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Something I only began to understand later in high school is the power of first impressions. 
I became aware of it the day my chemistry teacher told a classmate, “You know, Cooper 
doesn’t look it, but he’s pretty smart.” At first, I was offended. I wondered what “doesn’t 
look it” meant. Over time, though, I began to understand that perception is powerful and 
that sometimes it can be used to your advantage. 

I have always been one of the tallest kids in the room. I was the first picked in P.E., the 
obvious choice when something needed to be reached, moved, or carried. As I grew older, 
that role followed me. People assumed I could dunk a basketball (which I can), run fast, or 
dominate in any sport I tried. Height comes with expectations. The same people who are 
quick to cheer you on can be just as quick to say, “You are tall you should be able to do 
that,” when you fall short. Being tall means learning that praise and pressure often arrive 
together. 

Recently, I picked up rock climbing, and to be honest, I am not very good at it. At the gym, 
people often assume I can skip holds because of my reach. They think the climb must be 
easier for me. One day I met Brian, a 5’6” climber training with hopes of competing at the 
Olympic level. He was in awe of my height, but I was in awe of his skill. When I asked him to 
help me with a route, he demonstrated a move that required lifting his foot onto a large 
volume. For him, it was second nature. For me, it was nearly impossible. The hold that sat 
at his chest was below my hips, and my leg simply could not lift high enough to match his 
movement. We both laughed at the irony. Something that seemed like an advantage was 
suddenly a limitation. 

After working through the problem together, we realized I needed to swing my hips outward 
to create space. I finished the climb only to hit my head on the final hold. Brian looked up 
and said, “Wow, I would never hit my head on that.” In that moment, I understood 
something important: height is not purely an advantage or a disadvantage. It is simply a 
difference. Being tall means adapting. It means recognizing that what works for someone 
else may not work for you and you need to be willing to adjust. 

I know I can appear intimidating or stereotyped as “just an athlete” because of my height, 
but I have learned that my presence does not have to define my character, my actions do. 
Because people notice me when I walk into a room, I have become intentional about how I 
carry myself. I choose patience when someone cuts in front of me in the cafeteria. I choose 
kindness when someone reduces me to a stereotype. I choose humility when expectations 
are high. Being tall has taught me that visibility brings responsibility. 



More importantly, it has shaped the way I connect with others. I have friends across 
different academic interests, social groups, and personalities because I understand what it 
feels like to be misjudged at first glance. That awareness allows me to bridge gaps. I can 
lead without forcing authority, earning trust through conversation and respect rather than 
intimidation. 

What being tall means to me is more than physical stature. It means embracing both the 
advantages and the inconveniences. It means adapting when something does not fit and 
staying grounded when expectations rise. It means understanding that perception is not 
identity and that character is built in how you respond to both praise and pressure. 

Height may be genetic, but growth is intentional. And that is what truly defines me. 


