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2004 State Honorees and Distinguished Finalists Two young Americans—one high school student and one middle-level student—in each of the 50 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico were recently named State Honorees in the 2004 Prudential Spirit of Community Awards program. These Honorees will receive $1,000 awards, an engraved silver medallion, and an all-expense-paid trip to Washington, D.C. in May 2004 for four days of recognition events. 
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New Hampshire 

Vanessa Sochat, 17, of Amherst, New Hampshire, a senior at Souhegan High School, raised $4,000 to purchase two heart defibrillators for her school so that students, faculty and visitors would have access to life-saving technology in the event of sudden cardiac arrest.  “As a runner, I constantly push my body to the limit,” explained Vanessa.  “Feeling my heart race and watching my teammates exert themselves, I wondered if anything bad could ever happen to them or myself.”  To satisfy her curiosity, she did some research and discovered that many teenagers die each year from sudden heart failure.  “I remember a sudden feeling of helplessness overtake me at the realization that any day, one of my teammates could drop,” she said.  Vanessa began collecting information on Automatic External Defibrillators (AEDs), and created an informational pamphlet and booth to educate students.  With the support of the school board, Vanessa solicited donations from businesses and civic organizations, hoping to raise enough to afford one defibrillator.  Instead, the $4,000 she collected funded the purchase of two machines – one for the school nurse’s office and another for the athletic trainer’s cart.  “An AED is something you hope you’ll never have to use,” said Vanessa.  “But when you do and you save one life, it makes all the difference.”

Samita Mohanasundaram, 12, of Nashua, New Hampshire, a sixth-grader at Charlotte Avenue School, collected donations of books, school supplies and art materials for poor children in India, and then traveled to that nation last summer to deliver the donations and tutor the young recipients.  “Ever since I was little, my parents have taken me to visit family in India,” Samita said.  “I saw impoverished children nearby who had very little education.  I promised myself that each summer I would bring school supplies and teach these children so that they may have a better life.”  It took Samita a year to collect all of her supplies, which were donated by friends, neighbors and teachers, and by other community members in response to an article she wrote for a local newspaper.  Meanwhile, she prepared lesson plans in reading and writing to use for her tutoring sessions.  When she arrived in the village of Coimbatore, Samita distributed the books and supplies to more than 50 children ages 5 to 9.  She tutored them not only in academic subjects, but also in the belief that “they can overcome their surroundings and do whatever it is they set their hearts to do.”  Samita is already making plans for her next trip.  “If we don’t help others when we can, we will lose the chance to make our world better for us all.”

Distinguished Finalists
Laura Corlin, 16, of Strafford, New Hampshire, a junior at Coe-Brown Northwood Academy in Northwood, recorded a children’s music CD, gave 500 copies to young patients at St. Jude Children’s Hospital, and sold another 500 copies to buy the patients CD players and to raise money for medical research.  Laura also has campaigned to get other independent musicians to donate their music CDs to kids at the hospital. 
Lyndsey McGlinchey, 14, of Strafford, New Hampshire, an eighth-grader at Strafford School, founded the “Strafford Angels,” a teen volunteer organization dedicated to helping people in need.  Lyndsey and her fellow “angels” have decorated a homeless shelter, donated Thanksgiving turkeys to a local food pantry, filled Christmas stockings for disadvantaged children, and collected canned goods, sweaters, stuffed animals, books, and personal care items for homeless and needy families.
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