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As the plane lifted 
off from the Cleveland 

runway, I thought to myself: This is it. 
I had been counting down to this day 
since April fifteenth, when I had been 
initially notified of my acceptance into 
the 2016 National Rifle Association 
Youth Education Summit (NRA 
Y.E.S.). Excitement mingled with a 
tinge of nervous anticipation filled me 
as I settled in for the hour-long flight. 
I was fortunate; some of the other 
participants had already been traveling 
for hours. 

I was heading to Washington, D.C. as 
the Ohio Representative for the 2016 
NRA Youth Education Summit. NRA 
Y.E.S., sponsored by Friends of NRA, 
is a weeklong educational program for 
high school juniors and seniors. Each 
year between forty and fifty bright high 
school students are selected to attend 
the summit, which seeks to educate the 
younger generation about the United 
States of America and its government, 
the Bill of Rights, the NRA, and the 
Second Amendment. One of the goals 
of the summit is to educate a group 
of upstanding young adults who will 
not only prove productive citizens but 
will work to ensure the preservation 
of the Second Amendment. By the 
time the plane began circling over 
my destination, my feelings of 
apprehension had nearly subsided, 
replaced by thoughts of wonder at this 
great opportunity and the many friends 
I was sure to make. I had read articles 
written by previous participants many 
of whom labeled NRA Y.E.S. a “life-
changing experience.” Would I return 
to Ohio the same person that I was 
when I left?

After I had disembarked, I navigated 
my way through Washington Dulles 
International Airport using signs and 
with some assistance from airport 
staff. Everything was new. I had only 
flown twice, years earlier, and never 
on my own. The fact that I had to 
board a shuttle to reach baggage 
claim especially surprised me. 
As I approached baggage claim 
three, I spied a cluster of 
teens each clad in the same 
red NRA Y.E.S. shirt that 
I wore. Talking with the 

NRA Youth Education 
welcoming 
and friendly earlier arrivals, I soon realized that 
all of them were thinking just as I was. Each 
was excited to make new friends and learn 
everything that he or she could over the course 
of the week. Icebreakers began with a game of 
Egyptian Rat Slap on the airport floor and filled 
the remainder of the evening as all forty-seven 
2016 students arrived intermittently. 

I awoke early and excited Tuesday morning 
for NRA Day. I stuffed the patriotic jacket I had 
purchased specifically for the trip into my NRA 
Y.E.S. backpack and after breakfast boarded 
the bus that we traveled on during the week. 
I found that all the other Y.E.S. participants 
shared my love for America. Even though all 
of us came from different areas, backgrounds, 
and states, we were all Americans, a fact that 
united us throughout the week. I was not the 
only one with red, white, and blue attire. 
Flag socks, blue tennis shoes with white 
stars, themed earrings and various other 
small emblems of American pride were 
sprinkled throughout the group. At 
the NRA Headquarters, a variety of 
speakers introduced some of the 
NRA programs to us. A mock 
Friends of NRA banquet and 
personal tour of the NRA 
Firearms Museum followed. 

I was absolutely 
captivated by the sheer 
number, diversity, and 
beauty of the guns on 
display. My only 
disappointment 
was having to 
leave. I could 
have pitched a 
tent and spent 
at least 
a week 
inside 
the 

By Serena Juchnowski (17)

Everyone in the 2016 Y.E.S. class was 
not only nice but also fun loving! We all 
meshed really well.  Serena top right (Ben 
Moody another member of the Junior 
Shooters team and writer is bottom right).
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NRA Youth Education 
By Serena Juchnowski (17) Iwo Jima World 

War II Memorial.

After some safety instruction 
and a range test, Y.E.S. 

participants were treated to 
some firing time on the NRA 

Range! 
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museum! After a safety briefing, we 
headed to the NRA range. Dinner in a 
local park followed by meetings with 
our debate groups allowed each of us 
to get to know the other participants. 
Before the summit, each participant 
worked with a pre-assigned group on 
a specified topic in preparation for 
formal debates.  

Wednesday was spent touring the 
Capitol, the Supreme Court Building, 
and the American History Museum. 
I especially loved visiting the House 
of Representatives Gallery and 
scrambling to find shiny pennies 
to press into the souvenir machine 
outside of the American History 
Museum’s gift shop. Exploring D.C. 
taught me a great amount about 
America and its current issues. Current 
events discussions were an especially 
enlightening activity during which 
everyone presented opinions, ideas, 
and perspectives that I had never 
before pondered. These discussions 
not only increased my awareness and 
understanding of key issues facing 
the United States (U.S.) today but 
also challenged me to form my own 
educated opinions and better evaluate 
proposed solutions to such issues. 

Thursday opened with last-minute 
debate preparation and hushed 
conversations on the bus to Hillsdale 
College Center for Constitutional 
Studies and Citizenship. I noticed 
that each debate group seemed to 
have formed a special bond from 
working together before and during 

Class Photo in front of 
the National Museum of 
the Marine Corps

the trip. Each group presented a well-
researched debate, and while only one 
out of each pair prevailed, opposing 
debaters and audience members alike 
were always quick to point out the 
best aspects of each group’s case and 
rebuttal. My group was overjoyed to 
have been the named the winner of a 
particularly close debate concerning 
immigration. All tensions relieved, 
we headed to the National Archives 
and toured the Lincoln, World War 
II, Vietnam Veterans, and Korean 
War memorials into the evening. 
Visiting the Vietnam Wall especially 
impacted me even though I did not 
have a personal connection to any of 
the names listed on the wall. The sheer 
quantity of names, behind each I knew 
there grieved a family and community, 
greatly stirred my emotions and heart. 
The somber experience increased the 
respect and sadness I felt not only for 
both those who perished in Vietnam 
and those who were forever scarred by 
the conflict but for all military men and 
women. This respect and gratitude was 
only heightened by the next day’s visit 
to the National Museum of the Marine 
Corps and the Marine Corps 8th & I 
Evening Parade. 

Mount Vernon’s view of the Potomac 
spoke to me of the natural beauty of the 
area before industrialization. I could 
not help but wonder if, excepting the 
small modern crafts I observed floating 
on the water, I was viewing the area in 
the same way that George Washington 
and even earlier settlers had. This 

tranquil scene presaged an equally 
peaceful trip, but one tinged with 
sorrow and reverence, to Arlington 
Cemetery. After silently thanking the 
great Americans buried there for their 
service and/or contributions to society, 
we transitioned into more modern 
topics with a visit to the Newseum. 

Our week concluded with a 
formal awards banquet. Not only 
were scholarships and superlatives 
awarded but extemporaneous 
emotional speeches confirmed the 
great friendships formed throughout 
the week. Personally, I found it 
extremely difficult to leave all of the 
new friends that I had made. I never 
dreamt that I could form such strong 
connections over so short a time. I 
think that one reason for the unity of 
the group was the commonality of 
ideas and principles present that did 
not necessarily parallel those of each 
person’s surroundings in his or her 
home state. Realizing that there exist 
other upstanding people my age that 
share my opinions and interests spread 
across the United States gave me hope 
for the future of the United States 
and the preservation of the Second 
Amendment.

After what may have very well 
been the best week of my life, I 
returned home the same person but 
a greatly enlightened one. Attending 
the NRA Youth Education Summit 
elucidated the integrality of the Second 
Amendment to American society, past 
and present. While I always recognized 
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- I was lucky 
enough to 
have received 
one of nine 
scholarships 
awarded at 
the end of the 
summit. My 
award was 
presented 
by Sarah 
Engeset, 
Director of 
Volunteer 
Fundraising, 
and John 
Frazer, 
Secretary for 
the NRA. 

that the Second Amendment is a highly 
debated and sometimes controversial 
topic, I never before noted exactly 
how many legal questions and answers 
arise from it. Y.E.S. week provided me 
great insight into America’s history 
and freedoms both through planned 
activities and interactions with other 
participants from across the country. 
I am very grateful to the NRA for 
providing me this opportunity to form 
close friendships and to take part in 
such an educational week. Not only 
did I learn about the NRA, America’s 
founding documents, and gain an even 
greater appreciation for the U.S. and 

its military, but I learned about myself 
and the world as well. Y.E.S. gave me 
a greater sense of my own identity 
as an Ohioan, an academic, and a 
competitive shooter while cementing 
my love of America. 

I encourage all eligible and 
interested students to apply for the 
2018 Youth Education Summit when 
the application process opens in fall of 
2017 as well as follow the 2017 Youth 
Education Summit. Interested students 
should visit https://yes.nra.org.

My debate group included people from six states: Troy Ryder (CA), Layna 
Knarian (MI), Chloe Greene (LA), Emma Fleming (ND), Serena Juchnowski 
(OH), Neil Payne (TX). 


