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As Americans, we are a diverse population. Historically, we have embraced 

that diversity as what brings us together and truly makes us one nation 

encouraging all to seek life, liberty and happiness. By sharing our individual 

differences and �nding commonalities, we can work to unify the nation. 

One thing unites us: We are all Americans. Each week, this series introduced 

you to an exceptional American who is making a difference 

to unite, rather than divide, our communities.
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T
his year, the USA TODAY NETWORK undertook telling the stories of Americans of all ages, backgrounds
and faiths who share a common goal: to improve lives. Every American we pro�led did something to
make our neighborhoods a better place. Some quietly, some with fanfare. In some cases, our protagonists
reluctantly agreed to let us tell their stories and we are so glad they did. Today, we recap many of their

stories in our year-end Premium Edition.
Our subjects save lives, send students to college, build communities, teach civics, use art and music to educate

and heal in their local communities. A good share have come from other parts of the world, and settled here not
just to live the American Dream, but to give back to the country that has given them so much.

We want to celebrate their work and thank all Americans for making our communities a better place. To read
and view all of our “I am an American” stories from 2017, you can go to onenation.usatoday.com.

To a happy and healthy 2018,
Manny Garcia, Executive Editor (East), USA TODAY NETWORK

DEAR READERS



I am an American

5 Maysee Herr

Wausau, Wis. 
Hmong activist works 

toward a multicultural 

dialogue.

1 Meg Huebeck

Charlottesville, Va.
Teaches civil discourse 

for the Youth Leader-

ship Initiative.

13 Liz Joyner

Tallahassee, Fla. 
Bridges gaps between 

communities, ideologies 

through conversation.

9 Tara Ijai

Phoenix, Ariz. 
Muslim convert spreads 

the love, combats hate 

through sunglasses.

17 Graeme Reid

West Bend, Wis. 
Art curator, Scottish 

immigrant, connects 

through visual arts.

21 Keren Taylor

Los Angeles, Calif. 
Helps girls ind their 

voice through lyrics, 

poetry and drama.

6 Robin Reshard

Pensacola, Fla. 
Fosters dialogue  

between people of  

different backgrounds. 

2 Abdul’Haq Muhammed

Fort Myers, Fla.
Enhances the futures  

of children in low- 

income neighborhoods. 

14 Fred Gray

Montgomery, Ala.
Lawyer and civil rights 

legend defended Rosa 

Parks and MLK. 

10 Renata Soto

Nashville, Tenn. 
#indivisible campaign 

responds to immigrants’ 

fears with civic action.

18 John-Paul  

Chaisson–Cardenas

Urbandale, Iowa
4-H leader expands reach 

to children of color.

22 Shakila Ahmad

Evendale, Ohio
Muslim-American  

ights Islamophobia 

and anti-Semitism.

7 John Saunders

Des Moines, Iowa 
Police oficer started 

a program that gives 

boxing lessons to kids.

3 Mawia Elawad

Rochester, N.Y.
Art projects tackle 

poverty, race and police-

community awareness.

15 Rafael Lopez

Palm Desert, Calif. 
DJ, musician and child 

of immigrants teaches 

kids how to spin.

11 Ophelia M. Chambliss

York, Pa. 
Addresses inequality 

through art and murals 

for Social Network.

19 Dick Munro

Naples, Fla.
Former Time Inc. CEO 

helps kids reach their 

potential, go to college.

23 Terry Mills

Corpus Christi, Texas 
Local NAACP president 

brings youth and police 

together.

8 Pam Gay

York, Pa. 
A rash of overdoeses 

drove cororner to ight 

against heroin crisis.

4 Rev. Rennie Salata

Asheville, N.C. 
Teaches civility through 

faith, organized Election 

Day Communion service.

16 Marlanda Dekine

Spartanburg, S.C. 
Social worker uses poetry 

to approach issues like 

racial inequality.

12 Myra Janco Daniels

Naples, Fla.  
Advertising excutive is a 

philanthropist of arts and 

opened a youth center.

20 Addisyn Goss

Lake Fenton, Mich.  
Ten-year-old makes  

survival kits for the 

homeless.

24 Christian Bucks

York, Pa. 
Brings Buddy Benches 

to playgrounds to help 

lonely kids make friends.

52 AMERICANS
Activists, educators, artists and neighbors work to ind common ground and connection. Here are the Americans we proiled in 2017

29 Pastor Fred Schenker

Pittsburgh, Pa. 
Lutheran pastor opened 

church doors to Muslim 

community.

25 Mike Karl

Lansing, Mich. 
Once homeless factory 

worker now helps the 

homeless ind shelter.

37 Dwayne Jackson

Fort Myers, Fla.
Empowers and educates 

youth through basket-

ball and the Bible.

33 Tom Dodd

Fort Collins, Co. 
Principal of the year 

works to improve  

public education.

41 Ramon Ramirez

Woodburn, Ore. 
Union activist advo-

cates for immigrant 

farm-labor community.

45 Lisa Lee

Reno, Nev.
Former addict helps 

homeless by addressing 

mental health issues.

49 Huda Shalabi

Paterson, N.J.
Hopes to become the 

irst hijab wearing police 

oficer in her community. 

30 Alicia Flores

Oxnard, Calif.
Community activist 

helps immigrants  

become citizens.

26 TK Mac

Silverdale, Wash. 
Immigrant helps 

refugees adjust to our 

language and culture.

38 Robin Kiepert

Merritt Island, Fla. 
Mother raises aware-

ness for PTSD after 

son’s suicide.

34 Stacey Ahua

Hattiesburg, Miss.
Twice helped coordinate 

volunteers after torna-

does hit Mississippi.

42 Ernesto Ochoco

Guam
Artist produces plays to 

bring awareness to sen-

sitive social subjects. 

46 Soia Enriques

Palm Spring, Calif.
Painter and fashion de-

signer teaches arts and 

crafts to middle school. 

50 Gregg Rochman

Louisville, Ky.

Helps nonproit reno-

vate properties for 

affordable housing.

31. Stephanie Paredes

Rochester, NY
Fosters diversity, 

unity through theater 

organization.

27 Sebastian Witherspoon

St. Cloud, Minn. 
Educator helps improve 

graduation rates for stu-

dents of color.

39 Rachid Ouedraogo

Lafayette, La.
To spread word about 

#selflesssaturday and 

#selflesssunday

35 Farooq Ansari

Coto de Caza, Calif.
Math and basketball ac-

tivity part of programs 

teen created to help. 

43 Amber Green

Salisbury, Md. 
Spoken-word artist 

motivates youth to take 

ownership of community.

47 Don Manley

Estero, Fla. 
Irma hero used boat to 

save residents, took them 

back to ind keepsakes. 

51 Chris Lassiter

Staunton, Va.  
Uses social media to 

bridge understanding 

across race and politics.

32 Mari Aviles

Indianapolis, Ind. 
Community aborist unites 

through improving envi-

ronment, planting trees.

28 Tod Bol

Hudson, Wis. 
Creator of the Little Free 

Library connects com-

munities through books.

40 Darian Blue

Greenville, S.C.
Minister ights to bring 

neighborhood out of 

poverty.

36 Ashlee  

Bruggenschmidt

Boonville, Ind.
Advocates for ATV safety 

after daughter’s accident.

44 Sarvinder Naberhaus

Ames, Iowa
Children’s author’s book 

highlights America’s glory 

through immigration.

48 Jason Herring

Corpus Christi, Texas
Coach used gymnasium 

to house Hurricane  

Harvey relief efforts.

52 Mahal Burr

Memphis, Tenn. 
Helps students build  

relationships and work 

for social change.
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I am an American

C
HARLOTTESVILLE, Va. – Meg Heubeck sits on the carefully landscaped, Kelly green lawn behind

Thomas Je�erson’s Monticello home, assessing the state of our democracy and talking about what

was planted this year. ❚ “We got the seeds this year,” she says optimistically on the sunny autumn

day as a tumultuous 2017 nears its coda. ❚ It’s been an uneven year for Heubeck, the University of

Virginia Center for Politics youth programs educator who kicked o� our national USA TODAY NETWORK

weekly series this year on Americans leading positively in the wake of last year’s divisive election.

She began the year amid the caustic cries
of either agony or triumph that followed the
2016 election. She said in January that 2017
needed to be a year of action, getting in-
volved and re-engaging in our communi-
ties. It was a critical moment for someone
who is dedicated to improving the civil dis-
course in America.

So after a year in which she saw Char-
lottesville’s violent white nationalist rally
erupt in her backyard, where are we now?

Citizens who had disengaged from poli-
tics “woke up” this year, she said, which has
heartened her.

But the overall tenor of the national con-
versation has been decidedly “uncivil,”
Heubeck said. She can’t stop thinking about
Ben Franklin’s insight that in the U.S. we
have “a republic, if you can keep it.” She is
convinced we need to continue working as a
citizenry to hold our elected o�cials ac-
countable, she said.

Heubeck, 49, of Waynesboro, works to
build a more productive civil discourse
through education, connecting with 70,000
teachers across the country as director of
instruction for the Youth Leadership Initia-
tive at U.Va. Through full lesson plans, the
goal is to prepare students to be lifelong citi-
zens and constructive participants in Amer-
ican democracy.

This year, she has worked with students
investigating how gerrymandering a�ects
government in Virginia, and emphasized
the importance of teaching active, not pas-
sive, media consumption, seeking out infor-
mation and interpreting what you see.

“I de�nitely think that empowering, en-
gaging and exciting young people to take
over is going to be our only hope, that’s what
I see from this year,” Heubeck said.

She also has continued her e�orts to
make inroads with adults, hosting a com-
munity workshop on civility training and
working with visiting international groups
from Mongolia, Chile and North Africa on
leadership and civic engagement.

And she has kicked up her activity at the
local level in her rural area of Virginia, where
she and other leaders are reaching for pro-

gress across racial, social and political di-
vides.

“Real change comes locally, and she’s
been really good hammering that,” said
Chanda McGu�n, a leading �gure in com-
munity e�orts in Waynesboro.

Heubeck has encouraged people to get
involved running for the school board,
joined in a “Unity March” through the city in
October and been part of McGu�n’s group
working to reconcile the races in the area
through regular community discussions.
Heubeck’s understanding of elections and
talent at framing conversations to be wel-
coming and productive have been vital in
laying the groundwork for those discus-
sions, McGu�n said.

It’s important to remember that change
takes time, “you can’t just turn on a light
and �x something,” she said. But 2018 could
be a turning point — just as we were chal-
lenged as a nation in the 1960s and made a
leap.

Those years bore change — “we have the
possibility for that again,” Heubeck says,
thinking hard as she sits surrounded by
walls covered in campaign signs and slo-
gans, buttons and posters, that remind of a
period when politics were di�erent.

“Maybe this is the time.”
There’s a portrait that hangs on those

walls, too. It’s of Barbara Johns, a civil rights
activist from the Jim Crow era who fought
against the segregation of her Farmville,
Virginia, high school. 

After missing her school bus one day and
then seeing the bus carrying white students
�ash past her, the 16-year-old got her inspi-
ration — she stood up and led her peers on a
strike.

“That’s what I try to get students to do,”
Heubeck said. She asks, “If the bus stops,
are you ready to get on it?”

In 2017 we got the seeds for taking back
our democracy: Discourse, debate and com-
promise are key ingredients to a good fertil-
izer, Heubeck said.

“Democracy is not an overnight thing, it
takes some time,” she said. “We have ne-
glected ours for quite a bit of time, and now
we’re going to have to wait for our work to
show its results, but I think it’s coming.”

Meg Heubeck, of the University of Virginia’s Center for Politics, says 2018 could be a turning point: “Maybe this is the time.” JARRAD HENDERSON/USA TODAY

FINDING 
SEEDS OF 

CHANGE IN AN
‘UNCIVIL’ YEAR

Gabe Cavallaro Staunton News Leader | USA TODAY NETWORK

“Democracy is not

an overnight thing,

it takes some time.

We have neglected

ours for quite a bit

of time, and now

we’re going to have

to wait for our work

to show its results,

but I think it’s com-

ing.” 

Meg Heubeck
Meg Huebeck, 48

Location: Waynesboro, Va.

Profession: Leads instruction projects for

the Youth Leadership Initiative at the Uni-

versity of Virginia’s Center for Politics.

Heubeck attends a luncheon at Monticello with high school counselors,

who discussed women’s leadership scholarships. MIKE TRIPP/THE NEWS LEADER

Heather Heyer’s death during a white

nationalist rally shows the level to

which civil discourse has fallen. But

Heubeck sees signs that citizens once

disengaged from politics “woke up”

during the year. STEVE HELBER/AP
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F
or Mawia Elawad, a conversation between a neighborhood resident and a police o�cer while

helping paint a community mural would make her work worth it. ❚ Elawad, a 21-year-old Alfred

University senior from Rochester, New York, is part of Art Force 5, a student group providing an

outlet for residents to express their emotions through communal art projects that touch major

U.S. issues like poverty, race and police-community relations.

“We’re giving people the chance to have
their voices heard,” she said, adding that the
projects are focused on “messages that help
(community members) highlight their own
self-esteem and realize the strength they
have within themselves.” 

The projects often include tiles that com-
munity members can paint to form larger
murals to be displayed at community events
or exhibits to demonstrate peaceful unity.

The group did another project where
community members could hang black or
blue ribbons to memorialize both the black
lives and the police lives lost.

Art Force 5 started as an outreach pro-
gram related to an Alfred University class
called “Drawn to Diversity.” Students hold
workshops for elementary school children,
acting as “superheroes” to show that any-
one can be a “hero” and deliver powerful
community messages.

At a Black Lives Matter rally in Rochester
last year, Art Force 5 o�ered boards with the

words “Why” and “What Now?” where resi-
dents could jot down their thoughts. The
group showed the boards to Rochester police
o�cers after the rally to continue the discus-
sion about community-police relations.

Elawad and Dan Napolitano, Alfred’s di-
rector of student activities who heads the
Drawn to Diversity class, are working to-
gether to seek grants to start an Art Force 5
team in New York City.

Art Force 5 members are not telling peo-
ple what to create or what they should be
feeling, said Elawad. 

“We are not a remedy, we are a re�ec-
tion,” she said. “This is for (the community),
and it’s all about their voices.”

Mawia Elawad has made her mark by helping organize communal art projects that let people express their emotions. OLIVIA LOPEZ/DEMOCRAT & CHRONICLE

HEALING
COMMUNITIES
THROUGH ART

What does it mean to be an American?

To be an American means to be someone
that understands privilege but doesn’t
shy away from it. Being an American
means taking all the di�erent cultures
and ways of life that we experience, and
saying, “How do I �t into that?”

What moment touched and motivated you

to take part in this effort?

When I did my �rst classroom visit, it
was to a third-grade classroom. I liked
that we engaged the kids, and it was re-
freshing and humbling to see them hav-
ing fun and learning at the same time. We
get to be a part of that process and
growth.

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

People are so quick to neglect the other
pieces of other cultures that they have
within them, and only embrace what they
see through tunnel vision. Programs like
Art Force 5 and the work that other com-
munity members do are what give me
hope. 

What do you hope to accomplish?

What we hope to get on a personal level is
our own growth and development, but
also knowing that we empowered one
person through one interaction to maybe
do something di�erent that day.

Sarah Taddeo Rochester Democrat & Chronicle | USA TODAY NETWORK

“We are not a 

remedy, we are 

a reflection. 

This is for (the

community), 

and it’s all about

their voices.”

Mawia Elawad

Mawia Elawad, 21

Location: Rochester, New York 

Profession: College student, member of Art

Force 5 

Q&A WITH MAWIA ELAWAD

A
ddisyn Goss believes that everyone deserves snuggles. ❚ Even the homeless. Just like her grand-

pa was. ❚ After meeting her grandfather for the �rst time two years ago at a veterans home in

Indiana, Addisyn, now 10, learned he had previously been homeless for years. That’s when she

decided to go on a mission.

The fourth-grader created Snuggle Sacks
— survival kits with toiletries, snacks and
warm coverings for men and women on the
streets — and delivers them to locations and
soup kitchens in Lansing, Michigan’s state
capital, and Flint, about a 20-minute drive
from Addisyn’s Genesee County home.

Addisyn, with help from her family, has
delivered more than 1,075 Snuggle Sacks
with more expected to go out thanks to re-
cent donations. And thanks to gifts of chil-
dren-themed toothbrushes and smaller
gloves, Addisyn now plans to create similar
care kits for children who are homeless.

“I’m happy knowing I help other people
beside myself,” the Lake Fenton girl said.

A room in the �nished basement of Addi-
syn’s home is Snuggle Sacks headquarters.
There are tables covered with boxes orga-
nized into socks, hats, gloves and blankets.
There are small buckets labeled shampoo,
conditioner and lotion. 

In a matter of about two minutes, Addi-
syn loads a clear plastic zip bag with the toi-
letries, including a toothbrush, toothpaste,

brush or comb, soap, deodorant, lip balm,
tissues, hand warmers and a handful of
goodies, such as granola bars and fruit
snacks. She also adds a card. “I know you
may be feeling down right now and don’t
think life is fair,” the card reads. “Please re-
member that there are people who care
about you, and things will get better. I hope
this makes you smile. With love, Addisyn.”

Addisyn �rst met her grandfather, Mike
Hurd, in August 2015. A month later, she
decided to make the kits and received
enough donated supplies from family and
friends to make 50 bags. She did her �rst
radio interview in October 2015, with busi-
nesses contacting her and asking how they
could help. Another 100 sacks were made.

Since then, her family has helped with
her cause, either by carrying heavy dona-
tion boxes or running her Facebook page. 

“To see her take her own cause and run
with it, it blows my mind,” mom Stacy
Daul, 34, said. “(Addisyn) hugs (the home-
less). You can see it on their faces — it
makes their day.”

RYAN GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS

GIRL DELIVERS NECESSITIES, LOVE TO HOMELESS

What does it mean to you 

to be an American?

”For me to be an American, we have our
freedom instead of being slaves.”

What moment touched and motivated

you to launch this effort?

Addisyn was motivated to launch her ef-
fort after visiting her grandfather for the
�rst time at a veterans home in Indiana.
She learned from him that he was home-
less for at least six years, that he moved
from Michigan to Indiana during the years
that he was homeless and that when he
was homeless his leg was run over and in-
jured. “I told him that it was because of
him when I started it. He said, ‘I’m so
proud of you and I’m glad you did it be-
cause of me.’ ”

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

“When everybody comes up to me and
says, ‘you’re doing a good job on it,’ and
that just makes me keep on going and it
gives me a lot of hope.” Addisyn said that
what concerns her the most is that people,
including criminals, could harm the home-
less or those who are living on the streets.

What do you hope to accomplish?

“I hope to accomplish, like, where it can go
all over the nation and ... we can help sev-
eral people all over the state.”

Christina Hall Detroit Free Press | USA TODAY NETWORK

Addisyn Goss, 10

Location: Lake Fenton,

Michigan

Profession: Fourth-grade

student at Central Ele-

mentary School in Linden,

Michigan; founder of Snug-

gle Sacks, survival kits for

the homeless

Q&A WITH ADDISYN GOSS
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A
s a young civil rights attorney in the 1950s South, Fred Gray set out to obliterate every law that

kept it segregated. That practice began 62 years ago, when Gray came back from Ohio to

practice law in Alabama — the state that forbade him from attending law school because of

the color of his skin. ❚ While greats such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks mobilized

the masses in Montgomery, where he was born, Gray quietly �led lawsuits that legally made it possible

for the civil rights movement to keep moving.

He defended King and Parks from crimi-
nal charges. He worked with the Montgo-
mery Bus Boycott, �ling the suit that led to
the U.S. Supreme Court’s condemnation of
segregated bus systems. Suits he �led later
desegregated higher learning institutions in
Alabama. 

“I have used the law to �le a lawsuit so that
African-Americans would be able to register
and vote,” he expounded. “When the people
were beaten back on what is now considered
Bloody Sunday in Selma, they called me. I
went across the (Edmund Pettus) bridge that
night. And the next day before the close of
day, I had �led (a) lawsuit.”

It forced o�cials to let people march from
Selma to Montgomery, which in�uenced the
passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
That act resulted in minorities not only be-
ing allowed the vote, but also to run for pub-
lic o�ce.

Another suit he �led led to African-Amer-

icans being allowed to serve on civil juries.
Then he looked around and realized that

the federal government was still discrimi-
nating against black farmers.

“So we �led a case in 1968,” Gray said. “As
a result of that suit, years later the heirs of
black farmers who had been discriminated
in farm subsidies were able to receive mil-
lions of dollars.”

Throughout the decades Gray’s work in
the civil rights era proved to be not just piv-
otal, but unwavering. 

“I have kept focused on what I started out
with. I started out saying that I was going to
become a lawyer, and use the law for the
purpose of changing things,” Gray said.
“And that’s what I have done.”

Attorney Fred Gray worked �ling lawsuits to keep the civil rights movement moving in the 1950s South. MICKEY WELSH/MONTGOMERY ADVERTISER

ATTORNEY
DESEGREGATED

THE SOUTH

What does it mean to be an American?

It means to be able to live in a country
where you have various freedoms and can
participate in democracy. It means you’re
able to exercise your God-given rights and
should be able to do so to the best of one’s
abilities without being discriminated
against for anything.

What moment touched and motivated you

to take part in this effort?

Problems that I saw in Montgomery, Ala-
bama, as a teenager (motivated me). Those
problems were African-Americans being
mistreated and were not receiving the
same rights as other Americans. And I de-
cided that I would try to do something
about it. 

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

I am very much concerned about condi-
tions as they exist in America. America
was founded by people who came to this
country for various freedoms. ... I think to-
day we have a group of young people who
have opportunities ... who need to realize
that as young people, they can make a con-
tribution. They can make a di�erence.

What do you hope to accomplish? 

My hope when I started is the same as my
hope now: to help this country develop to
the fullest intent of the Constitution.

Kelsey Davis Montgomery Advertiser | USA TODAY NETWORK

“When the people

were beaten back

on what is now con-

sidered Bloody Sun-

day in Selma, they

called me. I went

across the (Edmund

Pettus) bridge that

night. And the next

day before the

close of day, I had

�led (a) lawsuit.” 

Fred Gray

Fred Gray, 86

Home: Tuskegee, Alabama

Profession: Civil rights attorney

Q&A WITH FRED GRAY

C
hristian Bucks was in second grade when his family was contemplating a move to Germany. ❚ His

father, Justin, works for Magnesita Refractories in York, Pennsylvania, and the company was

considering transferring him to work overseas temporarily. ❚ His mother, Alyson, began research-

ing schools in Dusseldorf, and while checking out the website of an international school, something

caught Christian’s eye. ❚ The school had something called a Buddy Bench on its playground.

The idea: If a kid feels lonely, or has no
one to play with, or is being bullied, he or
she takes a seat on the bench, a signal to
other kids to come over and talk or o�er to
play.

Christian thought it was a good idea. He
had often seen kids on the playground at his
school who had no one to play with. This
seemed like the kind of thing that would
help foster friendships. 

At the beginning of the school year, he
broached the idea with his teacher and prin-
cipal. They thought it was a good idea and
erected a Buddy Bench on the playground at
Central York School District’s Roundtown
Elementary School. 

It was a hit. 
“I noticed a big di�erence,” Christian

said. “I saw a lot of new friendships being
made.” 

It wasn’t so much about combating bully-
ing, he said. It was about making new
friends. But the e�ect was the bench helped
prevent bullying. 

He had no idea that his simple act would
spread. The bench attracted national
media coverage — including a piece on the
“NBC Nightly News” — and before Chris-
tian knew it, other schools were installing
Buddy Benches. 

“We thought it would be just at our
school,” he said. “It was a shock when it
started spreading to more and more
schools.” 

There are more than 2,000 Buddy
Benches at schools in all 50 states and at
last count 13 di�erent countries, including
Italy, Russia, Spain, Australia, New Zea-
land, South Africa, Japan, Norway, Thai-
land, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. 

“I just like how the idea has spread,” said
Christian, now in �fth grade. “It’s a little
thing, but just little things can be big.” CHRIS DUNN/YORK DAILY RECORD

BOY’S BUDDY BENCH IDEA HAS CAUGHT ON

What does it mean to you 

to be an American? 

To me, being an American means being
proud of your country, standing up for
what you believe in and treating others
the way you want to be treated. 

What moment touched and motivated you

to launch this effort? 

I was motivated to launch the Buddy
Bench when I started thinking about how
hard and sad it must be if you were lonely
at recess. Recess is a time to play and
have fun with friends. I didn’t want any-
one to feel lonely or left out. 

What gives you hope? 

What gives me hope is that so many peo-
ple — kids and adults — have wanted to
put Buddy Benches at schools all around
the world. This makes me think that peo-
ple really want to help each other and
make friends. ... It was a shock when it
started spreading to more and more
schools. I got to go to Hawaii to put in a
Buddy Bench. That was an incredible trip. 

What do you hope to accomplish?

What I hope to accomplish is for all
schools to have Buddy Benches and that
through the Buddy Bench, kids will learn
to always be kind and include one anoth-
er, even as they get older. 

Mike Argento YORK DAILY RECORD | USA TODAY NETWORK

Christian Bucks, 11

Location: York, Pa.

Profession: Fifth-grade student and advocate for Buddy Benches. 

Q&A WITH CHRISTIAN BUCKS



I am an American

W
hen Kate Bruggenschmidt went to hang out with friends between softball games, her mother’s primary

concern was that her daughter didn’t go swimming, fearing she’d wear herself out. ❚ What Ashlee Brug-

genschmidt never considered was that Kate might hop onto an ATV. ❚ The 750-pound ATV Kate and her

friend were riding rolled over, crushing Kate and killing her instantly. She was 11. ❚ For a year, Bruggen-

schmidt, the principal at Sharon Elementary School in Newburgh, Ind., didn’t talk about the crash. But one day a thought

occurred to her. “I can’t believe there’s not a helmet law in Indiana.”

And the Play for Kate Foundation was formed.
The foundation built a playground in Kate’s memory

in Boonville, Ind., but the important work was just begin-
ning.

Ashlee Bruggenschmidt testi�ed before the Indiana
House and Senate, alongside doctors, Kate’s friends and
advocates from public interest groups.

“As educators, it’s our jobs to keep kids safe,” Ashlee
told colleagues.

It wasn’t easy, but on July 1, Indiana Gov. Eric Holcomb
signed HEA1200 into law. It dictates that all ATV riders
younger than 18 must wear a helmet, both on public and
private land.

“HEA 1200 isn’t going to change Kate’s outcome, but it
is going to change outcomes for other kids in the state of
Indiana,” Bruggenschmidt said about the bill.

Still, Bruggenschmidt’s work continues.
Working with a company in North Carolina that

makes bomb-disposal robots, she developed “Safety

Sam,” an interactive robot that can travel to schools and
teach kids about the importance of ATV safety. Sam rides
his own ATV and is operated remotely by an Indiana
Conservation o�cer who can interact with kids near
Sam via headset.

The Play for Kate Foundation has secured funding for
a total of four Safety Sams, with orders for more from
three states and Puerto Rico. 

In August, Bruggenschmidt spoke with leaders in
Washington, including Speaker of the House Paul Ryan,
about a national ATV helmet law.

Her goal? “Zero preventable deaths from ATV acci-
dents.” For Kate.

Ashlee Bruggenschmidt is the founder of the Play for Kate Foundation. Play for Kate advocates for helmet safety laws and got a bill signed into law in 2017 in Indiana. MACABE BROWN/EVANSVILLE COURIER & PRESS

POSITIVE 
ACTION AFTER

A TRAGEDY

What does it mean to be an American?

To be an American means to live your life in a way so that
if today was your last day, you would feel good about the
choices and decisions in life that you made. Choices that
make a positive di�erence, leave a lasting impact for the
goodness of others. As Gandhi said, “Be the change you
want to see in the world.” That is what being an American
means to me — to be sel�ess, to be kind, to sacri�ce, to
give hope and grace to make the world a better place.

What moment motivated you to launch this effort?

About a year after (Kate’s) accident, I was sitting with a
friend and I looked at her and said, “I can’t believe there’s
not a helmet law in Indiana.” As educators, it’s our jobs to
keep kids safe.

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

The goodness of our community and giving or helping
others gives us hope. Giving is a way to channel our grief.
It helps us focus on someone else’s needs rather than our
own sadness. We try to focus on the positives. In Kate’s
tragedy, we were confronted with an outpouring of good,
hope, caring and compassion from our community. The
community helped us to move forward and do something
meaningful with the time we have left here on Earth in
Kate’s honor/memory. What concerns me is all the hate,
anger, belittling and resentment in the world today. 

What do you hope to accomplish?

Zero preventable deaths from ATV accidents.

Jeffrey Walker Evansville Courier & Press | USA TODAY NETWORK
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Location: Boonville, Ind.

Profession: Principal, Sharon Elementary School, 

Newburgh, Ind.

Q&A WITH ASHLEE BRUGGENSCHMIDT 

T
he number of heroin overdoses had been

fairly steady, 10 to 12 a year. But in 2013,

the o�ce investigated 17 overdoses and

Gay’s chief deputy warned, “I think this may be a

problem for us next year.” ❚ It was. ❚ Not a month

after Gay took o�ce, the number of heroin

deaths had already exceeded the number from

the previous year. “That’s when we really knew

that we were facing a real problem,” she said.

By the end of 2014, her �rst year in o�ce, 62 people
had died from heroin overdoses, ranking mostly rural
York County sixth among Pennsylvania’s 67 counties in
per capita heroin deaths.

Gay knew then that her role as coroner would change.
In Pennsylvania, coroners are charged with determining
the cause and manner of unattended deaths. Medical
training is not a prerequisite, but Gay had worked as an
emergency department nurse and as an educator.

She also had experience with addicts. Her niece had
been addicted to alcohol and crack, and Gay and her hus-
band were drawn into her life, raising her children while
she struggled with addiction. It gave her “a di�erent per-
spective” on the issue, she said. (Her niece has been so-
ber for a decade, and they are very close now.)

Gay set about transforming the coroner’s o�ce. She
became an advocate for treatment, speci�cally metha-
done therapy. She was a leader in the county’s heroin
task force. She helped bring a needle-exchange program
to the county.

And she campaigned to equip police and other �rst-
responders with naloxone, which reverses the e�ects of
an overdose. Since April 2015, police and �rst responders
have used naloxone to save more than 330 people.

“I’m just doing my job,” she said. “This is what we have
to deal with.”

CHRIS DUNN/YORK DAILY RECORD

CORONER
BATTLES HEROIN

EPIDEMIC

What does it mean to be an American?

I am so thankful to be an American. A friend of mine
who lives in a less advanced country once reminded
me that people do not get to choose where they are
born, and many times that simple demographic detail
of where one is born can be the factor that determines
how long they will live, quality of life and if they will
ever enjoy the freedoms that we are a�orded simply by
being born here.

What moment touched and motivated you 

to launch this effort?

Two things: One happened 13 years ago when my hus-
band and I suddenly were caught up in the world of
drug and alcohol addiction when we discovered that
our niece was an addict. Fast forward to 2014 when I
�rst became coroner, one of our earliest decedents,
who died from her heroin addiction, was a young
mother of two children who had recently been working
hard to get sober. The media picked up on the story,
and suddenly our community realized we were in the
middle of something unlike anything we had experi-
enced before.

What gives you hope?

People give me hope. Especially all the wonderful peo-
ple I’ve met in the three years I’ve been involved in this
e�ort. People who’ve lost children and parents, people
in recovery from heroin or other opioid addiction who
bravely tell their story ... hospital ED physicians and
nurses and law enforcement/EMS/�re departments
who administer naloxone during overdose without
reservation. 

What do you hope to accomplish?

I hope that through our o�ce being so vocal about this
issue of heroin and opioid addiction that we would one
day see a month, several months, even a year go by
without a death from this disease.

Mike Argento
York Daily Record | USA TODAY NETWORK

Pam Gay, 55

Location: York County, Pa.

Profession: York County coroner

Q&A WITH PAM GAY

A
mong the casualties of the 2016 election,

civility — even among Christians —

topped the list. ❚ And that deeply both-

ered the Rev. Rennie Salata, who acknowledged

that he found it di�cult at times to embody

Christ’s admonition to love your enemies and

bless those who persecute you. 

“Jesus does this in a way I only aspire to do,” said Sala-
ta, the pastor of Acton United Methodist Church in Can-
dler, North Carolina. “He’s able to love his enemies while
at the same time confronting them where they’re sup-
porting injustice or oppression, and I admit I have not
�gured out how to do that.”

But he also refused to give up.
As a small step toward reconciliation and healing, Sa-

lata, with the help of several other pastors, organized an
Election Day Communion service that was open to any-
one.

About 40 people attended that evening.
Church member Diana Corbin attended the special

service, describing it as “very moving” and sorely need-
ed.

“We need to put our faith in God and believe that he
will take care of us, regardless of who is in o�ce,” said
Corbin, 66.

A native of Louisiana who grew up outside of Knox-
ville, Tennessee, Salata, 32, earned his divinity degree
from Duke University and was ordained in 2015. His ap-
proach involves a “subtle determination” to reach his
�ock, as Salata puts it. The idea is to hash out di�erent
perspectives. “Perhaps it might be neither of the posi-
tions that’s being o�ered but a third way, really, that God
is calling us into,” said Salata, who came to Acton in July
2015 with his wife, Lauren.

He plans to extend that reach to include the Islamic
community by bringing in a speaker from that group later
this year. With other pastors, Salata also plans to orga-
nize a “pilgrimage of reconciliation,” the idea being “to
put ourselves physically in di�erent context than what
we’re used to.” 

ANGELA WILHELM/ASHEVILLE CITIZEN-TIMES

PROMOTING
ELECTION DAY

HEALING

What does it mean to be an American?

For me, being an American is being part of something
that is larger than an individual or even a national
interest; it’s being part of a larger experiment of de-
mocracy. One where even in a country where the ma-
jority of the people voted for one candidate, the other
candidate who has been declared the winner by our
democratic process is going to peacefully transition
into power. That’s rare and maybe even unprecedented
around the world.

What moment touched and motivated you 

to take part in this effort?

There wasn’t any one speci�c event or statement or
altercation that motivated us having this service. But ...
as the election season wore on and things became
more and more vitriolic and tense ... it seemed like it
was even more appropriate to have a time when we
could come together and pray and share communion
and really remember what it is that unites us.

What gives you hope?

First and foremost, as a Christian and as a pastor, my
hope is in Jesus Christ. ... But what gives me hope in
the immediate, and perhaps in a concrete way, is the
ways in which I’ve seen members of my congregation
who are on diametrically opposed ends of the political
spectrum really respect and support one another in the
midst of the outcome of the election. 

What did you hope to accomplish?

I hoped and I think we were successful in accomplish-
ing the beginning of dialogue and also an opportunity
for people to really look around and �nd some points of
unity in the midst of such division. 

John Boyle
Asheville Citizen-Times | USA TODAY NETWORK

The Rev. Rennie Salata, 32

Location: Candler, North Carolina

Profession: Pastor

Q&A WITH THE REV. RENNIE SALATA

W
hen asked about the three Purple Hearts he earned while serving in the Korean War, Dick Munro responds like he

does to any question about his accomplishments: with absurd modesty. ❚ “It doesn’t mean I’m a hero — it means I

didn’t duck,” he laughed. ❚ Munro, 86, is the former chairman and CEO of Time Inc. — which later became Time

Warner — and a current education activist in Naples, Florida.

He began his career at Time Inc. as a trainee and re-
tired 40 years later as top dog.

“I just went to work every day. It just happened,” he
said.

After Munro “retired” from Time Inc., he took to sitting
on corporate boards — 20 of them, he counts, though it’s
hard to keep track. They include prestigious companies,
foundations and universities such as Genentech, IBM
and Columbia University. He chaired about half a dozen
others. And then there was that 25-year stint as the di-
rector of the United Negro College Fund.

When Munro moved to Naples, an upscale resort town
known for its white-sand beaches and exclusive golf
courses, he had no intention of relapsing into his philan-
thropic addictions. But then he peeked behind the luxury
condos and �ve-star restaurants, and so began page 20
of his resume.

“I had no idea that just a stone’s throw away there
were people hanging on by their �ngernails,” Munro said.

Thirty miles northeast of Naples lies Immokalee, a
small town in the same county that’s home to a commu-
nity of Latino farmworkers. Many live in trailers out in

the �elds. Others cram into one-bedroom bungalows
with their entire family.

“It was mindboggling seeing how these poor people
lived. There’s an underbelly to this county that most
people don’t know about,” he said.

Munro jumped in. He began teaching at a Head Start
program at a low-income school and joined a college
scholarship selection committee for underprivileged
students. He took on two mentees from Immokalee
and helped them with their college applications. One of
them, the son of tomato pickers, now interns at a cyber
security �rm. 

Of all the dozens of bullet points on his resume,
working with the Immokalee children, he said, is “the
most rewarding thing I’ve done.”

“What good kids. Their smiles will just melt you.”

KATIE KLANN/NAPLES DAILY NEWS

‘RETIRED’ TIME INC. CEO TURNS TO EDUCATION

What does it mean to be an American?

It means that I was fortunate to be born in a country the
world envies. ... We have set an example of civility, gener-
osity, diplomacy, and when required, power. ... Yet, de-
spite all of our enormous resources, we are becoming a
nation divided, angry and lacking the civility we once
knew. Issues of income inequality, racism and the treat-
ment of immigrants are disturbing. But I am an optimist.
There will always be more good guys than bad guys.

What moment motivated you to launch this effort?

My �rst exposure to poverty occurred years ago when I
was involved with Save the Children. I visited Indian res-
ervations in the West, the Mississippi Delta and parts of
Appalachia. It was an eye-opener, to say the least. 

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

Public schools give me hope. The privilege to be exposed
to students, teachers and administrators gives me hope. It
is hard work, and they deserve our respect, and, yes, a
raise!

What do you hope to accomplish?

There will never be enough volunteers. Naples is made up
of extremely generous and civic-minded people, but there
is still a whole bunch of them who don’t become involved.
This is unfortunate for both them and our community.
Seniors have lots of time ... and lots of skills. ... You really
do get more out of volunteering than you put in.

Annika Hammerschlag Naples Daily News | USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

Dick Munro, 86

Location: Naples, Florida

Profession: Retired chairman and CEO of Time Inc.;

education activist

Q&A WITH DICK MUNRO



I am an American

T
ara Ijai was 28 when she converted to Islam and chose to wear a hijab, a head covering tradi-

tionally worn by Muslim women. ❚ Two months later, on Sept. 11, 2001, her faith made her a

target. ❚ Ijai’s father called her in Arizona and cried when he asked her not to wear her hijab. He

was afraid someone might hurt her. ❚ But Ijai told him, “I chose this. I believe in this.”

Fourteen years later, she walked into a
hotel restaurant in Los Angeles. She was
there with her mother and sister for a girls
shopping weekend. A TV was tuned to the
news, about the terrorist attack in San Ber-
nardino, California. The discussion was
about Muslims in America: Should they be
forced to register? Should they be put in in-
ternment camps?

Ijai, wearing her hijab, could feel people
looking at her.

“Are they afraid of me?” she thought. “Are
they mad?”

Later, Ijai called her brother, Brad Boul-
rice, in Texas. They talked for hours about
what happened. When they hung up, Ijai’s
phone buzzed. She looked at the screen to
see her brother had sent her a picture of a
guinea pig wearing pink, heart-shaped
glasses, with a caption: “I can’t see all the
haters with my love glasses on.”

Ijai bought herself a pair of heart-shaped
sunglasses.

Behind those glasses, she felt stronger,

more con�dent and less afraid. When peo-
ple complimented her glasses, she ex-
plained why she wore them:

“These are my love glasses. I choose to
see the world with love.” She bought more
and gave them away, ordered more and sold
some so she could buy still more.

To her, it felt like a revolution, which is
what she called her Facebook page and
website, “Love Glasses Revolution.” She
sells heart-shaped glasses and donates a
portion of the proceeds to nonpro�t groups.

Last Halloween, Ijai was in the parking
lot of a grocery store in Scottsdale when a
car slowed down. A man leaned out of the
open window.

“Hey!” he yelled at her. “Nice costume.”
When she didn’t respond, he pulled closer
and yelled again. “Hey, nice costume!”

Ijai looked at him through her heart-
shaped glasses. “Hey, thanks!” she said, and
then held up one hand in a peace sign.

Because she can’t see the haters with her
love glasses on.

Tara Ijai is a Muslim woman who started wearing heart-shaped glasses as a way of reminding herself to see the love, not the hate. DAVID KADLUBOWSKI/ARIZONA REPUBLIC

THE VIEW
THROUGH

HEART-SHAPED
GLASSES

What does it mean to be an American? 

“It’s what makes me, me. It’s what makes it
OK to be me. You can be you. I can be me.
We can all be American.”

What moment touched and motivated you

to launch this effort?

She put on her �rst pair of heart-shaped
glasses. “I realized I had a choice. I had a
choice how I wanted to show up in the
world. And I had a choice of how I wanted
to see the world. I would see the world with
love.” After that, it wasn’t one single mo-
ment but countless interactions with peo-
ple after she began wearing her heart-
shaped glasses that prompted her to
launch Love Glasses Revolution. Ijai has
reveled in the stories and pictures people
who bought glasses send to her. 

What gives you hope?

When she shows up at marches and dem-
onstrations with a 12-foot banner that
says, “Love for all,” people �ock to it. ... At
an immigration march in Tempe, instead of
“Down with Trump,” they chanted, “Love
for all.” 

What do you hope to accomplish?

She hopes people will focus on our similar-
ities instead of our di�erences. So she will
keep showing up, wearing her hijab.

Karina Bland Arizona Republic | USA TODAY NETWORK
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Q&A WITH TARA IJAI

A
s di�erent beats and sounds bounce o� the walls in Classroom 414 at Desert Hot Springs High,

the teacher eagerly hops from student to student to share his expertise. ❚ The teacher is Rafael

Lopez, but he’s more famously known as DJ Alf Alpha. ❚ The 32-year-old DJ is a �rst-generation

American, and he’s making a living doing the two things he loves the most: creating music and giving

back to his community. 

When we met at a restaurant, he was
wearing a hat with the words “Super Soni-
do” on it. That is a brand he’s trying to get
started, but it also acts as a perfect intro-
duction to what he’s all about.

“Super Sonido, it’s English and Spanish,
meaning ‘super sound,’ ” he said. “It helps
me focus on who I am as an American. I’m
an American �rst, but I can’t forget my
roots. I didn’t want to just be a guy at a club
playing, like, Justin Bieber’s music all night.
That’s not my show. I write and produce my
own music. I need to have my own sound.
And for me, that’s Latin rhythms like cum-
bia, with traditionally American music like
hip-hop or Black Sabbath laid on top of it.
When I started tapping into my roots is
when I really started to make a di�erence
and people started noticing.”

“Noticing” is an understatement.
Alf Alpha has reached a rare level of suc-

cess for a DJ. He graduated from playing
dance clubs to playing his own music on the
biggest stages. He has DJ’d in the Coachella

music festival every year since 2011.
His musical in�uences are the same as

his regular-life in�uences: his parents and
their heritage.

“Obviously, I’m American �rst — but my
blood is Mexican, 100 percent,” Alf Alpha
said. “I feel like some people I know who
are fourth- or �fth-generation or whatever,
you lose touch with your roots, but I have
this identity that I cherish as a �rst-gener-
ation Mexican. You should have pride in
where you come from, and I do.”

That is evident during his DJ class. In
conjunction with the school district, he of-
fers an eight-week free DJ camp after
school once a week. He converts a class-
room into a beat lab. 

“I know people always say this, but I
really do learn from them as much as they
learn from me,” he said. “They’re learning
about DJing and the technology part, but
they’re teaching me ... what’s hot on their
radar. They keep me fresh. It’s pretty cool
to be tapped in like that.”

JAY CALDERON/DESERT SUN

DJ INFUSES HIS SPIN WITH PRIDE IN HIS ROOTS

What does it mean to be an American?

I feel like as Americans, it’s our job to
make this world a better place. To work
hard. My parents are immigrants, both
from Mexico, and that’s not lost on me.
My belief is that we’re all part of one
human race, and I think a lot of people
get it twisted. People think that one group
should be highlighted over another. What
about the melting pot? Black people,
Mexican people, white people; we’re all
Americans. And that diversity of culture
is why we are the best country in the
world and will continue to be and — you
know what — we shouldn’t even say that.
We’re a great country, just like other
countries are great. It’s not a competition.
There’s having pride in your country, and
there’s having pride to the point where
you think others are inferior. That’s not
what it’s about.

How does your heritage 

inform your music?

I’m trying to merge, like, American cul-
ture like hip-hop and electronic music
that is very much American through my
spin on being Mexican-American. Basing
it around Latin percussion like cumbia or
chicha (it creates) these psychedelic-
inspired rhythms. I like taking that sound
but throwing hip-hop beats on top of
that. 

Shad Powers Palm Springs Desert Sun | USA TODAY NETWORK

Rafael Lopez (DJ Alf
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Q&A WITH RAFAEL LOPEZ



I am an American

L
iz Joyner’s “Threads of a Nation” quilt is stitched together with red, white and blue squares and

patriotic quotes: “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free”

and “Thine alabaster cities gleam undimmed by human tears.” ❚ It’s a quilt that is a tribute to her

family who served in the military and worked in government — her brother a Navy Seal and her

father a Pentagon worker. But it’s also, she said, a re�ection of the “beauty of the diversity of our people.”

Joyner picked and dyed scarlet-, rose-,
cerulean-colored fabrics that at �rst glance,
wouldn’t necessarily match. But when wov-
en together, uni�ed into one piece.

She’s the executive director of The Vil-
lage Square in Tallahassee, Florida. The
quilt, created after 9/11, was almost a fore-
shadowing to what she does now through
The Village Square: bridge gaps between
communities and ideologies through con-
versation.

Somehow, Joyner’s been able to gather
both liberals and conservatives around din-
ner tables and on stages to talk about race,
religion and politics. The concept might
seem only possible to discuss in a civil way
across party lines “when pigs �y” — hence
The Village Square’s mascot, of sorts: a little
pink pig with wings.

The Village Square holds events like
Faith, Food, Friday, an interfaith conversa-
tion rotating at di�erent faith centers, and
�lm screenings followed by discussions

called Race to the Movies: An Un�inching
Conversation on Race.

Joyner is a fervent believer that “diverse
groups make better decisions,” but even if a
conclusion or decision isn’t made, “you’ve
still changed everything” by gathering peo-
ple from all walks of life in a room to con-
verse and learn about life from another per-
son’s perspective.

Joyner, formerly an inpatient social
worker, believes at the root of important
change is starting with relationships fueled
by empathy.

“Human beings are immensely capable
of amazing feats of empathy when we just
look in each other’s eyes and get to know
each other.”

Liz Joyner is executive director of The Village Square, a nonpro�t devoted to civic dialogue in Tallahassee, Florida. HALI TAUXE/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

BRIDGING
GAPS IN

COMMUNITY

What does it mean to be an American?

The Adlai Stevenson quote, “the steady
devotion of a lifetime.” It’s really quite
incredible how many people do that.
Alexis de Tocqueville said when he came
to America that Americans are forever in
the habit of forming associations. So
many of us are involved in so many dif-
ferent generative ideas. And in some
ways, that’s what I think that we have to
get back to with civics.

What moment touched and motivated you

to launch this effort?

I reached the point in time that my per-
sonal frustration was so high that if I
didn’t do something, it wouldn’t have
been healthy for me. We’re always reach-
ing really hard for diversity of opinion
and demographics.

What gives you hope? 

I think that getting the upcoming genera-
tions of leaders, people who are millenni-
als and younger, gives me a lot of hope. 

What do you hope to accomplish?

Revive the old idea, repackage it in a way
that works for a new environment. I de-
scribe the Village Square as being a very
new, very old idea. ... We’ve just got to
punch it up a little bit and revive it for a
new environment. 

Nada Hassanein Tallahassee Democrat | USA TODAY NETWORK
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Q&A WITH LIZ JOYNER

T
odd Bol is changing lives one book at a time.  ❚ What started as a project to recycle a garage door

— by turning it into a small book repository in the shape of a one-room schoolhouse to honor his

late mother — has morphed into a global phenomenon, scattering book-�lled Little Free Libraries

like literary dandelion seeds.

After noticing folks stopping at his ga-
rage sale spent more time checking out the
library he installed in 2009 at the end of his
Hudson, Wis., driveway, Bol began thinking
bigger, giving away 30 Little Free Libraries
to friends and family.

It’s a deceptively simple idea. Anyone
can put up a Little Free Library practically
anywhere and attach a small sign that says
“Take a Book, Leave a Book.” Anyone regis-
tering their library on the nonpro�t’s web-
site gets a “Little Free Library” sign in the
mail and the location is noted on an online
map.

“The real key of the Little Free Libraries is
people say they meet their neighbors
through their libraries. It’s an extension of
their front porch and this is the currency,”
Bol said, holding up a copy of Beatrix Pot-
ter’s “The Tale of Mr. Tod.”

When Little Free Library became a non-
pro�t in 2012, several hundred libraries had
popped up in many states and a handful of
countries. The goal was for 2,510 libraries,
one more than the number of Carnegie li-

braries. But Little Free Libraries didn’t sim-
ply grow, they exploded in popularity. Last
November, Bol proudly attached the
50,000th Little Free Library sign to a li-
brary at a homeless shelter in Santa Ana,
Calif. Little Free Libraries are in every state
in America and 70 countries. While some
are fairly plain weather-proof boxes, many
are works of art in all shapes and sizes, in-
cluding libraries that look like little school
buses, barns, snails, cathedrals, open
books, ferries, birdhouses, and castles.

Bol leads a sta� of 14 in an o�ce park in
the western Wisconsin community where
kits and libraries constructed by local
craftsmen are sold online for $225 to $360.
The nonpro�t’s Impact Fund helps provide
no-cost libraries to communities, right
now six to eight are given away each
month. Construction plans are o�ered free
online. Many people decide to make their
own or donate their creations. 

“Everybody deserves to read,” Bol said.
“I see Little Free Libraries as a movement
to bring people together.” 

MARK HOFFMAN/

MILWAUKEE JOURNAL SENTINEL

STARTING A LITTLE FREE LIBRARY REVOLUTION

What does it mean to be an American? 

To me it’s what you give back. I feel it’s
not what you accumulate and what you
have but how you give back to society
and culture. 

What moment touched and motivated you

to launch this effort?

What touched me to launch the Little
Free Library was just how my neighbor-
hood got so excited and thrilled. It was
like a new baby or a new puppy. 

What gives you hope? 

There’s an old saying that you don’t think
clearly with clenched �sts. I believe too
often in America right now we’re angry
and we’re spending time and energy
about where we disagree. What is won-
derful about Little Free Libraries that
gives me hope is it brings neighborhoods
together. It brings a commonality of im-
proving literacy within the neighborhood
and they connect. 

What do you hope to accomplish? 

What we’re hoping is that Little Free Li-
brary acts as a spark in that neighbor-
hood to step up, change your neighbor-
hood, make it better and make sure ev-
eryone turns out well and reads well. It’s
starting that and it’s happening all across
the globe. 

Meg Jones Milwaukee Journal Sentinel | USA TODAY NETWORK

Todd Bol, 61
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Profession: Co-founder and
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I am an American

M
ari Aviles never expected that her studies would lead her to a career in the woods — she

was never an outdoorsy kid — but after volunteering for Keep Indianapolis Beautiful, it

was clear where she wanted to be: in nature, while helping her city.  ❚ After hearing of a

job opening at the nonpro�t, where she had volunteered for several semesters in college,

she was dead-set on returning. ❚ “Coming back to Indianapolis and doing what I love in the city that I

grew up in and with the ownership I feel of the city was very rewarding,” Aviles said.

What she loves — and does for a living —
is planting and maintaining trees across In-
dianapolis as a community arborist. Al-
though planting trees may not seem like a
community-unifying activity, that’s Aviles’
and Keep Indianapolis Beautiful’s mission.

KIB connects volunteers to about 500
projects a year focusing on community im-
provement. The organization, which was
founded in 1976 as Indianapolis Clean City,
supports programs for planting trees, clean-
ing up neighborhoods and other initiatives.

Aviles and the organization hope to unite
people through nature.

“KIB strives to keep the communities
beautiful by increasing the green spaces
around the city and increasing the canopy
as well,” she said. “These projects take a lot
of manpower in the form of volunteers who
... become united by the work and the idea
of a greener environment.”

They bring people together from diverse

backgrounds such as economic status, race,
age and education.

“All of Indianapolis is diverse,” Aviles
said. “Working in the various communities
of Indianapolis will result in a diverse group
of volunteers on any given project.”

Aviles emphasizes that it’s the little
things that can bring people together and
help the environment.

“I’ve faced the issue where people don’t
believe they can make a change,” she said.
“They see themselves as one person in the
whole world of people who are doing the
same thing. With that, it seems a bit cliche
to say it, but I let them know that if they do
anything, it’ll have a positive impact.”

Mari Aviles is a community arborist at Keep Indianapolis Beautiful, a nonpro�t organization. JENNA WATSON/INDIANAPOLIS STAR

UNITING
INDIANAPOLIS 

ONE TREE
AT A TIME

What does it mean to be an American?

To be an American to me means being
proud of where you live, helping out your
community ... and being open-minded. (It
also) means to be open to diversity.

What moment touched and motivated you

to launch this effort?

The moment that motivated me to start
my career in the environmental �eld was
probably my orientation day at Purdue
University the summer before I started
my studies. I decided to switch my major
to wildlife science without much prior
experience and I never looked back.

What gives you hope? 

What concerns you?

What gives me hope is the people I sur-
round myself with — a lot of positivity
and my friends and family. I’m hoping
that everyone around the world has the
same thing — people (who) love and care
about them. I’m concerned about what’s
going on in the country right now. ... but
seeing people stand up for what they
believe in and for what they love brings
me away from being nervous about it.

What do you hope to accomplish?

I hope to bring the community together —
that’s the mission of this organization —
through nature.

Jenny Ung Indianapolis Star | USA TODAY NETWORK

“Although a tree

planted in front of

someone’s yard

here in Indianapolis

won’t (directly

help) many of those

suffering through

some of these

tough times, I hope

to bring a bit of joy

in the form of 

nature to the peo-

ple of this city.”

Mari Aviles

Mari Aviles, 24

Location: Indianapolis

Profession: Community arborist

Q&A WITH MARI AVILES

C
asa Azafran, adorned with a multicolored mural atop �ve arabesque porticos, shines as a beacon on

Nolensville Pike, the gateway to Nashville’s international district.  ❚ The building houses several non-

pro�ts, which mainly focus on integrating immigrants into American society, be it through English

classes, homeowner education or entrepreneurship development. Signs are in English, Spanish and Arabic.

Nashville’s foreign-born population is
about 12 percent and the southern city has
developed a reputation as a welcoming
community.

The vitriolic rhetoric of the recent elec-
tion, however, created fear among immi-
grant families who think that they might be
targeted for deportation or discrimination
because of their faith or heritage.

Instead of succumbing to fear, however,
Renata Soto — the co-founder and execu-
tive director of Conexion Americas, one of
Casa Azafran’s nonpro�ts — called on Nash-
ville to respond through love and active civ-
ic participation.

“We at Conexion Americas have
launched a campaign called #Indivisible,
which exactly tries to remind everyone of all
the dreams and aspirations that we share as
a people and the inspiration that we draw
either as a �fth-generation American or as
an immigrant that came yesterday,” said So-
to, 44, a Costa Rican native who came to the
United States to �nish college and met her
future husband.

“We all are inspired by the amazing vi-
sion of the notion of an indivisible nation
where everyone can belong and where ev-
eryone’s roots and possibilities are cele-
brated,” she said.

People, from elected o�cials to ordinary
citizens, have been �owing into Casa Aza-
fran to make the symbol of a heart with
their hands and appear in photos that are
being shared on social media and added to
a growing wall mural.

They are also being encouraged to write
postcards to members of Congress, advo-
cating for pro-inclusion policies that value
Americans of all backgrounds.

Recently, U.S. Rep. Jim Cooper, a Nash-
ville native, came to Casa Azafran to re-
ceive 300 postcards and hear students’
stories.

“So we hope that through the #Indivis-
ible campaign that people raise their
hearts but also raise their voices,” Soto
said. “I am hopeful that a lot of people will
�nd their voice — will raise their voice —
that have not before.”

ANDREW NELLES/

THE TENNESSEAN

RENATA SOTO STRIVES TO WELCOME IMMIGRANTS

What does it mean to be an American? 

I am an American trying to build bridges
and making sure that we uphold the val-
ues that have created this indivisible
nation where we celebrate the roots and
possibilities of all its people.

What moment motivated you 

to become part of this effort?

So, for now 15 years since we founded
Conexion Americas, we have been ded-
icated to making sure that Latino families
have the support that they need to
achieve the dreams that they brought
with them. 

What gives you hope? 

What concerns you?

I think that out of di�cult times, trying
times, testing times, beautiful things can
come from that, and I do hope that as
vulnerable as we feel right now, as fearful
as we feel right now, as uncertain as we
feel, I do feel a sense of energy from peo-
ple who have not been engaged in the
community like this before. 

What do you hope to accomplish?

Through that campaign, we really hope
that it is a way for people to show to each
other in very visible ways ... the love to
the Muslim Nashvillian, the Latino, the
LGBT neighbor.

David Plazas Nashville Tennessean | USA TODAY NETWORK

Renata Soto, 44

Location: Nashville, Tenn. 

Profession: Co-founder and

executive director of Co-
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founder and organizer of

the #Indivisible campaign.
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I am an American

F
arooq Ansari understands how fast kids can fall behind during school breaks. He’s a high school

senior himself. ❚ Ansari, 18, founded a program called Solving the Summer Learning Gap dur-

ing his freshman year at Sage Hill School, a prep school south of Newport Beach, California.

❚ The program provides tutoring primarily through the Boys and Girls Club in Anaheim. Ansari

started it to help students reach their academic potential. He oversees the program while maintaining a

rigorous academic and extracurricular schedule himself.

“I want all parents to be aware that if they
do not help their children learn over the
summer, they will fall behind and can never
make up the lost ground,” he says. 

Ansari has spoken to local community
and government leaders about the issue,
which hits students of certain socioeco-
nomic backgrounds hardest. His program
focuses on fourth-, �fth- and sixth-grade
students from low-income households in
Orange County.

He tries to make learning fun. In one ac-
tivity, called “Math and Basketball,” stu-
dents review math lessons. Then they
spend time on the basketball court so tutors
can interact with them on a more personal
level. Students are awarded prizes at the
end of each six-hour tutoring session. 

“Students come up to me and ask, ‘When
are you going to do this again? I really liked
learning with you,’ ” Ansari says.

Mayra Martin, assistant executive direc-

tor of the Boys and Girls Club of Anaheim,
has seen the bene�ts.

And parents are grateful, Martin says.
“One mother came into the club and said, ‘I

am glad someone is able to sit down one-on-
one with him. I have two jobs and there are
many times when I don’t understand the ma-
terial either,’ ” he says. “Her child is now at the
same level as the rest of his classmates.”

Ansari’s commitment to helping others
earned him praise from administrators at
his own school.

“Farooq is taking our school’s mission of
helping members of the community above
and beyond,” says Frank Smith, director of
college counseling at Sage Hill School.

Farooq Ansari’s desire to close the summer learning gap led him to develop the “Math and Basketball” at the Boys & Girls Club of Anaheim. ROBERT HANASHIRO/USA TODAY

FIGHTING
SUMMER

LEARNING
GAP

What does it mean to be an American?

We are a special nation that encourages
our people to pursue their passions and
achieve their dreams. The only path to
attaining the American Dream is through
a strong education.

What moment motivated you?

The summer before I started high school,
I came across the book “Outliers,” by
Malcolm Gladwell. ... Gladwell mentioned
the academic summer learning gap that
exists between children of lower and
upper socioeconomic backgrounds. 

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

We continuously hear news about fund-
ing and class sizes. Rarely do we pay
attention to how the short school year
and long stretch of summer dispropor-
tionately impact children from lower-
income families. I feel a strong sense of
hope knowing that we as a nation pos-
sess the resources to solve this problem.

What do you hope to accomplish?

Our club at Sage Hill School has a three-
pronged strategy to solve the summer
learning gap; raise awareness of the is-
sue, advocate for change, and take direct
action through developing and delivering
programs. 

Charles Ventura | USA TODAY 

“I want all parents

to be aware that if

they do not help

their children learn

over the summer,

they will fall behind

and can never make

up the lost ground.”

Farooq Ansari

Farooq Ansari, 18

Location: Coto de Caza, Calif.

Profession: High school student and educa-

tion advocate
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O
phelia M. Chambliss knew from the time she was in the fourth grade that she wanted to be an

artist. ❚ She was always checking books out of the library on how to draw and spent much of her

spare time sketching. Growing up in Chicago’s Cabrini-Green Homes, her family wasn’t well o�,

so she used to draw on the back of the supermarket �iers. ❚ “When they started printing on both sides, I

thought I was going to cry,” she said. ❚ She studied graphic design and earned a living painting store

windows; she was always able to paint images backwards, a skill that came in handy painting a scene on

the inside of a storefront window.

She has always viewed her art as a
means to communicate and to advocate
for social justice, studying visual rhetoric
and the power of the image to persuade.
Her goal with her art is to foster communi-
cation, to use art to tell stories that tie all of
us together, that communicates commu-
nity.

“Art opens doors,” she said, re�ecting a
message she communicates through her
teaching at Penn State, the York County
Juvenile Detention Center and other ven-
ues. “It makes it easier for people to talk
about di�cult subjects.”

In 2009, she was commissioned to in-
stall a project in Gettysburg, commemo-
rating the African-American community
that had thrived in the historic town and
the black soldiers who fought for freedom.
The monument stands in Recreation Park,
the �nal resting place for many of those

Bu�alo Soldiers.
In February, she curated an exhibit

featuring 12 African-American artists.
Usually, the crowds for gallery shows
during the event are overwhelmingly
white. Her goal was to give the artists an
opportunity to show their work and tell
their stories. At the same time, she also
hoped the exhibit would attract a diverse
audience. 

She is currently working on a project
called Social Network. She drew portraits
of a diverse group of people, using one
continuous line, symbolizing the connec-
tion between them. 

She plans to invite all of those depict-
ed on the canvas to the opening with the
idea that they will make connections and
talk, a small thing that can bring a com-
munity together.

CHRIS DUNN/YORK DAILY RECORD

BRINGING PEOPLE TOGETHER THROUGH ART

What does it mean to be an American?

It means being a part of something that is
big, something that has an unending
potential for growth. It means having the
hope that you are a part of a global initia-
tive — that no matter where you start,
there is a potential for greatness.

What moment touched and motivated you

to launch this effort?

It creates the opportunity for a dialogue
where one didn’t exist before, increasing
discourse and dialogue among races and
changing the media perception of Afri-
can-Americans in the public space. 

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

What gives me hope is when I come
across a young person who has a vision,
and I can help develop young artists to
achieve that vision. What gives me hope
is that there are people in a position,
whether it be public o�cials or stake-
holders, and they’re receptive and willing
to make the e�ort to change things. 

What do you hope to accomplish ?

To change the narrative about African-
Americans in our community and in our
country. I just hope that people will have
a new appreciation for each other. We all
have our di�erences, but we all have the
same goals. 

Mike Argento York Daily Record | USA TODAY NETWORK

Ophelia M. 
Chambliss, 58

Home: York, Pa.

Profession: Artist/educa-

tor/community activist
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I am an American

W
alking the building’s bare bones, Pittsburgh-area Pastor Fred Schenker listened and joked

with his friends of another faith while they described their un�nished mosque, 12 years in

the making. ❚ Schenker and his Muslim friends are proud of the mosque that has slowly

come together in recent years. ❚ Schenker, the pastor at Trinity Evangelical Lutheran

Church for 31 years, grew to know the Muslim community after he opened the church’s doors to them in 2007.

At the time, Muslims with the Islamic
Center of Western Pennsylvania drove at
least 40 minutes around the Pittsburgh area
to get to the closest mosque. The organiza-
tion decided two years earlier to build a
mosque closer to home and needed a place
to worship in the meantime. Other churches
rejected them, but Schenker and Trinity
welcomed them. 

“Honest to God it was inspiring that peo-
ple of two di�erent faiths — and that hu-
manity prevailed rather than just the Isla-
mophobia that has taken place in the cur-
rent political climate,” ICWP Board Presi-
dent Khalid Chatta said. 

Schenker has fond memories of having
the Muslims in his church and listening to
them pray.

“Even if they’re praying upstairs, and you
were downstairs, the call to prayer, you can
experience that vibration, that holiness.
That energy that is good and life-giving,”
Schenker said.

Upon Schenker’s recent retirement, Trin-
ity asked the Muslims to leave the church,
but “in a nice way,” said Ubaid Akhtar, a
board member of the ICWP.

“This man, just to put it simply, is just a
very, very nice, open-hearted individual. He
was the main factor for all this happening.
He allowed us in his presence there, kept us
there,” Akhtar said.

“It’s faith at its best. It’s America at its
best. Some of the stu� going on right now is
unfaithful and un-American,” Schenker
said.

Back to making long commutes to wor-
ship, the Muslim congregation continues
fundraising in order to complete the
mosque. 

The Rev. Fred Schenker was pastor at Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church for 31 years. He opened its doors to Muslims in 2007. NOELLE HARO-GOMEZ/PUBLIC OPINION

WELCOMING
PEOPLE 

OF OTHER
FAITHS

What does it mean to be an American?

America is the great experiment. It’s the
experiment where you can come and
worship the God of your choice. It’s the
place where you can come and have dis-
agreements but work together, to come
even to a compromise and maybe my
way, your way, there’s a third way. That’s
the ideal. And I think America at its best
promotes that. 

What moment touched and motivated 

you to launch this effort?

There was a group of Muslims, a congre-
gation, and they were trying to �nd a
space to pray. They had been to di�erent
churches, trying to �nd a space just for
Friday, and they got nos. And they came
to Trinity, and I said, well, sure. 

What gives you hope? What concerns you?

I’m hopeful we can learn to view our sim-
ilarities and di�erences as opportunities
to enrich one another’s lives. Not only
that, but when we grow in respect for
each other and truly look again, respect
the other, we may even grow to love the
other tradition and fall deeper in love
with our own tradition. My concern is
that rather than embracing our similar-
ities and our di�erences to promote the
best in humanity, we see the other as a
threat or, worse, less than human.

Becky Metrick Chambersburg Public Opinion | USA TODAY NETWORK

“Honest to God, it

was inspiring that

people of two dif-

ferent faiths — and

that humanity pre-

vailed rather than

just the Islamopho-

bia that has taken

place in the current

political climate.”

Khalid Chatta
ICWP Board PresidentPastor Fred Schenker, 65

Location: Pittsburgh metro area, Pa.
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H
e is from Harlem. He is a devout Muslim. To the children in some of the crime-torn and poverty-

stricken neighborhoods in Fort Myers, Florida, Abdul’Haq Muhammed is a lifesaver. ❚ He also

is tough, principled, generous with his time and his heart, a leader and a di�erence-maker for a

community, where he helps kids build better lives and become di�erence-makers themselves. He has

seen his share of crime. Still, he hangs on to this: “Don’t curse the darkness; light a candle,” he said.

Muhammed, 68, is the founder and ex-
ecutive director of the Quality Life Center
of Southwest Florida, located in Fort My-
ers. The children there consider him a
mentor. He has been their answer to a
journey from tough streets to learning dis-
cipline and respect, becoming educated,
going to college and helping others as well.

His vision, after leaving the Army in
1969, was to build children’s programs. He
founded the Woodycrest Center for Hu-
man Development in the Bronx, New York.
He ran the programs on the faith that peo-
ple would help make repairs on an aging
building and invest in children. That mon-
ey never arrived the way he thought it
should.

“I was idealistic,” he said. “I was prom-
ised I would get the money by doing work
in the community. … I decided … to get the
money.”

He left New York and then Fort Myers to
make his fortune from international trade

and real estate. 
But every time he turned on the televi-

sion, he saw the same, unforgettable im-
age: African-American teenage boys ar-
rested, handcu�ed and pushed into the
back of police cars. 

“It played over and over again in my
mind, boys on the ground, arrested, up
against a wall,” he said.

He was encouraged by a friend, who
remembered his work in New York, to do
the same thing in Fort Myers, speci�cally
a smaller community called Dunbar. The
area has been an epicenter for violence,
including many of the record 24 murders
in the city in 2012.

He quickly began attracting children
— eight at �rst — using martial arts as
motivation.

Today, his work has helped thousands
of children, and 120 are involved in pro-
grams at the Quality Life Center, dance,
drama, �ne arts and technology.

ANDREA MELENDEZ/NEWS-PRESS

LIGHTING A CANDLE IN THE DARKNESS

What does it mean to be an American?

Every day I wake up making a contribu-
tion to our community, to our society, to
make a better way and better place for
young people and adults. To me, that is
patriotism.

What moment touched and motivated

you to launch this effort?

The spark for me was to see teenagers
and African-American and Latino boys
being arrested, their heads being guided
into police cruisers. That sticks with me
very clearly. ... I felt there was something
I could do. ... In working now 26 years
with Quality Life Center, where we have
renovated a house of ill repute, a drug
den, an after-hours spot where deaths
have taken place, we have been blessed
with the good e�orts of many people ...
Now it is a beacon of hope. Children have
been educated and went o� to college.
Now, their children are coming back.

What gives you hope?

What gives me hope is the sense of op-
portunity that exists despite how bad it
may seem. There is always opportunity. I
believe in the philosophy: I think we can
be motivated in di�erent directions, and I
choose to be motivated by opportunity.

Tom Hayden Fort Myers News-Press | USA TODAY NETWORK
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