Chapter 3:
Aspire to be strong.
Now that you know more about me, let’s start with you,
and I am going to delve into the hard stuff first because how you handle
hard stuff basically dictates how everything is going to go.
There will be days where you will be disappointed, disgusted,
overwhelmed, discouraged, exhausted, and ready to give up in some
respect, because you are human. I have experienced these emotions many
times in my life, and you will as well because… that’s life.
Nobody gets a free pass in this respect.
In the words of a great person I know, who actually happens to
say this phrase often, let me put tennis shoes on this so you know exactly
what I am referring to.
I remember when I tried out for the musical in my freshman
year of high school. When I was a senior, I wrote about it for my DE
English Composition II class and still remember the experience well to this
day.
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The musical was Li’l Abner, and I had absolutely no experience
with vocal performance whatsoever besides attempting to sing You Are So
Beautiful on stage in the fourth grade and being laughed off.
I remember how flat I was when I tried out—and how
mortified I was when standing next to very experienced upperclassmen.
After I tried out, I felt like someone had walked up to me and popped a pin
in my balloon. I was 14 years old, for Pete’s sake, and I should have
possessed some kind of savvy and self-confidence by then.
…Nope.
The upperclassmen applauded my “courage”, but they knew as
well as I did that I hadn’t set the world on fire with my lackluster vocal
performance. Although I eventually joined the chorus the following year
and improved my singing voice quite a bit over the course of the following
three years, I compared myself to everyone else up until I was 18 and
graduating from high school.
There were people made for the stage. Their stage presence,
from their smiles to their body language to the confident tones in their
voices, were extraordinary. Their annunciation when performing floored
me. They were hitting stratospheric notes while I barely could sing the scale
(at first). I, frankly, sounded like a squawking chicken. No matter what I
did, or how much I improved, they were tailor-made to be the lead or have
a pretty substantial role in the play.
To this day, I am still afraid to perform in front of people solo,
and it is for a plethora of reasons. However, I did not give up completely
and at least persisted in performing in the All-Women’s chorus in high
school. My chorus teacher noticed I did not breathe properly when I
EXCERPT FROM MY NON-FICTION BOOK, ASPIRE TO BE ©
VICTORIA JASZTAL, 2018

2

attempted to sing. My shoulders consistently raised and lowered, and I
tried croaking out notes from the back of my throat because nobody had
ever taught me how to perform properly. She laid me down on the floor
and told me to keep my shoulders as still as possible. I thank her—to this
day—for taking the time to help me at least a bit, because the end results
could have been worse. I could have given up on performing arts
altogether.
The second example focuses on ninth grade as well. In eighth
grade, my grades were phenomenal. I only earned one B the entire year in
math and even earned the highest average in a few classes. So when I
progressed to high school, I practically flew in with the notion I would
always earn top grades with the same degree of effort.
I should have taken note from my sixth grade self who had
earned a 52 on my first Language Arts assignment and spent the rest of the
quarter determined to raise my grade as much as possible. Eventually, I had
a 97 in that class. Yet when I went from a practically flawless report card to
five Bs and one A in the first quarter of ninth grade, I was honestly
devastated.
Now, to some people, Bs are no big deal, but I always made
more out of my grades than my parents did. I was brutal with myself and
would dwell on why I didn’t put forth my best until after the fact. I
remember not doing as great as I could have my entire freshman year,
although I eventually resolved to rise until I met qualifications to be
inducted into the National Honors Society (a 3.5 GPA). Ultimately, I
graduated with a 3.8 GPA, but it was not easy getting there after I had
earned so many top grades in middle school.
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It’s the same when you are a sixth grader, trust me, and this
does not just relate to me getting a 52 on an assignment. Things shift
without you realizing, and school has to get harder in order for you to learn
and grow up.
I remember being appalled when my Language Arts teacher
(who I loved) announced there would be homework every single night. I
remember feeling dejected when a teacher would assign yet another
project—and I wondered if the teachers were communicating about due
dates in the first place because sometimes, two or three projects would be
going on at the same time.
Every year after fifth grade taught me to not make excuses. Due
dates could not be extended because I was mentally exhausted, and I did
not rush on my projects, either, turning in “garbage” products that were far
from what I was capable of creating. I never threw anything together at the
last minute.
I never used my passion for technology (I started making
websites and coding HTML in eleventh grade) or belonging to various
clubs or being in the school musical as an excuse. Sometimes, what I really
wanted to do had to wait.
Ultimately, middle and high school taught me about time
management, organization, how cruel people could be (classmates and even
teachers at times), how people tended to lack understanding, and
prioritizing. I could have let as many as 736 situations I encountered deter
me from reaching the finish line.
I could have given up on math entirely when I had a D in
advanced math my sixth grade year. I realized I had gotten in over my head
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and had to switch classes, but fortunately, I never earned a grade like that
again. I was still in advanced math courses, but more on grade level. I
resolved that I could NOT keep failing my math assignments. My selfworth was not defined by mere letter grades. I never claimed, “Well, this is
me now” and threw in the towel.
I could have given up when someone tried beating me up in the
eighth grade and many voices chanted “Fight! Fight! Fight!” around me.
I could have even given up on writing because I had a very
tough Language Arts teacher my senior year in high school. She was the
first educator to tell me my writing style was a bit contrived. (That, friends,
means “not natural”.) I remember writing an essay five times not long after
that and not being pleased with it at all.
Crumbling paper after paper after paper, erasing sentence after
sentence, word after word.
Did I give up on writing?
What do you think?! You are reading my BOOK!
Rather, I resolved to figure out what was keeping me from
being a phenomenal writer. Honestly, all I had to do in the long run was
improve my sentence structure and word choice. I needed to convey my
message with greater clarity, and when I finally did, it fueled me to write
even more. Although I struggled initially, I ultimately was very grateful for
this teacher’s guidance.
The last example I am going to give you is more general and
directed towards my younger audience (like, 5th-8th grade). Older readers,
you may be thinking, That’s right, after you read each sentence.
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You are not always going to be the Bomb Dot Com at
everything, and if your upper elementary teacher (ahem, me, or someone
like me) told you that you were extraordinary at something, it does not
mean all your teachers are going to get up on a pedestal and sing your
praises. You may love your art style, but your art teacher in upper grades
may challenge you beyond how you have been challenged before. If you
were a fast runner in fifth grade PE, that does not automatically qualify you
for whatever sports team you are interested in being a part of in sixth grade.
If you earned As your entire life in Science, and your teacher even chose
your project to progress to the school Science Fair, that does not mean you
are going to fly into Science class in sixth grade and ace everything. If you
get in trouble, earning a discipline or even a mere warning, it does not
mean you should keep making poor choices.
If your teachers always praised you for wondrous efforts and
you get a lower grade than you have ever received on your report card the
following year, you should not suddenly give up on everything you have
ever stood for.
Because… grit, determination, and perseverance will carry you
farther than you ever believed. Always keep the eye on the prize, which is
YOUR joy.
One dent, one sign of tarnish, one moment of feeling dejected
does NOT instantaneously turn you to unredeemable, rusty trash.
We all have our dents, but sometimes people wait until they are
dinged with so many dents before they take action.
Nobody, and I mean NOBODY, has never gone without
suffering somehow in school, or with friends, or with family.
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It does not matter if everyone around you seems to be
reinventing themselves for the worse, if the classmate who once earned
Superintendent’s List cannot wait to now get out the door or if the
classmate who once had the brightest smile is hiding under the mask of
gloom and doom. It does not matter if the person who was your best friend
in third grade is now horrible to everyone. Just because people are being
sneaky for whatever reason does not mean you have to cave as well. Just
because someone is bullying another person does not give you the liberty to
do so as well. You are not going to earn a gold star in that respect OR be a
leader if you are too afraid to tell others what they are doing is not right.
You don’t HAVE to follow suit because that seems like the going thing to
do.
…Phew. I let you know all of that pretty early.
I think I am just tired of people in society—not necessarily
people I know—who give up when minor things begin happening. I can
say after my experiences as a student that—
 Not every teacher is going to give you individualized attention.
 Not every teacher is going to check up on you when you make a
mistake or your grades go down a little bit.
 Not everyone is going to like it when you let your “freak flag” fly.
Some people will, of course, but people can be extremely opinionated
and critical.
 Not every teacher is going to contact your parents, STAT, if
something arises.
 Not everyone is going to tell you that you are wonderful,
extraordinary, awesome, epic, or phenomenal.
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 Your classmates will change over time, and that’s okay because you
will as well. Nobody stays exactly the same. I can tell you that if I was
the same as a decade ago that a lot of extraordinary revelations in my
own life would have never occurred.
 It’s never too late to change your course of action.
 An apology can go a really long way.
 Admitting you were wrong can go even farther.
 Not every effort of yours is going to be praised. Sometimes, you will
have to do things in life without receiving any thanks or accolades at
all. Intrinsic motivation is what should drive you to achieve, not
extrinsic.
 One, or even a few bad grades, is not going to define your entire
academic career. The thing that is hard is when people let them keep
accumulating. Maybe you need a friend, teacher, or other adult to
help you out.
 If you have to put down the video games or the cell phone, you need
to put down the video games or the cell phone. Not forever, just for
the sake of productivity.
 Just because your desk may have been disorganized in the past does
not mean that you will never develop a system for organization.
Because—well, you have to figure something out.

On a positive note, though, I have also
learned:
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 When you find the mentors in your life who will stand by you, no
matter what, don’t let go of them.
 Opening up to teachers can help you substantially, especially when
you are in need of their guidance. Being friendly, genuine, openminded, honest, and reasonable will prove to them you are ready to
take action.
 There are indeed people who want—and need— to hear your story
because it is important. I am sharing mine in hopes it will somehow
inspire you.
 Perseverance will help you to earn your very best grades—at least for
the most part. You just have to recognize when you are not putting
forth your best and then develop an action plan. You will still
encounter your moments, but hopefully your first plan of action will
help you to be more sensible and cognizant.
 When you have performed even one random act of kindness, you
may encourage others to pursue kindness as well.
 Everyone is capable of a comeback. Although you may not return the
same exact way as you were before, you may come back even better.
By now, you may be wondering where this book is going, but I
promise, it has the “right stuff”, which is a phrase used at Space Camp. You
just have to believe me—a human being and teacher for 14 years—when I
provide the hard advice.
I have seen people go both ways. Sometimes, people snapped
under the pressure to feeling they have to be perfect. People may have even
decided they were tired of standing for something. Yet, on a positive note, I
had friends who turned their lives around for the better, too.
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I have had former bullies come back to me and apologize. Yet
most notably, one of my friends once earned the honor of Turn Around
Student of the Year for the entire school and turned her grades completely
around as well as her self-esteem, what she stood for, and who she chose to
surround herself with. I stood by her side when she was struggling in ninth
grade and felt immense honor when she ultimately earned even more in
scholarships than I had in twelfth grade. She got out of a few really bad
situations and became an extraordinary athlete. She did not let her past
define her. I admired her for being courageous, resilient, and strong, for
making some very mature decisions that changed the course of her entire
life.
This advice can be regarded as important for adults as young
people, but sometimes, the younger you are and the faster you realize dings
are-always-a-comin’, the better ending you will have. Because, sometimes,
you will be regarded as gold in the eyes of others for making a very
fortuitous decision to grow up, whether you are 11, 14, 16, 18, or even 36
like I am.
Developing fortitude takes quite a bit of perseverance and
resolve. It is important to realize the areas in which you are strong and need
to become stronger. It is important to realize every day is a work in progress
and you cannot accomplish everything you desire to accomplish at once—
especially if you have a brain that never shuts down like mine. It is standing
strong and not letting the little things knock you down. You will not
persist if you are afraid or weak; you will persist because you have chosen to
accept constructive criticism and realize you are a work in progress every
single moment.
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I know for a fact that although I improved as a singer,
graduated from sixth grade math, developed confidence in light of being
bullied, and strengthened my writing skills after receiving constructive
criticism in DE English Composition II, growth is NOT finite.
I know for a fact there are parts of my singing voice that still
need developing, I am a bit rusty with high school and college math these
days, I have days where I do NOT feel confident, and writer’s block can
rear its ugly head out of nowhere.
So basically, the point of this chapter is to… realize you will
have moments of triumph as well as encounter plenty of setbacks, yet the
setbacks can all be conquered with your resolve. Now, as we move forward,
it is important to reflect on why it is important to be a light for others.
Although my intended audience is quite a bit younger than myself, you will
learn about being present from a person always trying my absolute hardest
to inspire your generation to pursue greatness.
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One dent, one sign of tarnish, one
moment of feeling dejected does
NOT instantaneously turn you to
unredeemable, rusty trash.
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