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n 1995, when | was seven years old, my sister

began working with the foster care program at
the local Department of Social Services in Hickory,
North Carolina. | learned from her that foster children $%&& (H#!*+(,-)%
traditionally move from home to home carrying their
belongings in black trash bags. | thought that the
children must feel like garbage themselves. So | decided
to take action and get a suitcase for every foster child in [
my county. | wanted to provide my countyOs 300 foster
children with some self-respect, dignity, and security
through the simple gift of a suitcase.

| named my project Suitcases For Kids and made | /2
posters for grocery stores, museums, libraries, and |4
community buildings. | spoke to schools, churches and .
civic groups and asked my family, friends, neighbors,
Scouts and 4-Hers to help. My idea quickly sprea
from my county to surrounding counties and then to
other states. | wrote, printed, and distributed thousands
of copies of a free 12-page Starter Kit that contained
helpful information for any individual or group who
wanted to start a chapter of Suitcases For Kids in their
community. | established nonprogtatus for my
project, named six youth regional vice-presidents, and
set up a website www.suitcasesforkids.org

Volunteers of all ages joined in to support my project
which spread like a wildPacross the nation and to
other countries. A travel agent in Boston rebated trips
when her clients brought their unused luggage in for
the foster children. A Girl Scout in Richmond collected
suitcases as a memorial to her leader who died of cancer.
A 4-H agent in Smith County, Texas, challenged the e Y
4-Hers to bring in 1,000 suitcases in a month. Together 6&7", #89 4*3 -(1;#<4+#=",%,
with four other counties, they brought in 9,000. A
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boy in Seattle put notices about Suitcases For Kids
in every restaurant. And luggage manufacturers began
attaching tags about the project on all their suitcases,
backpacks, and del bags. Many corporations gave
Pnancial support and in-kind gifts for the program.

Having been President of Suitcases For Kids for
fourteen years, | am dedicated and committed to my
program. | continue to accept new responsibilities
and learn new skills. | realize that from overseeing
such a large project, | have gained the knowledge to
maintain an o'ce, make speeches, fundraise, travel
e" ciently, coordinate an international network of
suitcase collections and deliveries, and work with
corporate sponsors like national airlines, delivery
service carriers, and discount department stores who
have donated $480,000 of in-kind gifts. | also was
selected to receive an NFIB Young Entrepreneur
Award in 2007.

Suitcases For Kids is currently active in all 50 states
and 83 foreign countries. & project has an army of
volunteers of all ages and has expanded to provide
luggage for medical missionaries travelingitd #
World countries, scholarship campers, group homes,
victims of natural disasters, and adult daycares. As a
leader among my peers, | now realize the power and
value of youth. | hope to keep sharing my ideas with
other young people and to inspire many of them to
become active citizens by being excited, engaged,
productive individuals through volunteerism in their
communities. My motto? Make helping a habit, a
way of life. Live to give!
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