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CHANGES
EVERYTHING

WATER

Senior uses Charity Water campaign to put past 
trauma in perspective
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Senior Jack Sernett won’t be getting any gifts for 
Christmas. 

But that’s his choice. He wants his family to use 
their money for something more important than his 
presents. He wants them to donate to his personal 
Charity Water campaign. Somewhere in the world, 
there are thousands of villagers whose lives he can 
save with clean water. He just needs the money to do 
so. With an ultimate goal of $20,000, Jack needs all 
the money he can get.

So Jack will give up his Christmas for his cam-
paign. But while he probably won’t get any presents 
this year, Jack’s Christmas will still be a lot better 
than his last one.  

Because this Christmas, Jack will be saving lives. 
Because this Christmas, he’s not the one who 

needs saving. 
*    *    *

Jack sits at his desk staring at a physics test. His 
chest hurts. He feels like he’s having a heart attack. 
He starts to sweat. His mind races.

Oh my god. I’m gonna fail this test. If I get an F, 
there go my chances of going to an out of state col-
lege.

This test is everything.
He can’t even finish it. He’s frozen in worry. Buried 

by negative thoughts and fear. Frozen. Helpless.
Finally, he gets up in the middle of the test and 

asks to excuse himself. In the hall, he calls his mom.
“I just can’t do this right now. I have no control.”

*    *    *
Jack began having anxiety attacks like this daily in 

the second quarter of his junior year. He had always 
dealt with anxiety problems and had been diagnosed 
with General Anxiety Disorder, but junior year was 
worse. Thoughts of his workload, his soccer games or 
his future brought on intense anxiety.

As Jack’s anxiety grew worse, he began to worry 
those around him. In class, he’d be stone quiet. He 
wouldn’t interact with anyone around him.

“Everyone has off days, but [for Jack] it seemed 
like it was everyday,” Jack’s longtime friend, senior 
Mason Pashia, said. “It was sad to see that happen be-
cause he’s such a good guy. He’s the nicest guy I’ve 
ever met.”

His parents tried to calm him down. They tried 
to help him see things positively. Jack’s mom, Jenny, 
even made lists of things he should have been happy 
about. He was healthy. He was smart. He was athletic. 

“There were so many positives,” Jack’s dad, Tim, 
said. “[We were] just trying to get him to not be anx-
ious about everything and look at the positive side 
of life.”

But Jack couldn’t see it. Tim said that Jack’s disor-
der made him hard to reason with.

“An anxiety disorder is not based in rational 
thought,” Tim said. “We started to figure that out. You 
start to understand that anything you try to say prob-
ably isn’t gonna help. The person needs to figure it 
out for themselves.”



By winter break, things were getting worse. Jack’s anxiety 
was driving him into depression. He lost all sense of purpose. He 
couldn’t enjoy anything, not even Christmas.

“It started getting so extensive, the anxiety, that I got tired of 
it,” Jack said. “I got tired of suffering.”

*   *   *
Jack stands in front of the mirror in his bathroom. He usually 

can’t look at himself, but tonight he’s forgotten to keep his bath-
room light off while he brushes his teeth. He catches a glimpse 
of himself in the mirror.

He hates what he sees. He doesn’t see what others would see. 
He doesn’t see a varsity soccer captain. He doesn’t see a 4.0 stu-
dent.

He just sees the kid who went on an eating binge that day. 
He sees a kid who needs to be healthier. He sees a kid who’s not 
skinny enough.

When Jack looks in the mirror, he sees failure.
Jack won’t eat tomorrow. He’ll just exercise. He hates himself 

when he binges. He hates himself for his body. 
He just wants to be healthy, but nothing Jack’s doing is 

healthy. 
Since sophomore year, Jack had had a mild fixation on health 

and exercise. He even became a vegan early in his junior year. 
But as the year went on and his anxiety got worse, his fixation 
on health developed into a full-blown eating disorder. In his 
anxiety, his diet became one of the only things he could control. 

“My anxiety would get put away with me controlling what I 
eat,” Jack said. “That was the only thing I had control over, was 
when I could eat. And I didn’t have any control over anything 
else.”

He’d restrict what he ate severely and started exercising in-
tensely. For days at a time, he’d eat very little, and when he ate, he 
only ate light and “healthy.” Then he’d binge, eating everything 
he could until he was so full he couldn’t eat for an entire day. 
Binging led to body-image issues, which made him stop eating 
again. As this cycle ran its course, Jack lost 25 pounds in a short 
period. At 6 feet 4 inches and 135 pounds, he had quickly be-
come extremely underweight. 

Jack sank deeper into depression and self-loathing. Sometime 
early in fourth quarter, he decided he’d had enough. Tired of liv-
ing under the crushing weight of his anxiety, he began to look 
for a way out.

“I was getting tired of living like that, so I started think-
ing, ‘You know, it’d be kind of nice if I could just end this and 
wouldn’t have to go through this ever again,’” Jack said. 

When he started having suicidal thoughts, Jack knew it was 
time to get help. 

*    *    *
It’s Thursday, Apr. 26, but Jack isn’t at school. He won’t be for 

the rest of the year. He’s in his dad’s Honda Pilot, riding north on 
his way to Rogers Memorial Hospital in Milwaukee. 

Jack’s worried. He’s worried about missing the rest of his ju-
nior year. That he might have to retake his classes. That people 
will wonder about his absence.

But most of all, Jack’s worried that this isn’t going to work. 
In his mind, he sees Rogers Memorial Hospital as his last shot to 
get better. He’s tried everything. Therapy. Meds. None of it has 
worked.

And if Rogers Memorial Hospital doesn’t work, he doesn’t 
know what will. 

   *    *   *
I am strong. 
Those three words, scrawled in expo marker on Jack’s bath-

room mirror in Rogers Memorial, are his first big steps towards 
recovery. He’s trying to do what nurses, therapists and his par-
ents have urged him to do: see himself and his life in a positive 
light. It’s just three words, but it’s a start. 

After a brief stay in the in-patient hospital in Milwaukee, 
where doctors examined him to make sure he could handle fur-
ther treatment, Jack moved to the residential facility a half hour 
outside Milwaukee. Everyday he stayed at Rogers Memorial, Jack 
wrote a new positive mantra about himself on his bathroom 
mirror.

I’m smart. I’m a nice person. I can get through this.
With each mantra, he rebuilt his crumbled self-esteem.
By the end of his first week at the residential facility, Jack 

already felt at home. For the first time in years, he was making 
friends. The other 11 guys at the facility had been through what 
he’d been through. They understood where he was coming from. 
When he was with them, he didn’t feel alone. They were his new 
family, and Rogers Memorial was his new home.

A few weeks into his stay at Rogers Memorial, Jack was mak-
ing significant progress. His anxiety and depression were im-
proving and he was gaining weight. Ultimately, Jack attributed 
his progress to the environment of the residential facility.

“Rogers worked because I was in a controlled environment,” 
Jack said. “I didn’t make hardly any choices for myself, which is 
what got me there in the first place.”

The staff kept Jack on a strict meal plan. He ate six meals a 
day, slowly regaining the 25 pounds he’d lost. 

Working with his therapist, Jack developed a series of “ex-
posures”, activities designed to conquer his fears and anxiety in 
different situations by confronting them head-on. For his social 
anxiety, Jack would go to the mall and strike up random con-
versations with strangers. For his eating anxiety, Jack had to eat 
foods like Oreo’s and peanut butter, foods he had spent the past 
year convincing himself not to eat. For his academic anxiety, 
Jack took timed tests. All of Jack’s exposures had the same effect 

on him at first--they all triggered his anxiety. But he kept doing 
them, several a day, and his anxiety improved.

“[I realized] that most of the stuff I worried about was either 
out of my control or untrue,” Jack said. “Like all of my worries 
about not doing well in school were untrue because I had only 
had one B at East.”

After a month at Rogers Memorial, it was time for Jack to 
leave. He wasn’t fully recovered, but his insurance had cut him 
off early. Still, he’d come a long way. On his first day at the resi-
dential facility, Jack had rated his anxiety and depression on a 
scale from 1-10, with 10 being the worst. He had given 10s for 
both. On his last day, he gave his final ratings. Depression: 1. 
Anxiety: 2.

Despite his progress, Jack still wasn’t sure if he could do it on 
his own. But then his friends said their goodbyes. 

“You’re such a nice person.” 
“You’re such a strong person.” 
“I believe that you can do this.”
For the first time, Jack heard the words from his bathroom 

mirror said back to him.
I can do this, Jack thought. I can recover. 
Then, 35 days after leaving Kansas City, Jack headed home.

   *   *   *
Jack stands at the front of the choir room. He’s doing some-

thing that just a few months ago he would never have been 

able to do: he’s speaking in front of 100 kids. He tells the Cho-
raliers that with just $20, they can help him save thousands of 
lives. He’s not even worried. In fact, he’s kind of having fun. 

For Jack, this is just another exposure.
It’s been five months since Jack left Wisconsin. When he 

first got home, Jack made an effort to change, but his progress 
was slower than it had been at Rogers Memorial. He still had 
major anxiety about the schoolwork he had to make up and the 
upcoming school year. When he had to return to East over the 
summer to talk to his counselor, the building alone gave him an 
anxiety attack. 

“Just walking into the building set me off,” Jack said. “My 
anxiety was so severe. I’d had so many struggles at East for three 
years. It had never been a fun place. It’d always been hell.”

It wasn’t until two weeks into the school year that everything 

Jack learned in Wisconsin clicked. 
“One day I just woke up and was like, ‘I’m tired of feeling this 

way,’” he said. “‘I’m tired of feeling like crap. I’m tired of being 
anxious every second of the day. I’m gonna do everything I can 
to change that.’”

After that, Jack started to turn everything around. He low-
ered his standards for school, worried less and began enjoying 
life more. As Jack has emerged from his anxiety and depression, 
so has his true personality. Once a self-described loner, he has 
started being social again. He makes an effort to greet everyone 
he knows in the halls. In the past three months, he says he’s been 
more social than he had been in the previous three years at East. 

“It’s absolutely amazing,” Jenny said. “I remember the first 
time we saw him at the Lancer Day parade. I hadn’t seen him 
unabashedly laugh in a while. I was like, ‘Wow, where has he 
been?’”

As he begins to look at his life positively, Jack says he feels 
like he’s been reborn. 

“I was not me for two to three years,” he said. “This is who I’m 
going to be from now on. It’s a habit now. Be happy. Even if some-
thing goes wrong, I just try to smile about it, laugh about it.”

In early October, Jack found a new calling for his new life: 
Charity Water. Jack was messing around on YouTube one day 
when he came upon a video from a charity called Charity Water. 
The video explained how over a billion people on Earth don’t 
have clean water. How someone dies every 19 seconds from a 
lack of clean water. And most importantly, how just $5,000 
could build a well that would save thousands of lives. 

Watching that video put everything in perspective for Jack. 
As he heard about the severe problems people have due to a lack 
of clean water, Jack felt how lucky he was. Suddenly, everything 
he had been through seemed insignificant.

So Jack made his own Charity Water site (www.mycharitywa-
ter.org/savinglivesonewellatatime) and began collecting money 
for his own campaign. Now, he’s trying to raise $2,500 by Dec. 31, 
with an end goal of $20,000. To reach this, he travels from class 
to class during his lab aide class first hour, giving speeches and 
asking his peers to give $20 each to his campaign. A month into 
the campaign, Jack has raised more than $1,500. 

For his speeches, Jack carries a page of facts on the global 
water shortage in his planner. At the top he’s scribbled, “Water 
Changes Everything.” For the villagers Jack’s trying to help, wa-
ter will grow crops, keep kids in school and prevent deaths from 

dirty water. For Jack, water gives him perspective on his 
own problems.

“I went through my own struggles, but there are so 
many people who have worse struggles than I had,” Jack 
said. “Water has changed my outlook on life. It has made 
me realize how scarce quality water is amongst so many 
people in this world. Water has helped me decide to ded-
icate the rest of my life to helping people.”

Although Jack’s doing his campaign for many rea-
sons, one reason is that so many people have helped 
him. His family. His friends from Rogers Memorial. 
Nurses. Doctors. Psychologists. His whole world worked 
to save his life. Now, he wants to pay it forward. 

“The last three to four months, but more importantly 
the last three or four years, people have been helping me 
every day to recover, helping me save my life, helping 

me be a normal person and live life to the fullest,” Jack said. “I 
feel like it’s my job now to help people who need it most.”

*   *   *
Jack sits at his desk staring at his Calculus test. The paper is so 

covered in markings he actually takes a picture of the one page 
without errors. 

With a 76 percent, it’s far from the grade Jack wanted, but 
he’s not going to let it ruin his Friday. He knows there are more 
important things in his life. Things that he should be happy 
about. Things that not everyone has.

Things like clean water. 

HOW TO DONATE

GETTING WELL

www.mycharitywater.org/savinglivesonewellatatime
go to 

Enter in the amount of money you would like to 
donate, your name, and your type of payment

Now, you’ve donated to Jack’s water project

a step by step process on how to donate to 
Jack’s water project

SPREAD 17|SPREAD16| continued from cover

In Africa, people spend
every year walking to 
their water sources

40billion hours

if              students 
donate         each 
    wells could 
be made

1,000 
$20
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people die from water 
born illness everyday

6,500

people on our planet 
don’t have clean water

1billion

Non-profit charity water organization helps 
senior Jack Sernett through hard times
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