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L ike most eighth-grade girls, Izzy Hadala is up to the usual 
stuff so far this school year. She has been hanging out 
with friends, listening to Neon Trees, playing soccer, ap-

pearing on The Today Show and talking to fashion designers at the 
Aeropostale headquarters in New York City.

OK, maybe Izzy is leading a slightly more exotic life than most of 
her peers right now. Of course that goes with the territory when 
you release a book and touch lives with a story that pretty much 
everyone relates to on some level.

Everything changed in August when the 14-year-old Casselberry 
girl released her first book, which immediately got national at-
tention. The First Day Speech tells the story of Nathan, a fictional 
character who is worried about other kids making fun of him. 
He decides to face his fears and give a speech on the first day of 
school. The story was inspired by Izzy’s own first-day speech, 
which she started giving in the first grade to explain her physical 
differences.

Izzy was born with ectodermal dysplasia, a condition that halted 
the development of most of her fingers, teeth and toes. Her 
speech on the first day of first grade was intended to head off 
some of the inevitable questions. She wanted to let classmates 
know she was just like them — and that no, they could not “catch” 
ectodermal dysplasia from her like they would catch a cold.

“Most kids in kindergarten were trying to be sweet and earnest 
about asking questions,” said Izzy. “But eventually it got to the 
point where people were asking questions every single day. 
Sometimes the same person would come back with the same 
question an hour later.”

So Izzy decided it would be a good idea to stand in front of her 
class and answer the most common questions before they could 
be asked. She and her mom, Jackie, worked together on that first 
speech

“The first time I did it I was incredibly nervous, but a lot of the 
kids were really understanding. They were soaking it in. Some of 
the girls said they had seen me on the playground or would say 
things like, ‘Oh, we have the same shoes,’ or something really 
sweet like little first-graders do.

Izzy only looks different. Sure, she wrote a book and got to be on national TV, 
but she’ll always know how it feels to be the odd one out.
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Izzy Hadala (right)  
with her best friend,  
Natalie Rideout
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“I made a point of telling kids it’s not 
contagious, because that’s one of the com-
mon questions. They wanted to know if 
they could catch it. So I told them that if 
they held my hand, their fingers would 
not fall off.”

Then there were kids who simply didn’t 
notice anything different about their 
friend.

Thirteen-year-old Natalie Rideout has 
known Izzy since they started doing 
gymnastics together in first grade and 
remembers that it was a long time before 
she caught on to Izzy’s condition.

“The gymnastics teacher always said Izzy 
could do everything the rest of us could 
do, and I couldn’t figure out what that 
meant,” said Natalie. “After a few months 
I noticed Izzy’s hands were different and 
it hit me. That was what the teacher was 
talking about.”

Not all kids looked past the differences. So 
the speech became part of Izzy’s back-to-
school routine throughout elementary and 
middle school. It was the first thing that 
came to mind for her in 2011 when Wild 
Onion Press announced a writing contest. 
The Gainesville publisher specializes in 
books featuring children with physical 
differences. Wild Onion already had a 

book about a girl with a hand difference, 
so Izzy worked with owner Shelley Mickle 
to adapt the book to be about a boy with a 
facial cleft.

“I felt like my story was something other 
kids could relate to in some way. In the 
book you don’t really see Nathan’s face,” 
said Izzy. “You’re just hearing the thoughts 
of a kid who is nervous about the first day 
of school, and any kid can relate to that. 
Later you find out he’s a little different 
from everyone else. So that kind of con-

nects with people who do seem a little 
different on the outside.”

Earlier this year when The First Day 
Speech was still in development, Izzy 
received an invitation from Dr. Raymund 
Woo, medical director of orthopedics at 
Florida Hospital for Children, to attend a 
motivational talk given by a Texas man 
who is a veteran of the war in Iraq. The 
victim of a roadside bomb attack, he vis-
ited Orlando while his home was rebuilt 
by ABC’s Extreme Makeover: Home Edition.

On the day of the “Extreme Makeover” 
event, Izzy met Sara Channing, a media 
relations specialist with Florida Hospital. 
When Channing heard about The First 
Day Speech, she issued a press release that 
caught the attention of The Today Show. 
NBC sent a crew from Miami to interview 
Izzy and follow her around on the first 
day of school. And that is when the snow-
ball started rolling downhill.

Other than the video crew following her 
around the campus of Orangewood Chris-
tian School in Maitland, it was a typical first 
day for Izzy. She was even wearing her typi-
cal wardrobe, which included a shirt from 
one of her favorite stores: Aeropostale.

Izzy with copies of her books (top) and  
Dr. Raymund Woo (right); The Today Show films 
Izzy reading from her book (bottom).
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Someone from Aeropostale saw Izzy wear-
ing the brand on national television and 
contacted Jackie Hadala. The represen-
tative sent a box full of bracelets from 
STOMP Out BullyingTM, an anti-bullying 
organization supported by the company. 
A few days later, Aeropostale sent another 
gift. This time it was hundreds of jackets. 
Enough for the entire Orangewood stu-
dent body.

By this time, Izzy was becoming a bit of a 
rock star at school. But the ride was just 
beginning. In early October, Aeropostale 
flew the budding author and her mom 
to New York. They visited the retailer’s 
corporate headquarters and indulged in a 
shopping spree at Aeropostale’s store in 
Times Square. And since she already had 
a little TV time on her resume, Izzy was 
invited to appear on the WPIX-TV Chan-
nel 11 morning show. After an interview, 
she stood in front of the green screen and 
delivered the day’s weather forecast for 
viewers in the New York area.

“The visit to Aeropostale was so cool,” 
said Izzy. “I got to see the whole process 
and how they do everything. They are 
amazing. Through STOMP Out BullyingTM, 
they give out bracelets at all their stores 
to bring awareness to the problem of bul-
lying. And they do other awesome things, 
like Teens for Jeans, which gives out 
jeans to kids on the street and in home-
less shelters. They also give jackets to 
people in the winter.”

Since the trip to New York, Izzy has been 
balancing school, soccer, church and 
friends with speaking engagements and 
personal appearances. 

Her new role as an ambassador for people 
with physical differences doesn’t surprise 
Dr. Woo, who says Izzy is clearly aware 
of the reactions her hands and feet draw 
from strangers.

“She is a sensitive and caring person, and 
rather than hiding she has chosen to deal 
with her adversity by being forthright and 
honest about her condition,” said Dr. Woo. 
“Izzy has chosen to be a positive example 
to others and a spokesperson against bully-
ing. We should draw from her strength and 
courage to become better ourselves and to 
be a better example to those around us.”

The anti-bullying angle of The First Day 
Speech was kind of a happy accident, be-
cause it wasn’t Izzy’s aim when she wrote 
the book.

“It was more about acceptance for people 
with differences,” said Izzy. “But it morphed 
into an anti-bullying message, which is 
great because that’s something I’ve faced 
many times. In fifth grade I was bullied 
toward the end of the year. There was a 
small group of people saying mean things, 
calling me names behind my back. In sixth 
grade I was in a really big school, and the 
administration didn’t do much to stop bul-
lying. So kids thought they had license to 
bully whoever they wanted to.”

All that seems to be in Izzy’s rearview 
mirror now. She no longer deals with bully- 
ing at school. But she cautiously embraces 
some of the recent changes.

“There are definitely some girls at school 
who have taken a new interest in me that 
wasn’t there before,” said Izzy. “They’ve 
been talking to me and sitting with me 
at lunch. And that’s nice. But I have to 
remember there were people who were 
treating me nicely before this happened. 
So I try to stick close to them because I 
know they’re my friends. They’re not 
treating me differently because I’ve writ-
ten a book and done all this stuff.”

Izzy says she is inspired to help others 
because she knows what it’s like to be 
down and sad.

“I’m in a good place now. I should be able 
to go out there and help people who aren’t 
doing as well, because that’s the position 
I used to be in. I want people who are 
different to feel better about themselves 
because they’re wonderful just the way 
they are. They just need to see it. But 
I also want people who don’t live with 
those challenges to see the inner beauty 
in everyone who is different.”

Izzy with sisters Lauren (left) and Meredith 
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