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Byron Nelson Freshman is a finalist for the Christopher Reeve Award for Outstanding Community Service
Washington, D.C. - The Heart of America Foundation® is proud to announce Emily Lites, a freshman at Byron Nelson High School, in Trophy Club, Texas, is 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.”

When Emily Lites was eight years old, her younger brother suffered a bilateral stroke leaving him disabled and in need of continuous medical treatment. Emily spent long hours in the hospital with her brother and was bothered by the sad atmosphere. She told her mother that she wanted to spread smiles among the patients and their siblings. In 2008, she founded Emily’s Smile Boxes.  The first donation consisted of 12 boxes filled with fun activities for patients and their siblings. Five years later, Emily’s Smile Boxes has raised over $75,000 and has donated more than 7,500 boxes to children in all fifty states and Canada. 

To fundraise, Emily began by soliciting local businesses for donations or for space to host box making parties. As word spread about her organization, companies nominated Emily’s Smile Boxes for national donation campaigns. Last year, Emily organized and hosted the first annual Pediatric Stroke Awareness 5K in her community. These efforts, in addition to a Pay Pal account accessible through her website, have enabled her to gather an impressive $75,000 over the course of five years. 

As Emily’s Smile Boxes continued to grow, Emily engaged local service organizations in box making parties. At these events, volunteers would come together and create hundreds of boxes within a few hours which would then be distributed to local hospitals. To expand her efforts, Emily has created a scalable box making party model which has engaged volunteers all over the nation in the creation and distribution of Emily’s Smile Boxes. In addition to this work, Emily’s Smile Boxes adopts Salvation Army Angels and donates funds to organizations that provide funeral funds to parents who have lost a child. For the last three years, she has also used the money she has raised to give small scholarships to girls who have served her local community in significant ways. 

What began with a small personal donation to her brother’s hospital has grown into a licensed 501(c)(3) that donates thousands of boxes nationwide every year and engages volunteers of all ages across the country. Emily’s project has already brought her regional and national recognition, winning her a Texas top youth volunteers award from Prudential and four Presidential Service awards. Though she is still very young, she plans on continuing her work, expanding the reach of her organization, and sending more Smile Boxes to families in need. 

To learn more about Emily and her service activities, please visit www.emilyssmileboxes.com
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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