder, it has made a 
big impact on my life today. When I picked it 
up at the store and went to buy it, I didn’t know 
it would be so good and teach me a great life 
lesson. It taught me to not judge new people by 
their looks or be mean to them because they look different. Also, it taught 
me that I need to recognize that everyone is unique in their own ways. 
 
In Wonder, students were making fun of Auggie and laughing at him in 
the halls and being mean when he didn’t do anything to them. When I 
saw a classmate in a similar light, I initially did the same thing by staring 
at him. I know that was the wrong choice for me to make because when I 
read and watched the movie, I felt so bad for Auggie, it almost made me 
cry. I still look back and regret what I did, but I am much better at it now 
from when I was then. I know that I can help others feel respected when I 
meet them with kindness and don’t shy away from getting to know them. 
 
To this day, the book Wonder has taught me the great life lesson of never 
judging anyone by their looks. I am so happy that I got my hands on a 
book like this before my teenage years. Once again, it has taught me to 
take time to get to know people, and I have realized we are all more 
similar than we are different. Even a smile or a nod can change anyone’s 
day. Everyone deserves to feel loved just the way they are. 
 
Sincerely, 
Ella Fleck 
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Ishan Batra 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Sharon M. Draper/ Author of Out of My Mind 

 
 

Dear Sharon Draper, 
 
Before I read your book, I might have 
passed someone in a wheelchair and thought 
“I wonder how much help that person needs 

to do things.” After reading your book 
though, I think about how much this person 
has to say or how this person could change 
the world if people would just listen and not 
judge based on appearance. I discovered 
your book during a class read aloud when 
my teacher read Out of My Mind, and I loved 
every single part of it. It was sad, happy, 
and a mix of both. But more than any of 
these things, it made me think about how 
hard it is for some people to do simple tasks. 
If we just look at them and see them struggling, we do not get to see their 
ideas or that they could change the world if we would just listen. 
 
Last summer at a camp before I read your book, there was a kid around 
my age with cerebral palsy, and sometimes you would see him riding 
around, and you would always see him smiling. My group and I would 
always say hi and give him a smile. He was one of the best parts of the 
camp. After reading your book though, I realized how hard it could have 
been for him to smile. While we all played, he had to sit there and just 
watch. When we were reading your book, the first person I thought of 
was him, and my first thought was “Wow, he had a tough time doing that, 
yet he did it.” I thought of every time that kids would pass by and try not 
to make eye contact with him or blatantly stare at him assuming he could 
not understand. Now I realize he could understand everything and 
everyone. 
 
After coming home, I looked up cerebral palsy and did a skim. After 
reading about it for just 15 minutes, it dawned on me that everything we 
said or did he could tell. He could not have smiled; he could have been 
left out without notice. Even though there were all the things, he was 

always happy. It inspired me to try to always make someone’s day better, 
even if it is small. 
 
Before I read your book, I would pass someone in a wheelchair and 
wonder how much help this person needed, but now I realize this person  
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does not need help to think. If we would listen and not stare or judge 
these people, we would see that they are part of the painting just like the 
rest of us, and without a color, the painting is empty. 
 
Sincerely, 
Ishan Batra 
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Honorable Mention – Level One 
 

Lilliana Gonzoles 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to R. J. Palacio/ Author of Wonder 

 
 

Dear Ms. Palacio,  
 
Reading has not always been a passion of 

mine. Of course, my parents read bedtime 
stories to me, and my grandma would often 
buy books she thought I would enjoy. It 
wasn’t until I read the book Wonder that I 
started to really understand how a book 
can change a person’s life. Reading a book 
that shows the struggle for acceptance and 
friendship, as well as the power of belief in 
yourself, made me feel less alone. 
Highlighting Auggie’s voice and 
perspective on being a person with special 
abilities also helped me changed the way I 
thought about someone who is “different.”  
 
My older brother Peyton is funny, smart, charismatic and also autistic. 
Peyton often struggled in middle school and high school to fit in with his 
peers. He was frequently bullied and isolated by students who did not 
understand him. The way that he sees the world is unique and special but 
not everyone sees it that way. When I read your book Wonder, it touched 
my heart and helped me to see that no matter how different someone 
may seem, we all just want to feel accepted, supported and loved.  
 
The main message of Auggie’s story is not what makes him different from 
other peers but what shows him struggling to prove to his classmates that 
he is just like them. For a majority of Auggie’s peers, they are unable to 
see past his physical differences to see the person he is and that he likes 
and dislikes a lot of the same things that they do. After reading this book 
and seeing the challenges that my brother has faced, I have changed the 
way that I look at people with “differences.” My goal now is to always 
do my best to get to know someone before passing judgement because I 
would want to be treated the same way.  

 
Not only are there lessons about acceptance and kindness, but Auggie 
also has to learn to stand up for himself and find his own voice throughout 
his struggles with bullying. My hope is that I will not only be able to stand 
up for myself but also for my friends or people who are not able to  
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defend themselves. I want to be the kind of person that Auggie became; 
kind, compassionate, confident, and loving. More importantly, I want to 
be the kind of person for those who need it most, like Auggie or my 
brother Peyton. If I can leave someone’s life a little brighter or practice 
random acts of kindness that allow someone to have hope or feel loved, 
then I will have felt like I have done the best I can to celebrate Wonder.  
 
Sincerely,  
Lilliana Gonzales 
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Johanna K. Griesemer 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Wendelin Van Draanen/ Author of The Running Dream 

 
 

Dear Wendelin Van Draanen,  
 
When I walked into Trader Joe’s and saw 
someone in a wheelchair, the first thing I saw 
was what they could not do. After I read this 

line from Rosa, “I don’t want to be seen for 
my disability but for me,” I did not just think 
of the things they could not do but I also 
thought of the things they could do. When 
Jessica loses her leg, she can still run ten miles. 
Rosa may have cerebral palsy, but she is still 
smart and curious like the rest of us. Not only 
did The Running Dream change my 
perspective on how I see people that have 
physical and mental disabilities, but it also 
changed how I see myself as a runner.  
 
I have patellar tendinitis which makes it so when I run, I feel like my bones 
are rubbing together. Soon after I signed up for cross country I found this 
out, and it made my running worse. This is not a disability, but at that 
moment I felt broken. I felt like I could not achieve anything during the 
first few months. When Jessica trained to take Rosa in the ten-mile race, 
it made me train harder and achieve greater things. I could barely run 
an eighteen-minute 3k. Like Jessica when she could not push twenty 
pounds for ten miles, I also struggled to train. Every race I did, I built up 
to get better just like Jessica when she slowly added pounds to push ten 
miles. After reading your book, it made me feel like I could achieve the 
fifteen-minute 3k I wanted. A week after I read your book, I achieved my 
personal best which was the fifteen-minute 3k that I originally wanted.  
 
You can do anything you put your mind to. That is something that I often 
forget. Jessica made me remember that I can achieve great things. 
Whenever I think something is too hard, I remind myself of your book, The 
Running Dream, and how Jessica achieved the impossible. Even when 
people told her that she would never be able to achieve taking Rosa on 
that run, she proved everyone wrong.  

 
Now when I go into a store and see someone in a wheelchair, I think to 
myself about what they are able to do and not how their disability hinders 
them. After reading The Running Dream, it helped me become a better  
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person and better runner. Thank you for opening my eyes and helping 
me see differently.  
 
Sincerely,  
Johanna K. Griesemer  
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

MENTAL HEALTH 
_____ 

 
 

Happiness 
 

Anxiety 
 

Mental Health Institutions 
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Gannen Asbridge 
Kankakee Valley Intermediate School, Wheatfield 

Letter to Jeff Kinney/ Author of Diary of a Wimpy Kid 

 
 

Dear Jeff Kinney,  
 
Do you ever get upset? When I was a bit 
younger, I moved from one town to another 
that was close by. I had to change schools, 

and I had to get over missing my friends that 
I had made at my former school, so I tried to 
read random books. I would pull books and 
read and read and read, and then I read 
your first Diary of a Wimpy Kid book. It made 
me laugh and turned my whole day around. I 
found out that if you just read a great book, 
it can make your day much better and 
brighter. 
 
After reading your very first book, I went out 
of my way to read your fun, silly books. They are just the right length and 
provide much entertainment. I just like to imagine whatever is going on in 
your book and bring it to real life. I bought and read all of your own 
books (WITH MY OWN MONEY) just because I love them so much. Your 
books allow me to be happy and turn dark days into fun and silly ones. 
For example, I was feeling down one day because I got a B- on a test. I 
read one of your books and felt happy again. My favorite book of yours 
is definitely Diary of a Wimpy Kid because it was the book that got me to 
read your books, and they can still turn my entire day around with just a 
page or two or even seeing a cover of one of your books. 
 
When there are dark and upsetting days, I can read one of your books 
and feel good about myself. Your books can also be weird and gross, 
but that’s what makes it so much fun for me to read. Your writing style is 
goofy, funny, and silly at the same time, and it makes me laugh and makes 
my day every time I read it. When I read a book of yours, it always 
makes my mood skyrocket from straight to jolly and merry. Please publish 
a new book soon. Thank you for providing me with such entertainment 
and giving time for others to enjoy the spirit of reading. I am hoping that 
you can publish and create other books to bring more excitement into 

other people’s lives, including my life. 
 
Sincerely, 
Garmen Asbridge 
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Alison Douglas 
New Haven Intermediate, New Haven 

Letter to Raina Telgemeier/ Author of Guts 

 
 

Dear Raina, 
 
I have read a lot of your books, including 
Sisters, Drama, Ghosts, and Smile. I love the 
fact that Smile got you to be a “New York 

Times Best Seller.” My favorite book that 
you have created is Guts. I love the book 
Guts because I have experienced stomach 
issues, anxiety, stress, fear of vomiting, and 
friend issues. 
 
My worst problem with anxiety is stress and 
stomach issues. My stomach hurts and it sucks. 
I know how it feels to have anxiety attacks. 
The last time I had anxiety, it was so bad 
that I had to go home from school. Guts 
made my life easier. When you made that “Lecture, Demonstration, or 
Instruction” for a class about anxiety, the tricks you talked about helped 
me get through it. The breathing trick is my favorite because it helps 
remind me that I’m alive. Also, the “Hold your feet on the ground” tip is 
another one I like because it helps me feel like I’m not just a speck in space 
and that I’m firmly on the planet. These tricks have really helped a lot. 
Thank you; it has really changed my life! 
 
Anxiety has also affected my friendship. I had a friend once, and we are 
no longer close. When she said, “You always make a commotion; just 
stop!”, I felt as if I was going to lose my best friend. All week I kept 
thinking about it, and I kept getting more and more scared. I thought, 
“Maybe no one will want to be friends with me anymore.” At the end of 
the week, I felt really sick and had to go home. 
 
This year, my old friend has been saying things that are rude to me. She 
makes me feel like I’m not important to anyone, like I don’t deserve to 
have friends. When she went home sick, I felt how you felt when Michelle 
was gone. I was scared that she was not okay, but I felt good that she 
would not bug me anymore. Thankfully, she was okay; she had just gotten 

sick for a week and was back at school. But Michelle was in the hospital, 
and that was worse. I like how you were able to overcome your feelings 
and do something nice for Michelle. I hope I can be like you in the future. 
I can also relate to your fear of vomiting. I have never actually puked, 
but I have always been afraid of vomiting. A girl from my class vomited 
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at her desk just a couple of weeks ago. I felt nauseous afterward like I 
would be next. My anxiety has gotten worse about it. Sometimes, when I 
am playing on my tablet in the car, I get nauseous. The last time this 
happened, I asked my parents if we could stop so I could go to the 
bathroom because I felt like I had to puke. By the time I got there, I felt 
a little better. Mom explained that it might have been motion sickness. I’m 
still worried about it sometimes, but now I know that I have to take breaks 
from my tablet in the car. 
 
The stories you create make me feel like I am not alone, and it is awesome 

to feel that way! Thank you for taking the time to read my letter. I hope 
you know that you are awesome! I love art, and your work really inspires 
me; please keep making more! 
 
Sincerely, 
Alison Douglas 
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Micah Gaston 
Mount Vernon High School, Fortville 

Letter to Brent Gleeson/ Author of Embrace the Suck 

 
 

Dear Mr. Brent Gleeson, 
 
I’m writing to you in the hope that you will 
feel validated by the changes you have 
made in the lives of those who have read 

your book, Embrace the Suck. After reading 
this book, I found so much more profound 
meaning behind the challenges I have faced 
in my life previously and those I continue to 
face. Before your book, I was incredibly 
frustrated with why my burdens had 
happened to me instead of using them as 
teachers to provide lessons for the future. I 
held grudges and bitterness in my heart. 
Your mental models on setting goals spoke 
to me, especially in regard to my mental 
health.  
 
I have struggled with anxiety for a little over three years now. After 
hearing you talk about your challenges in the Navy SEALs, I realized that 
no challenge seems too big to face. Upon finishing the book, I acted as 
you suggested and made a list of things I can and cannot control. As you 
discussed, the things we have no control over should not be where we 
center our worries. I had been doing that for a while; my mind typically 
swirled with the “what ifs,” and until your reminders, I had not gotten a 
broader perspective on how I should face my worries. On the list of things 
that I can control, I wrote down “getting therapy, speaking to a 
psychiatrist, and practicing other mental health exercises such as 
meditation.” I began to try and center my focus on working towards the 
things I could control about my situation with anxiety, letting your words 
of encouragement become my guide. 
 
Fast forward to much later. I have now found myself fulfilled with the new 
mentors in my life that you reminded me I could lean upon instead of 
searching aimlessly for an answer in my ambiguous subconscious. Beyond 
mental health, how you described ways to use small steps to contribute to 

accomplishing a significant goal helped reinvigorate old passions I used 
to have that had been dulled by becoming overwhelmed. As you explain 
in your “eating an elephant one bite at a time analogy,” I took this. I 
applied it to my large list of scholarship applications for college that had 
previously daunted me by their length and size. Each month, I dedicated 
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myself to accomplishing a specific aspect of a scholarship application. By 
November, five months of hard work paid off as I got to submit my final 
application. As you mention in the novel, my determination to accomplish 
other large tasks that will inevitably come up in life is instilled in me by 
your principles of taking things slow and steady rather than rushing and 
failing. Thank you for your excellent service to this country and for setting 
wise examples of resilience despite adversity in your book. I will apply 
these lessons learned as I approach my first year of college, where there 
will be things that suck. However, because of your book, I will embrace 
them to become more adaptable to life, and it’s a never-ending list of 

challenges. 
 
Sincerely, 
Micah Gaston 
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Alyssa Leonard 
Mount Vernon High School, Fortville 

Letter to Susanna Kaysen/ Author of Girl, Interrupted 

 
 

Hello Ms. Kaysen, 
 
It is so lovely to have the opportunity to 
write to you. I have recently finished 
reading your book Girl, Interrupted. It 

moved me so much that it prompted me to 
not only write an essay about it but to also 
talk to my entire family and all my friends 
about your writing. Every page I read was 
deserving of a discussion. Your writing 
wasn’t simply moving but also intriguing and 
thought-provoking. I was in the constant 
mode of questioning myself and my own 
sanity versus insanity. I understand if you 
want to stay away from me ;). As much as I 
am a fan of your work, I am also genuinely 
interested in your story and the takeaways 
it gave me. 
 
While your story and method of writing influenced me in several ways, 
one of the biggest was the change it inspired in the way I view others. I 
used to find myself judging others on a day-to-day basis, but your story 
reminded me that I will never be able to know what is going on in the 
lives of every single person I encounter. The way you described your own 
reasons for “crossing the line of insanity” as well as explaining your peers’ 
reasons inspired me to reflect on my motivations for judging others. The 
explanation you provided readers reminded me that I have absolutely 
no idea what is truly going on past their façade. The reasons for crossing 
the mental line ranged from biological makeup, family and friends, and 
personal fault issues. It’s not only important to reflect on how I view other 
people, but it’s also important to understand that everyone has their own 
story and issues in their lives. 
 
Even more than changing how I view others, you proved that people with 
such different experiences, trauma, and diagnoses can get along and 
form relationships. No matter how different or out of place society may 

see someone, it does not make them incapable of “normal” relationships 
and experiences. The patients you stayed with in the hospital were able 
to form connections together, even if irregular. These people were 
deemed incapable of normal life but were still able to form friendships 
and express their emotions, which was very impactful to me. Your word 
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articulation, delivery, and story reminded me that everyone is able to 
make friends, connections, and other “normal” things no matter how 
irregular society and biology may deem them. 
 
On another note, your writing and story influenced more than the way I 
view people. Not only did it change how I judge others around me, it also 
changed my view on mental health institutions. As a whole, mental health 
hospitals and psych wards have an ongoing reputation of being awful 
and mistreating their patients, especially close to the years of your stay. 
I always had the impression that they stuck those with mental health needs 

in the institution because they didn’t fit in with society and there was 
“nowhere else” to put them. Although, at least in your case, I am able to 
see that the isolation I have been interpreting as bad may be beneficial. 
Just as I changed myself to not judge others by their looks or attitudes, I 
am learning to not discredit or judge mental health institutions before I 
fully understand their methods and the ways they provide help. 
 
Not only did this book move me in many ways, but it also solidified my 
choice of acquiring a doctorate in psychology. I am now positively sure 
that I want to study pediatric psychology, as well as the effect children’s 
environment and family relations have with their development. I also want 
to study children’s lives at home and the impact on their brains, 
development, and mental health. You mentioned several times in your 
writing that several of those in the hospital with you had family issues, 
pressures, or trauma, which helps prove to me that these relationships’ 
impacts need to be studied. Not only do relationships and correlations 
need to be studied, but these children in these situations need to be 
supported and given resources on how to navigate and process their 
feelings and situations. 
 
Susanna, coming from the depths of my heart and soul, thank you. I 
wanted you to know how much your writing has influenced me, and give 
you hope that your trauma, experiences, and lessons happened for a 
reason. I feel you are aware of this, but I wanted to solidify those feelings; 
may they be in your mind and encourage you to continue sharing your 
thoughts and experiences, for they have majorly affected me. 
 
Sincerely, 
Alyssa Leonard 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

ADDICTION 
_____ 

 
 

Family Members with 
Addiction 

 
Drug Addiction 

 
Alcoholism 
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Madison Snipp 
Corydon Central High School, Corydon 

Letter to David Sheff/ Author of Beautiful Boy 

 
 
Dear David Sheff,  
 
I have read this book twice, once in the 5th grade 
and once in the 9th grade. When I first read 
Beautiful Boy, I didn’t quite understand it. It simply 

was just not relatable to me when I was 10 years 
old. I am now 14 and in the 9th grade, and I 
understand the book and your story as you tell it 
almost personally. My mother has struggled with 
addiction to methamphetamine for almost my 
entire life. I had never realized what she was 
doing behind closed doors, and I never 
understood why my mother had this issue. In my 
mind, she would quit if she wanted to. I still thought about this recently 
before I re-read your book. After reading your book in a new light, 
knowing that I could relate more deeply, I understood what my mom was 
going through wasn’t her choice. It made me realize how much she 
struggled, and I didn’t notice at all. For making me realize this, I thank 
you, David Sheff.  
 
In 2022, my mother went to prison for possession and dealing in 
methamphetamine. She was sentenced to 8 years, and I couldn’t help but 
get angry at her. I was 12 years old and was angry that she left me. She 
got out after a year, and when she came back, I was still mad. I thought 
everything she did was by choice, and she could quit if she really wanted 
to. Then, I read your book, and hearing the story about your son made 
me realize she was powerless against meth. Just as your own son was, she 
struggled but she got better. Reading and learning about you and your 
family helped me get through it. Learning about how meth can make a 
person act and how it can damage the body made me realize how lucky 
I am to have my mother with me and how lucky you are to have your son.  
 
Reading your book, Mr. Sheff, changed my life forever. I will never again 
think someone who is addicted has a choice in the matter. I will never 
blame someone for going down that path. I will instead motivate them 
and try to help them. Learning about you and your son has changed me 

for the better and made me realize I was not alone in this.  
 
Sincerely, 
Madison Snipp 
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Lillian Siegel 
Triton Central Middle School, Fairland 

Letter to James Dashner/ Author of The Maze Runner 

 
 

Dear Mr. Dashner, 
 
One memorable book that I have a strong 
connection with is The Maze Runner. I’ve 
recently read all of the books in that series, 

and I didn’t realize how a part of it relates 
to my life until now. 
 
My biological dad is an alcoholic and has 
been for my whole life. Once my eyes were 
opened, I realized how much alcohol had 
taken him over. It changed the way he 
thinks, shortened his temper when he is mad, 
and made the slightest thing tick him off. 
One minute he could be laughing and then 
the next minute he could be yelling at 
everyone and slamming doors. He refuses to get help, which is just going 
to cause him to get even worse than he already is. 
 
When I read in your books about the Flare, I realized that it is like an 
addiction. Addictions cause people to slowly become crazy, and it messes 
up their brains, just like the Flare. When a person starts an addiction, they 
can’t stop, for the most part. WICKED was slowing down Newt’s brain so 
that the Flare wouldn’t take him over too fast, and addictions can 
somewhat work like that too. Alcoholics, or addicted people, can slow 
down their intake on whatever they are addicted to, but they usually 
don’t completely stop. My dad had sometimes stopped drinking for a 
decent amount of time, and we had a glimpse of hope that he could 
possibly stop. He would just fall right back into drinking. 
 
In the book, Newt could be calmly trying to figure something out, but when 
someone said something that irritated him, he would lose his marbles. 
Newt was not the kind of person to freak out when something bad had 
happened until the Flare caught up to him. He refused to get help once 
the Flare had become noticeable and he knew he had been infected. 
Thomas and Minho both tried to get Newt so he could be helped, but 

Newt refused. Every time he refused, he just kept getting worse by the 
minute. My dad is also the same way; he has been told many times to 
stop drinking, by many people. He decides to refuse every time someone 
tells him to stop, and every time he refuses, he just gets worse. 
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My sister and I are like Minho and Thomas. My sister, in the past, felt 
horrible that we stopped visiting our dad. She knew he wouldn’t get any 
better, so she grew into the fact that he wouldn’t stop drinking. My sister 
realized that she was going to have to let my dad go and live with him 
completely out of our lives. I am like Thomas because I want to believe 
that my dad can get better, that my dad will realize what has happened 
to him. Thomas and I are similar because we both had to let someone that 
was close to us go. 
 
My uncle, in the past, would drink a lot as well. He would drink, even 

though he had a kid at home with him, because he couldn’t stop. When 
we would go to a family reunion, he would drink. It controlled him so much 
that it was to the point where we weren’t allowed to see him. That was 
years ago, though. He ended up getting help, and now he is living happily 
with his three kids. 
 
That also reminds me of people with the Flare, besides the fact that they 
couldn’t be saved because there was no cure. My uncle was like Newt, 
but not how my dad was; he didn’t want his friends to see himself falling 
apart. Newt didn’t want his friends to see him slowly being overtaken by 
the Flare, and my uncle was the same way. My uncle hid away from the 
family because he didn’t want us to see him in such bad condition. Not 
only that, but he was dangerous to be around. He drank so much that he 
could cause someone harm, just like how Newt wanted his friends to leave 
him because he knew he could possibly hurt them. 
 
My dad may never find a cure; he may never get to experience a free 
life again. He could possibly never stop and continue to let alcohol take 
him over. My uncle didn’t though. He found a way to live the best life he 
could, even when no one had any hope left. So even though there was no 
cure in the book, there could still be a way in the real world. Maybe my 
dad could find it, so he can have his daughters back. Even if my dad 
doesn’t have a place in my heart anymore, The Maze Runner does. It will 
forever. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lillian Siegel 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



91 

 

Laynee Newell 
Franklin County High School, Brookville 

Letter to Chad Varga / Author of Bounce 

 
 

Dear Chad Varga, 
 
Your book Bounce has helped me realize that I 
am not the only kid in the world who has had 
someone in their life who has struggled with 

addiction. I read your book in sixth grade and 
wasn’t fond of reading, so I hadn’t been that 
excited to read your book. My feelings were 
also mixed with the reality of my life. I 
understood what it was like to have someone in 
their family constantly addicted to drugs along 
with striving to play basketball. Knowing that 
someone else had known what it was like to not 
necessarily have their mom in their life was a 
relief because I’ve always felt like an outcast to 
all my friends when they talk about their moms 
being so great; I could never relate to them and 
what they were saying. Your book has also given me so much passion to 
do better in basketball and be the best player I can be. When I have 
family problems, you have taught me to overcome them and focus on my 
sport instead of what was happening at home and to just have fun with 
my sport and let go.  
 
My main connection to your book is knowing that you were strong enough 
to share your trauma with thousands of people. My life doesn’t consist of 
that much trauma, but I still do know what it’s like to know someone that 
can’t recover from their addiction. I’m so grateful that I didn’t have to go 
through everything you went through, but I do understand some of it, and 
even if l didn’t go through it, I know it’s hard. Another connection I have 
to you and your book is the passion you had for basketball. I have played 
basketball for 10 years, and I have thought about quitting so many times, 
especially through this past season. I didn’t quit though; I thought of you 
and your book and how you still pushed through and played basketball 
even though you were going through a lot. I will continue to play 
basketball because you gave me the motivation to keep going no matter 
how hard it gets and no matter how much I want to quit after a bad game 

or a bad practice. 
 
Your book has definitely changed me for the better. I had the feeling that 
I was no longer an outcast after reading your book. Even though we don’t 
have the same trauma, I still know what it’s like to have someone in your 
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life have an addiction that they aren’t willing to fix for anyone. Since I 
know that you could push through and make a name for yourself, that has 
pushed me to better myself in basketball. It has also shown me that there 
could be many kids at my school that are like me, but I don’t know it 
because they also don’t speak out about what goes on at their house. 
 
In the end, your book has made me feel so much better about myself and 
anything and everything that has happened and will happen to me in the 
future. I now have the motivation to even write letters like this because of 
your book. In earlier years, I couldn’t talk about my family without crying 

or wanting to cry, but here I am now writing this letter talking about minute 
details of my life. In conclusion, your book has helped me get myself to 
talk about family issues, push through everything going on in my life, and 
play the sport that I love and hope that I play for a longer amount of 
time in the future instead of quitting after my high school years. I will 
forever be grateful for reading your book in sixth grade and my sixth-
grade teacher for pushing me to read your book even though I didn’t 
want to. Your book taught me a lot of life lessons in the long run, 
especially knowing what people who struggle with addiction do to their 
children, and how it affects their life in some way. 
 
Sincerely, 
Laynee Newell 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

IDENTITY 
_____ 

 
 

LGBTQ+ 
 

Living with a Disability 
 

Ethnicity 
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Lily Day 
Jasper Middle School, Jasper  

Letter to K. A. Holt/ Author of Redwood and Ponytail 

 
 

Dear K.A. Holt, 
 
Reading your book Redwood and Ponytail 
has changed me as a person. I’ve never 
dealt with bullying or anything of that sort, 

but it still moved me in a way I’ll never 
forget. It’s not that I necessarily relate to 
the characters themselves, I wouldn’t say 
that. It was more of what happened to one 
of the characters that ‘changed’ me. 
 
I was in 6th grade when I first read your 
book. Given, at the time, I was already 
pretty much sure of my sexuality; that was 
already figured out when I was ten. But 6th 
grade isn’t when I was particularly moved 
by your book. It was great, of course, but I really felt no connection. It 
was only when 8th grade hit that I realized how much it meant to me. I 
bought your book in 8th grade because of wanting to reminisce. At the 
time, I had started doubting myself or rather, my sexuality. I’d never once 
doubted my attraction towards girls until my 8th year at school hit. It was 
confusing to me because I doubted myself. I felt like my sexuality was 
wrong. Obviously, I still knew boys weren’t ‘for me,’ yet it still hurt. To 
view myself as having to like boys to be considered normal. That’s what 
I’ve been doing even before knowing my sexuality for certain. 
 
As a kid, liking boys never occurred to me. Sure, I hung out with boys 
when in elementary school, but never actually had crushes on them. Then, 
after hearing other girls talk about their crushes, it felt like I was an 
outcast. So, what did I do? I tried forcing myself to like boys. It was weird, 
I’ll admit that, but it was to fit in with other girls my age. If you didn’t 
know already, then yes, I’m a girl who likes girls. I can’t really relate to 
being bullied because of it. I’ve always or mostly been surrounded by 
people who are supportive. Plus, I’ve never really seen my sexuality as 
being a huge part of me. It’s not the only thing that defines me. 
 

I relate most to what Kate went through: how she didn’t really accept who 
she was at first. That’s kind of how my situation worked; it was a part of 
me that wasn’t allowed to shine or be shown because I didn’t allow it. I’m 
starting to regret that; I should’ve just been myself. But that’s kind of how 
it worked at the time, hiding my true self. That’s how I see my experiences 



95 

 

correlating with Kate’s. I guess you could say I relate to Tamara because 
I’m not super girly or anything like that, but that isn’t my point in this. It’s 
to show how the book affected me. It did. Drastically. You could even say 
it shaped who I am now. 
 
This letter isn’t to shower you with compliments, but to almost show my 
story. The book Redwood and Ponytail is seriously life-altering to some 
people. It could change someone’s perspective on a topic, like how it 
changed mine. Hopefully, you will make more books on topics that some 
people are too afraid to talk about. This might sound corny, but one book 

could change a life. 
 
Hope you have a great day, 
Lily Day 
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Gavi Rutstein 
Hasten Hebrew Academy, Indianapolis  

Letter to Rob Harrell/ Indiana Author of Wink 

 
 

Dear Rob Harrell,  
 
Most of the time when I read a book, nothing 
changes within me. I think the same way after 
reading a book than I did before. I might feel 

that the plot in the book is not realistic, and 
after the book, I say to myself “that could 
never happen, even if it’s realistic fiction.” 
This was not the case with your book. 
 
I picked up a random book, and it was Wink. 
I started reading it and got hooked. The first 
page was like Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa because 
it is like a work of art. The sneak peek drew 
me in, and I couldn’t stop reading. 
 
I also have a problem with my eyes. I have two lazy eyes, but I know it’s 
not as severe compared to what you have. When I read about you on the 
back of the book, I started crying. I am sorry you have to deal with what 
Ross dealt with, such as having to put on the goop on his eyes and having 
your hair fall out. 
 
Ever since I read your book, I see people differently, and I now think 
about how it would be to have eye cancer. If I had eye cancer, I think I 
would be really scared. I hope you are okay. Even though the eye 
problem that I have and the one that you had are different, I can relate 
to Ross because everyone always stares at me, and I get really self-
conscious. Luckily, I am supposed to have eye surgery coming up soon! I 
am a bit nervous though, but I know that it’s going to help me.  
 
It is always annoying when people stare at me or ask me questions about 
my eyes. Sometimes, kids say to me, “Gavi, your eyes are looking wonky” 
as though I’m oblivious to it. When they make comments like this, I feel 
irritated. I just say “Thanks. I think I know that already.” Sometimes when 
this happens now, I try to be like Ross and choose to ignore these 
comments. 

 
The thing that I liked most about your book was probably when Ross, 
Abbey, and Jimmy played at the talent show and started acting crazy. I 
liked that part of the book because it was really funny. More importantly, 
when Ross was yelling his head off and singing at the top of his lungs, it 
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made me feel happy and that even though he went through so much, there 
was still a way to be in good spirits. This inspired me to just be happy the 
way I am and have fun in life, even with my wonky eyes. 
 
Sincerely, 
Gavi Rutstein, Your #1 Fan 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



98 

 

First Place – Level Three 
 

Jenna Nguyen 
Mount Vernon High School, Fortville 

Letter to Amy Tan/ Author of The Joy Luck Club 

 
 

Dear Amy Tan, 
 
Reading The Joy Luck Club was truly inspiring 

to me. Your book didn’t just tell a story; it was 
able to help me understand my identity as an 
Asian American and deepened my 
appreciation for my mom’s experiences and 
sacrifices. 
 
Before reading the book, I often felt caught 
between two worlds: the traditions and 
expectations of my Asian heritage and the 
fast-paced individualism of American life. I 
sometimes felt disconnected from my mom 
and unsure of how to balance these parts of 
myself. Your novel changed that and gave me a way to navigate my two 
sides. For the first time, I saw characters dealing with the same problems 
I feel, the desire to make my family proud while also trying to put myself 
first. Jing-mei’s struggle to balance her mother’s hopes with her own 
desires felt deeply familiar. It made me realize that my own uncertainties 
about who I am and where I belong are part of a larger, shared 
experience. 
 
What resonated most and truly changed me was how I saw my mom. My 
mom and I have always loved each other, but sometimes it’s hard for us 
to fully understand each other. Your story helped me see her with new 
eyes. When I read about Suyuan Woo’s sacrifices and dreams for Jing-
mei, I thought about how my mom has worked tirelessly to give me 
opportunities she never had. She doesn’t always express her love with 
words, but it’s there in the meals she cooks, the lessons she teaches, and 
the things she gives me. Through your writing, I understood that these 
unspoken gestures are her way of showing how much she believes in me. 
When Suyuan Woo says, “You could be anything you wanted to be in 
America,” it reminded me of my mom’s faith in the endless possibilities she 

sees for me. Like Jing-mei, I sometimes feel overwhelmed by those 
expectations, but your novel helped me understand they come from a 
place of love and sacrifice. 
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One of the most profound moments in the novel is when Jing-mei reflects, 
“And I am sitting at my mother’s place at the mahjong table, on the East, 
where things begin.” That moment was a revelation for me. It made me 
think about the ways I carry my mother’s legacy, even as I shape my own 
identity. It’s a reminder that being Asian American doesn’t mean having 
to choose between two cultures, it means combining them together, 
creating something new yet still deeply connected to the past. 
 
Your book gave me a way to talk to my mom about her life. Like the 
mothers in The Joy Luck Club, she has stories about growing up in a culture 

so different from the one I know. After finishing the novel, I asked her 
questions I’d never thought to ask before. What were her dreams when 
she was younger? What does she hope for me? Those conversations 
brought us closer, and I don’t think they would have happened without 
your book. 
 
Thank you for writing a story that feels like home and adding light to the 
complex life of being both Asian and American. You made me feel seen, 
and in doing so, you helped me see myself and my family more clearly. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jenna Nguyen 
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Aster Coombs 
Columbus Signature Academy, Columbus  

Letter to Andrew Joseph White/ Author of The Spirit Bares Its Teeth 

 
 

Dear Andrew Joseph White, 
 
Your books have played a major part in who 
I am today. They’ve given me things to think 
about and experiences to relate to. These 

books scream. They scream for the trans 
people who are fighting and the trans 
people who have fought. They scream that 
we’re scared but we still exist. Subjects about 
marginalized groups brought into the media 
bring more knowledge and acceptance to 
them. Representation in media like this can 
help people so much, even if it is just giving 
them the knowledge that they are not alone. 
 
“Dysphoria had to wrap its hands around my neck and hold me down, 
baptism in drowning, before I faced the fact that living as a girl would 
kill me long before the Angels did.” (Andrew Joseph White, Hell Followed 
With Us). The way Hell Followed With Us is narrated is grotesque and 
disturbing yet hits oddly close to home. It comes from the perspective of 
a kid who has always been taught one specific way of thinking and is 
now able to break free of that. But the residue is still there, and I adore 
how that is shown throughout the book. Benji learns to fight for what he 
believes in and for the people he cares about. He turns someone else’s 
expectations of him into a weapon in his favor. Hell Followed With  
Us was my introduction to trans media and representation. It gave  
me the courage to figure out who I am. Had I not read it, I would likely 
be a completely different person. This book is held in a special place in  
my heart. 
 
“I want to peel off all my skin, if only so I could be anything other than a 
naked body, something horrifying instead of vulnerable. Nobody looks 
at a pig corpse and thinks it could be made beautiful.” (Andrew Joseph 
White, The Spirit Bares its Teeth). The Spirit Bares its Teeth is my favorite 
book of yours, possibly because of the fact that medicine is a major 
interest of mine but also because of the fact that so many of Silas’s 

experiences are ones that I also share: the unexplainable want to tear 
yourself apart to dissect and fix the parts of you that make you doubt 
your humanity, existence knowing that you’re a man yet knowing of and 
holding the rage that so many women carry, and going through life with 
instructions, yet they’re written in a language that you were never taught. 
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I was disgusted while reading this book, and I mean that in the best way 
possible. The Spirit Bares its Teeth is an uncomfortable read, but it’s the 
read that I needed. 
 
“But while you’re here, officer, why don’t you hold this railroad spike for 
me? Hold it in your hand and tell me how heavy it is. Tell me which one 
of us you’d use it on. See what happens if you try.” (Andrew Joseph 
White, Compound Fracture). If I could say anything about how Mile’s 
gender is narrated in Compound Fracture, I would say that it’s awkward. 
Not awkward in the sense of bad writing, but awkward in the fact that 

no one knows how to approach the subject. Miles’s parents do not 
immediately completely accept him just as my parents who live similar 
lives to his parents have not completely accepted me. That awkwardness 
is prominent in every aspect of my life: trying not to bring up the subject 
around my parents, feeling guilty every time a friend says something I 
know they wouldn’t agree with, and hiding my thoughts and opinions on 
certain subjects. It’s suffocating. 
 
When you hear about trans people on the news, you hear about the 
medicine that makes us seem less and less deserving of kindness with 
every word spoken about it. You hear crap from southern relatives who 
love to talk about us at gatherings. But that’s not all that we can see in 
the media. It’s great seeing older trans people online who have made it 
out of (figurative) hell and are now living amazing lives. It gives me hope 
for the possibility for my own future despite how much I am hated by 
myself and others. I thank you for writing amazing books about trans 
characters overcoming awful situations. 
 
Sincerely, 
Aster Coombs 
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103 

 

Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

IMMIGRATION: FAMILY 
_____ 

 
 

Family Stories 
 

Escaping Hardship 
 

Racism 
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Karen Barrientos 
Logansport High School, Logansport 

Letter to Reyna Grande/ Author of The Distance Between Us 
 

 
Dear Reyna Grande, 
 

As a daughter of an immigrant mother, reading 
The Distance Between Us helped me see different 
lifestyles as a young girl who grew up in America 
and not Guatemala like my mother. I don’t know 
the danger in the world like my mother did in her 
home place. I never understood why she’s so 
worried about me when I go out, but I started to 
understand it more when I read your book. l 
noticed and realized the difference between los 
dos paises. When I got more and more into your 
book, I realized how badly you suffered from 
Abuela Evila. All of you guys didn’t have it easy. It was difficult which 
made me open my eyes to realizing my mother’s story was almost as close 
as yours. 
 

My mother suffered as a little girl. She had to do everything around the 
house, and she had other siblings who were favored, but they never put 
them to do anything like Reyna, Mago, Carlos, and Elida. Elida got 
favored by Abuela Evila, but my mother was never favored by her 
mother and had to do everything. This affected her mentally and put so 
much anger into her like Mago felt and started doing evil stuff to people 
to take out the anger that she felt inside. My mother as a little girl felt 
like she didn’t have either of her parents. She hardly felt loved by them. 
She was put aside by them like all of you were by Abuela Evila. 
 

Your book helped me see how difficult it is as an immigrant; it’s not easy 
to live in the United States. People see your differences when you are the 
same as them. For example, when I was in first grade, I hardly spoke 
English, and I got put aside from the rest, like when you went to school in 
the United States and they put you aside with the other non-speaking 
English kids. They overlooked you when you wrote a book, and the 
teacher just glared at it and put it in the pile without reading your book 
and overlooked you all because you didn’t speak English. Many of your 
experiences as an immigrant helped me understand how immigrants have 
to try more than any other American. These immigrants have to go beyond 

more to be accepted, unlike Americans. This book truly helped me 
understand both sides of this world. 
 

Sincerely, 
Karen Barrientos 
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Second Place – Level Two 
 

Daniela Gonzolez 
Jasper Middle School, Jasper 

Letter to Alan Gratz/ Author of Refugee 

 
 

Dear Alan Gratz, 
 
I’m a “refugee” from Cuba like Isabel. Living in 

Cuba has been hard since communism started. 
Everybody wants to flee. Some people can, others 
cannot, and others die trying. Coming here wasn’t 
a hard trip for me like it was for Isabel. I just took 
three flights, and I was here, but I went through 
the same three challenges she went through on her 
way to Miami. We missed the family we left 
behind in Cuba, spent time without a home, and 
had to adapt to a new society. 
 
Like Isabel, I lost important people in my life on the way here, but not 
because they died, and it wasn’t forever. It was because I couldn’t live 
with them for seven years. I couldn’t live with my dad nor my only aunt 
anymore from when I was 4 until I was 11. It could have been less time 
away, but President Trump and COVID-19 didn’t let us reunite. 
 
When I finally got here, after spending a month in Guyana to get my 
papers, I could finally live with my dad and aunt again. I’m not going to 
lie; at first, I felt like they were strangers. I felt they were people I cared 
about but didn’t know them well. Thanks to them, it was easier for me to 
adapt to this new country with a completely different culture, food, and 
the hardest to adapt to: a different language. This is a big difference 
between Isabel and me because she didn’t have anyone to help when she 
got here. 
 
Like I said before, I didn’t go through danger like Isabel did, but my dad 
did go through a lot. He spent 2 months crossing all the borders from 
Ecuador through the Mexico and U.S. border. He went through forests 
and places of shootings. He had to sleep on the floor, and he had to 
spend more than three days without water and food. He had to spend 
days in a truck full of people, without being able to at least see the Sun’s 

light, and when his journey finally “ended,” it wasn’t done; he had to start 
from zero here again. 
 
He had to be “reborn.” 
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He had to get a new job, home, and he also needed papers. So did my 
aunt. She also went through all of these challenges too. 
 
When I read Refugee, Isabel’s story made me wonder: How did my dad 
and aunt feel while they went through all of those challenges? How did 
he feel on the journey here? What did my dad feel while he was spending 
seven long years alone in this country? How scared was he while he 
crossed the borders of countries? Your book made me wonder about all 
of that, and after seven years without knowing what they went through, I 
decided to ask them about it. 

 
Before reading Isabel’s story, I thought it was embarrassing to say that 
my dad had to cross all those borders he crossed because I didn’t know 
all the effort he made to give us a better life. But, with this book, I learned 
to be grateful and proud of what my dad had to go through for us to 
have a better future and also a better present. I did spend 7 years 
without my dad, but he did his best to bring us here as quickly as he could, 
and while he was still in Cuba, he helped us to live as well as we could. 
 
Before, when somebody came to me and said, “Go back to your country,” 
I used to feel sad. Now, after reading this book, I just ignore them. I don’t 
know what the people that say that to immigrants think about us, but we 
didn’t move here because we wanted to. We moved here because we 
didn’t have any other option. We flee from our countries to find a better 
future, not to listen to racist people. Thanks to your book, those people 
will understand what immigrants go through. 
 
Your book, with Isabel’s story, taught me to be more grateful about  
my father’s effort. Thank you for making all immigrants and me feel 
heard, and for helping me understand my father more by writing this 
awesome piece. 
 
Sincerely, 
Daniela Gonzalez 
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Luis Manuel Reyes Pizarro 
Jasper Middle School, Jasper 

Letter to Alan Gratz/ Author of Refugee 
 

 
Dear Alan Gratz, 
 

I was born in Cuba in 2011. When I was two years 
old, my dad decided to leave for America because 
he was tired of living in a poor country. He didn’t 
have enough money for a plane ticket, so he 
traveled by raft. He wasn’t alone; he journeyed 
with 20 other people on a small raft. He often 
shares incredible stories about the awful smells and 
challenges of surviving during the trip, much like 
Isabel’s struggles in the book Refugee. 
 

Reading this book has prompted me to reflect deeply on my dad’s 
experiences. It’s one of the few books that has truly resonated with me on 
a personal level. Fortunately, my dad found a job in Kentucky before we 
moved to Jasper, Indiana. Unlike Isabel and my father, I was brought to 
America by plane when I was six. At first, learning a new language felt 
almost impossible for me. Everyone around me tried to help as I adjusted 
to being a new student, and I even made some long-term friends whom I 
still know today. Moving to the U.S. was challenging because I had to 
sacrifice the luxury of seeing most of my family and old friends from 
Cuba. Despite this sacrifice, I still prefer being here because I have the 
opportunity for a great education and access to amazing books. Even 
though I relate most to Isabel, I have learned to appreciate my current 
situation and feel fortunate for my privileges, especially compared to the 
refugees described in the book. This reading experience has inspired me 
to seek out and enjoy more great books like this one. 
 

Unfortunately, my journey here wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. Many 
of my family members were motivated by my dad’s success in pursuing 
the American dream and wanted to create a better future, not just for 
themselves, but also for their children. While some of them managed to 
escape and are now living fulfilling lives in America, one family member 
was never found. It is said they were trying to reach their dreams but 
never had the chance, as their boat never made it to shore. While this is 
all very sad, I like to think of it as part of a greater plan, and I hope they 
are now in a peaceful afterlife. I want to thank you, Alan Gratz, for 

writing what you did, because thanks to your work, I feel closer to my 
family. 
 

Sincerely, 
Luis Manuel Reyes Pizarro 
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Third Place – Level Three 
 

Julianna Kim 
Bishop Dwenger High School, Fort Wayne 
Letter to Kelly Yang/ Author of Front Desk 

 
 

Dear Kelly Yang, 
 
Throughout my childhood, I have always 

refused to pick up a book that included any 
sort of realistic human interaction. I was one 
of those kids that would only read books 
with magic and talking owls, and I thought 
that realistic fiction was plain boring. That 
long-running opinion of mine has forever 
changed ever since I picked up your book, 
Front Desk, and started reading. For the 
first time in my life, I truly felt emotionally 
connected to a book. Reading Mia Tang’s 
thoughts felt like I was reading a diary that 
I’ve never owned. Thanks to your writing, I 
knew that I wasn’t alone in the struggles 
that I’ve faced at a young age. 
 
Like Mia, I am an immigrant that came from Asia. The beginning of the 
book includes a conversation between Mia and her mom which is a scene 
I found relatable because this conversation was like one that I’ve actually 
had with my own mother. Although I moved to the United States at an 
earlier age, the harsh experiences that Mia and her parents had to go 
through were similar to those of my parents. As I grew up, however, I 
started to face struggles that were more like Mia’s. For instance, I was 
underestimated by my teachers when I first started school, and I had to 
be pulled out of class because my teachers believed I would be behind 
my peers since I was a person of color. This was much like Mia’s situation 
where she was an amazing writer when it came to Chinese, but she 
received a C on one of her assignments after moving to America. I was 
able to prove them wrong, and despite English being my third or fourth 
language, I surpassed most my classmates in English tests along with  
other subjects. 
 

When Mia recalls her earlier experiences in America, it reminds me of my 
childhood. When I first moved to the US, my family included 5 people. I 
vaguely remember living in an apartment with only one room, and 
everyone had no choice but to sleep together at night. My dad would 
come home late and tired from his work, and my mom had to work at 
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several different places. My favorite place that she worked at was Little 
Caesar’s because she would bring home pizza on nights where we didn’t 
have dinner. Similar to Mia’s family, my family didn’t have a lot of money, 
but my parents would do everything in their power to get gifts for us on 
days like our birthdays and Christmas. Another situation where Mia 
mentioned how her mother still liked math and rockets since she used to 
work as an engineer in China reminds me of my own mother. My mom 
worked with the government back in Myanmar, and to this day she is still 
the same political person that she was when she was younger and didn’t 
have a family to take care of. 

 
Another experience of Mia’s that I relate to is the racism that she had to 
face. Racism was something that she had to experience in school which 
I’ve also experienced, but with the Internet around, I’ve seen racism and 
prejudice online more than anywhere else. When I moved to Fort Wayne 
and transferred to a private, Catholic school, I thought that meant I would 
be around people who would treat me with kindness. My assumptions 
were proven wrong when I learned that people in my grade would call 
me and my friends the “Chinese girls.” The fact that we were all Asian 
yet none of us were Chinese offended all of us. Ever since then, I’ve been 
more afraid of making friends than ever as I was already a shy enough 
person as it was. With the COVID-19 pandemic, Asians had to face more 
hate than ever. On social media, I could see Asians being told to go back 
to their country and blamed for bringing the COVID-19 virus to the U.S. 
These instances and many more were things that I went through before I 
even reached middle school. 
 
As I finished this book, I saw how Mia put all her effort into helping her 
parents escape their life of poverty. This brings me back to late night 
conversations with my dad. He would tell my older brother and I, “Do 
your part, and I will do my part.” Back then, I didn’t really understand 
what he meant by that. Now that I’m older, I can see that almost 
everything I do plays a role in helping out my parents. I’m the oldest 
daughter of 6, so my parents have relied on me since I was little to take 
care of the house and my siblings when they were working. Every dish 
washed, every diaper changed, and every floor swept helped out my 
parents more than I realized. With all of these experiences that I share 
with Mia, I felt like my voice could be heard before ever needing to say 
anything. I appreciate how realistic this book is, because this shows the 
reality of struggling as an immigrant in a foreign country. 
 
Sincerely, 

Juliana Kim 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

IMMIGRATION: TRANSITIONS 
_____ 

 
 

Adjusting to a New School 
 

Learning English 
 

New Beginnings 
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Mai Nguyen 
Fall Creek Jr High School, Fishers 

Letter to Sharon Creech/ Author of Love That Dog 
 

 
Dear Sharon Creech, 
 

I love your book Love That Dog. I loved the story 
you wrote in the poems and the way you illustrate 
and described the feeling so well! Your poems 
really helped me through challenging times back 
in 2019 when I moved to America from Vietnam, 
and I could not speak English. I was struggling with 
school, feeling down, and your book was the first 
one I read when I moved here. The way you design 
your words and how you made the picture into the 
word really helped me understand the meaning of 
the words. I can also personally relate with the main character who 
struggles with school too. Your book is very emotional, yet I found joy in 
between the lines when I saw myself. I have never read a book that 
conveyed such raw emotion. The book gives me courage to be my 
authentic self. 
 

There were many artistic choices that kept my interest. The story has an 
expression which made me feel like I was a part of it and living in the 
actual story. It has a place in my heart in a way I cannot really describe. 
I have never been a fan of poems. That writing style had not been my 
cup of tea, but Love that Dog changed that! The emotion that came to my 
heart made me not just a reader, but one with the book. It changed my 
perspective on how I see myself and others. 
 

Words fail to describe my deep connection to this book. In the story, the 
narrator learns to love poetry overtime, very much like I did. Just by 
putting your book in my backpack, I felt like I was taking a friend with 
me to school. The main character in the story also reflects my personality 
in many ways, first that he did not care about school. It felt like he and I 
were the same person, but just from different parts of the world. Overall, 
this book has shaped me. From storytelling within the narrative, it 
revealed my inner voice and unlocked self-expression. Through your 
poetry I have felt different parts of my heart opening up again. When I 
moved from Vietnam, I thought all those broken parts of me would stay 
locked away. Thank you for writing this book, because I feel like I am 

alive again. I do not know where I would be without your poetry. Thank 
you for sharing it with the world. 
 

Sincerely, 
Mai Nguyen 
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Ranjan Kumar 
New Haven High School, New Haven 

Letter to Liam O’ Flaherty/ Author of His First Flight 

 
 

Dear Liam O’ Flaherty,  
 
Thank you for your story His First 
Flight. This story has brought a drastic 
positive change to my life. It has 

inspired me to make a big 
improvement in my personality which 
eventually led to some big milestones 
in my life. 
 
A year before, I was a freshman student. I could speak in English, but I 
was always afraid to open myself. I was afraid that I would make fun of 
myself in front of others if I did make any mistakes in speaking and that 
would be awkward for me. 
 
English is not my first language, but I was always eager to learn it as it 
opens a way to connect with people from other places too who belong to 
different ethnic and traditional backgrounds. 
 
I have been trying hard to learn this language since I was in class 6, and 
eventually, I started doing well in terms of writing, listening and reading 
English. However, I always feared when it came to speaking English. 
 
I remember when I was in class 6, I only knew a handful of English words. 
Our hostel warden assigned me to count the number of vegetarians and 
non-vegetarians in our hostel. He had asked, “Ranjan, find out the number 
of students who can eat meat and who cannot in our hostel.” And I had no 
idea about the words vegetarian and nonvegetarian. I went to each room 
asking every student in the boys’ hostel if he was an herbivore or an 
omnivore. Later, I saw some of my classmates laughing at me and the 
worst part was that the boys shared this incident with the girls in my class 
too. Honestly, it was super awkward for me. I felt extremely bad, and 
this incident made me reluctant to open myself in English speaking. 
 
A year ago, everything changed positively for me. Your story His First 
Flight left an inspiring gist on my mindset. I am fortunate that this story is 

included in our academic curriculum, and I am grateful that I came across 
this story. 
 
Many might have interpreted this story in various ways, but I will share 
how it inspires me in my own life. 
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In this story, the young seagull wants food, but he is afraid to make his 
first flight, even though he sees his younger brothers and sister flying high 
with his parents, exploring the sky, and getting food on their own. The 
young seagull is afraid to dive from the tall shore. He fears his death if 
he makes the dive to fly, but hunger hurts him more now. It is the extreme 
hunger and sight of delicious fish in his mother’s mouth that forces him to 
make his first flight! When he makes the dive, he realizes that it is not as 
hard as he assumed. He could fly high in the sky and enjoy the freedom 
he got because of this. 
 

Similarly, this story of yours inspired me to take my move in English 
speaking irrespective of the circumstances which were or might be against 
me. Yes, there were some awkward moments again, but now I was 
determined to experience the other side of the freedom and the 
confidence that would come after I can firmly keep my words in English 
communication. 
 
From that point, I have been actively participating in English 
communication activities especially those that are stage oriented. I have 
been the host of many school events. Also, I have been in a TED Talk at 
one of the TED Ed events, and the best part is that I received a 100% 
scholarship to study in the United States for one school year as an 
exchange student because of the level of English communication I have 
showcased in such activities. 
 
Whenever I experience wondrous things here in the U.S., I realize how the 
young seagull in the story might have felt when he became independent 
after his first flight. Mr. Flaherty, I am and will always be grateful for 
your story which has changed the path of my life in a new and positive 
direction. Your story will always be one of the foundational bricks of my 
success. It is extremely kind of you to share this story. 
 
Sincerely,  
Ranjan Kumar 
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Avik Narula 
Central Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to Alan Gratz/ Author of Refugee 

 
 

Dear Alan Gratz,  
 
I look around my house and wonder what I 
would put in a single bag if I needed to carry 
everything I would ever need. This thought 

lingered when I read Refugee, especially when 
Mahmoud’s little brother Waleed chose his 
stuffed giraffe. A little act, yet so significant. It 
made me think deeply about what I would take 
at such a moment of crisis and how hard it 
would be to leave everything else behind. 
 
As I read through the book, parts of 
Mahmoud’s journey struck a chord within me. 
Although my move from India to the United 
States at age 3 was not due to a war, I could understand what it felt like 
to be leaving one place and trying to adjust to another. Reading 
Mahmoud’s story reminded me of that transition and made me appreciate 
how privileged I was to have had a secure and safe journey. His 
experiences instilled in me a deeper understanding of what it means to 
leave a home not by choice but out of necessity, and the courage it takes 
to keep moving forward when the world feels so uncertain. 
 
Of the three characters, Isabel’s story really reached me because of her 
resilience and bravery. The thought of the pure terror of getting on a 
fragile raft and facing the immense, unpredictable ocean is 
overwhelming. Yet, every hurdle was overcome with the hope and 
determination of Isabel. Her love for her family and her willingness to 
sacrifice for them were inspiring. Music, which was such an important part 
of her story, stood out to me as a symbol of connection and identity. Even 
when everything around her was uncertain, music gave her strength and 
a sense of belonging. It is those little, intangible things that can help 
people get through even the most trying of times. 
 
Josef’s story gave me a deeper understanding and perspective on history 
and how relevant it still is today. The heartbreak of his family’s plight on 

the MS St. Louis was vivid, the clear result of indifference and prejudice. 
It is deeply disconcerting to consider that decades later, the world still 
stumbles in embracing those who flee from danger. Josef’s experiences 
made me reflect on how societies can learn from history - or fail to. It also 
made me more empathetic toward those who are displaced, as their 
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stories often go unheard or misunderstood. Finishing Refugee, I thought 
about how some kids today have to face events that Josef faced,  
Isabel endured, and Mahmoud experienced. It has changed my view of 
the struggles refugees face - to see the human side of an issue in the 
world that is usually so far away. It reminded me of compassion, 
understanding, and the actions that need to be taken in this still separating 
and conflicting world. 
 
Reading Refugee has brought about long-lasting effects that I have 
reaped from their story. It has generally opened my eyes to specific 

problems around the world and, in addition, given me the motivation to 
reflect more acutely upon how I perceive these types of issues. More 
significantly, it motivates me, even in small ways, to contribute to a much 
more sympathetic and open world. 
 
Sincerely, 
Avik Narula 
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Thoni Oliveira 
Fall Creek Jr High School, Fishers 

Letter to Gordon Korman/ Author of Restart 

 
 

Dear Gordon Korman, 
 
Your book Restart changed my life and the 
lives of many others and even changed my 
view of life. There are several ways I can 

connect to this book. Just like in Chase’s life, 
one event in my life changed it all. I had to 
slowly rebuild my reputation and restart my 
life. I also had to slowly figure out who I really 
was and find a different version of myself. 
While Chase fell off his roof, my family and I 
moved from Brazil to the United States. I was 
seven years old. I did not know a single English 
word or have any friends. It was just me, my 
parents, and my sister. 
 
Every day, I learned new things and met new people. I was fortunate 
enough to have a classmate who could speak Portuguese in my first-grade 
class. Just like the football team to Chase, she resembled me in my old 
life, and we had lots in common. Just like Chase, as time passed, I began 
talking to people I would have never talked to before. I also figured out 
that I had lots in common with these people and grew very fond of them. 
 
Having a sister also helped me a lot when going through this experience 
because we could relate to each other. It helped me because I had 
someone to talk to about the things I was experiencing. In school, she was 
just next door. We would always talk when something happened to me 
or when something happened to her. We could always find a solution to 
the problems together. Before reading your book, I thought this idea of 
completely restarting life was something unique to me and very few 
others that did not happen commonly. I thought that nobody could relate 
to this. But now, I realize that so many people around the world can relate 
to this event and have experienced it themselves. Reading your book 
multiple times throughout the years reminded me of this and pushed me 
to keep going.  
 

Your book also helped me to meet people with the same interests as me 
who could also relate to it. For years and years and even sometimes 
nowadays, I wonder how life would have been if I stayed in Brazil, with 
my family and with everyone I knew. But just like when you wrote, “This is 
an awful thing that’s happened to you, but it’s also presenting you with a 
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rare opportunity. You have the chance to rebuild yourself from the ground 
up, to make a completely fresh start.” I did have a chance to rebuild 
myself, and this chance made me into the person I am today. Just like 
Chase, I’m happy it happened. 
 
Sincerely, 
Thoni Oliveira 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

WOMEN’S STUDIES 
_____ 

 
 

Motherhood 
 

Women’s Reproductive Health 
 

Oppression of Rights 
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Angelique Diaz-Najera 
Towles Intermediate School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Maya Angelou/ Author of “Woman Work” 

 
 
Dear Maya Angelou,  
 
Your poem “Woman Work” was very 
inspiring to me and made me realize how 
hard all moms work. It is hard to be a 

mom, and it is crazy how a mom would 
give up anything for their children. Moms 
have very few things that they can call 
theirs. It made me feel inspired by the 
idea that my mom would give up the 
world for me and my brother.  
 
This poem changed my perspective on 
motherhood because it made me realize 
that being a mom is not easy. The 
particular reason for this circumstance is you have to give up a lot of 
things so that your children are okay and happy. You will have some ups 
and downs while being a mom. This poem also helped me see what it is 
like to be a mom and what I would have to give up to be a good mom. 
My mom works at a dental office and works eight hours a day, and she 
still takes me and my brother places like McDonalds, the mall, and so 
many other places. She takes me to school every day and gets home and 
cooks for us. She sometimes has time for herself, but she would always 
give it up for us.  
 
Additionally, your poem made me feel really bad for my mom. She never 
has time for herself and always is with me and my brother. It made me 
realize how grateful I am for everything my parents buy me. I am also 
really grateful for all the time she spends with me. My mom always helps 
me when I am sad or mad. We will sometimes have arguments but at the 
end we always come back to each other. I do not know what I would do 
without my mom.  
 
It also made me realize that moms do not have the space to feel sad. If 
you feel sad, your children will be sad as well. I am really close with my 
mom, and when she feels sad, I feel bad for her. Mothers that are 

responsible give up their time and most likely give it to their children. It is 
so hard to be a mom because you have to do what is necessary to keep 
your children happy and healthy. I learned from your poem to always 
love your mother while you have them. Thank you, Maya Angelou, for 
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making this poem and giving me a better appreciation for all that my 
mom does for me.  
 
Sincerely,  
Angelique Diaz-Najera 
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Maya McHaley 
Tri-North Middle School, Bloomington 

Letter to Robin Stevenson/ Author of My Body My Choice 

 
 

Dear Robin Stevenson, 
 
My rights as a woman have and will always 
be super important to me. Even the thought 
of the government taking away the option 

of abortion and telling me that I can’t decide 
what to do with my own body is sick, but 
having it become a reality at such a young 
age is truly frightening. I have been taught 
and well educated by friends and family 
about this topic and that gave me even more 
of a reason to read your book My Body My 
Choice. This book had my jaw dropping 
every page I turned. The fact that women 
have been fighting for this right for decades 
and we still haven’t won hurts in a way I 
could never describe. 
 
The thought of people believing in pro-life yet committing murder blew 
my mind. Why people would rather let women die bleeding out due to 
unsafe abortions instead of providing safe and legal ones hurts my heart. 
Out of all of these crazy things, the thing that stuck with me the most is 
that women still keep getting abortions. Your book told many different 
stories of many other lives that risked everything to help one another. This 
book proved that the government could try to take abortion away and 
tell women they were not allowed to get one, yet they didn’t care. 
Women all over the globe still knew the risks, and women died because 
they could not raise a child, but the rest of the world still blamed them. 
 
This book was amazing in the most heartbreaking way. Nothing could 
ever prepare you to be told you can’t do what is right for yourself. It is 
hard to understand how people could care more about a fetus than a 
living human. I will never get that, yet they keep telling us that we are 
wrong, that we don’t know what our body needs, that we can’t make 
these decisions ourselves, and they act like it is easy. It could never be 
easy to get an abortion. It changes your life, and if a woman makes that 

decision, they have thought that through, especially if they are willing to 
risk their own life for it. Your book explains these things in the best way 
possible. The people in the book are not fictional characters; they are 
real people who went through all of this trauma. 
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This amazing book helped me realize how much of a mental and physical 
toll not being able to access an abortion takes on you. It taught me so 
much more about abortions and safe healthcare and how we should 
always fight for what is right. I will always have strong thoughts on topics 
like this. It can be difficult to not care, but this book was amazing at 
explaining every bit of information you would need to know about 
abortions. As a young teenage girl, the book meant a lot to me, and I am 
very grateful I got to read it. I would love to keep exploring other books 
you have written and learn more about the world. 
 

Sincerely, 
Maya McHaley 
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Honorable Mention – Level Three 
 

Elaine Elkins 
Columbia City High School, Columbia City 

Letter to Margaret Atwood/ Author of The Handmaid’s Tale 

 
 

Dear Margret Atwood, 
 
Going into my senior year of high school I 

decided to enroll in AP Literature. As is 
common in many advanced courses, we were 
assigned summer work. After admittingly a 
few months of procrastination, I pushed myself 
to sit down and actually choose the book I was 
going to read in preparation for our dystopian 
literature unit. A friend and I chose to read The 
Handmaid’s Tale because, although we didn’t 
know much about it, we knew it dabbled in 
ideas about women’s oppression. 
 
As soon as I began reading, I wished I had 
started earlier. Exploring Offred’s story as she 
clung to her sanity in a society where her potential as an incubator was 
worth more than her soul sparked a lot of conversations and reflections 
within myself. With the intense debates around reproductive rights and 
the oppression happening in Afghanistan and other areas around the 
world, the role of religion in politics especially in relation to women’s 
rights and quality of life has weighed heavily on my mind. Diving into the 
world of Gilead felt even more impactful because of the parallels 
between today’s world and Offred’s. I can confidently say that reading 
your work has opened my eyes even more to the hidden factors of 
oppression and the internal struggles of those who, like Offred, do what 
they have to in order to survive. With the nature of the world and how 
we as people change to mirror those around us, it’s common to 
unconsciously internalize harmful ideas or values, and seeing this reflected 
in some of Offred’s inner monologue was very thought provoking. 
Reading this with my friend sparked conversations about current world 
issues and internally how people could become complacent. 
 
Although the subject matter of your work felt enriching, I also benefited 

from the actual act of reading it. I tend to procrastinate doing my work, 
and because of that, I don’t read for fun as much as I used to. Reading 
The Handmaid’s Tale, however, helped me bridge that gap more. I was 
reading it for school, but I didn’t feel the same pressure to read because 
of my interest in exploring the impacts of the oppression of women and 
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purity culture. That is not to say that my procrastination was cured. Things 
like that don’t simply vanish, but this experience brought me closer to 
where I once was with reading. 
 
With the world’s insistence on banning books and the backlash often 
found when exploring such controversial topics, I believe it is very 
important for books like yours that challenge our society to be available 
to inspire audiences of all backgrounds. 
 
Sincerely, 

Elaine Elkins 
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Honorable Mention – Level Three 
 

Alyssa Smith 
Columbia City High School, Columbia City 

Letter to Karen Tang/ Author of It’s not Hysteria 

 
 

Dear Karen Tang,  
 
My name is Alyssa Smith, and over a year 

ago, I had excision surgery for suspected 
endometriosis. In June of 2024, just two 
months away from my one-year anniversary 
of surgery, I started pelvic floor physical 
therapy. Through the summer between my 
junior and senior year of high school, the 
burden endometriosis placed on my life 
started to be highlighted as we learned just 
how much strength I had lost from the chronic 
pain I suffer from every day. 
 
I first heard about your book from my physical therapist, Kara. She was 
one of the first people who made me feel seen and made me feel like 
someone understood what I was going through. She named your book 
along with a few others, but your book’s title stuck in my head for days: 
It’s Not Hysteria. I already knew some of the historical significance of 
hysteria and women’s reproductive health, so when the book was 
delivered to my house, I grabbed a bookmark and dove in. 
 
Your introduction hit hard; it resonated deep in my bones. You listed 
issues, guessing why your reader, me, was reading It’s Not Hysteria, and 
my symptoms related to more than half of your six reasons. You followed 
that list up with six words that made me want to cry, and I was only on 
page two. You wrote those words not knowing I existed, but even so, it 
felt like you knew me, like you already knew my story. I had spent months, 
if not years, obsessing over lists of symptoms, checking off each one I 
experienced, so when you wrote that my experiences were enough, a 
weight lifted off my shoulders. Your words had the same effect on me 
and my life that the online stories of other people with endometriosis have 
on me: comfort. 
 

Your book described my experiences that felt so isolating even though 
one of every ten women have endometriosis. The hope you described was 
something I had thought was lost. After a failed surgery that left me with 
more pain and dysfunction than before, it seemed like pain and 
discomfort was going to be my eternity. The possibility of hope that you 
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described and the idea that one day I might be able to walk long 
distances with enjoyment and ease felt foreign and maybe even 
impossible. Although your book is not the only thing that helped me realize 
that hope isn’t just wishing for a cure or to be “fixed” forever, it was a 
vital step in helping me get there. 
 
I may not hope for a cure or some new medication that can fix every ache 
and pain that continuously plagues my body because of the 
endometriosis, but my hope is that I can grow into a person without as 
many limitations as my body gives me now. It isn’t much, but you, Kara, 

and the online endometriosis community as a whole, have given me the 
confidence to say that one day, even if it’s years into the future, I might 
be able to enjoy a vacation without having to tote along a handful of 
mobility aids just to consider enjoying the trip. 
 
Thank you for the reminder that I am not the oddity, 
Alyssa Smith 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

HISTORY 
_____ 

 
 

WWII 
 

The Holocaust 
 

Politics 
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Nathaniel Stone 
Saint Roch Catholic School, Indianapolis 

Letter to Charles Whiting/ Author of 48 Hours to Hammelburg 

 
 
Dear Charles Whiting,  
 
My name is Nathaniel James Stone. I read 
your book, 48 Hours to Hammelburg. Even 
though I was born in 2011, sixty-six years 

after the events that unfolded in your story, I 
felt tied to the events that you wrote about 
from the moment I read the Forward. Your 
book helped me get a better understanding of 
my great grandfather.  
 
You may be wondering what your book has to 
do with a man from the small town of 
Greensburg, Indiana. Well, my great-
grandfather enlisted on the 13th of July in 
1944 and served in WWII as a member of the 
tank crew of the Casey Jones. It was one of the Sherman tanks that made 
the trek to Hammelburg. Even though I never got to meet him, I felt like I 
was making the trip with him. Your book helped me envision the challenges 
he faced as he traveled those 48 hours. From the machine gun fire to the 
hissing sounds of the red flares illuminating the night sky, I instantly felt 
connected to him, and wondered what he was thinking as his mission 
began all those years ago. I know he made it to his destination of 
Hammelburg. However, he was one of the men caught and became a 
POW. As I read page by page of the hardships he faced at that prison 
encampment, I saw how lucky I was that he survived. The living conditions 
there were awful, and the food permitted to each prisoner was barely 
enough to sustain their strength. Thankfully, he survived. Otherwise, I 
would not be here writing you this letter today.  
 
Due to family connection and my interest in wanting to know more about 
my great-grandfather, I read your book. Thank you for writing about it. 
I knew some stuff about him and WWII, but they were just facts until now. 
Your story is also his story. This brought his experience to life for me. I can 
now close my eyes and envision his journey to Hammelburg as well as his 
time spent there. I can envision what it must have been like to see the 

soldiers come to set him and his comrades free.  
 
I should have told you this before, but as you see at the bottom of the 
page, my middle name is James. My parents chose my middle name as 
this because it was the name of my great-grandfather, Technician 5th 
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grade, Company C, 37th tank battalion, 4th Armored Division and 
Medium Tank Instructor James Stone.  
 
Through your book, many see this as just a story, but in my eyes, I was 
able to connect to my great-grandfather’s journey that I never had the 
opportunity to meet.  
 
Sincerely,  
Nathaniel James Stone 
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Alicia Marin 
Jasper Middle School, Jasper 

Letter to Eva Mozes Kor/ Indiana Author of Surviving the Angel of Death 

 
 

Dear Eva Mozes Kor, 
 
I want to start this letter off by saying I’m sorry, 
and I feel great sympathy for the horrible 
things you had to experience during your 

lifetime, but I also want to say thank you for 
giving me a new perspective on life. I have 
always had an interest in learning about the 
Holocaust, and I had heard about Dr. Mengele 
multiple times before and the horrific things he 
did. I even remember seeing a video of one of 
your interviews. But it wasn’t until I read your 
book that I felt I truly understood the pain and 
how much bravery it took to endure being 
Jewish during those times, so thank you for 
sharing your story about your experience of 
being a Mengele twin in Auschwitz. In your 
book Surviving the Angel of Death: The Story of a Mengele Twin in 
Auschwitz, you exemplified morals that I will now strive to live by and 
always remember your story by. 
 
In my short life, I’ve had many struggles with anxiety. It causes 
unnecessary problems with even the simplest everyday task. I can 
remember countless situations where I’ve let my anxiety take over and 
turn a small situation into something much larger than it needed to be. It 
consumes my brain to the point where I can never just have a peaceful 
quiet mind. Many times, it has gotten to the point where I feel like I want 
to simply give up. Many people have called me dramatic, stated how 
anxiety isn’t real, or have gotten mad at me for having thoughts I can’t 
control. And yes, I know it is not the worst thing in the world, especially 
compared to the things you have gone through, but to me it’s a big 
challenge in my life. I got used to thinking that there wasn’t anything 
anyone could say to me or anything I could tell myself to stop the 
overwhelming feeling of being so nervous about something simple. That 
was until I read your book. 
 

I constantly try to calm myself down by telling myself different phrases 
that I’ve heard or that have been said to me. One of my biggest struggles 
with anxiety is school. Just simply walking down the hall I feel as if 
everyone is staring and talking badly about me. Of course, this is not true, 
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but in my mind, it feels very real. Presenting in front of my class is one of 
the times my anxiety can make me feel horrible and affect how I present. 
No matter what I told myself or others said to me, nothing seemed to help 
calm me, until I read the words. “Never ever give up. You can survive and 
make your dreams come true.” 
 
Remembering those words you wrote makes me feel at ease because if 
you can survive the horrible things you went through and come out with a 
positive attitude, then I can survive anything anxiety gives me. Those 
words make me realize I shouldn’t have the feeling of wanting to give up 

or feel absolutely terrified at even the thought of having to present to a 
class. With how many horrific and traumatizing things happened to you, 
Eva, knowing you have a positive mindset inspires me to be less afraid 
and remember that I will survive. 
 
So, I want to say thank you again, Eva, for giving me a new perspective 
on the things I struggle with. Thank you for giving me the words that put 
me at ease. Thank you for inspiring me and helping me overcome one of 
my greatest challenges. I also want to say how glad I am that you never 
ever gave up. I’m glad you survived so your dreams could come true. 
 
Sincerely, 
Alicia Marin 
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Shannon Roussel 
Bishop Dwenger High School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Elie Wiesel/ Author of Night 

 
 

Dear Elie Wiesel, 
 
I read your book Night in eighth grade, and 
it has stuck with me ever since. I love the 
power it holds and the point of view you 

provide from your experience in the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. I 
also visited the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum and began to have an 
understanding of what you went through. 
Reading your book was what truly gave me 
an understanding. With such suffering you 
endured, you shared your story with millions 
to read and brought awareness to this 
heinous moment in history. I can confidently 
say I think about this book and your story 
every day; whether it is remaining and being so incredibly grateful to 
live freely or trying to understand how you made it through. Your book 
truly has touched many hearts and indubitably touched mine. 
 
In ninth grade, I was assigned to write a research paper on a topic of my 
choosing. I chose the Auschwitz concentration camps. I reread your book 
and used it as a source of what it was like to live in those horrendous and 
inhumane conditions. It baffles me to know the Holocaust and your 
experiences come from hatred and inequality to Jews. As a Catholic, I am 
proud to be of my religion and follow Jesus’ teachings. I cannot fathom 
what it would be like to suffer because of my faith and beliefs. 
 
The history of our world is so important for all future and present 
generations to know so the same mistakes can and will not be repeated. 
Your story will not be forgotten and shows just how much we take for 
granted. Clothes, food, a bed, and essential human needs were stripped 
from survivors and victims of the Holocaust of Jews. Being treated 
differently because of one ideology and not being able to do anything 
about it truly hurts my soul. A quote of yours that kept with me was, “For 
me, every hour is grace. We know that every moment is a moment of 

grace, every hour an offering; not to share them would mean to betray 
them.” This quote holds so much meaning because it shows that time is 
valuable and every moment can mean something. 
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As a woman, I know what it is like to be treated differently in a cruel 
world. My experience is nowhere near or comparable to yours, but  
the root of all of the inequality is abhorrence towards others. Growing 
up, I loved to play sports and do things like any other kid, but I was not 
always welcome to do so because I was a woman. Playing sports at recess 
was frowned upon, and I never understood why. Getting chosen last 
because I was the only girl playing made me feel a sense of resentment 
and indignation towards my gender. Up until around the 1970s, women 
could not get any job of their choosing. Now, women are again fighting 
to be equal. 

 
Inequality in history and the present is evident and remains a problem. 
As for religion in America, a person can freely express their beliefs and 
not be condemned for it. You advocated and fought for human rights and 
peace as well as urged people to stand up against indifference and 
injustice. In times of doubt about your faith, relationship with God, and 
faith in humanity, you still persevered to make it to the next meal and live 
for your family. You lost your mother and sister, watched your father die, 
and ultimately, you felt impotent. But you still somehow found that drive 
to go on. 
 
My goals and morals have always been to stand up for the people 
unable to do so for themselves and never resort to silence in times of 
discrimination and unfairness. One thing you said that expresses this and 
that I live by is, “I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human 
beings endure suffering and humiliation. We must take sides. Neutrality 
helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, 
never the tormented.” The Holocaust could have been stopped if people 
in power spoke up. Doing nothing and staying silent does not benefit the 
victims, rather it empowers the “tormentor.” After what you went through, 
you spoke up and used your words to educate others on the Holocaust 
and the genocides put into place on Jews. Your mentality of “never again” 
changed history. 
 
On behalf of humanity, I want to thank you for your actions and 
endeavors to make the world a better place. Thank you for spreading 
awareness of the victims of the Holocaust. Thank you for helping to 
establish the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, 
D.C. in light of the events. 
 
Sincerely, 
Shannon Roussel 
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Emma Gale 
Mount Vernon High School, Fortville 

Letter to John F. Kennedy/ Author of Profiles in Courage 

 
 

Dear Mr. Kennedy, 
 
As someone who is very interested in history 
and politics, having read your book Profiles 
in Courage, I feel the need to share with you 

some of the impacts this book has had on my 
thoughts and perceptions. Going into this 
book, I have considered myself a fairly 
open-minded person, but I definitely know 
where my beliefs stand. In the many years 
since you wrote your book, America has 
become increasingly divided and angry 
regarding candidates and their policies. It 
sometimes seems in order to stay afloat and 
make their voices heard; one must make 
their voice so loud that communication is 
done through anger and infiltrated by big 
emotions. Many conversations seem more like a competition rather than 
anything constructive. Therefore, I have often lived my life with a singular 
viewpoint of my beliefs, and while I welcomed those with beliefs other 
than my own, I struggled to see how they could possibly feel as strongly 
about their beliefs even though they were drastically different than mine. 
 
I feel your book greatly changed my perception of politicians as well as 
people with differing beliefs from my own. As you illustrated politicians 
who were willing to fight for issues they believe in or push for bipartisan 
support even when their own party had turned against them, I began to 
realize that many people hold certain issues close to their hearts and feel 
as strongly about them as I feel about my own personal issues. While 
some people looked at these politicians and thought they were crazy 
because they were willing to sacrifice their positions over a “useless” or 
“inappropriate” policy, they continued to fight for what they believed in 
because of the experiences they had in their past that made them feel so 
strongly on the issue. This made me realize that politicians are people, 
too. They have experiences other than my own that shape their opinions 
and visions for the nation, so while I may disagree with them, I should 

make more of an attempt to see why others may support them. Similarly, 
the people surrounding me have all had experiences that I haven’t had, 
so they may feel strongly about issues that I don’t feel are important. But 
if these people feel they are important, who’s to say they aren’t? Who 
am I to tell them what is and isn’t important to themselves or our country? 
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Our nation was built to serve the people, so are we really allowing the 
country to serve us if we are too busy trying to tell each other what ideas 
are and are not important? 
 
Having realized this, I have become a much more moderate person, and 
I take a lot of interest in hearing about people’s backgrounds and seeing 
why they believe what they believe. This country should serve everyone, 
even if I have a different opinion from them or have had different 
formative experiences, and politicians throughout our history as a nation 
have sacrificed so much in order for us to be able to believe differently 

from each other. I hope that in our future as a nation, we will see more 
moderate candidates run for office and more open-minded candidates 
who truly want to support the people rather than make money or push 
their party’s policies just to keep getting reinforced by career politicians. 
I also hope that in our future, more young students and adults will read 
this book, especially before voting, to gain an understanding of politics 
and the importance of having brave candidates who are honest with 
themselves and what they stand for. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to write this book, and I hope more people’s 
perceptions are able to be changed by reading your book. 
 
Best wishes, 
Emma Gale  
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Vanessa Flores Treviño 
Bishop Dwenger High School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Philip S. Foner/ Author of The Black Panthers Speak 

 
 

Dear Philip S. Foner, 
 
I’m sure you are aware what level of 
impact a book of this caliber can have on a 
young mind. I was not aware of the Black 

Panther Party before I read this book. 
Once I started reading, I was immediately 
surprised I had not heard of this party 
sooner. It was so incredible to me the 
difference people can have when they just 
come together. Reading this collection of 
interviews and papers brought about so 
many conversations with many family 
members and friends. 
 
One of the first things I asked my dad once 
I started reading was “Why do so many 
people view communism as a bad thing?” 
He replied along the lines of, “Because people need something to hate.” 
I came to the conclusion that people only think it is bad because they don’t 
trust each other or themselves. They had seen how, in the hands of bad 
people, it created so much damage. When I brought it up to my friends, 
I was met with the obvious, which was the mention of Hitler and Stalin. But 
I feel these are bad examples. People never bring up events like the free 
breakfast programs or the free health clinics that the Black Panther Party 
supplied. 
 
Another time I had an interesting conversation regarding the Black 
Panther Party was with my grandparents at my high school’s 
grandparents’ day event. My grandma and grandpa wanted to come 
see my locker, and as I was showing it to them, they noticed this book. 
They started asking me about it and brought up how they remember these 
events when they lived in Chicago. Obviously and unfortunately, these 
events did not transpire long ago, but hearing my grandparents confirm 
that saddened me. That people still suffer like this. And even if groups 
similar to the Black Panthers do currently exist, they aren’t as unified or 

publicized. Because of the lack of unity and publicity, I would assume 
these groups are not acquiring as many donations as possible. 
 
The first line I underlined while annotating this book was “a name chosen 
because the panther is reputed never to make an unprovoked attack but 
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to defend itself ferociously whenever it is attacked.” This was a line I 
carried with me through reading the rest of this book which horrified me. 
Even when members of the party did not defend, they were still somehow 
painted in the wrong by the press. That was another thing I realized while 
reading; the power of the press is terrifying. Sometimes, I forget people 
can just say things, and whether they are wrong or hurtful, people will 
believe them. This is another petrifying reality that I feel is still incredibly 
relevant today. 
 
As I write, I find myself continually going back to the word horrifying. 

While I realize that I should use my large vocabulary, I find that the word 
“horrifying” is one of the few words that accurately describes this book. 
Some people will view that as a reason not to read The Black Panthers 
Speak, but that is the reason they need to. Not should, need to. I’m sure 
you know this, but this is one of those books everyone must read. This is a 
book I somehow bring into every conversation and will recommend to 
everyone. This truly has changed how I approach my view on politics. As 
a young teen, I think I found this book at a perfect time. I normally hate 
to reread books, but I know I will reread this book for a long time. 
 
From a young age, I had been made aware of racism and treating 
everyone fairly, which to me always confused me. I wondered why we 
must be taught this. I thought it was common sense. I always thought “we 
all look different because that’s how God made us.” I knew the 
unfortunate extent of it, but while I was reading, I was presented with this 
example: 
  

White denotes charity, simplicity and candor, innocent truth, 
 and hope, while black is sin, synonymous with sinful, inhuman, 
 fiendish, devilish, infernal, monstrous, atrocious, horrible, 
 nefarious, treacherous, venal. A white lie is one made with the 
 best intentions while a black one is deliberate, harmful and 
 inexcusable. We wish to eliminate a person from favorable 
 consideration, we blackball or blacklist him. We are able to 
 whitewash anything except a black mark, not even magic can 
 overcome the preface black. 
 
I didn’t realize how much it affected language, which makes sense when 
I saw it spelled out for me that way, considering how much power words 
have. That is another thing I find so compelling about this book. This only 
showcases the powerful words of these revolutionaries. Even without many 
images or videos, it changed my worldview. 

 
Finally, I would like to acknowledge the way this was written, or rather 
not written. I appreciate that you did not write about your opinion or 
stance. You just gave us the truth. You gave us what actually happened 
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and told a story that way. I feel that since this is such an important event 
in history to have accurately preserved, you should not cloud that with 
your own writing. 
  
In summary, I will truly forever cherish this specific book for educating me 
and motivating me to take initiative when it comes to my education. I did 
not realize how many things I was not being taught at school. 
 
Sincerely, 
Nessa Flores  
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

JUSTICE 
_____ 

 
 

Inequality 
 

Blind Obedience 
 

The US Justice System 
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Emma Dinn 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Marissa Meyer/ Author of Cinder 

 
 

Dear Marissa Meyer, 
 
Some life lessons never go away, even until you 
take your very last breath. Your book shared 
life lessons with me that I hold close to my heart. 

While reading your book gave me life lessons, 
it also gave me a clue to who I am and what I 
stand for. If I was feeling angry about how 
Cinder was treated, I knew I stood for justice 
and peace. Reading your book, Cinder, made 
me become a version of myself I never knew I 
could be. It made me wonder if I can do 
anything about how people treat others. Your 
book also made me understand that you can 
make a difference no matter who you are or 
what you look like. Without your book, I would not have been able to be 
the person I am today. 
 
After I read your book, I felt impacted by the messages and lessons 
hidden in Cinder’s pages. The first thing that I noticed was that Cinder’s 
world was a lot like my own. We both live in a world where not all people 
have everything, and some people are judged. In your book, when Cinder 
is crowned queen, she thinks about how she can make sure everyone is 
treated equally. She made sure to give to the people who had less. I saw 
another connection between my life and your character Cinder’s. It made 
me think that I could help my community too. My school is having a 
fundraiser right now, so it is the perfect time to donate to people in need 
in my town. Reading your book gave me an understanding of how much 
I had and that I can give to others. 
 
When I first finished reading Cinder, I was tremendously overwhelmed by 
emotions. Anger, frustration, joy, and sadness all swirled around in my 
head, making me ask questions. Why did Cinder get treated the way she 
was? Why didn’t people act kinder? I did not have answers to those 
questions at first, but I do now. I can tell my past self, “It’s because when 
you are different, you seem like an outsider.” Cinder is a cyborg, or a 

human with metal and fake limbs. Her whole life is based on this one thing 
about her, and I do not see this as fair. Sadness and anger roared through 
my head, and I fought to think about anything else. I learned that people 
are judged based on what they look like and not who they are, and this 
led me to think about other people in new and different ways. Ever since 
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I read your book, I have tried to look past people’s differences and focus 
on who they are on the inside. 
 
Your book was a call to action, like the start to my own hero’s journey. 
Cinder started this whole thought process and made me think about 
making a difference in a new way. At the start of your book, Cinder is 
seen as a lowly, rusty, cyborg. No one sees her as anything else, but that 
changes when she is announced as the Lunar queen. I wondered why no 
one cared about the messed-up cyborg, but suddenly everyone was 
talking about the missing Lunar princess. It was on the news, the story of 

the week. She made an impact even when she was the cyborg disgrace 
to her town. This was my call to action, and it showed me that I, a normal 
twelve-year-old girl, could also make a difference. 
 
Some life lessons never go away, even until you take your very last 
breath. Thank you for creating a book that had characters that were 
relatable and taught life lessons through the actions and words they used. 
After reading your book, I learned to lift people up and help my 
community because you can make a difference no matter what you look 
like. After I read your book, I pondered what to do next, and I came to 
a conclusion: Go out and open other people’s eyes to the world, to show 
them that they can make a difference no matter what they look like. 
 
Sincerely, 
Emma Dinn 
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First Place – Level One 
 

Henry Runda 
Towles Intermediate School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Langston Hughes/ Author of “Let America Be America Again” 

 
 
Dear Langston Hughes,  
 
I recently read your poem “Let America Be 

America Again,” and I wanted to share how 
much it impacted me. Your words really 
opened my eyes to what being American 
means and how important freedom is. Your 
poem made me think about the dreams that 
many people have in America. When you 
talked about the hopes of different 
individuals, it hit me hard.  
 
It’s sad to think that while some people are 
chasing their dreams, others can feel stuck 
because of unfair barriers. You captured the 
feelings of those who work really hard every 
day but still struggle to get what they want 
from life. It shows how uneven things can be in a country that’s often seen 
as a land of opportunity. One part of your poem that really stood out to 
me was when you said that America should be a place where everyone 
has the right to pursue happiness.  
 
I believe that everyone, no matter where they come from, should have the 
same chance to chase their dreams. This message resonates with me 
deeply. I think a society becomes better when it respects and embraces 
different people. We should all stand up for those who face challenges 
and make sure their voices are heard. The way you used vivid descriptions 
and strong feelings in your poem made me feel like you were talking 
right to me. I was inspired by your call for a more inclusive and fair 
America. Your powerful words made me think about how I act and what 
I believe.  
 
Learning about the struggles faced by many has encouraged me to think 
about how I can help make positive changes in my community. Because of 

your poetry, I’m inspired to become a better person. I want to actively lift 
others up and support those who need it. Your writing has pushed me to 
choose kindness and fairness in my life. I believe that if we all try to be a 
little more compassionate and include everyone, we can create a better 
world for ourselves and others.  



145 

 

I also recognize that it’s essential to keep reflecting on our own biases 
and barriers while working toward a more equitable society. We need 
to inspire those around us to join in this quest for justice and equality. 
Thank you for sharing your thoughts through your poem.  
 
Sincerely, 
Henry Runda  
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Samantha Romero 
Bishop Dwenger High School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Shirley Jackson/ Author of The Lottery 

 
 

Dear Shirley Jackson, 
 
I read The Lottery last year, and I recently 
read The Possibility of Evil. I have read The 
Lottery multiple times and will undoubtedly do 

the same for The Possibility of Evil. Reading 
those stories made me contemplate what we 
follow blindly as a society, how people stand 
idle to evil things, and willful or unknowing 
ignorance. I never thought about these topics 
much before I read The Lottery because I had 
just come out of a middle-school bubble, 
where things were easier. In high school, I was 
challenged more and faced more of what the 
real world was like through school and 
starting a job. Your stories have made me 
contemplate and realize uncomfortable truths about society that some 
people don’t want to expand upon. 
 
Initially, I was taken aback by The Lottery. How the community partakes 
in such a horrible tradition surprised me. Who would join in a tradition 
that brings harm to other people for the good of the whole community? A 
quote from The Lottery that stood out to me was, “Although the villagers 
had forgotten the ritual and lost the original black box, they still 
remembered to use stones.” It highlights the way the community is blindly 
obedient to the tradition of the lottery. The blind obedience of the 
villagers in The Lottery made me ask myself, “What are things we blindly 
follow as a society?” On one side of the scale, many people follow 
celebrities, social media personalities, and politicians like they are 
almighty rulers. If we look back in time, the Salem Witch Trials were 
baselessly enacted based on fear and religion. I’ve seen stories in the 
news about Greek life where people follow hazing and don’t bat an eye. 
Those examples lead to negative outcomes and harm to others, so why 
follow them? Maybe it’s peer pressure or wanting to fit in, but your writing 
has made me realize that we should be stronger than that. We should 
speak up against things that don’t benefit the world because we are the 

only ones who can make a difference. 
 
In The Possibility of Evil, Adela Strangeworth exemplifies someone who 
believes they’re doing the right thing, even if it hurts others. Her letters 
bring the people of her town out of unknowing ignorance, but 
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Strangeworth doesn’t see the hurt she causes. Her moral justification 
caused more harm than good to the others in her town. This made me think 
about when people have failed to acknowledge the harm their actions 
cause. The moral justification of Ms. Strangeworth has made me reflect 
upon myself and see what I can do to better myself. Through Adela’s 
forced awakening to the people in her town, I have realized how people 
can be willfully and/or unknowingly ignorant of hard topics. Some people 
are unknowingly ignorant because they may be too young or unable to 
understand. Some people don’t have the resources to be up to date on 
the latest issues. Some people stay ignorant because it’s easier. It may be 

easier to live when you don’t acknowledge the bad things in the world, 
but it’s also up to all of us to be caught up on these issues because then 
we can speak up and be part of the solution. 
 
In The Lottery, I could see how idleness breeds bad outcomes through the 
reactions of the villagers. Their idleness causes the evil tradition to go on. 
Evil lives on because they follow an immoral tradition. Although I am 
grateful to have never been bullied, I’ve heard countless stories where 
people are bullied, and no one says anything. The bullying cycle can 
never be broken if no one speaks up. The idleness of the villagers in The 
Lottery made me realize that everyone should speak up to worldly 
injustices, no matter how big or small they may be. A fire starts with a 
spark, and if someone lights that spark, there’s no telling what could be 
accomplished if we all support each other. 
 
Thank you for writing stories that will continuously challenge people to 
contemplate their blind ignorance and passiveness toward harmful actions 
and traditions. These stories will continue to resonate with me as I grow 
and make me think twice about how I can better the world and be a 
better steward of the Earth. Your work has inspired me to do personal 
thinking about myself and will continue to do so for more and more 
readers. Although I have talked about negative things in this world, I still 
believe in all the good the world has to offer because of my faith and 
other people. Thank you for awakening awareness of the blind obedience 
and idleness of people in serious issues. 
 
Sincerely, 
Samantha Romero 
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Ameila Yonkman 
Illiana Christian High School, Dyer 

Letter to Bryan Stevenson/ Author of Just Mercy 

 
 

Dear Mr. Stevenson, 
 
Thank you for writing Just Mercy; it has 
opened my eyes to the corruption in our United 
States justice system and helped me see the 

struggle of those who want to fight for real 
justice. 
 
I had always thought that the United States 
justice system was a fair one and that those 
involved would truly and honestly try to bring 
about justice. Since reading your book, I’ve 
realized that this is not always the case. There 
are so many factors that play into cases that 
make them unjust, and in this one, it was racism. 
The measures put into courts to try to make 
them fair were not carried out and the courtroom was full of prejudice 
against Walter McMillian. Reading Just Mercy, I found myself constantly 
frustrated, with all the evidence that Walter was innocent but all the 
forces pushing to prove him guilty getting in the way. The other stories of 
people facing similar struggles on death row like Ian Manuel and Joe 
Sullivan, who were convicted and sentenced to death for crimes they 
committed when they were children, were also hard to get through but 
inspiring to see how true justice was brought to them. 
 
Even in my everyday life, I see how this book has affected me on a much 
smaller scale. If ever I find people in an argument or drama going on, I 
want to hear what really happened on both sides. I don’t want anyone to 
ever feel like no one believes them when they’re telling the truth because 
I know how that feels, and I can’t stomach how Walter McMillian and 
countless others have felt and continue to feel. I think about the awful 
situations in the book and have become determined always to try and do 
the right thing, even if it’s just hearing people out in daily life. 
 
The book also forced me to think about the death penalty in ways I never 
had before. For many people, I think the death penalty is a touchy  

subject, with many having differing opinions on whether or not it should 
be used. I don’t understand how someone can read Just Mercy and not 
think about how many innocent people have been wrongfully convicted 
and sentenced to die. I think this book has the power to convince even 
those who are hardest set on the death penalty to think about it on a 
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deeper level and see that it can go horribly wrong and end an innocent 
person’s life. 
 
It’s mind-boggling to me that there are people who claim to want justice, 
but they don’t serve it the right way. They do what’s easiest or what 
benefits them or their prejudices instead of seeking out the truth. Even 
though a lot of the book is about how unfair things can be, it also gives 
me hope that there are good people in the world seeking to do the right 
thing. Thank you for all the help you have given to people who feel that 
they have no hope, and thank you for creating the Equal Justice Initiative 

to help protect people’s rights and prevent excessive or cruel punishments 
for those convicted of a crime. 
 
So, I thank you for writing such a meaningful book that gives people even 
just the slightest glimpse of the pain, struggle, fear, and frustration that 
corruption can cause in people’s lives and the lives of their loved ones. I 
feel like this topic isn’t talked about enough, and it still goes on today. 
Just Mercy has definitely educated me, and I will never forget the events 
of the book as I see how they have impacted me in my personal life. 
 
Sincerely, 
Amelia Yonkman 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

OVERCOMING ADVERSITY 
_____ 

 
 

Perseverance 
 

Pushing Through Discomfort 
 

Following Your Dreams 
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Alanna Eldridge 
Towles Intermediate School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Amanda Gorman/ Author of “The Hill We Climb” 

 
 
Dear Amanda Gorman,  
 
Your poem, “The Hill We Climb,” inspired me and made me feel like I 
could be better. After reading it, I felt motivated and wanted to connect 
better with the world. I also felt cheerful because the poem encouraged 

others. It also encouraged me because you were talking about a better 
future. After reading your poem, I saw the world differently, with better 
confidence, empathy, and unity.  
 
Your ideas inspired me and now I can overcome challenges, always find 
hope, and believe in myself. In the poem, you say “Somehow, we’ve 
weathered and witnessed a nation that isn’t broken but simply unfinished.” 
This quote gave me a positive perspective. You also inspired me because 
you were able to overcome your disability, and you did not let anything 
stop you from learning poetry.  
 
The poem also had an impact on my life moving forward and that is to 
never give up, always believe in yourself, and keep pushing myself 
forward. It made me feel proud how you graduated from Harvard with 
a B.A. in Sociology. That made me feel like I could try hard enough and 
achieve my dreams. Harvard is not my dream, but my dream is to earn a 
track scholarship and attend college and to not let any challenges that I 
have ruin that, like you did. I know challenges will come, and I will not 
give up.  
 
After reading this poem, I see myself having greater energy, being more 
positive, and being a greater person. I also liked how you impacted the 
world with your art and activism with a focus on issues of oppression, 
feminism, race, and marginalization and not letting anything stop you 
from fulfilling what you wanted to do in the world.  
 
I also noticed that you had an auditory processing disorder, and you 
overcame that and that makes me feel I can overcome challenges. I also 
like that with all the disabilities you have, you did not let that stop you 
from learning poetry like you wanted to. That’s also how you’re an 
inspiration to me. Your poems are beautiful, and please never stop writing 

them. They are inspiring.  
 
Sincerely,  
Alanna Eldridge 
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Felix Konev 
Hasten Hebrew Academy, Indianapolis 

Letter to Lynda Mullay Hunt/ Author of Fish in a Tree 

 
 

Dear Lynda Mullay Hunt, 
 
In your book Fish in a Tree, Ally struggles with 
dyslexia. I can relate to her struggles because I 
was recently diagnosed with type 1 diabetes, 

and it has affected me for some time and living 
with it can be hard, just like how Ally’s dyslexia 
affects her. In the book, she struggles to read, 
while I struggle to keep my blood sugar 
balanced. We both do things we don’t want to 
do but do them anyway because it is important 
for us. Our last similarity is that we have friends 
and teachers supporting us. 
 
The difficult part of having diabetes is keeping your blood sugar 
balanced. Some days one insulin dose works, and the next day everything 
is the same, and it doesn’t work. This is like Ally’s dyslexia because she 
struggles to be able to read while I need to keep my sugars stable. If 
Ally can’t read, her grades will get worse; it will be hard for her. For me, 
I need my sugar to be stable, so I don’t need to go to the hospital or get 
really mad and angry for no reason. 
 
Ally has to do work she doesn’t want to do, and she does it because she 
knows it will be good for her. I can relate this to how I have to manage 
diabetes. It is very hard to get shots and put Dexcoms on my arm. Even 
though she might struggle with reading, she is still good at art and other 
things. She still can do what she wants to do, even though she just has to 
work a bit harder than everyone else. This relates to me because I can 
still do what I enjoy, like playing video games, and I used to play soccer 
but want to run track in high school, though I just have to work a bit harder, 
just like Ally, to get what I want to achieve. Diabetes can affect me running 
track or playing soccer because I might need to stop and eat something, 
and sometimes I have to stop while playing something, and it might make 
me lose in some sort of way. 
 
Ally doesn’t like to do schoolwork. She hates it and doesn’t want to do it, 

but there are some things you have to do, like homework and going to 
school. I can relate to that because I have to calculate what I want to eat, 
then I have to get a jab (shot). In the end, though, it all pays off because 
I get to be myself and have fun and not be miserable, even though I have 
to take a shot. Even though she has some struggles, she has some amazing 
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friends, just like me. I have lrisu, Nadiya, and Mrs. Snider who will support 
me, and Ally has Keisha, Albert, and Mr. Daniels. 
 
In conclusion, I think that Ally and I have a lot in common. The reason I can 
relate to the book is because we both go through hard times and that we 
do things we don’t want to do but we do it because, in the long term, it is 
for the best. 
 
Sincerely, 
Felix Konev 
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Abigail Maple 
New Palestine Jr. High School, New Palestine 

Letter to Malala Yousafzai/ Author of I Am Malala 

 
 

Dear Malala Yousafzai, 
 
In 6th grade I read your story for the first 
time, although it was not my last. I later 
went on to watch the documentary about 

your story multiple times, read more books 
about your life, and even dressed up as 
you for Halloween. As I learned more 
about your story and how you overcame 
some of the toughest challenges, it inspired 
me greatly. You never gave up and kept 
fighting against people who said women 
shouldn’t go to school. 
 
I often feel similar to the mango seed you 
planted in your front yard back in 
Mingora. I feel as if I’ve been waiting too 
long to poke my head above ground and discover who I am supposed to 
be. When a seed is planted it doesn’t know its full purpose in life, it only 
learns its purpose in life when it pokes its head above the ground. When 
it bears fruit, does it truly know its purpose? I believe that each and every 
person is similar to this mango seed. Exposing themselves at different 
times, discovering who they are and their purposes in life. 
 
Your story has given the world the courage to believe in themselves and 
has allowed me to believe that no matter what my purpose is, as long as 
I am doing what is important to me, I can change the world in any way. 
The world has a lot to learn from your story and how much you were 
discriminated against because of who you were and what you stood for. 
In a world where society pressures women and tells them that they aren’t 
as important as men, you have lit the path for change. You have given 
young women and girls hope for what their future could hold and that 
they have the option to go to school and learn. 
 
Your famous quote, “One child, one teacher, one book, and one pen can 
change the world,” is true; all the world needs is one book to inspire 

students, one teacher to help that child, and one pen to write what the 
world needs to hear. For me, your book is that one book, teaching me 
that I can change the world. 
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Last year, I had the opportunity to use all of those. I appeared along with 
three others on various TV news reports, magazines, articles, and more. 
Your story inspired me to go out and do what I believe in, no matter what 
could happen. So, during 7th grade, I participated in NASA TechRise 
2024, a NASA fundraised event that allows students to use STEM. I had 
a team of four girls working together. We eventually were one of the 69 
winners and had the opportunity to create the experiment we originally 
proposed to NASA. We spent months of hard work learning to solder, fill 
out notebooks, code, and more. Throughout this experience, I had a lot of 
pushback from the three others I was working with along with being 

bullied. The others ended up being there only for the attention we got, 
not what the main purpose of it was: to learn. 
 
Malala’s story inspired me to be able to know that no matter what people 
say, I should do what I love. No matter how many people leave me in the 
dust, I will always have people around me, supporting me even if it 
doesn’t always feel like it. You gave me the courage and ability to say 
what I thought was right. The mean words and insults began to bounce off 
of me after affecting me for so long. Allowing me to just be myself. 
 
It’s been over two years since I read the book, but your story has stayed 
with me. You really are my hero, whom I wish to look up to. You are a 
strong, independent, smart young lady, and I wish that one day I’ll be just 
as amazing as you because you taught me that even though the world 
has people who will be toxic to you and tear you down, there is courage 
to keep fighting no matter how many people speak out against you. I 
only need the people who support me in my life because they are the 
ones who will stick with me and teach me that I’m amazing no matter what. 
 
The book, I Am Malala, doesn’t focus on how the Taliban attempted to kill 
you; instead, it focuses on how you fought for what you believed in. How 
you made an entire campaign by age twelve with what you believed in. 
Your story also showed me how important it is to speak out for what you 
believe in, allowing me to follow my dreams and impact others. 
 
Sincerely, 
Abi Maple 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

RELIGION 
_____ 

 
 

The Importance of Religion 
 

Being Openminded 
 

Finding Comfort in Religion 
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Ava Katz 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Fiona Rosenbloom/  
Author of You Are So Not Invited to My Bat Mitzvah! 

 
 

Dear Fiona Rosenbloom, 
 
I have never felt right about being the only 
Jewish kid in my grade, heck, even in my 

entire school! I have always felt different, 
and not able to relate to my peers and all. 
I’ve never found a book that gives a point of 
view of a Jewish girl in modern times that’s 
this real and true! I want to thank you for 
your book. 
 
If I were a character in your book, I would 
be Stacy. I can relate to her because she’s 
very dramatic and fashion-crazy, like me. If 
I could tell Stacy one thing, I would tell her 
not to worry about the party and think about 
her actual bat mitzvah. 
 
After reading this, I realized that the main reason for a bat mitzvah is to 
become an adult, not how the after-party is going to be or how cool it is. 
What matters the most is your bat mitzvah. How the party turns out 
doesn’t matter. 
 
When I first found your book, I thought it would be about a spoiled, rich 
girl who was just planning how crazy and extravagant her party was 
going to be, which isn’t what it is. Yes, she’s planning her after-party, but 
she isn’t spoiled like I thought she would be. Lots of the girls at my school 
are rich and spoiled, and I bet if they had a bat mitzvah, they would 
make it a huge party. 
 
I learned many things after reading this, but to me, one of the most 
important things I learned was that your best friend is way more 
important than any boy. I know how I would feel if I lost my best friend, 
Johanna, because of a boy. I would never be able to recover. 
 

I hope I can pass this book down to many generations of Jewish kids, so 
they can experience the exhilaration I got from this book. I bet there is a 
girl like me somewhere in this big world that will someday read this book 
and realize that your best friend is more important than any boy. Your 
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mitzvahs are more predominant than the after-party. Your family is more 
important than being the most popular at school. 
 
Fiona, thank you sincerely for writing You Are So Not Invited to My Bat 
Mitzvah!  
 
Thank you,  
Ava Katz 
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Honorable Mention – Level Three 
 

Adam Molenaar 
Illiana Christian High School, Dyer 

Letter to Graham Greene/ Author of The Power and the Glory 

 
 

Dear Mr. Greene, 
 
As an English speaking, white, American 

teenager raised in the Protestant faith, I 
was surprised to have learned so much 
about myself spiritually while reading The 
Power and the Glory. I want you to hear 
how someone who grew up in an anti-
Catholic community of Reformed Christians 
was affected by deeply captive spiritual 
ideas brought up throughout your book. 
 
Before I talk about how I grew from your 
novel, I need to lay out some important 
context about my background on what I 
was taught about the Catholic faith. To put 
it bluntly, I was indoctrinated from youth 
within my Protestant community with the belief that Catholics were twisted 
idol worshippers that exalted the Virgin Mary and the Pope as gods to 
be recognized at the same level as the Holy Trinity. I was always skeptical 
of this Protestant propaganda and inquired of my parents about the 
differences. My parents, not so harsh as others, told me that Catholics 
were indeed Christians, but had different beliefs than us. Because of the 
demographics of where I grew up, I never thought about Catholics 
because there were so few of them in my little bubble. 
 
As I grew up, I developed somewhat of an interest in Catholicism. From 
spending time with my Mexican American neighbors who wore their 
crucifixes and attended mass, I began to subconsciously have a more 
positive attitude towards the Roman Catholic Church. This background 
leads me up to the time that I read The Power and the Glory.  
 
As a high school student navigating the complexities of my faith, reading 
The Power and the Glory started off slowly. As a required reading 

assignment, I dreaded opening the book and sped through the first section 
of it. To be honest, the plot annoyed me. Thinking that I was reading some 
pointless story about a drunken priest, I was looking forward to when we 
finally finished reading it.  
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Even as I found myself captivated, it wasn’t the plot that engaged me in 
the reading. It was the intensely realistic depiction of the “whiskey priest” 
that I related to. It was his struggle with faith and guilt that resonated 
with me spiritually. Far from a perfect man, the priest accepts who he is 
and continues to do the things he was called to do even as he struggles 
internally. In my life, I have let my personal guilt and struggle prevent me 
from doing what God has called me to do. I tell myself that I will live out 
God’s plan for me when I feel 100% ready. Spoiler alert: I never have, 
and I never will feel 100% ready. I realized that a healthy spirituality 
isn’t about striving to achieve perfection, but it is striving to live with 

integrity to fulfill my purpose. 
 
After reading The Power and the Glory and analyzing the whiskey priest’s 
journey, I came to the realization that faith is completely a personal 
battle. From a young age, I was under the impression that a good 
Christian was simply someone who appeared that way to others. Through 
this book, I found reasoning to why this is not the case. Contrarily, I 
realized that faith is not about upholding a holy image to impress others, 
but that faith is a personal journey that involves battling your own 
struggles. Faith is not simply about following the list of rules set out in our 
scriptures. These rules are there to guide us to help us strive to become 
better. Living our faith out this way is the best way to further God’s 
kingdom in the midst of our imperfections. 
 
As a young Protestant, I now look up to the character of “the whiskey 
priest” as I admire his courage. I pray that I may be able to live a life of 
compassion to further God’s kingdom as I struggle with guilt myself. I can 
confidently say that your book has helped shape my faith’s path for years 
to come. 
 
Sincerely, 
Adam Molenaar 
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Will Schriner 
Bishop Dwenger High School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Paul the Apostle/ Author of A Letter to the Philippians 

 
 

Dear Paul the Apostle, 
 
When we first heard about this assignment, 
I started to think of authors of books that I 
have read that were a large part of my 

childhood. Rick Riordan and J.K. Rowling 
were the two that came to mind first. 
However, those authors didn’t have a very 
noticeable impact on my life and my 
morals. That’s when I thought of writing to 
you, the person whose book truly changed 
my life completely. 
 
I first read your book A Letter to the 
Philippians last year when I was going 
through a difficult time in my life. One of 
my friends introduced me to it by showing 
me a quote. Philippians 4:6, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in 
every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your 
requests to God.” This helped me realize that no matter what, God has 
my back, and as long as I bring him all of my worries and anxieties, I 
have nothing to be worried about. This verse in particular is still to this 
day my favorite quote from your book. It helped me through a time in my 
life where my relationship with God was going downhill. I didn’t see my 
prayers being answered, I couldn’t focus on my prayers, and I was 
constantly in a state of worry. This quote, others, and the whole book truly 
did help me get through that tough time. 
 
After I was first introduced to your work, I continued to read it more and 
more. The more I read it, the more I could feel my relationship with God 
growing even stronger. It helped me learn so many valuable lessons that 
I apply to my life every single day, and quotes like Philippians 1:21, “For 
to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain,” helped me to truly figure out 
how I want to live my life and what values I have. It helped me figure out 
my purpose in this life and helped me realize that if I am not living in 
Christ, then I am not living at all. 

 
Although your work has taught me many lessons and given me many 
strong morals and values, I would say that the biggest one is the comfort 
of knowing that no matter what, God has my back. The most famous quote 
from your book is Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who 
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strengthens me.” This quote in particular really helped me remember that 
God is a pillar. You can lean on him whenever you don’t feel strong 
enough to keep going, or when you don’t feel like doing something. No 
matter what is going on, you can rely on God and give yourself fully to 
him. In my life, there have been plenty of times where I wanted to just 
give up on things, but I called upon God, and he helped me get through 
those difficult times. 
 
This knowledge has also carried into my life in my ministry. It is really 
scary to talk about your faith, even though I go to a Catholic school with 

Catholic friends. However, if you have that blanket on you, you can do 
anything through Christ. It may not go well every time. One time you may 
get cussed out and spit on, and the next you could change someone’s life. 
You will never know until you try, and you shouldn’t have anxiety about 
that at all, just like it says in Philippians 4:6. We are all called to be 
ministers, but almost none of us will just be able to jump right into praying 
over random people, and that’s okay. We have to start small, like just 
simply talking about Jesus in our everyday conversations. You do that 
enough and you start to build confidence, and your letter has helped me 
build that confidence. Now, I feel confident enough to talk to anyone 
about my faith thanks to you, and I feel confident enough to share my 
personal testimony with anyone that may read it. 
 
Truly, I don’t know where I would be in my life without you and your letter. 
It has helped me so much throughout my life, and it will continue to help 
me every single day. Whenever I am feeling overwhelmed, weak, or 
anxious, I always find myself coming back to your book. I cannot wait to 
re-read it over and over again, and I cannot wait to share it with others. 
Thank you so much for making such an incredible book. You have not only 
changed my life, but the lives of thousands of others. Truly, you are a gift 
from God. 
 
Sincerely, 
Will Schriner 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

TECHNOLOGY 
_____ 

 
 

The Dangers of Social Media 
 

The Ethics of A.I. 
 

Screen Addiction 
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Iyla Metivier 
Columbus Signature Academy, Columbus 

Letter to Jessi Kirby/ Author of The Other Side of Lost 

 
 

Dear Ms. Kirby,  
 

Hi Jessi Kirby. I hope this letter finds you well. I am 
Iyla Metivier, and I am writing to you about your 
work that I have stumbled upon. After finishing The 
Other Side of Lost, I feel compelled to write about 
how this novel has impacted me. Seeing how Mari 
was consumed by social media and her decision to 
step back made me reflect on my social media use 
and how I could be more present and enjoy life. I 
can also relate to her because she has found peace 
in nature and made it her outlet. 
 

I think that a lot of people will agree when I say this, but social media has 
a terrible effect on people. Whether they are social media influencers or 
not, it causes low esteem and anxiety. People hear this message and let 
it run through their heads, and they ignore it, but reading this book has 
put it into perspective for me. Seeing how Mari was living her life as an 
influencer made me realize the negative effects social media has on 
people’s lives. I decided to take a break and delete social media to see 
a positive change. 
 

I grew up in a household that would often take hikes. To me, nature has 
always been a valuable part of life and that has made me adventurous. 
It makes me feel good when I see other people enjoying nature. This book 
gives me that same feeling. As she hiked more and more into the John 
Muir trail, she realized she was doing it more for herself than for Bri, 
almost as a remembrance. She wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t for Bri, 
but she found peace in nature. At the end of the John Muir trail, she 
expressed the feeling of reward for making it to the end, and I felt it too. 
 

This book has changed me and my thoughts on social media. I was one of 
those people who ignored the fact that social media had negative effects 
on me. I truly feel that had I not made this change, I would have continued 
to be consumed by social media, and this would have had a toxic effect 
on my mental health. Making this change wasn’t as hard as I thought it 
would be because I already had a love for nature. I hope that your other 

readers receive and benefit from the same positive message from your 
book as I did. 
 

Sincerely, 
Iyla Metivier 
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RJ Freeman 
Franklin Central High School, Indianapolis 

Letter to Ray Bradbury/ Author of Fahrenheit 451 

 
 

Dear Ray Bradbury, 
 
Hello Mr. Bradbury. I know that you will not be 
able to read this since you’ve passed, but I 
wanted to write to you because your book 

Fahrenheit 451 made me realize a lot about 
society today. One of the key things I’ve 
noticed is how desensitized people have 
become to violence in entertainment.  
 
Movies are becoming more graphic, with many 
viewers demanding more violent scenes. It’s 
disturbing how extreme some of today’s 
content is. Your book predicted this change in 
perspective, where people become less 
affected by violence and adult content as it becomes more common in the 
media, and I cannot understand how people look at the scenes without 
reacting in a disgusted way.  
 
Technology is another issue. Even as I write this, I’m using technology, and 
each day brings new advancements. While technology can improve lives, 
it also makes us more dependent on screens, distancing us from real-world 
experiences. Just as the characters in Fahrenheit 451 such as Mildred 
Montag became disconnected from reality through their obsession with 
TV walls, today’s obsession with social media and streaming platforms 
often leads to shallow interactions and a lack of meaningful connection. 
People are more isolated despite being constantly “connected.” People 
like me will often talk to their friends online and stare at a screen for 
hours while talking to each other while playing games together. While 
people are spending time with each other, they may not connect as much. 
 
Your book made me wonder whether society will ever stop and ask if it 
has gone too far. Technology has become so ingrained in daily life that 
we now rely on Al for everything, from doing school assignments to 
creating art, and even programming software. While these tools are 
impressive, they raise important ethical questions. People using Al for their 

assignments can be helpful if they were to ask it for improvements and 
act on it, but some people put their prompt into ChatGPT and will copy 
and paste what they get. They will usually not learn from this, and it can 
negatively affect their grade. Going to the darker side, Al is also being 
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used for harmful purposes, such as generating illegal content or 
developing hacking tools.  
 
Just as in Fahrenheit 451, where technology was used to control and 
manipulate, we see today’s technology being used to exploit people. Will 
people ever realize how far they are going, or will they do as you 
predicted and not think about that at all? 
 
Sincerely, 
RJ Freeman  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



169 

 

Honorable Mention – Level Two 
 

Grace Gowdamarajan 
Fall Creek Jr High School, Fishers 

Letter to Daksha Slater/ Author of Accountable 

 
 

Dear Daksha Slater, 
 
My mom recently bought your book 

Accountable for me. I read The 57 Bus 
beforehand, and it really opened my eyes. I 
now understand more about the LGBTQ+ 
community than ever before. My mom bought 
Accountable because she was starting to 
allow me to be on social media platforms. I 
was so excited to read this, and all I can say 
is WOW! This book brought awareness to 
some of our most pressing social issues. I had 
been asking my parents for social media for 
a long time. I didn’t know why they kept 
saying no. It didn’t seem that bad. After all, 
my friends were on it. My parents would try to explain cyberbullying, 
people that could be predators, and the other downsides of social media. 
Finally, my parents let me be on what they considered safer social 
platforms. They wanted to help me navigate this new experience. This just 
happened to coincide with me reading your book. 
 
As an Indian American, when I heard the “jokes” Charles and his friends 
were posting, I was disgusted. I have African American friends who would 
be hurt by what they said. Putting a picture of two African Americans with 
nooses around their neck is unacceptable. I don’t know why people 
thought it was funny. This private account hurt so many people. I don’t talk 
about this much, but I had encountered racism when I was in fourth grade. 
A boy in my class told me my skin color was ugly. He compared it to 
something unpleasant. Even though I am very light skinned as an Indian, 
he still thought my complexion was ugly. I never thought about my skin 
color before. I struggled thinking my skin tone was ugly, and I wanted to 
wear long sleeves for weeks. The boy kept calling my complexion ugly. 
My mom noticed that I kept wearing long sleeves in 80-degree heat. She 
kept asking me why, and I kept telling her I wanted to. She knew 

something was wrong. She continued to ask and, finally, I broke down 
and told my mom. She hugged me and told me how beautiful I was. I told 
her not to contact my teachers, as I would handle it myself. I did. I went 
up to the boy and told him that he made a very racist remark. He 
apologized and never did it again. 
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Your novel helped me learn about how what you put on social media 
stays online forever. You must be wise when using social media. You don’t 
want your social media presence to hurt other people. I have always been 
taught to be accountable for my actions and words; my dad uses that 
word a lot. Your novel explained even more that we need to own up to 
our actions, apologize for what we are doing wrong, and learn from our 
mistakes. I realized there are always consequences to your own actions. 
Overall, your book helped me become a better person and more aware 
of my actions. It has reinforced what it means to be Accountable. 
 

With much appreciation, 
Grace Gowdamarajan  
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Jing Jing Li 
West Lafayette Jr. / Sr. High School, West Lafayette 

Letter to Ray Bradbury/ Author of Fahrenheit 451 

 
 

Dear Ray Bradbury, 
 

Socrates once said, “An unexamined life is not 
worth living.” This quote is a reminder to think 
critically about the world around us instead of 

simply existing in it, and it carries a theme that 
is reminiscent of your book, Fahrenheit 451. 
 

I recall one man had re-typed the entirety of 
The Great Gatsby and was quoted as saying 
that he wanted to experience what it was like 
to write a “great novel.” Fahrenheit 451 is that 
kind of special work: one that surpasses 
entertainment and becomes a herald for the 
times ahead. 
 

There is something so incredibly off-putting about the world you created: 
the ease and ability for people to get lost and amused in scripted, 
demented television shows. One that causes people to overlook the threat 
of war and drown it out with remote soundscapes. One that causes people 
to fear, to hate, to burn literature. To burn words. All in the name of 
happiness. 
 

It is a world that sounds dystopian, but that I can somehow picture myself 
living in. 
 

Entertainment and distraction have undeniably become an inescapable 
aspect of the modern world as we see it today. A growing percentage 
of people get their news from social media, and I am no exception. 
Information is controlled or biased. Words are weaponized, 
misinterpreted, misconstrued, or completely apathetic. 
 

Yet, it’s addictive. People become disconnected from their loved ones 
because the strangers on the other side of the television screen are their 
“family.” But as long as they are entertaining, they win, because the 
people watching cannot look away. 
 

Then I would’ve stood in my seat, proclaiming I know what this book is all 
about, before setting it on my shelf and forgetting about it for another 
three years. 
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And for what? 
 

The novel transcends its text. How many times have I sat in front of a 
screen and blinked to find a clock-hand miles from its original place? How 
many times have I surfaced from such trances, not remembering a single 
notable idea, feeling guilt as an inner eye scolds my ignorance? 
 

All of this is to say that I have been feeling confused for the last few 
years. There seems to be a discontinuity between happiness and meaning, 
one exemplified by Beatty’s speech on the background of firefighting. 

One with the idea that conflict always exists in the presence of dissenting 
ideas. Everyone can be happy, he reasons, if everyone thinks the same. 
 

The original need to survive has been superseded by a desire to be 
happy. No longer do people truly fear death as much as they would ten, 
fifty, or a hundred years ago as they have instead equalized the will to 
live with a will to live happily, and this will, a brief smile, laugh, or retort-
is an excuse to submit to a machine of meaninglessness. A lack of meaning 
that I have tried time and time again to fill with arbitrary goals and 
purpose. 
 

But it is easy to overlook the idea of hope when reading and talking 
about this book. It is easy to see the nuclear fallout and think that is all it 
can be. For a long time, that’s as far as my imagination brought me. 
Aspiring dreams of writing or painting were challenged by a plight of 
endless distraction and an absence of regular enthusiasm. 
 

Perhaps this freedom is our greatest blessing and curse. 
 

It gives us the ability to choose, I’ve realized. I do not need to mindlessly 
pour kerosene or waft away smoke with a wave of a hand. Each day is 
an opportunity to do something different. An opportunity to live as we 
see it. Books like these encourage me to continue making art, to pick the 
pen up again. To strive for some greater purpose. 
 

This agency, I believe, can lead one way: an inevitable future we caught 
a glimpse of in a dystopian United States. But it can also lead to another. 
You warned us, and presented us with a question: 
 

Will we let the world burn down or will we stop it? 
 

Best wishes, 
Jing Jing Li 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

FAMILY 
_____ 

 
 

Hardworking Parents 
 

Sibling Relationships 
 

Familial Problems 
  



174 

 

Angel Sibri 
Towles Intermediate School, Fort Wayne 

Letter to Langston Hughes/ Author of “Mother to Son” 

 
 
Dear Langston Hughes,  
 

The poem “Mother to Son” that you wrote made me 
feel thankful for my mom and how she sacrifices 
everything for us. She cooks food for me like tortas, 

tacos, and tamales. My favorite is rice with chicken 
and pozole. She cooks these things because she 
knows I like them. This is one way that I know my 
mom cares for me.  
 

I have been inspired to give my mom more of a break. I could probably 
take care of my own things sometimes and not just have her do it all of 
the time. Maybe I could start doing more chores since I am older, and she 
could take a break and have some time for herself. This poem reminds 
me of the sacrifices my mom has made for me.  
 

I can see myself now being more helpful. I didn’t realize until I read this 
poem and watched my mom how much she does. She has a job, but she 
still takes care of the house, like the laundry, cleaning, and cooking. I 
could maybe learn how to cook and make dinner some night.  
 

I will start looking at all the different moms in the world. Moms do a lot for 
their families, and some moms don’t have a husband to help them. That must 
be really hard. I will have more respect for women who are moms.  
 

This poem has already impacted my relationship with my mom. Taking 
care of me even if she was busy and doing anything if she was sleeping, 
I love my mom very much, and she would sing me a song when I’m scared 
and sad. Sometimes my mom leaves me with my aunt and she calls my 
aunt, so she can talk to me.  
 

Everything my mom did for me when I was young was to make me happy, 
so the things that she did for me were her sacrifice to make me happy. I 
love my mom, and she loves me, so even if she was sad or tired, I would 
make her happy. When we are out at a restaurant, we make jokes and 
even when we are at home, we still make jokes, and when my mom is 
having a rough time, I would come and make her happy by telling her 

about my day and all the happy times.  
 

Sincerely,  
Angel Sibri  
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Vera Tisdale 
Fall Creek Jr High School, Fishers 

Letter to Jenny Han/ Author of The Summer I Turned Pretty 

 
 

Dear Jenny Han, 
 
I never knew that The Summer I Turned Pretty 
book could impact me and teach me various 
lessons. Ever since I was a kid, I looked up to 

my parent’s healthy marriage, and I expected 
every relationship was like that, but it is not. This 
book helped me comprehend what my friends 
are going through. My best friend never had a 
good example of a relationship at her house, 
and it helped me understand how she felt, 
which is why my loving parents took her in as 
their own. Although the main love interests are 
Belly, Jeremiah, and Conrad, I really learned 
more from the parent’s divorced relationship. 
Those relationships were messy and not perfect in the slightest. This really 
made me realize the reality of relationships. A bad example can really 
affect a kid like it did with Belly and my best friend. That is why I’m so 
thankful that my parents set a good example for me, and I never had to 
worry about them fighting. 
 
When I read your books, it really influences the way I write today. The 
way you describe the characters’ emotions is like a window in their mind. 
In a way, looking at their emotions helps me fully embrace mine. These 
books suck me in and drown out my problems and my loud family. A safe 
space does not have to be a place; it can be an object. I found mine in 
this book. 
 
As I was maturing from a kid into a teenager, I always thought the 
transition had to be immediate and easy, but Belly made me realize that 
I wasn’t alone. She always compared herself to others in this situation  
and tried to act like others that are more mature. This made her make 
childish mistakes. I look back and see that I’ve learned through her 
mistakes. I told myself that I would never compare myself to others in any 
individual process. 
 

Out of the many ways I could relate to Belly, having a loving and caring 
brother is the one I relate the most to. I have always looked up to my 
brother; he is an overachiever with perfect grades and has always been 
the golden child. I admit I was a little jealous, thinking it was a competition. 
Once I got older and more mature, I noticed he was just setting a good 
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example. He has always been so caring, taking me on car rides with his 
awesome music or bringing me back something when he comes home from 
hanging out with his friends. I may not have expressed it, but I love my 
brother a lot, but don’t tell him that. I don’t know if mine and Belly’s story 
could be the same without our amazing brothers. 
 
Sincerely, 
Vera Tisdale 
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Claire Schumaker 
Zionsville Middle School, Zionsville 

Letter to Dan Gemeinhart/  
Author of The Remarkable Journey of Coyote Sunrise 

 
 

Dear Dan Gemeinhart, 
 
In the last couple of months, I have found out 
that my family life has changed forever. 

Months ago, when I read your book, The 
Remarkable Journey of Coyote Sunrise, I didn’t 
think much of it except that it was a beautifully 
written book. I never expected to relate to it, 
but in the past month, I have realized that now 
I do. That story is very astonishing and 
hopefully not very common. Even though I don’t 
relate directly to Coyote’s family’s problems, 
through her mistakes, I know what I don’t want 
to do through my problems. 
 
Before now, my family had their regular fights like a family does, but one 
day, my parents told us that they were getting a divorce. This surprised 
me, but I was somewhat optimistic about it at the time. Eventually, though, 
I wasn’t very happy about it. That’s when I started to think about your 
book. I had read it the previous school year and loved it. Although, I didn’t 
think much of it relating to my life. Now I relate to her struggle, but not in 
the way you might think. 
 
There are different ways to cope, deal with, or solve problems. Coyote 
and her dad Rodeo took the approach of pretending like their three other 
family members hadn’t died. This was unhealthy for them, because the 
pressure of their sadness and anger was just building up like pressure in 
a volcano. Eventually, that pressure erupted, and they had to deal with 
their feelings after all those years. Sometimes I think I would rather just 
ignore the divorce completely, but I know I shouldn’t – don’t – want to do 
that. If I had never read your book, I would never have known the 
consequences of ignoring my feelings. Because of your book, I know that 
I need to take a different approach. 
 
Because of your book, I know that humans need to notice, identify, feel, 

and move forward with their feelings. Coyote and Rodeo thought they 
could ignore their feelings and never have to feel them, but that’s not how 
life works. Eventually, everybody has to feel their feelings no matter how 
small or strong. Your book has shown me that to best deal with problems,  
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you must try to feel and deal with them. It has also shown me that feelings 
may never go away, but we are strong enough to live with them. 
 
Overall, though, I chose your book because it has given me a different 
perspective on things. It may be hard to deal with feelings, but if you take 
the right approach to coping with them, you will be okay. Even if you 
don’t take the right approach at first, if you turn around and start over, 
you’ll get better eventually. Your book has given me a more optimistic 
perspective because even though Coyote lost her sisters and mom, she 
can still deal with her feelings and, for the most part, move on. 

 
In the last couple months, my family life has changed forever. Your book 
shows that even though our problems can be really hard, we can work 
through them. I am so grateful for all that I have learned from your book, 
and for that, thank you. 
 
Sincerely, 
Claire Schumaker  
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Ava Beasy 
Pioneer High School, Royal Center 

Letter to Dana Shwartz/ Author of And We’re Off 

 
 

Dear Dana Shwartz, 
 
Reading your book, And We’re Off, made me 
reflect on my own life, especially with the 
main character, Nora. I relate strongly to the 

ways Nora struggles with family expectations. 
I could relate to her, especially with how her 
mother pushed her to succeed. Nora’s passion 
is to be an artist, but her family, especially her 
mother, pushes her to follow different paths 
that don’t go along with the things she truly 
wants to do. This resonated with me because I 
feel pressure to succeed in my sports and 
academics, but it also feels like my family has 
plans for me and my future that don’t relate 
to what I want to do. 
 
The thing about Nora that stood out to me the most was that Nora doesn’t 
complain about the pressure to succeed, she just feels frustrated that she’s 
being pushed into things she doesn’t want to do. This is something that I 
also relate to because my family pushes me to succeed in softball, but I 
don’t complain because I love the sport and want to do my very best. My 
family seems to have already decided on my athletic and academic 
future, and it is frustrating because I am not sure of my own desires. My 
family always talks about what college they think I should go to and that 
I should play softball there and what my major should be. All that talk 
overwhelms me because I am not even sure of my own desires when it 
comes to my future. I haven’t decided what major I should do in college 
because that is a huge decision, but there’s so much pressure put on me to 
decide the right one. Nora’s character helped me realize that many 
people feel overwhelmed. Nora is getting told what she should be doing 
in college and her future because her family does not see art as a good 
long-term career for her, which depresses Nora because she wants the 
independence to make those decisions for herself. 
 
Nora goes on a trip to Europe to explore her art career and develop her 

own sense of independence. This really inspired me and made me realize 
that I also need to take more time to understand myself and explore my 
passions, which I have yet to fully find, and get away from the pressures 
of others. On Nora’s trip, she has to make the tough transition from 
childhood to early adulthood. I often find myself thinking that this change 
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also scares me. The idea of having to step into adulthood where I am 
going to have to make decisions for myself and know how to do all the 
things adults seem to know terrifies me because I’ve always been under 
the influence of my mom and she’s been there to help me. Just like Nora, 
I think I need to eventually take a step away from the influence and find 
what I want for myself. 
 
Reading this book helped me understand that it’s okay to feel uncertain 
about the future, and it is normal to be scared when transitioning from 
childhood to adulthood. I hope to be more like Nora in the future because 

she is willing to pursue her passions, even under pressure, and embrace 
the challenges of growing up. 
 
Sincerely, 
Ava Beasy 
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Xavier Zhang 
Central Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to Ellen Hopkins/ Author of What About Will 

 
Dear Ellen Hopkins, 
 
Hello, I am Xavier. As a big brother, I have 
always wanted to be a role model for my little 
sister. I try to show her how to behave and how 
to control her temper when she gets upset. 

Unfortunately, I haven’t had much time to 
spend with her due to school, homework, and 
extracurricular activities. However, after 
reading the book What About Will, my 
perspective on spending time with my family 
has changed. 
 
Just like Will, you never know when it will be 
your last chance to have fun and spend time 
with your family. After the “incident,” 
everything changed. Will began to hang out with a ‘‘bad crowd” and 
started to distance himself from his family. At the same time, Trace was 
working hard to prevent his family from falling apart. I can’t help but 
think, what would my family be like if I turned like Will? What will my 
sister do? 
 
While reading the book, I felt a sense of empathy for Trace, who always 
seemed to feel isolated. Every day, he would come home from school only 
to find himself alone in an empty house. I began to wonder, what if my 
sister felt that way too? Every time Will spent time with Trace, Trace 
thought that it was a golden moment, a moment that would never be 
forgotten. I realized that if I made an effort to spend more time with her, 
it might help her feel better if she felt alone. 
 
Part of being a big brother is taking care of your siblings, and I want to 
make sure I’m doing my part. It’s important to me that my sister feels 
supported and loved, knowing that she can rely on me whenever she 
needs guidance or help. Whether it’s helping her with her homework, 
cheering her on at her sports events, or simply being there to listen when 
she wants to talk, I want to be someone she can count on in both good 
and bad times. Watching her grow and offering encouragement along 

the way is a great experience, and it reminds me how important my role 
is in her life. 
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In conclusion, I think being a big brother means taking on the responsibility 
of providing support and guidance. It means spending more time with your 
family, and mostly, a sibling that you love and will always be with you. 
 
Sincerely, 
Xavier Zhang 
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Josephine Lowry 
Saint Roch Catholic School, Indianapolis 

Letter to Marjorie Blain Parker/ Author of I Love You Near and Far 

 
 

Dear Marjorie Blain Parker,  
 
The beginning of September 2023 was 
one of the most emotional days I have 
experienced. I came downstairs to my 

mother crying outside by our grill while 
she was making dinner. It took her a 
while to finally say it, but she had finally 
told me that my older brother Beau 
would be deployed in the Air Force. She 
said to me, “He is getting deployed to 
Korea for one year.”  
 
Fast forward to a couple days later, and I came across your book, I Love 
You Near and Far. As soon as I read this book, I started crying. The feeling 
of one of your family members getting deployed is a terrible feeling. I 
will remember the day I said goodbye to him. All I could do was say how 
much I loved him and was going to miss him. When it says, “I love you with 
phone calls, there is so much to say,” these words really came to life and 
showed me that that was going to be the only way to communicate with 
him and talk to him. This also showed me that I am not the only person 
that has to talk to their loved ones on calls, and I am not the only person 
that has to go through this.  
 
When my brother was gone, that was when I came to notice how much I 
took my family members for granted. I came to notice how much more I 
missed and loved my brother more than ever. Your story shows that 
wherever you are, I will always love you, so I feel like I can relate to your 
story because of that. You kept saying in your story, “I love you” before 
almost every phrase and this just made me realize more and more how 
much I think it is important to respect and be kind to your loved ones.  
 
My birthday and Christmas were the two hardest days during that period. 
My brother texted me personally, “Happy Birthday and Merry 
Christmas,” but at the end of that he would say, “I love you so much.” This 
was the part I related to the most about your story because you would 

say in your story, “I love you near and far.” He was on the other side of 
the world, and he still texted me he loved me on some of the most 
important days. Those 5 words meant the most to me on those two days 
that I struggled.  
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A quote that really makes me think about your story and my story is that 
“Waiting is Never a Waste of Time Especially with Love.” Waiting for a 
year until I got to see my brother was very hard on me emotionally and 
physically. Our love definitely got stronger together, and your story 
made me realize that true love can never be broken and love is always 
there through everything.  
 
Your story has truly taught me important lessons, not just with my brother, 
but with life situations and going through hard times. I want to thank you 
for showing me and helping me realize what love is and that love is 

everywhere. I also want to thank you for helping me get through that 
tough time in my life. You have inspired me to never take my family or 
friends for granted. I have learned from your story that wherever you go 
love is never-ending, and you can love though miles and miles apart. I 
have never related to and loved a book more than your story. You are 
truly someone that has inspired me most in my life.  
 
Sincerely,  
Josephine Lowry  
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

FRIENDSHIP 
_____ 

 
 

Making New Friends 
 

Breaking Up Friendships 
 

Found Family 
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Third Place – Level Two 
 

Shawna Adu-Offei 
Fall Creek Jr High School, Fishers 

Letter to Kelly Yang/ Author of Front Desk 

 
 

Dear Kelly Yang, 
 
My favorite quote from your book is, “It’s going 

to be okay. I’ll make friends, and if I don’t, I’ll 
borrow books from the library.” This quote 
helped me settle down at my new school when I 
moved to Fishers. In 2021 during the pandemic, 
my family decided to move from Greenwood to 
Fishers. Although I was excited about the new 
home we got in Fishers, another part of me was 
nervous about changing schools and losing my 
old friends. I came from a small private school 
where I started preschool and stayed with most 
of my friends until 3rd grade. I stayed at home 
for a while during the pandemic, missing my 
friends, and when we finally went back to school, my family decided on 
this big move. At that moment, I felt excited. I mean, I was moving to a 
new house; why wouldn’t I be happy? 
 
The last day of school came, and I left. I moved over the summer, so I had 
time to adjust. The first day of 4th grade came. When I entered the 
classroom, everyone was already reuniting with their friends while I had 
none. I told myself that this is going to be interesting. One day when I got 
to school, I was told we’re doing book club. I was excited about that. The 
book I got was Front Desk. As I started reading, I realized I could relate 
to Mia a lot. Mia moved from China and had to start fresh. Although I did 
not move from another country, I moved from a small private school with 
a class of 14 kids to a new school with a class of about 25 kids so I could 
relate to how Mia felt in an unfamiliar environment. 
 
In my new school, most people already made friends, especially since it 
was the last year in elementary. Mia struggled with bullies, and although 
I did not experience bullies, I could see how students can be mean to new 
students. However, just as Mia reminded herself that not making friends 

is not the end of the world, I also knew that I would eventually make 
friends, and if not, life goes on. We were both new to our school, and we 
both didn’t have friends. But Mia took the step to make friends, even 
though it did not work the first time. 
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Mia’s story taught me not to be discouraged about not making friends 
once in a new school. After a few weeks in my new school, I finally started 
to make friends, and some of them are still my friends today. Another 
lesson I learned was to always be welcoming to new students. But at some 
time in life, you will make friends and lose friends. 
 
Thank you, Kelly Yang, for writing Front Desk. It has helped me have a 
new view in life and not feel bad about everything. 
 
Sincerely, 

Shawna Adu-Offei 
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Claire Brummett 
Central Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to Liz Kessler/ Author of When the World Was Ours 

 
 

Dear Liz Kessler, 
 
When the world was ours, we played in the 
park without worrying about what others 
would think. When the world was ours, we 

were friends with whomever we wanted to 
be friends with. When the world was ours, 
we didn’t let other people mess with our 
friends because we stood up for them. These 
things definitely hold true in When the World 
Was Ours and in my own life too. 
 
The world has changed in ways I never saw 
coming, and it’s been quite a journey to 
navigate through it all. As I look around, I 
realize that some friends have drifted away 
because our views on everything that’s happening right now just don’t 
mesh anymore. We used to share the same perspectives and would spend 
hours discussing everything from our dreams for the future to our favorite 
shows, but now those conversations feel strained or non-existent. 
 
It kind of reminds me of your book where Max loves his friends but 
ultimately realizes he can’t keep the friendship going the way it once was. 
Max, Leo, and Elsa drift apart despite their deep bonds, which truly 
resonated with me. That’s pretty much what happened with me and my 
friends as the world shifted under our feet. We used to be inseparable, 
but now it feels like we’re living in different worlds, each clinging to our 
own views and beliefs. 
 
Reading about Max’s journey was really comforting because it made me 
feel like I’m not the only one going through this kind of change. It helped 
me realize that sometimes friendships have to evolve, and it’s okay to let 
go when necessary. The characters’ struggles mirrored my own feelings 
of loss and confusion, and I appreciated how authentically their 
experiences were portrayed. It gave me a sense of solidarity in a time 
when I often felt isolated. 

 
Your book got me super interested in World War II, and now I can’t stop 
thinking about it! After finishing it, I just had to dive deeper into all the 
details about the war and the Holocaust. I ended up doing a lot of online 
research, reading articles, and even binge-watching tons of YouTube 



189 

 

videos about everything related to it. One of the coolest experiences was 
visiting the National Holocaust Museum. It was pretty overwhelming to see 
the reality of what people went through, and it made me realize how 
important it is to remember and learn from the past. 
 
I’ve also come to see how much this history connects to modern issues like 
racism, terrorism, and propaganda. It’s crazy to think about how these 
topics are still so relevant today. Leaming about the past has really 
opened my eyes, and I feel way more motivated to speak out against 
discrimination and injustice. 

 
Thank you for sharing your book with everyone and kick-starting such an 
important conversation. It really opened my eyes and made me realize 
something that has become a big motivation in my life. I appreciate it, 
and I hope to hear back from you soon! 
 
With great thanks, 
Claire Brummett 
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Saisri Harshith Devaguptapu 
Columbus North High School, Columbus 

Letter to Kazuo Ishiguro/ Author of Klara and the Sun 

 
 

Dear Kazuo Ishiguro,  
 
I don’t think I’ve really thought about 
uncertainty. I’ve always loved being sure; 
staying in my comfort zone makes me, and most 

of us, feel safe and content. Your book, Klara 
and the Sun, digs into exactly what I’ve shied 
away from. I’ll also let you in on a secret; I’ve 
read your book more than once.  
 
I’m a talkative kid, Mr. Ishiguro. I was 
especially loquacious in the eighth grade. I 
knew enough people and didn’t have to go out 
and find new people to befriend. In fact, 
looking back, I sequestered myself in a 
comfortable corner of friends. That is exactly what I loved: that sense of 
guarantee. What’s worse is that I didn’t let anyone else into the corner, I 
never gave anyone a chance. That’s when I read your book. As a middle-
schooler, I was amazed at how Klara took leaps of faith in uncertainty. 
To thirteen-year-old me, Klara was something unreachable. Her blind 
optimism and lack of inhibition didn’t make sense to me.  
 
The first time I read your book, I did not understand why she believed so 
much. By the time I read it for the second time, I did.  
 
Starting high school was a whirlwind of emotions. Most people I knew went 
to other schools or were part of other activities and classes. Suddenly, my 
cozy corner ceased to exist. It was jarring, to say the least. I didn’t know 
what to do, because I never learned to put myself out there — to take a 
chance. By the time the second semester came around, I was tired of being 
alone. That’s when I read your book, for the second time. This time, I paid 
attention to not just Klara, but how Josie sticks with Rick, even though he 
wasn’t “lifted.” She consistently takes chances on not just a fellow human, 
but also on friendship. When Klara decides to go to the barn, she takes 
that leap of faith I was so afraid to take. Your book taught me the 
importance of believing, even if something isn’t guaranteed.  

 
After reading your book, Mr. Ishiguro, I started with small steps — not 
leaps. I started to get comfortable talking to people. Pushing through the 
anxiety of not knowing how they would react, I practiced making 
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acquaintances. Those acquaintances soon turned out to be a wonderful 
group of friends.  
 
So, I put your book away.  
 
By the start of sophomore year, I had yet another cozy corner of friends. 
One day, as I was sifting through old papers and homework, I found your 
book, still in pristine condition. I flipped through the book, reading my old 
annotations. One jumped out at me. It was scribbled in the margins at the 
scene where Klara finally destroys the Cootings Machine. I had written, 

“Sacrificing a little safety can get you success.”  
 
I paused at this, remembering my old eighth grade self. My brain 
juxtaposed those friends to my sophomore friends. The corner was the 
same, and so were the mental barricades I had built. Your book made 
me realize how I still needed to break the cycle.  
 
So, I did. I branched out and made new friends while nurturing my older 
relationships. I learned to balance my social life because of your book, 
Klara and the Sun. So, thank you, Mr. Ishiguro, not just for writing a book, 
but for rewriting how I function socially.  
 
Sincerely,  
Saisri Harshith Devaguptapu 
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Honorable Mention – Level Two 
 

Tatum Donley 
Fall Creek Jr High School, Fishers 

Letter to Leigh Bardugo/ Author of Crooked Kingdom 

 
 

Dear Leigh Bardugo, 
 
I have seen the term “found family” numerous 

times in the media; however, I never understood 
the meaning of a “found family” until I read the 
Six of Crows duology. When I discovered this 
book, I was struggling with my friends. I found 
myself pondering whether they were good 
friends or not. If they were trustworthy and if 
they would always have my back. I truly found 
this book at the perfect time. The relationship 
between the main characters and Barrel 
genuinely made me reflect. 
 
The last few years have been especially difficult. However, many adults 
that I admire implore me to find good friendships, and as I noted the 
strong connection between all the characters, I reflected on how similar 
situations and experiences really brought them all together. For example, 
Kaz and Inej had been in an awful situation when he saved her. Kaz gave 
her talents a new purpose and made her feel worthy and accepted, and 
from this, an unbreakable bond was formed. Kaz is known to be a feared, 
ruthless, vicious gang leader, but he lets himself slightly lower his guard 
with these few other people performing the heist with him, even while 
caring about others. The bond formed between Wylan and the rest of 
the group, even taking them “under their wing” in a sense. In Crooked 
Kingdom, the book states, “But they were his first friends, his only friends, 
and Wylan knew that even if he’d had his pick of a thousand companions, 
these would have been the people he chose.” This reemphasizes the 
unbreakable bond that was formed through common experiences and 
love for one another. 
 
The dynamic relationships among the characters encouraged me to begin 
to look closely at both new and longtime friends. The deep bond, 
appreciation, and respect among your characters is clear. It caused me 

to once again reflect; who are those people in my life? The ones who 
always had my back. Those of whom I could count on to keep a secret or 
keep their word? Thinking about this made me grateful for these true 
personal friendships. However, the question lingered about relationships 
that did not fit this narrative. I wondered if I should even be hanging out 
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with these people anymore, those certain people who put me down for a 
joke or were not ever trustworthy. Naturally, I slowly drifted away from 
surface level friendships and anchored to those friendships who saw my 
worthiness. 
 
My friendship standards had shifted. I longed for only lasting, trustworthy, 
and emotionally healthy friends, and it quickly paid off. Without your 
novel, I am unsure I would consider my friendships or made the “found 
family” I now have. I do have a wonderful biological family AND also 
have another “family.” I feel like I could tell any of them anything, and 

they would not judge me. Sure, some lighthearted jokes would be made, 
but at the end of the day, I know that they wouldn’t mean them. After I 
finished this book, I felt much better than I had when I started it, knowing 
I had a good support system who’d never let me down. 
 
I felt emotionally attached to each character. Their struggles were mine 
as well. I found myself feeling personally offended when the group was 
doubted by multiple people, just because of where they were from or 
what they looked like. Multiple times through the book, Kaz and the group 
were told that they could not pull off the heist and were looked down 
upon just because of their background. My blood boiled. I became 
immensely angry when people thought less of Kaz just because of his leg 
and his reliance on his cane. Those people did not know anything about 
them, yet they were already doubting them. I became so incredibly angry 
at how this preconceived notion of the group affected how people viewed 
them that it made me rethink my life. I found myself so incredibly deep in 
thought, analyzing any of the people I did not know, yet I had already 
made up my mind about them. A sudden realization of my opinion 
changed my entire perspective. I started to interact more with these 
people that I had previously already made up my mind about just from 
passed rumors and whispers of who they were. I realized how much these 
things really did affect my view of people. Taking out this way of thinking 
completely changed my life for the better and allowed me to meet a lot 
of amazing people. 
 
My way of thinking has completely shifted from before I read this book. 
It changed how I thought about the world, the people I spent time with, 
and really made me analyze my own choices. I would not have done any 
of this if it were not for you. Thank you, Leigh Bardugo. 
 
Sincerely, 
Tatum Donley 
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Let’s Talk About… 

 
 
 
 

SCIENCE AND NATURE 
_____ 

 
 

Exploring the Outdoors 
 

Climate Change 
 

Eating Healthier 
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Emmett Hurm 
Jasper Middle School, Jasper 

Letter to J. R. R. Tolkien/ Author of The Lord of the Rings 

 
 

Dear J. R. R. Tolkien, 
 
Just about every year my family takes a 
vacation to the beach. We’ve visited the 
beaches in the gulf and beaches on the East 

Coast. Last year, we ventured to a beach 
on the West Coast. We always seem to 
end up in the hot sun and sand. We apply 
sunscreen, get sunburned anyway, set up a 
wagon filled with beach supplies, walk by 
the ocean, and repeat the same things in 
different spots each year. I know there is so 
much more to see than the ocean, and I find 
myself inspired by the travels and 
adventures that so many of the characters 
from your The Lord of the Rings series. 
Though I know your characters often visit 
mythological places with rocky cliffs, blue skies, rolling hills, and other 
imaginative and unreal aspects, the chance to travel and experience new 
places encourages me in my real life. 
 
The Lord of the Rings series has inspired me to explore and experience 
places that are unfamiliar to me. I read in your books about characters 
from all walks of life who get to know each other and become friends. I 
enjoy the descriptions of the foreign lands that I can visualize in my mind 
as I read the adventures of your characters. The challenges that are 
overcome by exploring new lands inspire me to step out of my comfort 
zone and go to places I may not know much about. 
 
When I go on a vacation, I prefer to be more active and participate in a 
variety of activities instead of sitting around and “relaxing” as my family 
likes to do. I enjoy seeing sights and going on adventures instead of 
staring at the waves all day. 
 
A couple of years ago, I was lucky enough to take a long vacation with 
my family that didn’t include the annoying sounds of waves crashing or 

the vicious burn of the sun. We spent a week exploring Yellowstone 
National Park. Some areas there reminded me of things described in your 
books, like the large cliffs and waterfalls of Artist’s Point. While at the 
park, I also saw some strange animals that could have easily inspired 
some of your book’s characters with their long horns and thick fur. I 
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enjoyed the vacation where we hiked, went white water rafting, and even 
experienced a rodeo. 
 
I hope to find inspiration in your stories and characters that will encourage 
me to venture to new lands where there is so much to explore. 
 
Sincerely, 
Emmett Hurm 
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Lydia Taylor 
Franklin County High School, Brookville 

Letter to Michelle Houts/ Author of The Beef Princess of Practical County 

 
 

Dear Michelle Houts, 
 
Patience is key. It is easy to grow impatient 
when it seems like everyone around you is 
ahead and you’re still left behind. Your 

main character, Libby, felt the same way in 
The Beef Princess of Practical County. Every 
year during the annual steer show at the 
county fair, she couldn’t wait until she was 
finally old enough to show. I felt the exact 
same feelings when I was younger. She 
watched her older brother while I watched 
my older cousins. Growing up being the 
youngest of all your cousins, you might feel 
left out in a way. I watched from the stands 
as everyone else was in the show ring. They 
had their eyes on the judge, meanwhile I 
had my eyes on them. 
 
The loss of any animal is perceived differently by each person. Some feel 
sad, angry, or might not even acknowledge it. If you were to tell me as a 
nine-year-old that my show pigs and market heifer wouldn’t be going 
back to the farm by the end of the fair week, I would deny it and sob. 
Here I was, six years later, dreading what would come by the end of the 
week, but also accepting it. Libby’s father told her not to name her steers. 
Despite what he said, their names were Piggy and Mule. I was told the 
same thing. So, my show pigs became Ed and Taylor. 
 
I worked with them every day for months. Eventually, the fair week had 
started, and I was excited about what it would bring. I tried my hardest 
throughout the week, and too soon, Friday eventually came. My pigs 
would be taken away, and I would never be able to care for them again. 
I wouldn’t get to walk them every morning and every night. They were 
never going to be given treats ever again. The four months I spent working 
with them would all be a memory. Libby felt the same grief with her steers 
being sent to market. I remember for weeks after the fair those show pigs 

were on my mind. Thinking back now, it may seem silly, but at the time it 
was the most important thing ever. 
 
A year later, I was at a 4-H meeting at one of the elementary schools in 
my area. You happened to be a guest speaker. After the meeting, I 
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picked up one of your books. The bright blue cover with pink lettering 
titled The Beef Princess of Practical County immediately caught my 
attention. I got my own copy and read it as soon as I arrived home that 
night. After reading your book, I felt relieved to know I was not the only 
one who felt that way about my animals. I realized how similar Libby and 
I are to each other. We were both young girls figuring out showing 
livestock for the first time. It is much harder to be in the show ring than in 
the stands. When I sat in the stands, I imagined how easy it would be if I 
was an exhibitor. Now that I’ve grown up, I’ve learned how stressful  
the environment may be, but it is possibly one of the best things to be a 

part of. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lydia Taylor 
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Alan Espinoza 
Central Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to Alan Gratz/ Author of Two Degrees 

 
 

Dear Alan Gratz, 
 
You never think about what is happening 
around you or how your actions affect your 
surroundings until the consequences come 

back full circle. I had never really noticed 
how my decisions affected the climate 
because I’m one person in such a big world, 
and I thought I would not affect it. I never 
thought about how little things here and 
there can drastically change the world 
around us. Your book Two Degrees puts a 
perspective on climate change that changed 
my way of thinking. 
 
While reading your book, I started to realize just how bad climate change 
can be for everyone, and that if we don’t start doing something soon, it’s 
just going to keep on getting worse. From Akira and the wildfires in 
California to Owen and George in Canada with polar bears and snow, 
global warming affects everyone, everywhere. It was so shocking to me 
when the giant sequoias that had adapted overtime to survive the fires - 
trees that have survived for THOUSANDS of years - burn up! That just 
goes to show that climate change is a big deal and that it won’t go away 
anytime soon. We have got to take action. 
 
Another example is the ice in Canada. The ice is supposed to have formed 
for the polar bears to migrate to it. That’s the whole reason why George 
and Owen were trying to go up to the cabin. They thought that the polar 
bears would’ve been on the ice by now, but because of global warming, 
not all the polar bears went to the ice. Because of that, George and 
Owen got caught by a mama and her cub and then proceeded to get 
attacked. 
 
The epilogue pulled some heartstrings for me as it showed them all 
together. Seeing how they were interconnected somehow also made me 
think of how we are all connected and that the actions of today can affect 

not only our future but other futures as well. By contributing to climate 
change and greenhouse gas emissions, whether that be through using gas-
powered cars, manufacturing goods, cutting trees, and more, these actions 
all play a role in something that affects us all. 
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The epilogue changed my way of thinking in the sense of how we should 
act now, even in the little things like recycling plastic and things like that, 
because if we don’t act now, we may not have a chance to do something 
about it later. 
 
Sincerely, 
Alan Espinoza  
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Lexie Tempest 
Central Middle School, Columbus 

Letter to Michael Pollan/ Author of The Omnivore’s Dilemma 

 
 

Dear Michael Pollan, 
 
I have read many of your books, including 
The Omnivore’s Dilemma, Your Mind on 
Plants, and Cooked, but The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma really stood out to me, since I had 
never really thought about how my food 
was made, and how the U.S.’s system for 
mass producing nutrition negatively affects 
my health. 
 
Because of your books, I have begun to 
pay much more attention to my food, and, 
more importantly, what my meals are 
made of. For the better part of my life, I 
have judged my food solely by its taste. 
However, I will sometimes try to pick foods 
that appear healthier, typically ingredients whose labels say things like 
‘organic,’ ‘fat-free’, or something of that sort, without paying attention to 
what this means. I also never really thought about the act of eating either. 
More often than not, I don’t eat with my parents, whose work schedule 
frequently coincides with my extracurriculars and social happenings in a 
way that doesn’t easily allow for family meals. When we do eat together, 
similarly to what you touched on in your book, we are eating vastly 
different dishes that do not bring us together. My lunches are comprised 
of baggies of processed foods and microwavable meals that are easy to 
stuff into lunchboxes in the mornings, and my dinners are often rushed 
meals, fast food eaten in the car on my drive home from school or 
leftovers eaten straight out of the Tupperware. 
 
Reading your books got me thinking about my day-to-day habits, and I 
have started thinking more about what I put in my body. Much to my 
father’s chagrin, I’ve begun to insist on reading the ingredients of my food, 
trying to see how much corn is in each item and trying to find which of my 
favorite foods have no high-fructose corn syrup. I’ve also been avoiding 
drinking sodas, opting for water and other healthier alternatives. I have 

been cutting back on fast food consumption, which is difficult due to the 
convenience, but reading The Omnivore’s Dilemma has helped me look at 
the big picture of these chains’ effects on both me and the environment, 
from the carbon emissions needed to ship and process the foods to their 
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impacts on my health with their supersized portions and low-quality 
ingredients that add up to a lot of empty calories. 
 
I loved reading your first-hand attempts at eating meals at the end of 
different food chains, and though many of my meals come at the end of 
the long industrial food chain, it is very interesting to think about where 
my food comes from, and the ethics of the feedlots and factory farms that 
the ingredients that I use come from. I had never known how horrible the 
conditions were on cattle feedlots, nor did I understand that the image of 
a diverse, bustling farm that I have always pictured has nearly 

disappeared in the twenty-first century, and I am glad your books helped 
open my eyes to how food production affects me and the world. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lexie Tempest 
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