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Allen High School Senior is finalist for Christopher Reeve Award for Outstanding Community Service
Washington, D.C. - The Heart of America Foundation® is proud to announce Alexis Werner, a senior at Shaler Area High School, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania as one of four finalists for the 2013-2014 The Christopher Reeve Award. The Christopher Reeve Award is presented each year by The Heart of America Foundation to an extraordinary high school student who has demonstrated tremendous compassion and caring in serving his or her community.  

“Merriam-Webster is pleased to partner with The Heart of America to sponsor their annual Christopher Reeve Award,” says President and Publisher John M. Morse. “Merriam-Webster has a long-standing commitment to students of all ages and we are pleased to recognize the exceptional service of students within their communities with an award supporting education.”

Alexis Werner witnessed the effects of PTSD when her stepfather returned from serving oversees. Feeling helpless, Alexis searched for a way to make change. The idea of healing through service inspired Alexis to begin Seeds of Hope. Founded in 2011, Seeds of Hope began with one garden in the Werner family’s backyard that was maintained by community volunteers and veterans. The produce harvested was sold in farmers’ markets and the proceeds donated to the local VA hospital. Through outreach and community engagement, Seeds of Hope grew and created additional garden spaces on personal property, school grounds, and the local VA hospital. Interested in making a larger impact, Alexis pitched a scalable model of her Seeds of Hope project to organizations including the Girl Scouts and the Fisher House Foundation. This resulted in the creation of Seeds of Hope garden spaces in five other states nationwide. To date, Seeds of Hope has created more than fifteen garden spaces.  

While working with veterans in the garden spaces, Alexis was moved by their stories. She created a storyboard for a documentary that would capture veteran stories and their struggles with mental illness, including PTSD. With the project taking shape, Alexis began grant-writing to acquire equipment and hire professional filmmakers to ensure the highest quality project. The documentary, Our Way Home, is currently in progress with interview filming underway.  

Alexis wanted to find a way to communicate the message of veteran needs to a younger audience after witnessing her younger brother struggle to understand what was happening to their father. She created the framework for a children’s book entitled Seeds of Hope: The Beginning and recruited local college students to write and illustrate the final product.  The book was published in 2013 and has been distributed to local schools, libraries, and veterans’ organizations. 

To fund her organization, Alexis has organized an annual 5K in her community, spear heading every aspect of the process from designing t-shirts to retrieving permits. She also created a holiday Groupon for Seeds of Hope that allowed individuals to buy tools and supplies for garden spaces in honor of a family member or friend.  The bulk of the impressive $39,000 raised for Seeds of Hope has come from grant-writing that Alexis researches and submits entirely on her own.  

Through her many efforts, Alexis aims to raise awareness, create an outlet for veterans, engage community volunteers, and connect people in need to available resources. Beyond her Seeds of Hope organization, Alexis has volunteered more than 500 hours to other service efforts in her community. She is passionate about her cause and hopes to continue work with Seeds of Hope after graduating High School.  

To learn more about Alexis Werner and her service activities, please visit www.seedsofhopeforvets.org
About The Heart of America Foundation®

The Heart of America Foundation®, a national nonprofit headquartered in Washington, D.C., uniquely promotes volunteer service and literacy.  The organization inspires acts of service and a love of reading by building community and providing children in need with the tools to read, succeed and make a difference.  Committed to education and volunteerism, The Heart of America Foundation® engages volunteers through putting books into the hands of children who need them the most.  Through the Books From The Heart® and READesign® programs, The Heart of America Foundation® revitalizes school libraries and reading spaces in under-resourced communities into vital and vibrant centers of learning that become the heart of a school Since 1997, The Heart of America Foundation® has provided over one million children living in poverty with over 3.5 million library and take-home books. And, the organization has engaged volunteers in more than 1,075,000 hours of service to communities nationwide. For more information, log onto www.heartofamerica.org.

About Merriam-Webster, Inc

For more than 150 years, in print and now online, Merriam-Webster has been America's leading and most-trusted provider of language information.  Each month, our Web sites offer guidance to more than 40 million visitors. In print, our publications include Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary (among the best-selling books in American history) and newly published dictionaries for English-language learners.  All Merriam-Webster products and services are backed by the largest team of professional dictionary editors and writers in America, and one of the largest in the world.
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