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I am a very competitive kind of person. I set my mind to achieving a goal and do everything in my power to obtain it, regardless of what obstacle stands in my way. I firmly believe in the power of competition and that it brings out the best (and worst) in most people. The movie, “Spellbound” demonstrates my belief through the children they follow throughout their attempts to win the 1999 National Spelling Bee.


In “The Next Society,” Peter Drucker implies that tomorrow’s main natural resource will be knowledge and I agree. When I grew up, a person with a high school education could be relatively assured a decent job, with an adequate wage. By the year I graduated school (1983), it took an Associate degree to hold those jobs. As my children grew up, the expectations grew into a Bachelor’s degree for a person to hold a quality position. By the time I have grandchildren getting out of school they will need to have a Master’s degree in order to make their way in the world; if not a Doctorate degree. Countries that have greater population numbers have a better chance of being the leaders of the world through attrition; throw more people at a problem and solve it through brain power (as Thomas L. Freidman says in, The Ambition Gap”).

For decades, other countries have been sending their children to America for the opportunity of a better education. Once these people have been taught everything our education system can give, they (not all) take that knowledge back to their homeland and use it, passing the information along to the next person. How about that for opportunity? Spellbound shows the diversity of the United States’ educational system by following four Caucasians, two Indian children, one African-American and one Mexican-American. At least two of the families (Angela’s and Nupur’s) state that they came to America for those opportunities for their kids. This does not mean that the knowledge is free. Neil’s father stated an old, anonymous quote, “Nothing of value comes for free.” This is evident in all of the movie’s subjects’ work ethic and how hard they studied.

Most of the children came with the expectation that they would not win, but held out hope that they would. When Harry lost he blamed Dr. Alex Cameron, the pronouncer, saying that he mispronounced the word. That is like baseball players blaming the umpire after watching a third strike go right down the middle of the plate. Harry was just being unaccountable for his failure. I know the movie only followed eight children, with a smattering of others from the finals, but Harry was the only one I heard claiming that he was robbed of the opportunity of winning. Most of the people there were just happy for the chance of representing their communities and schools. Even though they lost, they held their heads high, conducted interviews for the papers and television, and basically enjoyed their 15 minutes of fame.

Competition can be a wonderful tool, if you find the right people to play along. “I can’t” is heard too many times in today’s classrooms, but basically means “I won’t.” The National Spelling Bee is an opportunity for students that work hard at their trade to show off. The knowledge gained by these children could serve them well when it comes to tomorrows global work environment. The experience gained at the spelling bee, with a winner take all mentality, will help push them to perform better than they ever thought possible.
