
Rector 1 

 

Kelsey Rector 

Dr. Brown 

English Teaching Methods 

October, 12 2014 

Exploring Perseverance 

 

 Perseverance is a topic that has been explored in a variety of contexts by many different 

people. Being able to see how people have pushed through obstacles and succeeded can be 

inspirational and is even more rewarding when you are able to apply it to your own life. After 

reading the book Enrique’s Journey by Sonia Nazario, perseverance presented itself as a theme 

and I decided to make it the focal point of my research for an extended period of time. To be 

more specific, I reflected on the question “What does it mean to persevere in the face of 

adversity?” and searched for how it was answered in a variety of sources from different genres. 

These sources to have helped me answer this question thusly; persevering in the face of adversity 

can range from repetition of an action until you successfully complete it, doing what is right even 

when social pressures try to influence you differently, or following your heart and choosing the 

path less traveled.  

 Enrique’s Journey explores this central question by following a young man on the 

journey to finding his mother, who left him at age 5 to provide for him in America. For many of 

us, a journey is simply getting from one place to another; yet for Enrique it involved train 

hopping illegally, facing gang violence and more importantly the fear of deportation. After eight 

attempts to reach the United States, Enrique finally made it to his mother but his relationship was 

strained from the many years apart. Enrique’s new life involved arguing with his mother and 

then isolating himself. However, Enrique did not regret his decision to come to the United States 

because he felt as though he could provide for his family in Honduras. In this case, perseverance 

is represented as the repetition of an action, even if it may be dangerous physically or 

emotionally, in order to reach your ultimate goal. For Enrique the goal was getting to the United 

States and finding his mother. 

 Other texts that represent perseverance as a repetition include “First Flight” and The 

Diary of a Young Girl. “First Flight” is an article that looks back on the first successful flight of 

the Wright Brothers. The Wright Brothers went through plane after plane, calculation after 

calculation and were finally able to have a sustained flight on a level surface. In damaging so 

much equipment and failing time after time, they could have easily given up but they didn’t. Had 

they not kept trying after things didn’t work, we may not have progressed at the same rate or 

seen flight for a much longer time. For the Wright Brothers, perseverance paid off and they will 

forever be known as the fathers of flight.  

The Diary of a Young Girl on the other hand is a much more tragic tale of perseverance. 

Anne Frank and her family were forced into hiding during World War II so that they would not 

be taken to the concentration camps that Jews were so often being forced into. While her 

circumstances were out of her control, Anne maintained a positive attitude even in the most 

difficult of situations. She wrote in her diary to keep her spirit alive and did so enough that we 

are able to have a detailed primary document of what the Holocaust was like for a young Jew. In 

her final diary entry, she refers to herself as a “bundle of contradictions”, being split between the 

positive version of herself that she displays and the serious Anne that lies within her. Sadly, we 

can’t know what her reaction would have been later because she was taken away and died. Her 
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perseverance may not have saved her, but it has helped so many people in the world by giving 

them an account into the Holocaust from a child’s perspective.  

 It is not only repetition that defines perseverance, we can also look at it as choosing the 

path that other people would not. To introduce this definition, it seems appropriate to quote 

Robert Frost’s poem “The Road Not Taken”, “And I – I took the one less traveled by, and that 

has made all the difference.” This highlights the importance of choosing your path because it 

impacts the rest of your life. Perseverance is represented in this manner in The Princess Bride, 

Stones into Schools, “The Little Match Girl” and in an article on Cultural Race Theory. While 

perseverance and adversity are both very real in the world today, these big categories are 

sometimes best represented in fictional works. The Princess Bride represents perseverance in the 

love story of Westley and Buttercup. Even when she thinks Westley has been killed by the Dread 

Pirate Roberts, she refused to love another man because hers was a true love. Westley on the 

other hand knows that Buttercup is still alive and will do whatever it takes to get her back, be it 

sword fighting, wrestling giants, drinking poison, or even facing death. Some would have just 

moved on but Buttercup and Westley choose the more difficult path and it ended up paying off 

for them when they were able to marry.  

“The Little Match Girl” presents a poor child on a cold winter’s night selling matches. 

While some people may not consider this perseverance, I do because she is without shoes in the 

snow yet refuses to go home without having sold any matches. Instead of being beaten, she 

chooses to light a match which shows her something she most desires. She does this until she is 

out of matches and eventually freezes to death. She chose to die and follow her grandmother to 

heaven than to take the easy path and go home where she would have most likely survived even 

if beaten. This fairy tale as well as The Princess Bride present perseverance as a difficult choice 

but the characters ultimately get what they want, even if it comes with a price.  

 Stones into Schools by Greg Mortenson is a memoir of Mortenson’s journey to Pakistan 

and Afghanistan to start schools in remote regions. This is the sequel to the book Three Cups of 

Tea but it recounts many more dangerous obstacles as well as the challenge of having a family 

while trying to follow your heart. Choosing this region to build schools was a difficult task, but 

Greg had promised people that he would go back and build them. He wouldn’t have been able to 

live with himself had he not gone through with it. Even after being held captive, Greg knew that 

he still had to go back and keep his promise. Greg’s commitment to this goal has resulted in the 

creation of many schools in Central Asia as well as the start of the Central Asia Institute to help 

these schools continue to run. But Greg is certainly not the only person doing something to affect 

change in education.  

An article written by Sofia Villnas talks about Latin American families and their struggle 

in the American public education system. In the article, Villenas talks about the injustices that 

Latino American children face and how culture is not being valued the way in should in the 

education system. However, she does mention parents who want their children to succeed and 

how they have mobilized to make sure they are getting the information they need to help their 

kids in school. More importantly they have chosen that instead of giving up their culture and 

assimilating in the U.S. that maintaining their culture within this context is something that will 

benefit them and their children. They value Spanish as a native language, not to say they do not 

value English. They see bilingualism as something to be valued and try to keep that a part of 

children’s lives. While some parents might just accept the system for what it is, these parents 

challenge it in order to bring about a better education for their children. These parents, alongside 
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people like Greg Mortenson are choosing the high road but are helping better the lives of 

students everywhere.  

 Finally, we come to the last branch of the definition of perseverance, doing what you 

know is right even when society may say otherwise. This is perhaps the most strongly supported 

branch of the definition because it incorporates so many social justice issues. Historically, things 

were one way until a group stood up and fought for equality, even when society couldn’t see the 

benefits yet. Supporting texts and resources for this branch include Les Misérables, The Miracle 

Worker, “I have a dream”, Remember the Titans, and articles about the Dream Act and the bus 

boycotts during the civil rights movement. Before I get to talking about the civil rights 

movement I want to look at Les Misérables.  In this novel, Jean Valjean must change his identity 

and run from his past in order to maintain his resolve to be a better person. By taking on the 

responsibility of caring for Fantine and then after her death, Cosette, Valjean shows that he is not 

a common thief but someone who will do what it takes to be a better person and support others. 

His selfless attitude is what perseveres throughout the novel and is why the reader sympathizes 

with him in the end. Jean Valjean does what he knows is right despite the voices of people like 

Javert telling him he will never change. 

Anne Sullivan faces similar voices telling her she can’t in The Miracle Worker, the story 

of the woman who taught Helen Keller how to communicate with her family and caregivers. 

While language can be difficult enough, Helen’s parents had spoiled her rotten because they 

could not communicate with their daughter. This presented a challenge for Anne who had to 

discipline Helen and keep her parents consistent with their treatment of her as well. Anne had to 

develop an extremely close and trusting relationship with Helen while not succumbing to her 

tantrums. There were moments when she could have easily given up yet knew she was making 

progress and didn’t. It can be extremely difficult to follow your gut instinct and do what you 

know is right with so many outside factors telling you it isn’t yet these two examples show how 

confidence in yourself can be more important than listening to what other people say.  

 I would argue that you cannot explore the theme of perseverance without turning at some 

point to racial conflict and its resolution. Focusing specifically on the Civil Rights Movement, 

we can see that it took many people of all races standing up for what they believed in before any 

progress could be made. In the article “To Walk in Dignity: The Montgomery Bus Boycott” we 

see that the influence of Dr. King and other members of the Montgomery Improvement 

Association was not without sacrifice. Dr. King’s life and family were threatened as were other 

members of the boycott yet they continued to do the work of the civil rights movement that was 

to have so much influence later on. Dr. King is quoted to have said “I have experienced the 

presence of the Divine as I had never experienced Him before.” His faith was vested in God and 

in turn in his own judgment. For this reason he was able to persevere even when things were 

presented as dangerous. Dr. King proceeded to persevere after the boycotts were over when he 

became the face of the civil rights movement in the South. In Washington DC, he gave his 

famous “I have a dream” speech in which he declared that while progress had been made, there 

was still a long way to go before all African American citizens were treated as equals. This 

speech not only represents Dr. King persevering but is a statement to indicate that the civil rights 

movement was strong and that no matter what was thrown at them they would not give up until 

their dream was realized. Perseverance was key to the entire civil rights movement and the key 

to the years after integration finally happened.  

 Remember the Titans is the film representation of a black football coach taking over the 

football program at a school that has recently been integrated. He faces racial prejudice and the 
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challenge of getting his team to play as a team instead of separating into black and white. There 

are moments when his team is against him, the town is against him and people are even 

threatening his family yet he does not give in. He had to stick with what he knew was right and 

build a team from the bottom up. He had support after gaining the trust of his assistant coach but 

both men had to persevere in order to make their team the best it could possibly be.  

 When the Dream Act was introduced, the goal was to provide certain rights to the 

children of undocumented immigrants. These children had no choice in coming to the United 

States and this piece of legislation would allow them to have access to post-secondary education 

in a way similar to citizens as well as provide a better path to gaining legal citizenship. The act 

was deferred during the Bush administration yet the DREAMers kept fighting (Padron 50). The 

Obama administration endorsed the Act, however, it was voted down by congress in 2010. Even 

though the piece of legislation may have died, the dream has not. The Obama administration as 

well as immigrants, citizens and other legislators have proposed new ways to provide a path to 

citizenship for qualified people. This speaks to the heart of all of these people who will not allow 

the fate of so many people to be determined by one bill being killed in the government. It is the 

perseverance and willingness to fight for what is right that keeps this country going and what 

allows society to progress and change even if it takes some time.  

 There are so many books, articles, historical moments, songs, movies and speeches that 

address the theme of perseverance. The presentation is overwhelmingly in favor of persevering 

in order to make the world a better place. Whether it be standing up for what you believe in, not 

giving up when things get hard or choosing the path that others may not go down, perseverance 

is a part of affecting change. Things may not turn out as planned but if you stay committed and 

fight for the things you cherish, you might be able to make progress. Perseverance doesn’t have 

to be this magnificent action that will change the course of the world’s history, it can be 

incredibly self-motivated and fulfilled. No matter how high the stakes, these texts and sources 

have shown how the ability to persevere in the face of adversity shapes personal histories and 

how those personal histories can be a part of the larger world. 
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