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Introduction
The College Counseling Office is very excited and proud to share with you our annual College Essay Collection. For the 

sixth year, we engaged our seniors in a blind essay competition, and the essays contained here include the three top 

place winners.

Though these few essays were deemed to be the best submissions of the 26 entries into the competition, it is worth 

sharing that these topics and these qualities are commonplace in the work of our students here at WRA. We feel 

amazingly fortunate to work with such talented and multifaceted students. I hope you will feel their energy and enjoy 

their stories.

I would be remiss not to thank the committee who evaluated the submissions:— College Counselor and Modern & 

Classical Languages Department faculty member Jimmy Moynahan, Communications & Marketing Intern and Interim 

English faculty Aaron Bennett, Science Department faculty member Mark Skinner, English Department faculty member 

Amy Donnelly, History Department faculty member Khalid Madhi, and Mathematics Department faculty member 

Jennifer Nagano.

Enjoy the essays!

Jillian Nataupsky

Associate Director of College Counseling



PETER CAMPANELLI ‘18

As the crowd watched offstage, I carefully attached the bucket to our model bridge. It was time to place my trust in our trusses. 

The goal of the county bridge-building competition is failure; weight is slowly added until each miniature bridge collapses. 

Knowing ours could break at any moment, my two teammates and I slowly increased the load by adding nuts and bolts to the 

bucket.

Ten pounds.

Three hours earlier, the only supplies in front of each team were 20 rods of balsa wood and three bottles of super glue. As the 

arms on the countdown clock began moving, the competitors moved theirs. Gluing tiny pieces of wood in carefully calculated 

and planned patterns, each team rushed to complete their structure. After 180 minutes, the 30 teams stopped their work. It was 

time to test their bridges’ strength. Many were splinters by ten pounds.

Twenty pounds.

The year before, this was when our bridge collapsed, tumbling to 22nd place. We had rushed our design process, failed to build a prototype, and focused on the 

superficial, not the structural. The little we knew about the physics of bridges came from Google. If we wanted to do better, we needed help.

Fifty pounds.

Two months earlier, I reached out to Tony, a retired civil engineer, and asked if he could advise us how to build a better bridge. He eagerly accepted. At our first 

meeting, he told us he thought we should not seek to improve our previous bridge, but incorporate and surpass the successful designs of others. We began work 

on a more industrial, angular design: a flat roadbed with crisscrossing connections underneath. Most teams used two trusses underneath the roadbed. Some of the 

more ambitious had four trusses. 

“What if you used six?” Tony asked, a mischievous sparkle in his eye.

Even though Tony is approaching 80 and is long retired, the skillful structural  engineer returned. He became our teammate.

I knew I had to take his advice.

Eighty pounds.

Tony also taught us about the concept of the successful failure. From one point of view, failures, like lost jobs, bad tests, and breakups, are disappointing. From 

Prompt: The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. Recount a time when you faced 
a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did you learn from the experience?

1st Place



PETER CAMPANELLI, continued

another, they are opportunities to solve one problem and discover a new challenge. The previous year’s failure was an opportunity to improve. All the bridges at 

the competition fail, but success comes to teams who learn from their mistakes. I learned the valuable lesson that the best way to attack a problem is to seek a 

successful failure.

Ninety-four pounds.

I gasped as our bridge buckled under the weight. Our expectations had been smashed too: The structure held more than twice the weight we expected. We earned 

second place, a successful failure.

As soon as we left the competition, I called Tony to tell him the news.

“That’s great, Peter!” he said, more thrilled than I was.

At that moment, I realized something that had been slowly dawning over the weeks of practice with Tony: He was more than just a nice old guy. He had a lifetime of 

successes and failures and experiences—and interesting stories to go with them. He had so much to offer, and wanted to share his expertise with us. We had done so 

well in the competition because we followed to his advice.

I was already brainstorming changes to strengthen our bridge. The jump from 22nd to second was monumental, but winning the competition would require more. I 

could not wait to get started designing and building a first-place bridge, but, even more so, I was eager to spend more time with Tony and hear more of his insight.  

Before we hung up, I asked Tony if he would help us again.

“Of course.”

Despite a difference of 60 years, our connection spanned a new dimension. In a way, a different bridge had been under construction, a bridge of understanding 

between me and Tony.

My grandfather.



Taxidermy first flew, crept, and slithered under my radar at the age of fourteen while reading Stephen T. Asma’s Stuffed Animals 

and Pickled Heads. I stumbled upon Asma’s work through a YouTube video about natural history museums, and his words not 

only illuminated the cloudy world of these institutions, but also praised Taxidermy for its role in education and the environmental 

movement. After this initial encounter piqued my interest, I devoured every book I could find on the subject, each one elevated 

taxidermy to the level of art and spoke on its cultural significance beyond tacky hunting prizes. 

Taxidermy as an art form is often misunderstood, possibly because it isn’t the most accessible mode of artistic expression. For 

one, it’s weird, after all it requires a subject more elusive than nude models or still lifes, so when I first decided to explore my new 

interest, I was at a loss. That is until I contacted my Dad’s colleague in the biology department of his university and acquired a 

medium: a flying squirrel. 

Thrilled, I quickly moved a folding table to our front lawn and as I began to collect the necessary tools I felt like a surgeon in an operating theater, my dad and two 

brothers peering out through our kitchen window for a closer look. I laid newspapers down, collected borax and a toothbrush in a Solo cup, the various dissection 

equipment arranged in a neat row: scissors, tweezers, and scalpel, my own surgical tray. After a quick consultation with my taxidermy guide and with a strange 

mixture of trepidation and excitement, I made the first incision.

The smell hit me immediately. Not quite gut wrenching but certainly not pleasant, it hovered in the air somewhere between wet feet and pickle brine. Bracing myself 

for more, I slowly began to work the scalpel between the muscle and the squirrel’s thin skin, careful not to puncture the bulbous sack of organs threatening to burst 

beneath. Admittedly, my first reaction was disgust, but whether that was directed at the squirrel or myself was in my mind, debatable. What on earth was I doing? But 

the initial aversion soon gave way to overwhelming curiosity. The black and white scribbles of my anatomy textbook hardly did justice to the now very real squirrel 

bits bending beneath my tweezers. I could see how the muscle tissue and organs connected, how the paws and wing flaps flowed seamlessly together. And little 

by little, as my scalpel revealed more of the squirrel to scrutiny, a strange calm came over me. I was so focused on the process that it became almost a relaxing 

endeavor, like knitting a scarf in reverse. 

When I tell people that I used to be an amateur taxidermist the reactions are decidedly mixed. For some it is one of cautious curiosity: “You mean taxidermy like dead 

stuff? That’s...interesting?” Others express more outright revulsion, no doubt conjuring in their minds images of hunting lodges crammed with prize elk and bear skin 

rugs. My grandmother demanded to know why I was only an amateur. But my adventures in taxidermy, flying squirrel and beyond, opened my eyes to a new world 

of exploration, one where I could express both my artistic creativity, the contrapposto of the specimen, the colors and patterns of fur and feather, but also a new 

hidden world of sinew, fat, and fur. While my interests since have shifted to other pursuits, poetry, pole vaulting, and astronomy to name a few, when I reflect back on 

my old hobby I am grateful for the space taxidermy gave me to explore my own curiosities. It helped me understand that I should not take things at face value. That 

what I need is a hands on approach to learning, one where I can reach into the guts of a topic, feel around for its muscles and digestive tract, and draw out my own 

conclusions. 

CHARLIE KOLODZIEJ ’18
2nd Place “Adventures in Taxidermy”

Prompt: Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your thinking? What was the 
outcome?



JADE DUVAL ‘18
3rd Place

“One of the great challenges of our time is that the disparities we face today have more complex causes and point less 

straightforwardly to solutions.” Omar Wasow.

When I read this quote it really resonated with me. As a black female I know a lot about being a minority in this country. I also 

know that racism and acts of violence against minorities do not always have to stem from places of hate, sometimes it is just 

misunderstanding.

Sophomore year I had the opportunity to travel with my school to the Student Diversity Leadership Conference (SDLC) in Florida. 

It’s one thing to believe in equality, it another to talk about it especially with people from all across the country with different 

ethnicities and beliefs. After discussing diversity in a mixed group which was eye-opening, we separated into affinity groups 

which are differentiated by race. To be honest for a minute I was shell shocked, I’d never been in a room with that many black people my age. It shouldn’t have felt 

weird but it did. “What do I do, what do I say” How do I fit in with all these beautiful black people when I can’t even dance!? Living in majority white neighborhoods 

my whole life it was weird being in a place where I did not have to be ready to defend my race at all times. Turns out I had nothing to worry about and would not be 

forced to dance as initiation into the black community. There was a quote we said at the end of our meeting by Assata Shakur, the last line was “We have nothing to 

lose but our chains”, and I believed it, I left that room feeling empowered. Even if I would be fighting to break my chains, and the chains of other minorities for the rest 

of my life, it will all be worth it. At that moment I never felt more proud to be black, and it didn’t hurt that everyone was singing “Say it loud I’m black and I’m proud” 

by James brown as we walked out.

Then I came home, and I felt so great about the world. I felt like a revolutionary on the front lines ready to defend my people. Then the school day started. At first it 

is easy to ignore the people around you and then a week passes, and a month and the fire that was lit in your soul begins to dull. How many times can one person 

speak out about the same thing with no back up? The world is not SDLC, there are never that many open minded people in one place in real life. Only guys who say 

they would never let their daughter date a black man. It did not matter what words came out of my mouth, people were not listening. Then it hit me. It is not about 

the individual. People are stubborn and do not like being told that their ideas are wrong. The whole system is screwed up. The problem is not so easily fixed. How do 

you change racism in a country that is built on it? There is a solution, but I believe it cannot be found unless people begin to see that we are all part of the problem, 

even the revolutionaries. Maybe we have been going about it all wrong, maybe it’s not specifically about race but the fact we care more about ourselves than 

everyone else. We need to be for humanity, it’s seemingly as simple as that, but in reality it is not.

Prompt: Using one of the themes below as a starting point, write about a person, event, or experience that helped you define 
one of your values or in some way changed how you approach the world.


