What Being Tall Means to Me

By Ethan Smith

It was a postcard-perfect fall day in Colorado, and | couldn’t wait for our family fishing trip.
We set up in a remote part of the park, enjoying the quiet, when the man fishing next to us
suddenly collapsed face-first into the stream. My family immediately jumped into action.
My role, naturally, was to run to the road and flag down the ambulance so they could find us
deep in the park. As the tallest person in my family, I’'m always the one asked to reach what
others can’t, grab what’s stuck too high or too far back, or get someone’s attention when
needed. Butthis time, my height felt more than a convenience. Even though CPR and
emergency help weren’t enough to save the man, the experience taught me about the
responsibility that comes with being tall and the fragility of life. People often ask, “Do you
play basketball?” and it gets old, but that day, | felt like | was built for a purpose.

As a young boy, | developed a concave chest and stretch marks on my back. A specialist
explained that rapid growth caused the stretch marks, and the chest shape was a birth
defect common among tall kids. A cardiologist confirmed my heart was healthy but
recommended surgery to “fix” my chest, saying it might make me or a future spouse
happier. | knew immediately that | didn’t want to change myself to meet someone else’s
expectations. | chose to live confidently with my chest the way itis. Being tall has taught
me to love myself even when | stand out or when others feel entitled to comment on my
appearance.

Growing quickly and towering over my peers made me feel “othered” at a young age. Some
parents even questioned their own children’s development because | grew so fast. But
those experiences strengthened my character. Today, | am an Eagle Scout and have played
piano for 13 years. My wide hand span allows me to play complex piano pieces that many
others can’t. My height has also shaped the way | serve my community. Through Scouts,
school clubs, and the Olathe Teen Council, I’ve led service projects, volunteered at
community events, and supported mental-health initiatives for teens across multiple
school districts. I’ve learned that leadership often means stepping forward when others
hesitate, and sometimes simply being the steady, calm presence people need.

My dream is to become a veterinarian and help animals and their owners, and my hands
have already taken me into that world. As a Student Research Assistant at Kansas State
University-Olathe, | supported graduate students in both the animal health and
horticulture programs. Some tasks were far from glamorous, processing cow digestive
samples and studying manure as part of a ruminant nutrition project, but they taught me



discipline, precision, and respect for the scientific process. | also worked as an indoor
farming assistant, helping Ph.D. students study aquaponic systems and plant health.
These experiences sparked my interest in virology and the role veterinarians play in
preventing disease outbreaks, protecting food systems, and advancing One Health
research.

| hope to use these same hands in surgical procedures that save lives and in research that
protects both animals and people. Veterinary school alone costs over $200,000, not
including my undergraduate degree, so this scholarship would make a tremendous
difference in helping me reach that goal.

Being tall means, | am strong, capable, and uniquely equipped to help others. My height
has shaped my life in meaningful ways, and | wouldn’t change it. | want to use the gifts I've
been given to make the world better than | found it.



