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When Eila Gress stepped up to the free throw line at her first Elks Hoop Shoot contest, her hopes were sky high—but the rim was even higher.
Eila, then 8 years old, was unable to get the ball over the rim and into the hoop. She made 0 out of 25 free throws, but, because Eila was the only girl in her division, she advanced to the next level. Her parents, Steve and Phet, were left with a difficult decision.
“She was the only girl to show up, so she won by default,” says Steve, “but we decided she maybe wasn't quite ready to go to the District level based on those results.”
Instead of moving forward in the competition, Eila returned to the practice gym, determined to do better next season. She knew that simply wanting to win wouldn’t be enough; she had to work to achieve her goals.
“I practiced really hard,” says Eila, sponsored by Madison, Wis., Lodge No. 410. “I trained a lot, maybe five or six days per week, almost every day. I just kept following through and just kept listening to my parents.”
According to Steve and Phet, the impressive trophy she received at the Lodge level was a big motivator throughout the offseason, but Eila had a different goal in mind.
“I wanted to defend my title,” says Eila.
After thousands of practice shots and hundreds of hours working on her technique, Eila returned to her Lodge contest one year later. This time, she made 16 free throws—a good enough score to earn her the win and another large trophy. This time, she made the trip to the District level, where she went in with a new goal.
“I was trying to get to the State level because my grandparents lived there, and I wanted to win for them,” says Eila.
Eila did just that, making 17 at the District level and 20 at the State level for the win. When she advanced to the Regional level, Eila performed better than she ever had. She sank an impressive 22 free throws, earning her a spot at the National Finals in Chicago. 
“We’re very proud of her,” says Phet. “She’s come a long way, from zero to making 22 at Regionals. She showed us that she’s a hard worker, and she’s very dedicated. She loves to win and has an amazing drive to be successful.”
When she finally took the line at the 2025 Elks Hoop Shoot National Finals, Eila’s improbable run was set to come to an end one way or another—but nobody could’ve predicted what happened next.
After a perfect first round of 10 shots, Eila was tied at the top of the leaderboard with Carrigan Price, sponsored by Columbia/Middletown, Pa., Lodge No. 1074. Eila proceeded to make 14 of her final 15, putting immense pressure on Carrigan. Carrigan returned to the line and made 14 as well, forcing a shoot-off.
The competitors continued to match each other, round after round. After a total of 5 rounds and 25 extra shots each, a champion was finally crowned: Carrigan defeated Eila by one shot.
Eila returned home with a massive second-place trophy and a weekend full of memories, but even more important, she learned that hard work and dedication can help her achieve her dreams. Now, for this gritty kid, the sky truly is the limit.
To see Eila and her parents tell their own story, visit the Elks National Foundation’s YouTube channel and watch Eila’s Griteo, titled Zero to Hero. 
Feeling inspired? The 2026 Elks Hoop Shoot National Finals are Saturday, April 18, in Chicago—and you can be there! Early bird registration is open through January and comes with a FREE T-SHIRT! Standard registration is open February 1 through March 27, but does not include a free t-shirt.
The Elks have been unleashing gritty kids through the Hoop Shoot program for more than 50 years. For 2025-26, the Elks National Foundation allocated more than $1.5 million to fund the program. For videos, news from the court, and more information about the Hoop Shoot, visit elks.org/hoopshoot. 
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