
[bookmark: _Int_y8l91vkl]Emily Wheeler is homeless. She sits uncomfortably on her friend’s bed picking out the dirt from under her fingernails, her long blonde hair that hasn’t been brushed in four days sitting on her tanned shoulders. Two bags that contain all her belongings lay in the corner. The first bag contains clothes, bikinis, and a toothbrush. The other, slightly larger and peculiar in shape, is a surfboard. 
It’s Wheeler’s first time back in the United States, her home country, in eight months. She is a 19-year-old surfer who dropped her whimsical life traveling the world to celebrate a friend’s birthday. Before that, she was a small-town girl from New Jersey who was ostracized and judged for her beliefs and outspokenness.
In a society where the pursuit of higher education is considered the norm, Emily Wheeler stands persistently against the notion, challenging the conventional idea that a college degree is essential for success. For Wheeler, traveling has convinced her there is nothing in this world she would learn in school, that she couldn’t learn through her worldly experiences.
As she paces the room, her discomfort evident, she shares her unfiltered opinions on education, life and her transformative journey across the globe. 
Wheeler began questioning societies' traditional expectations at an early age. Throughout high school, Wheeler’s frustration and discomfort with the idea of higher education grew. In her mind, she saw the institution as nothing short of a scam. Wheeler couldn’t understand why people were trying to convince her to pay to be told what to think and what to do. She knew she needed to earn her diploma for opportunities in the future to be possible, but she saw it as needing to suffer for a little while to be able to enjoy the rest of her life. 
 	“I never liked school, and I knew I didn’t want to live a life I didn’t enjoy any longer,” she said. For her, school felt like a cage where her ideas and thoughts were trapped within the walls of her old-fashioned Catholic school. Wheeler often felt as if her teachers only cared about her opinion if it was similar to their own, and when they realized it wasn’t they tried to shut her down or silence her.
One day, Wheeler stumbled across the Santa Theresa Lifeguard program. A program which allowed her to travel to Santa Theresa, Costa Rica free of charge in exchange for her volunteer service as an ocean lifeguard. Wheeler applied and soon after was accepted into the program that started after her graduation.
By the time Wheeler was ready to fly off to Costa Rica to start her new life she started facing the judgement of others. For Wheeler, it seemed every person in her life had something to say about her decision not to attend college. From her parents, teachers, and even her closest friends, no one could understand her decision and questioned its sensibility. This troubled her because she could never imagine herself telling someone else how to live their life. 
Despite the opinions of her friends and family, Wheeler was determined to do what she knew was right for her. By September, Wheeler found herself in Costa Rica, meeting new friends in the same program, gaining new work experience as an ocean lifeguard, and observing how people with similar mindsets lived. She was learning more through observation and experiences than she felt she would have in a classroom. She also met people from all around the world who shared their travel stories and were inspired by Wheeler’s own personal story. 
“Not once did I regret my decision once I was in Costa Rica,” Wheeler said. “I loved it there the most because it felt like home, which is so strange because that’s exactly what I was running from.” 
Wheeler’s restlessness and adventurous spirit soon led her to boredom in Costa Rica and she knew a change was needed. That’s when she bought a one-way ticket to the Gold Coast of Australia and moved in with a stranger she met through a mutual friend. 
In Australia, Wheeler became more independent. Unlike in Costa Rica, she was living alone with no community of lifeguard friends to keep her company. Instead of hanging out with like-minded people, she began spending more time with her roommate who couldn’t have been more different from her. Through their difference of opinions, Wheeler noticed herself opening her mind to opposing ideologies while still being confident in her own opinions and decisions. 
After years of feeling trapped in a box of society’s “perfect mold” of who she should become, Wheeler finally started becoming who she wanted to be by herself. Every location she visited brought new lessons and she learned about herself through the world around her. After a short month in Australia, Wheeler flew to Bali, Indonesia with no plans other than curiosity for what she would find. 
In Indonesia, Wheeler found herself in awe of the people and culture. She became much less materialistic, as the people who lived there only cared about experiences and memories. This mindset soon transpired through to Wheeler, as she began adopting the same practices. She soon started traveling lighter and lighter, donating her clothes to less fortunate people she met as she went through Bali. Oftentimes, she would stop and talk to the people who she would help. They would trade stories and offer her food and drink in exchange for her kindness.
“They helped me more than I did them,” she said, “That’s how I’ve learned as much as I have, through the people. I’m technically traveling alone, but I haven’t been alone this whole time.” 
Wheeler’s year of traveling ended at the start of April when her funds from her summer job began to run low. Now, as she reverts to her previous routine of working a 9-5 as a cashier and picking up babysitting jobs as often as possible, Wheeler feels restless. She’s amazed with how she changed so much, yet the world around her seemed to stay the same. 
For Wheeler, her future is uncertain but filled with possibilities. With her bags always packed and a constant desire for a new adventure, she is ready to continue her journey of connection and self-discovery. Although her path is unconventional to some, for Emily Wheeler, it is the only one worth taking.

