
America’s Beauty Is In Its Diversity  
Alaa El-Saad - Austin, Texas 

As heard on NPR’s Tell Me More, January 29, 2009 

 

America is built on the idea of freedom, and there is no exception for Muslim women. I believe in the freedom 
of religion and speech. But mostly, I believe it’s OK to be different, and to stand up for who and what you are. 
So I believe in wearing the hijab. 

The hijab is a religious head covering, like a scarf. I am Muslim and keeping my head covered is a sign of 
maturity and respect toward my religion and to Allah’s will. To be honest, I also like to wear it to be different. I 
don’t usually like to do what everyone else is doing. I want to be an individual, not just part of the crowd. But 
when I first wore it, I was also afraid of the reaction that I’d get at school. 

I decided on my own that sixth grade was the time I should start wearing the hijab. I was scared about what 
the kids would say or even do to me. I thought they might make fun of me, or even be scared of me and pull 
off my headscarf. Kids at that age usually like to be all the same, and there’s little or no acceptance for being 
different. 

On the first day of school, I put all those negative thoughts behind my back and walked in with my head held 
high. I was holding my breath a little, but inside I was also proud to be a Muslim, proud to be wearing the 
hijab, proud to be different. 

I was wrong about everything I thought the kids would say or even do to me. I actually met a lot of people 
because of wearing my head covering. Most of the kids would come and ask me questions—respectfully—
about the hijab, and why I wore it. 

I did hear some kid was making fun of me, but there was one girl—she wasn’t even in my class, we never really 
talked much—and she stood up for me, and I wasn’t even there! I made a lot of new friends that year, friends 
that I still have until this very day, five years later. 

Yes, I’m different, but everyone is different here, in one way or another. This is the beauty of America. 

I believe in what America is built on: all different religions, races and beliefs. Different everything. 

 

Fifteen-year-old Alaa El-Saad is a student at John B. Connally High School in Austin, Texas. She hopes to study 
medicine and become a pediatrician. El-Saad says she wants help children learn to embrace their differences 
and accept who they are. 

  



Doing What’s Natural 
Toya Smith Marshall - Windsor Mill, Maryland 

As heard on NPR’s Tell Me More, October 16, 2008 
 
 
What I believe is that I am right and beautiful — now, in this moment, in this body, I am right and beautiful. Do 
you know how hard that is, to believe in my own rightness, in my own beauty? But my greatest desire in life is 
to be free and freedom means that I have to loosen the shackles of others’ expectations and just “be.” 

As an outward symbol of my determination to embrace my own personal beauty, I decided to stop 
straightening my hair and “go natural.” Going natural often seems more simple than it really is. But in the back 
of my mind, I’ve always known that it’s not that easy. I’ve always known that the very essence of my being is 
militant. I am the last to cave to authority. I am the first to question. Admit it or not, choosing to rock a natural 
is still a political statement. For me, that statement is, “I will not let you dictate. I will not concede to your idea 
of beauty.” 

It didn’t go over well with everyone. The only one who accepted me without any backtalk was my daughter 
and she was a baby. In her innocence, she saw me, and the texture of my hair made no difference. In her eyes, 
I was beautiful and loved. And I love me this way. I love not having to wonder, “What am I going to do to my 
hair?” I do nothing to it. I work with it. My hair and me? We’re a team. A wild, nappy, adventurous, rules-be-
damned sort of team. 

Growing out 18 years of relaxed hair allowed me to get to know myself through getting to know my hair. I 
realized that my hair is a reflection of who I am. It is stubborn, unyielding — it takes much heat to beat it into 
submission. It fires right back, even after it’s been subdued. Those little kinks burst right through within a 
week or two. 

At different times in my life, when I’ve made transitions, my hair has transitioned, too. It has gone from long 
to short; it’s been black, red, brown, and blonde; it’s been straight and now it’s nappy. When I finally reached 
a point in my life where I was happy and secure in my own being — as a woman, a wife, a mother — I allowed 
it to do its natural thing. 

And my hair and me? I believe we’re the most beautiful we’ve ever been. 

 
Toya Smith Marshall is a wife, mother, government employee, and makeup artist in Baltimore, Md. She is a 
member of The Niraja Dance Company and is owner of Makeda Makeup Artistry. Marshall founded and writes 
the beauty blog The Life of a Ladybug. 
 
 
  

http://lifeofaladybug.typepad.com/


We’re All Different in Our Own Ways  
Joshua Yuchasz - Milford, Michigan 

As heard on the This I Believe podcast, September 8, 2015 

 

What if everyone in the world was exactly alike? What if everyone talked the same, acted the same, listened 
to the same music, and watched the same T.V. programs? 

The world would be extremely dull! I believe it’s important to accept people for who they are. 

Differences are important and they should be respected. For example, many important people throughout 
history were considered different, such as Thomas Edison, Albert Einstein, Harriet Tubman, Peter Tchaikovsky, 
and Abraham Lincoln. They did great things, but some people thought they were weird, because they had 
strong feelings about something. I can relate to these people, because I’ve been in that situation before, many 
times. 

It all started in elementary school when I realized that I wasn’t like everyone else. My mom says that I have a 
tendency of obsessing on certain subjects. Unfortunately, these subjects don’t interest other kids my age and 
they really don’t interest my teachers. In fact, my kindergarten teacher said she would scream if I mentioned 
snakes or lizards one more time, while she was teaching the days of the week. I would get in trouble for not 
paying attention, and the teasing began. 

In third grade, my teacher informed me that I have Asperger’s Syndrome, and I said, “So what? Do you know 
that Godzilla’s suit weighs 188 lbs.?: 

Later, I asked my mom, “What is Asperger’s Syndrome? Am I gonna die?” She said that it’s like having blinders 
on, and that I can only see one thing at a time, and that it’s hard to focus on other things. Like, I would tell 
anyone and everyone that would listen about Godzilla, because my big obsession was, and still is, Godzilla — 
not a real popular subject with the middle school crowd, and so the teasing continues. 

I might be different, because I have different interests than other teenagers, but that doesn’t give them the 
right to be so mean and cruel to me. Kids at Oak Valley make fun of me for liking what I like the most. 

People also make fun of me for knowing facts about volcanoes, whales, tornadoes, and many other scientific 
things. My mom says that she has been able to answer many questions on Jeopardy just by listening to what I 
have to say, but I’ve even been ridiculed for being smart. 

Maybe someday, I’ll become a gene engineer and create the real Godzilla. I can dream, can’t I? 

Sometimes I wish I were like everyone else…but not really. Because I believe people should be respected for 
being different. Because we’re all different in our own ways. 

 

Josh Yuchasz was fourteen years old and a high school freshman when he wrote this essay. He played in his 
school’s concert band and on its football team. In addition to Godzilla, Yuchasz likes other reptiles including 
Bubba, his pet red-tailed boa constrictor. 

 
 


