The First Time | Saw Michelle
by Peggy Fleming Jenkins

The first time | saw Michelle was in 1993 when she was twelve years old and skating in her first
United States Figure Skating Championships. Even then she could do all the jumps the older
skaters could do. She was very cute and showed great promisa. Just two short years later that
promise was realized when Michelle officially became the best skater in the world, winning the World
Championships. Two years after that, she exceeded her early promise by becoming, in her Olympic
year, one of the greatest skaters of all time. She will go down in history as an artist of incredible
depth, sensitivity, and maturity.

Michelle is a great athlete. But her extraordinary talent has not been the only key to her success. She
has one of the best support teams the skating world has ever seen. Her parents, Danny and Estella;
her coach, Frank Carroll; her choreographer, Lori Michol; her sister, Karen, a top-level skater herself;
and her brother, Ron, form the core of a kind of dream team behind Michelle. They have pooled their
wisdom and their love for her to give her their guidance in a fiercely competitive sport where the
stakes get higher all the time.

In 1997 Michelle lost her national title before a stunned audience. We saw her fall, and we saw her
tears afterwards. But a menth later, Michelle was able to put her disappointment behind her and
skate a beautiful program at the Werld Champicnships. Somehow she'd turned a painful experience
into a lesson in love—love for her sport. Receiving her silver medal at Worlds, she looked every bit as
happy as she had the year before when she had won the gold. | talked with Michelle a few minutes
later backstage and she told me that the year had taught her some real tough lessons about skating
and about herself, and that she was happy to skate well and regain her confidence again.

That confidence carried her into the Olympic season and enabled her to overcome a painful injury
to her foot. Her skating at this year’s Nationals and at the Olympics was radiant. Many a hardenad
veteran of the skating world was moved to tears by her brilliant, heartfelt performances. How could
someone 50 young have such poise and perspective, skate with such maturity, and still radiate such
youth? It's truly remarkable and a testament to Michelle's resilience and to the strength of her tight-
knit family.

Michelle enjoys life and she enjoys her sport. That joy just seems to spark out of her; it's been a
big part of the pleasure I've taken in watching her grow over the years—as a young woman and as
a skater. Through all of the ups and downs she's always had so much fun, and that's as it should
be for someone her age. But she also has this remarkable levelheadedness and perspective. Her
priorities are always straight. And that is a truly incredible talent, one way beyond her years.



Falling Down
By Michelle Kwan

February 15, 1997: This was the date I'd been preparing for all season long, the date of the U.S.
Figure Skating Championships in Nashville, Tennesses. | was backstage, just minutes before my
long program, and something didn’t feel right.

This was the fifth time I'd been to this major annual competition, but it was my first time skating as
the defending national and world champion. Reporters had been saying that | looked unbeatable.
But personally | didn't feel any more unbeatable that night than | did at my first Nationals, when | was
a twelve-year-old kid with a ponytail, hoping to finish in the top ten. No one expected much from me
then. Now everyone expected me to win.

My coach, Frank Carroll, was helping me to get ready backstage. Together we tried to shut out all
the noise around us so that we could concentrate. | closed my eyes, like | always do, and tried to
see myself doing all four minutes of my long program. In a very, very short time it would all be over,
and everyone would know if | really was unbeatable.

| knew something was wrong because | couldn’t get this one picture out of my head: a picture of me,
falling. "Go away,” I'd say. But the image wouldn't leave. | wanted to be perfect, but backstage all |
could think about were the things that could go wrang!

“No one can be perfect all the time,” Frank said, trying to get me to stop worrying so much. “Don’t
defend, attack!”

It was time to skate. | glided onto the ice. The crowd cheered for me and then went silent. | reached
one hand up to the ceiling and took my opening pose, like I'd done hundreds of times in practice.
The music started, slowly, and | lunged forward. There was 50 much time to think between the beats
of the music!

Have fun, Michelle, | told myself. It's just a sport.

Usually I'm so excited to be skating that | don't have to remind myself to have fun. But lately I'd felt
the pressures of the sport more sharply. Just think about it: You work all year on your program, until
you can do it in your sleep. You practice each jump thousands of times. And then it all comes down
to four minutes on the ice! Your skating life can forever be changed by what happens during those
four minutes.

Once the music picked up and | started skating faster, | felt better. I'd practiced the program so
many times, | didn’t have to think about what came next. | did my first two jumps, a triple-Lutz/
double-toe combination, cleanly. The triple Lutz and | have never gotten along too well, and | was

glad to get past it. But it was too soon to feal relieved.

The next combination was my hardest—a triple-toe/triple-tos combination. The first jump was clean,
but | chickened out and made the second one a double instead of a triple.

But when | came down from the jump, my foot slipped from under me. | put a hand on the ice to
catch myself, but it didn't do any good. The rest of my body followed, thump, on the ice. Just like
the picture | couldn't shake!

The first thing you learn when you start to skate is how to fall. And the first thing you learn when you

become a top-level skater is to get right back up. | automatically jumped to my feet and continued
my program. | flew into a sit spin with a panicked look on my face.

Things kept getting worse. On a triple flip, | landed badly and put my hand on the ice. | approached
my next triple jump with far too much doubt. | spun through the air, and just as | landed, my whole
body went down again. There | was, flat on the ice, with the whole world watching.



| didn’t think I'd be able to pull myself together. But as | got up, | heard an amazing sound. People
were clapping in time to the music. | was skating terribly, but the erowd was cheering me on! I'd
never had that happen before. They were trying to give me courage. And it worked. Their clapping
woke me up!

My next jump, a double Axel, was fine. | backed off my next triple Lutz and only did a double, but at
least it was clean. And my last two big jumps went weill.

The music ended and | skated off the ice. All | could think was, What have | done?! Tears were
streaming down my face. | couldn't stop them. Frank put his arms around me to comfort me while
we waited for my scores. But when | saw them, | started crying all over again.

| wasn’t surprised by my scores. They only confirmed what had just taken place. Frank wasn’t
kidding when he said, “You can't always be perfect!”

*¥ou'll skate another day,” he said now, in a forgiving voice. Frank always knows the right thing to
say. But he didn't have the answers to the questions that were racing through my mind: How could |
have done that? Why did | panic? What could | do so that it would never happen again?

I was still crying when we went backstage. People from the TV network came to ask me to talk an
air, but | couldn’t yet. Frank asked them to give me a minute. But they kept coming back.

| knew that the people watching on TV wanted to know if | was okay. | knew that | owed them an
answer. So | pulled myself together and went out to face the cameras. | did my best to explain what
had happened, how I'd panicked, and how it felt to come in second place, but | didn’t understand it
myself yet.

How did it feel? | didn't know. | needed to talk to my family and figure out what had happened.

Later, after everyone had gone home and the arena was empty, my mom gave me a hug, which |
really needed. Then my dad came to me and asked, “Well, Michelle, what did you learn from this?”

| now had an answer. “l learned that | need to love the sport again,” | told him.

That was it, exactly. There's nothing | can do to ensure that I'll never have a bad night again. But, win
or lose, | have to try not to forget why I'm on the ice in the first place: | love to skate. That's why I've
been doing it all my life.

Skating is in my heart, not my head. From the time | was five, skating had always made me feel like
I was flying. Just being on the ice made me happy. But at Nationals | was so busy trying not to fall
that | forgot to feel what was in my heart.

I'd forgotten about my love of skating. Looking back on it, my career started all over again that
night. Today | can say that the mistakes | made there may have been the best thing that could have

happened to me. They forced me to spend the next year not just thinking about the Olympics but
falling in love with skating all over again.

And | guess you could say that love, which started back when | was still a pipsqueak eating candy
and playing with stuffed animals, is what my story is all about.



Text-Dependent Analysis Question
16. Read the statement from “Falling Down.”
“Skating is in my heart, not my head.”

Write an essay analyzing how this statement made by Michelle Kwan shows a lesson that she
learned. Use evidence from both passages to support your response.

WRITER'S CHECKLIST FOR THE TEXT-DEPENDENT ANALYSIS QUESTION

FLAN before you write

Make sure you read the question carefully.
Make sure you have read the entire passage carefully.

Organize your ideas on scratch paper. Use a thought map, outline, or other graphic organizer to plan
your essay.

FOCUS while you write

Analyze the information from the passage as you write your essay.

Make sure you use evidence from the passage to support your response.

Use precise language, a variety of sentence types, and transitions in your essay.
Organize your paper with an intreduction, body, and conclusion.

PROOFREAD after you write

| wrote my final essay in the answer booklet.
| stayed focused on answering the question.
| used evidence from the passage to support my response.

| corrected errors in capitalization, spelling, sentence formation, punctuation, and word choice.



