
“Reaching Your Dream by Choosing Optimism” 
 

by Rob Gilligan of Henry Clay High School 
 
It may sound strange for a teenager to say it, but I’ve had a pretty good life so far. I have a great 
group of friends. We’ve known each other since elementary school. It’s a solid group. Even in a high 
school of 2400 students, teachers know us and that we’re always having fun – in class, at lunch after 
school, weekends, wherever. Best of all, the guys usually go along with my crazy ideas – playing 
silly games at lunch like figuring out who can eat the hottest pepper and more. Life is good. 
 
Teachers know I’m approachable. I’m proud that teachers ask me to work on projects with different 
students – new kids at school, shy kids and one who has autism. Those interactions changed me. I ask 
those students to hang out with us sometimes or I say yes when they ask me to hang out with them. 
It’s my responsibility to do that and more, like taking part in the mentoring program at school to 
assist minority students with AP classes. I know I’m making a difference for people.  And I know I 
am on track to do something big in the world. I’m not sure what that is – but I’ll know it when I do it. 
 
But it wasn’t always this way for me. I learned the hard way that self-doubt, fear, and pessimism can 
be harmful to any teenager. When I was younger, I never responded well to harsh criticism; terrified 
to do anything wrong. The Little League baseball team I played on drastically intensified this belief 
that I was never good enough, at anything. I would approach the plate petrified. I assumed I was 
afraid of getting hit, but when I did get hit by a pitch once, I was fine. It became obvious that I was 
afraid of failing, afraid of striking out and returning to the dugout to face the screams of my coaches. 
Or worse – a look of disgust where they would shake their heads, glare at me, and say nothing at all; 
but I knew what they were thinking. 
 
I entered a shell, refusing to try anything new where failure meant consequences, and it was 
unhealthy. I look back, angry frustrated and upset. A ten-year-old should never feel terrorized on a 
baseball diamond, or be afraid anywhere else, especially at school. I often wonder if I would be a 
different person if I had been picked by a different team. But I learned by going through that 
experience it made me who I am today – someone who can help others. 
 
I eventually gave up baseball. I became introverted and focused on individual activities like running 
track and cross country and lifting weights. In those quiet times I came to realize I controlled my own 
destiny. It didn’t matter what anybody thought of me. It mattered what I thought of myself and what I 
could do – which is whatever I put my mind to. Those alone moments pulled me back out of my 
shell. 
 
I still struggle with fear and self-doubt. Every day, I force myself to have self-confidence, believing 
that my actions and choices, even if they don’t go according to plan, allow me to grow. I feel 
overwhelming pressure to succeed. When I look in the mirror, there isn’t the outgoing, extroverted, 
confident teenager that I try to present. Standing there is a meek, scared ten-year-old boy, afraid to go 
to baseball practice. That cannot and must not be a reality for anyone. I struggle with that every day, 
but I’m not going to let those fears and worries win. I won’t let them stop me. 
 
I continue to apply those lessons today as captain of the cross-country team. Coaches saw my 
compassion and desire to help, as well as lead, and I was named caption as a sophomore. I took that 
role seriously and still do today. Even though I’m one of the better runners, occasionally I drop back 



to run with the JV team to help motivate and inspire them. At meets I never leave the finish line until 
our last runner finishes. I cheer on the girls’ team and JV teams during our warmups. They all 
deserve our support, no matter what their talent level is. 
 
Everyone has the power to change someone else’s world. It can be as easy as helping them with their 
homework, hanging out with the shy kid, or maybe just talking to someone you don’t normally talk 
to. I despise what happened to my psyche as a child. I would loathe even more for that fate to befall 
others. I have a mission to change the world – one person at a time. 
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