
Introduction: This essay was written by Sedra, now a senior in high school, who came to the U.S. 

with her parents and four siblings. We developed a relationship with this Syrian family when we 

sponsored them with two other local churches as a part of Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 

Service’s resettlement program. Lasting friendships developed and we’ve remained in touch 

although our formal program commitment was accomplished. These are the ties that bind. Sedra 

and her family are doing well and send their greetings and love. 

 

Prompt: Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and a 

new understanding of yourself or others. 

 

It was my second week in the United States. I was sitting outside in front of my home 

with my mom enjoying the beautiful day. Our neighbor passed us with a smile, enjoying the 

wonderful weather, as we were too. I saw him approaching us and my heart started pumping. I 

was extremely anxious. “Please don’t approach me. God please HELP ME!”  

He opened his mouth to talk, and the words came out. It was the first time someone spoke 

to me in English. My senses suddenly became ineffective; my body froze up. My mom poked me 

and woke my body from the temporary coma, and all I thought to say was “No English!” 

Smiling, he nodded and entered his house. I couldn’t handle the first failure in my life and ran to 

my room, letting tears rain down my face. That was the first of many failures which I was 

unaccustomed to, failures that changed who I was. 

I was born in Syria and lived there for the first eight years of my life. I was known as 

“Sedra, The Number One” in my school. My accomplishments were my whole identity. My 

dream was to become a doctor, specifically a surgeon, because that was the best job in Syria. Our 

grades by the end of our schooling determined our major, and to become a doctor, we had to get 

no less than 99 percent. I always believed that I would get that 99 percent because I was number 

one, always getting top grades, and no one could ever reach my level. I was arrogant until the 

day we moved to Egypt when the war progressed. I lost everything in Syria. I was devastated. 
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I was the only Syrian at my school in Egypt and I didn’t know how to be myself there. 

Struggling to excel at school and make new friends, I lost confidence in myself. At the end of 

that year, they announced the best ten students. When I wasn’t there standing on the stage, I 

hated myself. All I wanted was just to go home. Fortunately, that moment became a source of 

motivation. The following year, I worked diligently to become one of the best five students at the 

school and I achieved it, repeating this accomplishment three years in a row.  

Then, just as I gained back a semblance of my old self, I was swept off my feet and 

brought to the United States. Before I left Egypt, my Arabic teacher told me something that I still 

think of today. She said, “Sedra, it is hard to reach the top of the mountain, but staying up there 

is the hardest.” At that time, I didn’t understand what she meant, but I do now. It taught me to 

believe in myself and accept who I am, but never stop improving. It is alright to fail sometimes, 

but let it be your strength and motivation to be better. Now, I am a Syrian-American student who 

has gone from taking ESOL classes to higher level IB classes in a matter of three years. I 

couldn’t be more proud of myself. I feel grateful for every challenging moment I went through in 

life. My failures made me stronger than before. 

Even now, I can’t believe that I am going to college. I can’t believe I reached this level of 

success in my life. There were times when I thought all was lost. But, now I know that no matter 

what happens, I can climb that mountain again and again, and each time it becomes better than 

before. It is ok if I am not always “The Number One.” The most important thing is to never give 

up, no matter what.  


