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SALUTE TO UNSUNG HEROES  |  GUARDIANS OF THE GREAT OUTDOORS

Behind every 
breathtaking vista, 

well-maintained trail 
and safe wildlife 

encounter in America’s 
parks is an unsung 

hero: the park ranger. 

These dedicated individuals 
are the stewards of public 
lands, working tirelessly to 
protect nature and ensure vis-
itors enjoy it responsibly.  

Park rangers wear many 
hats. They are educators, con-
servationists, emergency 
responders and law enforce-
ment officers, often all in the 
same day. Whether patrolling 
national parks, guiding hikes 
or responding to emergencies, 
their commitment keeps the 
parks safe and accessible for 
everyone.  

PROTECTING NATURE 
AND PEOPLE  

At the heart of a ranger’s 
mission is conservation. They 
preserve fragile ecosystems, 
manage wildlife and combat 
threats like invasive species, 
pollution and climate change. 
Rangers enforce rules that 
safeguard the environment, 
such as restrictions on camp-
ing or fishing, and educate 
visitors about the importance 
of leaving no trace.  

But their work doesn’t stop 
with nature. Park rangers are 
also guardians of people. They 
assist lost hikers, provide first 
aid and respond to emergen-
cies ranging from flash floods 

to wildfires. In many parks, 
rangers serve as law enforce-
ment officers, ensuring 
everyone follows regulations 
designed to protect visitors 
and the environment.  

BRIDGING THE  
PAST AND FUTURE  

Park rangers play a crucial 
role in preserving cultural 
heritage. In parks with histor-
ical significance, such as 
Gettysburg or Mesa Verde, 
rangers serve as interpreters 
of history, sharing stories that 
connect visitors to the past. 
They lead tours, maintain his-
torical sites and ensure these 
landmarks endure for future 

generations.  
Their educational outreach 

inspires stewardship in oth-
ers. Whether it’s a school 
program, a campfire talk or a 
Junior Ranger badge cere-
mony, rangers help foster a 
love for the outdoors and an 
understanding of why it’s 
worth protecting.  

CHALLENGES  
OF THE JOB  

Park rangers face signifi-
cant challenges. Many parks 
are understaffed and under-
funded, requiring rangers to 
do more with less. 

Rising visitation numbers 
can strain resources and lead 

to wear on the environment. 
Rangers also face dangers, 
from encountering aggressive 
wildlife to dealing with unpredict- 
able weather or illegal activi-
ties like poaching.  

Between 2006 and 2021, 
14% of park rangers world-
wide lost their lives to wildlife 
attacks.

Because of budget cuts, 
burnout and recruitment 
challenges, the number of 
park rangers has dropped sig-
nificantly. It has dropped by 
nearly half since 2010 with 
only 1,200 rangers nationwide 
in 2023, according to National 
Park Service data. Even the 
number of seasonal park 

rangers dropped from more 
than 800 to less than 50. 

Park rangers ensure the 
parks we cherish remain pris-
tine and accessible. They 
protect both the land and the 
people who explore it, pre-
serving America’s natural and 
cultural treasures for genera-
tions to come.  

The next time you visit a 
national or state park, take a 
moment to thank the rangers 
you see. Their work, often 
behind the scenes, allows us 
to experience the beauty and 
serenity of the great outdoors. 
They are the true guardians of 
the wild, ensuring our parks 
remain a sanctuary for all.

Park Rangers
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SALUTE TO UNSUNG HEROES  |  SAVING LIVES

Every two seconds, 
someone in the 

United States needs 
blood, whether due 

to an accident, 
surgery or chronic 

illness. 

Meeting this constant 
demand wouldn’t be possible 
without the quiet, life-saving 
contributions of blood donors. 
These unsung heroes often go 
unnoticed, but their selfless-
ness affects countless lives 
every day.  

GIVING THE GIFT OF LIFE  
Blood donation is one of the 

simplest yet most profound 
ways to help others. A single 
pint of donated blood can save 
up to three lives, providing criti-
cal support for trauma patients, 
cancer treatments and individu-
als with conditions like sickle 
cell disease. It’s not just emer-
gencies that require blood 
— ongoing medical needs make 
regular donations essential to 
maintaining a stable supply.  

Blood donors show up, roll 
up their sleeves, and offer a 
piece of themselves to complete 
strangers, knowing they may 
never meet the people they 
help. It’s an act of pure generos-
ity that connects communities 
and transcends differences.  

HOW TO  
BECOME A DONOR  

The process of becoming a 
blood donor is straightforward. 
Locate a blood drive or 

donation center near you, often 
hosted by organizations like the 
American Red Cross or local 
hospitals. To donate, you need 
to meet basic eligibility criteria, 
which include being in good 
health, at least 16 or 17 years 
old (depending on state laws), 
and weighing a minimum of 
110 pounds.  

Once at the donation site, the 
process typically takes about an 
hour from check-in to snack 
time, though the actual blood 
draw lasts only about 10 min-
utes. The donated blood is 

tested and processed before 
being sent to hospitals and 
medical facilities, ready to save 
lives.  

FACING THE CHALLENGES  
While blood donors are 

heroes, they’re often up against 
challenges. The COVID-19 pan-
demic, natural disasters and 
holiday seasons have histori-
cally caused dips in donations. 
More recently, misinformation 
and fears about health risks 
have contributed to shortages. 
However, donating blood 

remains a safe process with rig-
orous hygiene protocols in 
place.  

Blood donors show remark-
able resilience in the face of 
adversity. For example, during 
natural disasters or national 
crises, communities often step 
up to meet increased demands 
for blood. These moments 
highlight the extraordinary 
compassion of everyday people.  

MAKING THE  
WORLD BETTER  

By donating blood, individ- 

uals make an enormous differ-
ence in their communities. 
They provide hope to families 
in dire situations, help doctors 
perform life-saving procedures 
and support ongoing medical 
care. Blood donors are proof 
that ordinary actions can have 
extraordinary effects.  

In a world that often cele-
brates grand gestures, blood 
donors remind us of the power 
of quiet generosity. With every 
pint, they save lives and restore 
faith in humanity — one dona-
tion at a time.

Blood Donors
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SALUTE TO UNSUNG HEROES  |  A LIFELINE IN THE DARK

Crisis hotline  
workers are a  

beacon of hope in 
moments of despair. 

These unsung heroes  
provide immediate support, 
empathy and guidance to  
individuals navigating over-
whelming circumstances. 
Their voices, calm and steady, 
can be the difference between 
a breaking point and a 
breakthrough.  

When life feels overwhelm-
ing and hope seems out of 
reach, crisis hotline workers 
are there — offering comfort, 
guidance and a listening ear. 
These compassionate individ-
uals serve as lifelines for 
people experiencing emo-
tional distress, suicidal 
thoughts or other urgent men-
tal health challenges. They 
may work behind the scenes, 
but their effect is profound, 
often saving lives with every 
call they take.  

Answering the call on a cri-
sis hotline requires emotional 
strength and compassion. 
These workers — often a mix 
of trained professionals and 
volunteers — listen to individ-
uals experiencing everything 
from mental health crises and 
suicidal thoughts to domestic 
abuse or substance abuse 
struggles.  

Each call is unique, requir-
ing hotline workers to 
respond with empathy and 
adaptability. They create a 
safe space for individuals to 
share their pain, validate their 
emotions, and feel heard 

— sometimes for the first 
time. The workers’ goal is to 
de-escalate situations, offer 

resources and empower call-
ers to take steps toward 
healing and safety.

TRAINING  
FOR TOUGH 

CONVERSATIONS  
Crisis hotline workers 

undergo extensive training to 
prepare for the unpredictable 
nature of their work. They 
learn active listening tech-
niques, crisis intervention 
strategies and how to connect 
callers with appropriate 
resources.  

The work can be emotion-
ally taxing, but hotline 
workers are trained to remain 
composed, even during highly 
intense calls. They must man-
age their own feelings while 
supporting someone at their 
most vulnerable — a delicate 
balance that requires incredi-
ble fortitude.  

Their job is not to judge or 
solve every problem but to lis-
ten deeply, validate emotions 
and help callers navigate their 
crises. Sometimes, simply 
being heard can make all the 
difference.  

PROVIDING 
COMPASSION  

For someone on the brink, 
a compassionate voice can 
provide clarity and hope. 
Many callers report feeling 
less isolated and more 
equipped to handle their chal-
lenges after speaking with a 
hotline worker.  

Hotline workers connect 
people to longer-term sup-
port, such as therapy, shelters 
or addiction recovery pro-
grams. By serving as the first 
point of contact, they help 
callers take crucial steps 
toward sustained help and 
recovery.  

NAVIGATING 
CHALLENGES  

The nature of crisis hotline 
work is inherently challenging. 
Workers often hear heart- 
wrenching stories and encoun-
ter situations where resources 
are scarce or outcomes are 
uncertain. Despite these obsta-
cles, they persevere, knowing 
that their efforts make a 
difference.  

To maintain their own 
well-being, hotline workers 
often rely on peer support, 
ongoing training and self-care 
practices. Their resilience and 
dedication are a testament to 
their strength of character.  

In recent years, the impor-
tance of crisis hotlines has 
grown, particularly as mental 
health awareness has 
increased. Programs like 988, 
the national mental health cri-
sis hotline, are helping to 
reduce stigma and expand 
access to support.  

EVERYDAY HEROES  
Crisis hotline workers 

improve lives in ways that rip-
ple far beyond individual calls. 
By offering immediate support, 
they reduce the burden on 
emergency services and men-
tal health systems. Their work 
helps break the stigma around 
seeking help for mental health 
struggles, encouraging more 
people to reach out before 
problems escalate.  

Crisis hotline workers are 
everyday heroes who save lives 
with their words and compas-
sion. They remind us that even 
in the darkest times, there is 
someone ready to listen and 
help.

Crisis Hotline Workers
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SALUTE TO UNSUNG HEROES  |  DEMOCRACY’S UNSUNG HEROES

Election workers are  
the behind-the-scenes 

backbone of democracy, 
ensuring that each vote  

is counted accurately  
and securely. 

These dedicated individuals 
embody civic duty, even as the risks of 
their work grow.  

Election workers, often drawn from 
the local community, take on essential 
roles before, during and after Election 
Day. 

They set up polling locations, check 
in voters, guide them through the pro-
cess and tabulate results. Their work 
is meticulous and vital, with no room 
for error.  

In recent years, the climate sur-
rounding elections has shifted. Many 
election workers have faced increas-
ing threats, harassment and even acts 
of violence, making their commit-
ment to fairness and transparency 
even more remarkable.  

GROWING RISKS  
A report by the Brennan Center for 

Justice found that one in six election 
workers experienced threats because 
of their job, and many fear for their 
safety or that of their families. This 
troubling trend is linked to a rise in 
misinformation and mistrust about 
the electoral process.  

Despite these challenges, election 
workers continue to show up, driven 
by a deep sense of responsibility to 
protect democracy. 

Their resilience is nothing short of 
heroic, as they navigate not only logis-
tical complexities but also personal 
risks.  

According to a Pew Research Center 
survey taken in the fall of 2024, 9 in 10 

voters were confident the poll workers 
would do a good job — compared to 
only 81% who thought the same about 
their state officials who run elections. 

TYPES OF ELECTION WORKERS
Generally speaking, there are three 

main types of election workers.
Poll workers help to set up election 

equipment, greet and check in voters, 
verify voter ID and registration, offer 
interpretation services and count bal-
lots. Each state or county has different 
titles for these workers, including 
election clerk, inspectors, booth 
worker, warden or commissioner.

Election officials recruit and train 
poll workers and maintain the voter 
rolls. These positions are typically 
appointed by state or local govern-
ment or are elected. Their job takes 
place year-round.

Poll watchers show up when polls 
open and observe ballot counting. 

They are typically appointed by politi-
cal parties, though sometimes they 
belong to a particular campaign or a 
special interest group. 

WHY ELECTION  
WORKERS MATTER  

Without election workers, the dem-
ocratic process would grind to a halt. 
They ensure polling places run 
smoothly, troubleshoot technical 
issues and safeguard the integrity of 
the vote. 

Their role is crucial in upholding 
trust in elections — a cornerstone of 
democratic governance.  

Election workers provide an irre-
placeable human touch. They guide 
first-time voters, assist those with dis-
abilities and answer questions with 
patience and professionalism. These 
interactions create a positive voting 
experience and encourage civic 
participation.  

HOW YOU CAN SUPPORT  
One way to honor election workers 

is by becoming one. Many jurisdic-
tions face shortages, especially as 
seasoned workers step back due to 
safety concerns or retirement. Most 
positions require minimal training 
and offer a chance to contribute 
meaningfully to your community.  

Additionally, voters can support 
election workers by treating them with 
respect and understanding the pres-
sures they face. Reporting 
misinformation and encouraging a 
fact-based dialogue about the electoral 
process can reduce hostility.  

Election workers are heroes who 
uphold the democratic principles we 
often take for granted. Their courage 
and dedication deserve recognition 
and gratitude. When you cast your 
next ballot, remember the people 
behind the scenes who make it all 
possible.

Election Workers
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SALUTE TO UNSUNG HEROES  |  HELPING CHILDREN THRIVE

Foster parents quietly 
transform the lives of 

children in need. 
Every day, these compassion-

ate individuals open their 
hearts and homes to young 
people facing uncertainty, pro-
viding the stability and care 
they desperately need.  

Becoming a foster parent 
isn’t just about offering a tem-
porary place to stay — it’s about 
creating a nurturing environ-
ment where children can 
thrive. While the journey 
requires commitment, the 
effect on a child’s life can be 
profound.

According to the Adoption 
and Foster Care Analysis and 
Reporting System, there are 
about 369,000 children in the 
child welfare system as of 2022. 
As of 2021, according to Fos-
terVA, there are only about 
214,421 licensed foster homes, 
making the need for more fos-
ter parents great. The average 
age of a child in foster care was 
8, with more than half under 
the age of 10.

HOW TO BECOME  
A FOSTER PARENT  

The process of becoming a 
foster parent varies by state, but 
the general steps are straight-
forward. First, interested 
individuals must meet basic 
qualifications, such as being at 
least 21 years old, financially 
stable and able to pass a back-
ground check. Foster parents 
can be single, married or in a 
partnership, and they don’t 
need to own their home.  

Once qualified, prospective 

foster parents attend orienta-
tion sessions to learn about the 
responsibilities involved. Next, 
they undergo training to under-
stand the needs of foster 
children, including those who 
may have experienced trauma. 
A home study is then con-
ducted to ensure the living 
space is safe and suitable.  

The process is thorough but 
designed to equip foster par-
ents with the tools they need to 
make a difference. It’s a journey 
rooted in hope and the belief 
that every child deserves a 

chance to succeed.  

MAKING THE  
WORLD BETTER  

Foster parents provide more 
than a roof over a child’s head 
— they offer stability, guidance 
and love during difficult times. 
For children placed in foster 
care due to neglect, abuse or 
other hardships, this support 
can be life-changing.  

Studies show that children in 
stable foster homes are more 
likely to do well in school, form 
positive relationships and 

develop self-confidence. Foster 
parents help rebuild trust and 
show these young individuals 
that they are valued and cared 
for.  

The difference made by fos-
ter parenting often extends 
beyond the child. Communities 
benefit from having engaged 
citizens who are willing to step 
up for those in need. Moreover, 
foster parents often inspire oth-
ers to take action — whether by 
fostering themselves or sup-
porting foster families in other 
ways, such as donating supplies 

or offering childcare assistance.  
While foster parenting isn’t 

always easy, those who take on 
this role often say the rewards 
outweigh the challenges. 
Watching a child grow, heal and 
find hope is a powerful 
reminder that kindness and 
dedication can change the 
world.  

For those considering 
becoming foster parents, the 
first step is reaching out to your 
local child welfare agency. You 
might just be the hero a child is 
waiting for. 

Foster Parents
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SALUTE TO UNSUNG HEROES  |  SHAPING LIVES

Behind the spotlight 
of every high school 

production stands an 
unsung hero: the 
theater director. 

These passionate educators, 
often volunteers, do more than 
oversee plays; they inspire stu-
dents, foster creativity and 
cultivate life skills that extend 
far beyond the stage.  

High school theater direc-
tors juggle multiple roles 
— artistic visionary, educator, 
mentor and often technician. 
They guide students through 
the process of interpreting 
scripts, blocking scenes and 
perfecting performances. They 
teach them how to project 
their voices, to work with oth-
ers and to tell stories with their 
bodies. 

Directors work tirelessly to 
transform school gymnasiums 
or auditoriums into worlds 
filled with wonder, transport-
ing audiences to distant lands, 
pivotal historical moments or 
imaginative futures.  

From selecting the perfect 
play to overseeing every 
rehearsal, their dedication 
drives the creative process. 
Whether it’s a Broadway classic 
or an original student-written 
piece, theater directors bring 
stories to life, infusing them 
with meaning and heart.  

MENTORS IN  
THE SPOTLIGHT  

For many students, theater is 
more than an extracurricular 
activity; it’s a safe space to 
explore self-expression and 

build confidence. It is a place 
where young people who may 
not fit in elsewhere find their 
people. 

High school theater direc-
tors serve as mentors, 
encouraging shy students to 
step into the limelight and 
teaching others to channel 
their energy and emotions into 
art.  

The lessons they impart 
often go beyond acting tech-
niques or stage directions. 
Students learn discipline, col-
laboration, confidence and 
resilience — skills they carry 
into their adult lives. Theater 
directors challenge their casts 
and crews to push past their 
comfort zones, nurturing 
growth both on and off the 
stage.  

CHAMPIONS  
OF TEAMWORK  

A high school production is 
a massive team effort, and 
directors are the glue holding 
it all together. They bring 
together actors, set designers, 
costume creators and lighting 
technicians, fostering a sense 
of unity and shared purpose. 
Directors teach students to 
value each contribution, show-
ing them how every role, no 
matter how small, is essential 
to a production’s success.  

This spirit of collaboration 
creates lifelong memories and 
bonds among students. For 
many, the friendships and 
experiences forged during pro-
ductions become some of the 
most meaningful moments of 
their high school years.  

FACING UNIQUE 
CHALLENGES  

Directing high school the-
ater comes with its share of 
hurdles, from tight budgets to 
limited resources. Yet, direc-
tors persevere, finding creative 
solutions to bring their visions 
to life. They spend late nights 
crafting sets, fundraising for 
costumes or learning to oper-
ate soundboards — all to 
ensure students have a plat-
form to shine.  

In recent years, directors 
have had to face an increasing 
amount of censorship and 
must deal with school boards 
that thrust their work into the 
culture wars. This landscape 
requires them to be diplomatic 
ambassadors on behalf of the 
students while choosing work 

that will challenge students 
but is appropriate for their 
community.

High school theater direc-
tors shape more than 
performances; they shape 
lives. They inspire students to 
dream big, work hard and 
embrace their creativity. For 
those who step onto the stage 
or work behind the scenes, 
directors plant seeds of confi-
dence and possibility that 
grow long after the final cur-
tain call.  

These directors may not 
seek the spotlight, but their 
influence is immeasurable. 
They remind us that theater is 
not just about entertainment; 
it’s about building community, 
fostering empathy and helping 
young people find their voice.

High School Theater Director
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SALUTE TO UNSUNG HEROES  |  KNOWLEDGE KEEPERS

Librarians have a 
transformative 

impact on individuals 
and communities.
 
Often considered the  

gatekeepers of knowledge, 
librarians do much more than 
check out books. They provide 
a lifeline to information, fos-
ter literacy and create spaces 
where everyone is welcome.  

At the core of a librarian’s 
role is connecting people with 
the information they need. 
Whether helping a student 
research a term paper, guid-
ing a job seeker to career 
resources or assisting some-
one with digital literacy skills, 
librarians empower individu-
als through access to 
knowledge.  

In an era of misinforma-
tion, librarians are trusted 
guides in discerning credible 
sources. They teach critical 
thinking skills, helping 
patrons navigate the vast sea 
of information available 
online. Their work strength-
ens communities  
by promoting informed 
decision-making.  

According to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics and Data USA, 
there were about 146,500 
librarians in 2023 and they 
worked in public libraries, 
schools, museums, archives 
and other organizations. The 
vast majority — 82.4% — are 
women.

A SAFE SPACE FOR ALL  
Libraries are more than 

places to borrow books; they 

are safe havens. For children, 
libraries offer story hours that 
ignite a lifelong love of read-
ing. For teens, they provide a 
quiet refuge for studying or 
exploring creative outlets. 
Adults find opportunities for 
skill-building, from resume 
workshops to technology 
training.  

Librarians make libraries 
inclusive spaces. They curate 
diverse collections that reflect 
their communities and ensure 
everyone feels represented. 
Libraries are also critical life-
lines for underserved 
populations, offering free 
access to Wi-Fi, computers 
and even basic necessities like 

warmth in winter or cooling 
in summer.

INNOVATORS  
AND ADAPTORS  

Librarians are innovators, 
continually evolving to meet 
changing community needs. 
Modern libraries offer much 
more than books — they lend 

tools, technology and even 
experiences. From 3D printers 
and makerspaces to virtual 
reality and coding classes, 
libraries are hubs of 
innovation.  

The pandemic underscored 
librarians’ adaptability, as 
many shifted to virtual pro-
gramming and curbside 
services. They embraced tech-
nology to ensure access to 
education and resources didn’t 
stop, proving their resilience 
in the face of challenges.  

GUARDIANS OF  
INTELLECTUAL 

FREEDOM  
In a time when book chal-

lenges and censorship 
attempts are increasing, 
librarians stand on the front 
lines of intellectual freedom. 
They advocate for the right to 
read, ensuring communities 
have access to diverse ideas 
and viewpoints. Their dedica-
tion protects the fundamental 
principles of democracy and 
free expression.  

Librarians are unsung 
heroes who enrich lives in 
countless ways. They inspire 
curiosity, empower learning 
and foster community con-
nections. Their work may be 
quiet, but its influence reso-
nates loudly.  

The next time you visit your 
local library, take a moment to 
appreciate the librarians 
behind the scenes. They are 
not just keepers of books; they 
are builders of opportunity 
and champions of knowledge, 
making the world a brighter 
place, one library card at a 
time.

Librarians
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