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I work at a company where there are about a gazillion employees. I can’t say that I know them all by name, 
but I know my fair share of them. I think that almost all of them know me. I’d say that’s the reason I’ve been 
able to go wherever it is I’ve made it to in this world. It’s all based on one simple principle: I believe that every 
single person deserves to be acknowledged, however small or simple the greeting. 

When I was about ten years old, I was walking down the street with my mother. She stopped to speak to Mr. 
Lee. I was busy trying to bull’s-eye the O on the stop sign with a rock. I knew I could see Mr. Lee any old time 
around the neighborhood, so I didn’t pay any attention to him. After we passed Mr. Lee, my mother stopped 
me and said something that has stuck with me from that day until now. She said, “You let that be the last time 
you ever walk by somebody and not open up your mouth to speak, because even a dog can wag its tail when it 
passes you on the street.” That phrase sounds simple, but it’s been a guidepost for me and the foundation of 
who I am. 

When you write an essay like this, you look in the mirror and see who you are and what makes up your 
character. I realized mine was cemented that day when I was ten years old. Even then, I started to see that 
when I spoke to someone, they spoke back. And that felt good. 

It’s not just something I believe in; it’s become a way of life. I believe that every person deserves to feel 
someone acknowledge their presence, no matter how humble they may be or even how important. 

At work, I always used to say hello to the founder of the company and ask him how our business was doing. 
But I also spoke to the people in the café and the people who cleaned the buildings and asked how their 
children were doing. After a few years of passing by the founder, I had the courage to ask him for a meeting. 
We had a great talk. At a certain point I asked him how far he thought I could go in his company. He said, “If 
you want to, you can get all the way to this seat.” 

I’ve become vice president, but that hasn’t changed the way I approach people. I still follow my mother’s 
advice. I speak to everyone I see, no matter where I am. I’ve learned that speaking to people creates a 
pathway into their world, and it lets them come into mine, too. 

The day you speak to someone who has their head down but lifts it up and smiles, you realize how powerful it 
is just to open your mouth and say, “Hello.” 

 

Former University of Maryland point guard Howard White is vice president of Jordan Brand at Nike. He 
founded Believe to Achieve, Nike’s motivational program for youth, and he wrote a book by the same name. 
Mr. White lives with his wife, Donna, and daughter, Mandy White, in Lake Oswego, Oregon. He is proud to 
note that his daughter is a two-time All American at the University of Oregon. 

  



The Time to Help Is Now 
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Last year my beliefs changed. 

Until last summer I had a very comfortable life: winter vacations skiing and summer cruises. My parents spent a lot of 
money on a private prep school, so they could get me into a competitive middle school, followed by the uber-expensive 
high school. Everything was about tomorrow, next year, my graduation. We never had to worry about today. 

Before last summer I never thought much about the people in the world who live day to day, every day, whose lives are 
controlled by poverty and hunger. Then I enrolled in a two-week intensive program sponsored by Heifer International. 
We lived in a “Tribal Village,” in a hot, dry open grassland in Arkansas. I know it was only a simulation, that I could go 
back to my regular life, but the experience gave birth to a belief in helping others. Today. 

I am a tribal member in Mozambique. Every meal, I make the fire for my family, and feel the flames lick up my nostrils as 
I blow to keep the fuel alive. I cook mush with vegetables. This is all my family is ever given. 

I feed the hen and three rabbits their dinner. I grow attached to the rabbits, even though I know I shouldn’t. I name 
them.  

We are living in a house that feels like an oven with no air conditioning like I am used to, and even though water is 
available, everyone is too hot and tired to move. I go to the kitchen — an area of dirt floor — to make the fire for 
breakfast. Again I stir and eat the same unfulfilling mush. It’s a bad dream, over and over and over again. My lungs fill up 
with smoke, ash blocks my vision, and I can almost see through the eyes of people who really live like this every single 
day with no hope for change. 

I’m not getting enough to eat; it’s time to decide whether or not to kill the rabbits. I feel pain but it’s a privileged child’s 
pain because I know I will soon be eating again. That’s not true for a lot of other children around the world. 

Growing up comfortably in the U.S., I’ve never had to worry about my dinner, and even though this whole process was 
only a simulation, it changed my life. Now I believe in doing whatever I can to help find practical ways to defeat hunger. 
Today. 

So I’ve become president of Roots and Shoots, a group working to improve local environments for people and animals. 
I’m also working to create a program at my high school called the “Safe Passage” trip, to help young people in the 
Guatemala City dump. And I’ve got plans to do more. 

If I ever feel lethargic, I remember laboring in the hot sun and think of the millions who still do. Now, I try to live for 
today and stop worrying so much about the future. When I eat or feel full, I am grateful for this fortunate life and want 
to extend the same feeling to others. 

I believe in offering help to those who need it. Right now. 

 

Maria Zapetis attended Miami Country Day School in Miami, Fla. In addition to her school activities and theatrical 
productions, Maria works to fight poverty and hunger in her community and around the world. 

 


