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I love being a part of the L.A. Youth 
staff. Helping a writer express his or 
her opinion gives my illustrations a 
purpose, like my cover illustration 
about the achievement gap. I don’t 
think I’m very good with words, but 
I enjoy “painting a picture” for the 
readers to help them understand the 
writer’s viewpoint. —Shirley Loi, 17, 
Sierra Vista HS (Baldwin Park)

When I came up with an idea to write about 
street art I thought that it would be cool to try to 
find some of the famous pieces I’d heard about. 
But since L.A. is huge, that would have been 
difficult. Instead, my editor and I thought I could 
write about me trying to figure out what street 
art is, since there isn’t really a true definition for 
it. I love how my story ended up (p. 8) because  I 
learned more than I would have from my other 
idea. —Emily Bader, 15, Cleveland HS (Reseda)
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A TEEn hELPED gET ThE 
TRUAnCY LAW ChAngED
I ADMIRE THE courage Maceo Bradley 
had to fight back against his truancy 
ticket. It was definitely unfair for you 
and your classmates to get a ticket 
when you were on school grounds. You 
handled the situation in the best way—
not by complaining but by actually 
doing something. I live in South Central 
Los Angeles and I make the journey 
to Hollywood High School every day. I 
can’t control the train or bus system so I 
panic when I’m running late. Once, I was 
physically pushed out and told to get the 
other train because there was no room. 
I couldn’t fight back against a guy twice 
my size. I was late to school that day but 
they thankfully excused it.
Monica Martinez
Hollywood HS

THE ARTICLE “WE fought for fairness 
and won!” really caught my attention. I 
didn’t know that back then you could get a 

ticket for being late. It amazed me how the 
writer had to pay money just for being late 
even though he had a good reason. Tickets 
shouldn’t even be allowed in schools.
Rafael Garcia
Hollywood HS

A gIRL’S FAThER DIED 
UnExPECTEDLY
THE ARTICLE “DAD, I miss you” by 
Alexia Sison made me think about my 
actions toward my parents. I’ve realized 
that I can lose my parents any day, 
whether today or 20 years from now. 
Every day I will tell my parents that I love 
them even if I’m mad at them. If I lost my 
parents, I would be so sad. I wouldn’t be 
able to get over the fact that they’re gone.
Kristen Cole
Hill MS (Long Beach)

I LIKED THE article “Dad, I miss you.” 
I could make a connection to this 
article. My dad died when I was 3. I 
don’t remember anything about him 
anymore. They only way I can see him 

is in old pictures. The writer was really 
brave to share her story with everyone.
José Chavez
Pacoima MS

IT’S BETTER TO WRITE 
LETTERS ThE OLD-
FAShIOnED WAY
I REALLY LIKED the article “Yours 
truly” by Kelly Lin. I think that writing 
letters is better than communicating 
through technology. Letters have more 
emotions and expression while texts 
and computers make it boring. She has 
a point when she says that her friend’s 
letter made her feel like a sister. The 
journal I had also made me feel like a 
sister. I felt like Kelly was telling me my 
own story. It was like she was my friend.
Nancy Martinez
Hollywood HS

FOSTER YOUTh DESERvE 
OUR SUPPORT
I VERY MUCH enjoyed your article, “No 
longer on our own at eighteen.” I know 
it must be tough being a foster child, 
especially in this economy. A lot of people 
don’t give much attention to foster care 
and I’m glad you shed some light on it. 
I know many people don’t even know 
what’s going on in the foster care system. 
Now they have gained some knowledge 
of it. I agree with you that anyone in the 
foster care system who is 20 or younger 
should be offered this privilege no matter 
what. Overall, I wish you all the best and I 
know you will be successful.
Gaby Cordova
Hollywood HS

hOW TO hELP A 
FRIEnD In An ABUSIvE 
RELATIOnShIP
THE ARTICLE ABOUT abusive 
relationships made me realize how to 
be a better friend to help a friend who is 
involved in an abusive relationship. It is 
very sad to know someone who is being 
abused. What my friend doesn’t realize 
is that abuse isn’t just physical, it can be 
mental, too. I tried telling my friend but 
somehow it came out wrong and a big 
commotion followed. I nearly lost my 
friend because of her abusive partner. 
He knows so many ways to control her; 
she’s his puppet. The worst part is that 
her abusive partner has her believing it’s 
love. But love is not control and power. 
Love is giving a person freedom and 
being happy they are with you of their 
own free will. Now I know that my only 
role as her friend is to just be there for 

her and listen to her without giving my 
opinion.
Name withheld

JOBS ThAT hELP ThE 
EnvIROnMEnT
I WOULD LIKE to thank L.A. Youth for 
publishing an article about green jobs. 
When I was in middle school, I thought 
about getting a job that helps the planet, 
but I wasn’t sure how to get into this 
field. Since then I dropped the idea be-
cause all the articles I had read weren’t 
clear enough and had not persuaded me 
to continue the idea of getting a green 
job. After I read this article, I was con-
vinced that I should give the idea anoth-
er try and find the perfect job that works 
for me and the environment.
Karen Pino
Hollywood HS

PAREnTS ShOULD 
ChILL WhEn TEAChIng 
US TO DRIvE
I CAN RELATE to the article “Driving me 
crazy.” When I got behind the wheel, my 
mom was freaking out and my dad was 
telling me not to listen to what my mom 
was saying. He told me to calm down and 
focus on the road. It was a bit scary at first, 
but after 10 minutes of driving I got the 
hang of it. I have to say it was really fun, 
except changing lanes. It was hard, espe-
cially with my dad telling me to look at all 
of the mirrors to make sure no cars were 
around so I wouldn’t get into an accident, 
which was the last thing on my mind.
George Diaz
Hollywood HS

A TEEn REALIzED DRUgS 
WERE RUInIng hIS LIFE
I READ THE article “Turning our lives 
around” and I could relate. I know many 
people who smoke marijuana. I used to be 
one of them, but I have been drug free for 
about nine months. When I look back, I 
think to myself, “What the hell was I think-
ing?” The first time I used it I was about 14 
years old and I got caught. I had to go to 
court and I was sad because my mom was 
so disappointed. Because of my stupid-
ity we had to pay about $320 and for some 
reason I did it again. I had drug tests to 
take and I always passed them. One day I 
came clean to my mom and told her every-
thing. She was disappointed but I think a 
little proud that I came clean to her. I have 
never done it again. I tell people “smoking 
is one of the stupidest things you can do” 
and I also say they’re risking everything.
Name withheld

Did you like a story in this issue? Hate it? Could you relate? Tell us 
what you think. Leave a comment on layouth.com or on our Facebook 
page. You can also email us at editor@layouth.com or send us a letter 
to L.A. Youth  •  5967 W. 3rd St. Suite 301  •  Los Angeles CA 90036.   
We might choose your comment to be published in the newspaper. 

COnnECTIng TO CULTURE ThROUgh DAnCE
EvEn though I’m not Indian, I can relate to Shivani Patel’s 
article “having a ball” so much. Instead of Bollywood dancing, I do 
Armenian dancing. I take lessons just like Shivani. It’s cool to see 
that other heritages express themselves through dance from their 
country and perform for people just like Armenians do. 
Even though Indians and Armenians are nothing 
alike, it’s nice to see that we have similarities.  
I wish Shivani luck at her Bollywood competitions.
Christine Matossian
Wilson MS (Glendale)

Photo by 
Christian Santiago, 18
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Calling All Foster Youth 
in Los Angeles County

Contact Editor 
Amanda Riddle at 

(323)  938-9194 
or ariddle@layouth.com 

Invite Amanda to speak at 
your school, group home 

or foster agency about 
writing for L.A. Youth.

Got questions? 
Go to layouth.com and click 

on the Foster Youth link to 
learn more and read stories 

written by foster youth.

Do you want to let  
other teens know what 
foster care is like?  
Here’s your chance.
L.A. Youth is looking for foster youth 
ages 14 to 18 who want to write an 
article to be published in L.A. Youth. 

BY JOInIng 
L.A. YOUTh,  
YOU CAn:
• earn $100  
for each story published

• Improve your writing skills  
by working with an editor

• help other foster youth  
by sharing your experiences

• Inform others 
about the system

Editor Amanda Riddle works with Charles on his story. 

www.layouth.com

No experience necessary! Writers, artists 
and photographers welcome. You will 
be invited to stay for the regular staff 
meeting which starts at 1 p.m.

join our staff at the next

Newcomer’s Day

please rsvp: 
Call (323) 938-9194
e-mail editor@layouth.com
5967 W. Third st., suite 301, 
los angeles Ca 90036

NexT 

orieNTaTioN: 

saTurday, 

juNe 16
11 a.m. - NooN



I’ve been misjudged 
just for being a 
black male

I 
used to feel like my mom didn’t trust me when I 
left the house. She wouldn’t let me wear a big chain 
around my neck and she was worried about who I 

hung out with. “You don’t have to do anything wrong 
for something to happen to you,” my mom would 
say. And I had a friend whose mom wouldn’t let her 
go to house parties. I felt like this was unfair. But 
since talking to my mom after the Trayvon Martin 
shooting, I realized that it’s not that our parents 
didn’t trust us, it’s that they didn’t trust other people.

My mom is strict because she doesn’t want me to 
get harassed by gang bangers or drug dealers or to 
get robbed on the bus and or end up getting shot and 
killed for no apparent reason like Trayvon Martin.

Trayvon was walking around in a hoodie; it was 
a rainy night when he ended up shot to death. My 
mom said that if I were to wear a big chain, cops and 
gang members might harass me or target me just for 
looking like a gang member.

Even doing what my mom says, I’ve been 
harassed. Once when I was walking to school last 
year, I had my hood up and a police officer asked me 
to remove my hood. I was nervous, because when a 
cop stops me—a young black male in South L.A.—it 
makes me think, “What does he think I did?” Once 
I removed it he said, “I just had to make sure you 
didn’t fit the description.” After that I saw him ask 
another kid to remove his hood even though it was 
a different color than mine. I didn’t know whether 
this cop didn’t know what color hoodie to be looking 
for or whether he was just giving me a hard time 
because I’m a young black male. 

And that was not the only time I felt like people 
have made assumptions. About a year ago, I was 
walking through a grocery store parking lot to my 
mom’s car at night. As I was passing by another 
car in the lot, I heard the click of the doors locking 
even though no one had gotten out. The people 
inside were assuming that because I’m black I might 
be coming to break into their car and rob them. I 
always feel sad when something like this happens. 
I am not a thug. I’m a college-bound student with 
a 3.3 GPA. It’s really messed up. How can this be so 
common today in our world?

—By Maceo Bradley, 17, Animo Locke HS #3

I’m embarrassed 
that a hoodie 
triggered my fears

t
hese past few months, stories about the fatal 
shootings of unarmed black teens Kendrec 
McDade and Trayvon Martin have been 

appearing everywhere—on television, online and 

last month neIghborhood watch volunteer george Zimmerman 
was arrested in the Feb. 26 shooting death of trayvon martin, a 17-year-
old unarmed black teenager, in Florida. Zimmerman saw trayvon walking 
through his gated community, followed him and shot him. he claims it was 
in self-defense after trayvon attacked him. In march, two Pasadena police 
officers shot and killed Kendrec mcdade, an unarmed 19-year-old black 
college student. Police were responding to a 911 call in which the victim said 
he was robbed at gunpoint, but he lied about the suspects having a gun. after 
discussing these cases, two l.a. youth writers shared their experiences with 
racial profiling. We also talked to a group of Jefferson high students from 
south l.a. about how they’re treated by authorities and if they feel they get 
profiled because of their race (discussion on page 7). 

Illustration by  
Flor carolina barillas, 16, 
south gate hs
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Editor Mike Fricano: have you been treated suspiciously?
Daisy Aguila, 16: My classmate went to Malibu to a res-

taurant with his parents. he’s Mexican and they eyed him 
from head to toe. he didn’t feel comfortable. 

Jose Estrada, 16: I walked in the liquor store. The guy, 
he was just staring at wherever I was going. I guess he 
thought I was going to steal something. And I just got chips 
and he just kept looking at me ‘til I left.

Frannette Tolon, 18: one of the people in my [class said] 
she and her friends were walking down the street. It was 
late at night and they all got stopped because [the cops] 
thought they were selling drugs. They got frisked. They 
were basically stopped because they looked a certain way 
when they weren’t doing nothing.

Editor Amanda Riddle: how did you feel when you 
heard that story?

Frannette: It felt like it was something common, 
like what I deal with in my neighborhood. I live close to 
gangs and drug dealers, so they stop everyone, every-
day, to see if they have drugs on them or a weapon or 
something. 

Mike: has anyone talked to you about how you 
should behave if you run into the cops? 

Frannette: My parents, they tell me if I see police, 
avoid them at all times. but if they do say “come here,” 
just be civilized. Don’t get aggressive or out of hand 
because then you will be in the back of a police car. 

Cyril Diego, 17: They say respond respectfully. but if 
they jump out of the car, tell you to put your hands behind 
your back, but I’m walking home and I have a backpack, 
and they feel that’s suspicious because they probably think 
I’m walking from my homie’s house or I probably have a 
gun in my backpack. So, how I respond to that is, “Why you 
gonna stop me? I’m coming from school.” 

Mike: has that happened to you?
Cyril: Yeah. 
Mike: how many times?
Cyril: I don’t know. So much I can’t even count. 
Mike: George Zimmerman said Trayvon Martin was 

wearing a hoodie and had something in his hands and it 
was dark so he thought that was somebody who might be 
dangerous. how would you define suspicious?

Daisy: If you see a couple of guys in suits and then you 
see another couple guys in baggy clothes, who are you go-
ing to look at for trouble? We all know our neighborhood, 
we all know the gangs and it’s not the same thing. So you’ll 
probably think that the guys in suits are doing something. 
but if you have a white person come in here, in this neigh-
borhood, of course they’re going to look at the guys with 
the baggy clothes, thinking that they look suspicious. 

Jocelyne Ortiz, 15: Sometimes, even if you’re not 
dressed appropriately or inappropriately, you can still be 
suspicious. Just going really close to a person, they might 
think, “oh, they’re trying to do something bad to me.” 

Mike: how would you describe a suspicious walk?
Cyril: Walking fast, looking around every minute to see 

who’s around you or who’s behind you and who’s watching.
Amanda: Zimmerman claims that he saw Trayvon 

walking and looking around. 
Frannette: Well he was probably nervous; it was late 

at night. Everybody gets nervous walking home because 
anybody could come up behind you and shoot you like he 
did. Somebody could stab you or rob you. of course you’re 
gonna look around and see who’s coming behind you. 

Mike: In the liquor store example, you were there to buy 
chips but how might the owner define a suspicious person?

Jose: he probably had other experiences; people actu-
ally stealing something. That’s what he probably thought I 
was doing. 

Mike: Why do you think he may have thought you were 
more likely to be someone who would steal? Do you think it 
had to do with the fact that you’re a teenager?

Jose: Yeah, a little.
Mike: how do you think the cops see you versus how you 

see yourself?
Frannette: They’re probably like, “ok, that’s a black girl. 

I’m gonna have to go stop her. She’s in a gang-affiliated 
neighborhood so she’s probably gang affiliated.” I do live in 
a gang-affiliated [neighborhood] but it don’t mean I’m part 
of a gang. They shouldn’t judge everybody by how they look 
because half the time they’re wrong. 

Jocelyne: I guess when they see me, as a teenager, the 
first thing they probably think is, “She’s probably a trouble-
maker. She probably has a lot of tickets, a bad record, that 
she’s not gonna do nothing good with her life.” 

Mike: Is it just because of your age?
Jocelyne: No, it’s because of the neighborhood. The 

neighborhood has a reputation and they think everybody’s 
going to live up to it. Like everybody’s going to be a gang-
banger and they are always gonna do drugs. A lot of people 
want to do other things with their life. 

Daisy: but not everybody’s innocent though. 
Jose: I think that police should stop having assumptions. 

Stop assuming that just because you’re walking at a time of 
the night or walking a certain way or looking at something 
different, they should stop you. 

in discussions at school. While learning more about 
the Trayvon Martin shooting, I read transcripts of 
the calls George Zimmerman, the man who killed 
Trayvon, made to police in the years before the 
shooting. Six calls referred to suspicious black males. 
And an unarmed black male who was wearing a 
hoodie and carrying a bottle of iced tea and a bag of 
Skittles ended up dead. How could this NOT be a race 
thing?

I wondered, “How could people be so narrow-
minded? How can people base their views on the col-
or of one’s skin or the clothing someone wears?” I was 
angry at people who judge others solely on skin color 
or clothing, and believed I was nothing like them.

A few weeks later, I was at school around 8 or 9 
p.m. I had been at a computer programming class 
and after it was over I was walking around the 
parking lot waiting for my mother to pick me up. A 
man wearing a dark hoodie stood nearby with his 
back to a wall.

Several minutes later, I started feeling nervous. I 
noticed that the man was staring in my direction. My 
suspicion rose, and to my shame, the fact that he was 
black actually scared me. At a predominantly Asian 
school like Walnut, I thought, shouldn’t I be at least 
a little cautious around someone who looks as if he 
“doesn’t belong”? 

He shuffled his hands around in his pockets. 
I thought he might take a weapon out. That was 
enough to make me quickly walk back to the class-
room, and tell my teacher that someone outside was 
making me nervous. “I don’t think he’s supposed 
to be here, could you ...?” I stopped abruptly, afraid 
to admit why I was scared. My teacher gave me a 
strange look, but came outside with me. 

As we went outside, I walked behind my teacher, 
trying to hide. Imagine my shock when I saw the two 
men shake hands and begin talking to each other. 
It turned out the man was the parent of the class’s 
teaching assistant, and he was waiting to pick her 
up.

I was incredibly embarrassed as my teacher ex-
plained and casually joked with the man about me 
being scared. Thankfully, the man didn’t take any 
offense.

I had discriminated unfairly against a man just 
because of his race. Even though my parents had 
taught me always to be cautious around strangers, 
was the reason I was afraid still valid? Wasn’t I act-
ing similarly to Zimmerman when he saw Trayvon 
Martin? 

The main thing I learned here is that I shouldn’t 
make assumptions about someone just because he’s 
wearing a hoodie or is black. But doing this won’t 
be easy. I don’t want to make judgements about 
anyone I meet, but I also want to keep myself safe.

—By Andrew Chen, 15, Walnut HS

We’re used to being treated suspiciously
These students from South L.A. say people often assume they’re doing something wrong based on their race 

Go to layouth.com  
to read the experiences 

of two other teens.

Jefferson high students Jocelyne Ortiz, Cyril 
Diego, Frannette Tolon, Jose Estrada and Daisy 
Aguila discuss their experiences being profiled. 
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By Emily Bader
15, Cleveland HS (Reseda)

e
very time I go to a museum, I count the minutes 
until I can leave. Staring at a painting of some 
serious man, signed by an Italian name that 
I can’t even pronounce, has no appeal to me. 

But about a year ago, I started hearing about street 
art. It was the first time that “art” had intrigued me. I 
was avoiding homework when I saw an online photo 
gallery of street art around the world. It was different 
than art that was in museums. There was a stencil of 
an older man standing next to something he painted 
that said “Follow Your Dreams.” Over that was a red 
sign that said “CANCELLED.” Another piece was a rat 
looking up at writing that said, “If Graffiti Changed 
Anything—It Would Be Illegal.” I thought that was cool 
and almost funny since the art was in a way making 
fun of itself, because these artists are putting up their 
art illegally, usually on the sides of businesses or other 
buildings. It made me think, “Why did these people 
decide to create these pieces of art? And why would 
they risk doing it illegally?”

After that, if I saw a story on street art, I’d read it. 
Banksy, who hides his identity, is one of the most well-
known street artists. He is from England and in the 
past few years his street art has popped up all over the 
world, even here in L.A. I saw a picture of his most well-
known pieces around London, such as stencils of a man 
throwing flowers, and a little girl letting go of a heart-
shaped balloon. I also was seeing guys around school 
wearing shirts and hats that said “Obey” and I found 
out that they were from Shepard Fairey, another street 
artist. Fairey designed the Obama “Hope” poster and is 
known for his stencil-like art of Andre the Giant, who 
was in The Princess Bride movie, with the word “Obey.”

StrEEt Art SEEmEd dIffErEnt from tAggIng 
At first I thought of the street art I saw on the Internet 

and the graffiti I saw in my community as two differ-
ent things. I wasn’t able to see graffiti as art because 
of the tagging I had seen around my community. One 
Monday when I went to softball practice, I saw that our 
backstop, which our coach had just repainted for us, 
was covered in tagging. And to me, that wasn’t art. It 
was just ruining something that someone had worked 
hard to make look nicer, and it cost money to cover 
the tagging up.

But then I wondered, are they different? They were 
both done illegally in public spaces, so were they dif-
ferent only because the art was done in different styles? 

So was street art legitimate? It may be a form of ex-

pression, but it is usually on public space and illegal. 
Does that mean that it isn’t art? I wanted to say that it 
was, but being someone who goes by the rules most 
of the time, and seeing how tagging can ruin a space, 
I thought maybe it wasn’t right to put the art on walls 
around people’s homes and communities.

News stories I read on the Internet presented street 
art as something bad. “Oh no, someone painted all over 
a wall and messed everything up.” Whenever I told my 
parents about a piece of street art I thought was cool, 
they’d usually give me a look that said, “That’s what you 
think is art? All right, get your stuff, let’s go to the Getty.” 

I lIkE thAt thE mESSAgES 
ArE controvErSIAl

I mentioned street art to friends, but unlike my par-
ents, the conversations were like, “I saw that! Pretty 
awesome.” We talked about how it was cool that people 
such as Banksy had the guts to put up art that was con-
troversial. One piece of art that I thought was really cool 
was his painting on the side of a pub in a town south of 
London of two policemen kissing. I think he was send-
ing the message that it shouldn’t matter if you are gay. 

Then, over winter break, I heard some of my friends 
talking about the documentary Exit Through the 
Gift Shop, which is about street art. After watching 
the movie, I thought that this had to be art, with the 
amount of time and thought put into each piece. In 
the movie, filmmaker and street artist Thierry Guetta, 
or Mr. Brainwash, follows his cousin, the street artist 
Invader, around Los Angeles. Through him, he meets 
other street artists and films them, too. 

One of the pieces he filmed was the production 
behind a telephone box that Banksy made to look as 
if it has been axed and was bleeding. These artists 
weren’t sitting in a studio in the Italian countryside, 
they were printing huge pieces of art and gluing or 
painting them on to the sides of buildings, usually in 
the middle of the night, and sometimes having to run 
from the police. They knew that they might be put in 
jail for vandalism or trespassing, yet they still did it, 
which shows their passion for it. 

I know that technically they are trespassing, but I 
think that because they are making statements with 
their art, they are in a way justifying it. Doing it on pri-
vate property makes more of a statement and forces 
people to notice the work. I was still conflicted be-
cause I think the right way to present art is in a gal-
lery. But to me that’s sort of a snore. Seeing it on the 
streets is what got my attention in the first place. So 
even though I know it’s wrong, the controversy is part 
of what makes it art. 

I thought it would be easier to decide whether street 
art is really art, and “How do you tell the difference 
between street art and graffiti?” by seeing the art in 
person. I went to the Venice Beach wall, which is one 
of the only places in L.A. where artists can legally put 
up their art. I saw five artists. Most were doing their 
name but in all different styles. 

SEEIng thEIr tAlEnt chAngEd 
my mInd ABout grAffItI

Alex, 19, was putting up his name in what he called 
a “piece” style. He told me that a “piece” has more com-
plicated letters, and a “bomb” is simpler, with easier 
to read letters. I realized each piece of art had many 
layers, like shadows and outlines. That’s the difference 
between tagging and graffiti style, which takes more 
time and talent. One guy said there’s a difference be-
tween graffiti style and street art. I agreed with him 
that street art sends a message, like if you want to say 
something against the government. Your name in block 
letters is graffiti. Now that I’ve seen what goes into it, 
graffiti is art. It’s not legal but it is art. 

After the Venice wall, I still wanted to see actual art 
on the street. I looked at an L.A. street art Facebook 
page and found some. There was a garage facing an 
alley painted with a religious theme. There was the 
John 3:16 verse, a big Satan creature and spaceships. It 
makes you think, “Why did that person decide to paint 
that? Were they angry about something?” I realized that 
art is anything creative and thought provoking. I liked 
seeing street art that made me think. The purpose of 
art is to make you think about what the artist intended, 
and to send a message. Art can mean one thing to the 
creator and something else to the viewer.

I also saw a stencil of a guy in a suit on the side of 
a building. I liked the style and how his glasses were 
the pop of color. The store next to it had a large silhou-
etted figure and then there was the smaller street art 
that you had to be looking for. It almost seemed like 
the street art was mocking consumerism. It reminds 
me of a Banksy piece in L.A. where he drew over the 
‘ing’ in a parking sign and drew a swing with a girl on 
it. I think he was telling people to look around and ask 
when was the last time you went to a park. 

Now when I see street art, including graffiti, I think 
of it as art. With street art, anyone can express them-
selves. And you don’t have to go out of your way to find 
it. I don’t go to museums every day but you can walk 
outside and find street art. If you take a moment to 
look around and notice it, you never know when you 
might find one that speaks directly to you or is just 
plain awesome. 

Emily notices art on 
the streets a lot more 
after learning more 
about it.

Redefining art
Is what I see on the  
streets a legitimate form of art?
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Photos by emily bader, 15, cleveland hs (reseda)

I know that technically street artists are trespassing, but I think that because 
they are making statements with their art, they are in a way justifying it. 

Seeing it on the streets is what got my attention in the first place. So even 
though I know it’s wrong, the controversy is part of what makes it art. 
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By Andrea Lopez
17, Chavez Learning Academies (San Fernando)

W
hat am I doing here? It’s 9 a.m. on 
a Saturday. I’m staring at a chalk-
board, there’s a thick study packet 
on my desk and about 20 students 
sitting quietly around me. Why am I 
not in bed? Oh that’s right. I decided 

to go to an SAT workshop at UCLA.
As long as I’ve been going to school, my mom has 

constantly told me to get good grades and study hard 
to go to college. So I’ve always gotten straight As in high 
school and I want to go to a good college. But I know 
good grades aren’t the only thing I need to get me there. 
Colleges also look at SAT scores.

I went to this workshop at UCLA because I am a hor-
rible test taker. My brain can be loaded with equations 
and vocabulary, but once the teacher hands a test to 
me, I go blank. I wanted to avoid that anxiety the day I 
took the SAT. So I felt like I was taking a smart step by 
trying to prevent any panic during the test.

When I arrived on campus at UCLA I noticed how 
the perfectly green grass complemented the red-brick 
buildings. I couldn’t stop staring. It wasn’t every day I 
visited a university.

All the students attending the workshop were 
assigned a classroom with about 20 other students. 
Luckily my friends and I were together. I would have 
felt uneasy around a bunch of kids I didn’t know. Before 
the class got started my friends and I were being loud 
but the other students’ facial expressions seemed to say, 
“I’m here to learn. This is my future. Do not disturb.” I 
thought they needed to lighten up.

I felt confident as the instructor handed out an SAT 
packet. But as I skimmed the math section I thought, 
“What is this?” I didn’t know how to do any of the prob-
lems. I wasn’t too worried, though, because it was the in-
structor’s job to help us. But then the instructor went over 
the questions quickly as if it were review. I felt lost. I didn’t 
raise my hand to ask for help because everyone around 
me was nodding their heads that they understood.

I fElt BEhInd comPArEd to 
thE kIdS of othEr rAcES

In this moment of insecurity, I couldn’t help but no-
tice that this class had a more diverse group of students 
than my school. Behind me sat two white girls, and going 
further back I noticed African-Americans, Latinos and 
Asians. Where I live in Sylmar the population is mostly 
Latino. Since I was the only one who didn’t seem to get 
what the teacher was saying, I felt like I was fulfilling 
the stereotype that Mexicans can’t do well in school. 

Our principal, Mr. Navarro, constantly says, “My gen-
eration messed up … and now it’s up to you guys to fix 
it and be the next leaders of this world.” Knowing that 
the world rests upon my shoulders is scary, especially 
because I felt lost taking an SAT prep class.

I didn’t want anyone in the class to know I was fall-
ing behind. I wanted to prove to these kids that I was 
just as smart as them. And I really wanted to prove to 
myself that my ethnicity wouldn’t prevent me from 
doing well in school.

Illustration by  
shirley loi, 17,  

sierra Vista hs 
(baldwin Park)

Will my best  
be good enough?

realizing that other students  
have more advantages makes me worried  

about getting into college
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As we moved to the English section it was more 
noticeable that there was a difference between the other 
students and me. We were supposed to choose a word 
to complete a sentence. As a tip, the teacher told us to 
think of a word that would fit into the sentence that 
wasn’t among the choices. She said once we did that 
we could figure out which of the answer choices was a 
synonym for that word. I couldn’t even pronounce the 
sophisticated words we had to choose from, but the girls 
behind me used other words that were just as perplexing 
as the answer choices.

I thought I had a great vocabulary, but I had never 
heard words like “spurious,” “cogent” and “plaudits.” 
It’s disappointing that the schools I’ve been to didn’t 
give me as good an education as these kids. Usually I’m 
proud of getting some of the best grades in my classes, 
but I was jealous of what these students knew. 

I realized that these kids probably grew up with par-
ents who spoke English and used impressive-sounding 
words. But having Spanish-speaking parents, I learned 
most of my grammar and vocabulary on my own. I’ve 
never been ashamed of having parents who weren’t born 
here or didn’t graduate high school but sometimes I wish 
they were more educated so they could help me in school. 

When we started reading passages out loud the stu-
dents who volunteered didn’t mispronounce anything. 
There are only a few students in my classes who read like 
these kids. They reminded me of my teachers. 

I half-assed the rest of the workshop. I copied the math 
solutions the instructor wrote on the board without trying 
to understand. I felt like everyone else was ahead of me 
and I wasn’t being graded, so what was the point in trying?

During our break a few of my friends brought up how 
they felt like they weren’t up to the same academic level 
as the other students. Hallelujah! It wasn’t just me who 
felt intimidated. 

“Dude, did you hear those girls read?” my friend 
Jocelyn asked. “Ha, all legit!! They’re so ahead. We’re 
all behind right now!” 

Before this it had never crossed my mind that we 
were behind. Most of us attending the workshop came 
from L.A. Unified. The idea that we are not all learning 
the same curriculum wouldn’t leave my mind after that 
day. I had never thought that my school was doing a bad 
job teaching us but this experience raised some doubts. 
The next day instead of feeling proud that I was one of 
those high-achievers who went to a Saturday SAT prep 
class to get the extra help I need, I felt dumb.

Coming back to school that Monday was a relief. I 
was in my usual environment with the teachers I know 
and the faces I recognize. 

wE told our tEAchEr how InSEcurE wE fElt
My high school is divided into four small academies. 

In my academy, Social Justice Humanitas, some of us are 
in an advisory class designed to prepare us for college and 
help us grow as independent thinkers. Our teacher Mr. 
Olivares, who has us call him by his first name, Pablo, 
always starts his Monday classes by asking about our 
weekends. My friends blurted out how stupid we felt at 
the workshop.

Pablo was concerned because he didn’t expect com-
plaints from us. We are his class of mentors; we’re the 

role models who help other students with their work. 
He asked why we had such a rough experience. Pablo 
remained quiet while my classmates explained that 
the two white girls read so perfectly and how everyone 
else’s vocabulary and grammar was strong and how 
no one else was freaking out about the math questions.

Then he said, “Oh really? Wow, so the workshop just 
killed you guys, huh? Did it completely destroy your 
hopes for the SATs? Ha ha ha.” Pablo likes to add sar-
casm to lighten the mood. This time however, his com-
ments didn’t make us laugh. We were anxious to know 
his actual response.

He asked us if we thought that feeling behind had to 
do with where we live, how we grew up, or what school 
we go to. I had already known that Sylmar isn’t fancy 
like Beverly Hills, but until Pablo mentioned it I never 
thought about how where I live affected my education.

He explained how it was reasonable that we felt lost 

that day. Most of our parents, he pointed out, can’t help 
us with school because they didn’t finish high school 
or don’t speak English. Or they have to work all day to 
put food on the table. He was right. My parents stopped 
helping me with homework around fourth grade. I re-
member my mom stroking my shoulder, telling me how 
she wished she could help me.

Pablo asked how many of us don’t get help at home 
because our parents aren’t able to. As most hands rose, 
people saw how we’re all in the same place. 

“Most of those kids will have it easier than you guys 
because their parents are able to provide them with 
what they need,” he said. 

“Wouldn’t it be better to know that you put in a strong 
effort to get to that dream college?” he continued. “That 
you made it work because you were determined and you 
understood everything you learned in school and you 
didn’t just wing it?” 

“THAT’S RIGHT, Ha ha!” one of my classmates stood 
up and yelled out. 

Pablo made us understand that in the end we’re go-
ing to appreciate everything that we’ve worked so hard 
for because we’ve never had it easy. And knowing that 
we’ve worked so hard we’re not going to take anything 
we’ve earned for granted. But as much as Pablo’s talk 
helped, my experiences at the workshop still had me 
worried about whether I’d get into college.

I fElt BEttEr tAlkIng to StudEntS from 
my hIgh School who mAdE It to collEgE 

This February, a few months after the SAT class, a 
three-day trip to visit colleges helped reassure me about 
my future. We went to UC Irvine, UC San Diego and 
San Diego State. The best part of our visits was talking 
to former Social Justice Humanitas students who now 
attend those colleges. These students shared how they 
also worried about not having enough money to pay for 
college, not being smart enough to get in or their parents 
not even wanting them to go. 

But then they explained how they made it through. 
They told us about scholarships and how we shouldn’t 
be afraid to take out student loans because we would 
earn enough to pay them back. They also told us about 
how in high school they took extra classes at commu-
nity colleges, performed lots of community service and 
joined clubs to show colleges that they were well rounded. 
Some of my classmates were so inspired that they cried 
listening to the stories from these students who came 
from the same school we came from.

I understand that while my school may not have the 
variety of clubs and electives that other schools have 
(I’d love a debate club and a journalism class), my class-
mates and I can overcome this disadvantage. It wasn’t 
like the idea of Latinos and African-Americans not do-
ing as well on standardized tests or going to college in 
lower numbers started at the workshop. It’s been going 
on since before we were born. But African-Americans 
and Latinos have also been succeeding since before I 
was born. As minorities, that should be the norm. My 
parents work hard so my sister and I don’t have to be a 
seamstress or a delivery driver like they are and I un-
derstand that it’s my responsibility to try my hardest 
to be successful. 

Going to that SAT workshop was a wake-up call. 
It showed me that my classmates and I don’t have 
the same advantages and opportunities as students 
from wealthier neighborhoods or who have parents 
who speak English as a first language. But rather than 
get discouraged, I feel motivated to overcome those 
challenges. Even though everyone should be given equal 
resources and opportunities, I know we can make it if 
we are determined to work our hardest.

Most of our parents, our 
teacher pointed out, are not 
able to help us with school 

because some of them 
didn’t finish high school 

or don’t speak English. Or 
they have to work all day to 
put food on the table. My 
parents stopped helping 

me in school around fourth 
grade. I remember my 

mom stroking my shoulder, 
telling me how she wished 

she could help me.

Andrea is excited to 
apply to colleges in 
the fall.
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By Renzo San Juan
15, Belmont HS

I
’ve always known that some students get a better edu-
cation than others but I never knew there was a name 
for it. I first heard that it was called the “achievement 
gap” at an L.A. Youth meeting. We discussed what 

factors cause the achievement gap, such as the type 
of school and neighborhood a student comes from. 
At school I hear students saying our school is “ghetto.” 
One student said that Asian students were the only ones 
in AP classes (which is definitely not true). I’ve always 
been taught that it’s up to you whether you’re success-
ful. I interviewed Rosa Pimentel, an admissions officer 
at UCLA. I wanted to know if the achievement gap af-
fects our chances of getting into college. 

L.A. Youth: How does where a student goes to high 
school affect their chances of getting into college? 

Rosa Pimentel: We know that not every high school 
has the same amount of resources. We look at the stu-
dent’s performance in the courses that they chose to 
take. If a student who goes to a school that doesn’t have a 
lot of resources takes classes at a community college, we 
look at that as a positive. So it’s really what the student 
has done about the situation, not making an excuse. 

I think most people underestimate the power of the 
personal statement. The biggest mistake that students 
will make is they talk about other people or they talk 
about the problem. They may have an unfortunate fam-

ily situation where things are not that great at home. 
But they fixate on only talking about that and they 
never say, “But despite this, this is what I’ve done to 
still do well in school.”

If a school doesn’t offer many extracurriculars will that 
hurt the student’s chances? No. Extracurricular activities 
can be what the student does outside of school. They 
might be active in their church, they might be active in 
their communities, they may have hobbies, they may 
do sports. It’s not so important whether you’re a cheer-
leader, a football player, a scientist or a chess player, it’s 
why do you enjoy that and how much time do you put 
into it and do you evolve into some leadership positions?

Does race matter? Ethnicity, at least for the public 
schools, is not an element that we can take into con-
sideration because of Proposition 209 in California. 
So it’s illegal to use race, ethnicity, gender as a reason 
to admit a student. We might ask you the question 
on the application [but] that’s for statistical reasons. 
When we review your application we don’t have that 
information in front of us. 

Do colleges value diversity? Yes, every campus is 
dedicated to having diversity. Here at UCLA we value 
diversity but it’s not just ethnic diversity. It’s also, 
“Where does the student come from?” Maybe they come 
from a small town in Northern California. Students 
who come from out of state are important as well; you 
have different perspectives if you come from New York. 

If there are a lot of one ethnicity already, will it be 
harder to get in as another member of that ethnic group? 
No, because we don’t use ethnicity as a criteria. Right 
now there are many Asians that are represented at 
most colleges. But that doesn’t mean that we’re go-
ing to look to cut back on admitting Asians for each 
subsequent year. 

Do colleges take a family’s income into consideration 
when deciding on admission? For the public schools, 
we don’t hold the income against a student. Let’s say 
a family is low-income and the student puts it down 
on the application. How we can use that is to say “wow 
this student has beat the odds” because traditionally 
students coming from low-income families may not 
be as competitive because sometimes they go to lower-
performing schools, they may have to work, their par-
ents may need them to take care of household chores 
or take care of younger brothers or sisters so they don’t 
allow them to do a lot of extracurricular things. 

What is more important, grades or SAT scores? At 
least for the University of California, for all nine of our 
campuses, we look for a balance. What if your friend 
has taken every honors course and maybe taken five 
AP courses and you’ve maybe taken two honors and 
one AP. That GPA of that other student might be slightly 
lower than yours but they’ve challenged themselves 
more. So we might go with the other student because 
you might not have challenged yourself as much.

My school is predominantly Hispanic. My math 
teacher had extra challenges for us and he’d give us 
a reward like extra credit or candy. One of my class-
mates said, “I’m not even going to try because those 
Asians over there are just going to get it.” My school 
was predominantly Latino and a third of the class 
was Asian. What I remember unfortunately was that 
most of the students who were in the honors and AP 
classes were Asian and not Latino. And I always won-
dered why because I was one of the handful of Latinos 
that got into the honors and AP. Students would ask, 
“What’s wrong with your people?” I said, “Not all the 
Asians in our school are in the honors or AP.” I think 
that unfortunately students do become aware that 
there are differences. I would hope that they realize 
that no matter what, your achievement has to come 
from a personal place and you have to want it bad 
enough to do it. That’s what I did. I survived all my 
AP and honors courses because I told myself I was 
going to prove everybody wrong that a Latino stu-
dent could make it. 

Renzo learned that 
being a great student 
can get you into 
college, regardless of 
the achievement gap.

how colleges  
pick who gets in
a ucla admissions officer says schools 
want to see that you’ve challenged yourself
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Help L.A. Youth by shopping!

Keep up with 
us this summer 
on Facebook
When school is out, L.A. Youth’s teen staff 
doesn’t stop working. Go to our Facebook page 
and “like” us so you can find out about new 
stories, polls and reviews of the latest movies.
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To become our fan go to 
facebook.com/layouthnewspaper
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Before you shop for music, books, clothes or 
anything else on amazon.com go to layouth.com 

“shop” at 
layouth.com

Please go to layouth.com fIrST and use the 
Amazon search box. Type in what you’re looking 

for and it’ll take you to amazon.com. When 
you make a purchase, Amazon donates a 

percentage of the cost of the item to us. The 
best part is there is no additional cost to you. 

Scan this code with 
your smartphone  
to “like” us  
on Facebook.



matthew song, 16,  

north hs (torrance)

teacher: Justin yeom, seoul arts academy

silvia Quach, 17,  

el monte hs

chris garcia, 18,  

Wilson hs 

teacher: mr. ambrocio

“I painted this to share my feelings about censorship in China. It is ridiculous that people 

do not have free speech and are surrounded by lies and cover-ups from the government. the family 

is my own family, except that I changed the ages so we’re all younger. the crying girl is me, I’m 

about 11. this is a representation of what my life would have been like if my parents didn’t move 

to the States. the black tape represents china’s lack of free speech, and the chinese flag is painted 

over us. we’re also painted on chinese newspaper, which represents corruption of the media.”

1ST pLACe

Amy Fan, 18,  

Temple City hS

Teacher:  

Minee Kim

HonorAbLe menTIonS
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“The voices of the indigenas have  
been silenced. they have been reduced to  

mere screeches that go unheard by the 

government. this indigineous woman is torn 

between two worlds—the world of the indigenous 

and a world of urbanization. She has no say and 

is forced to choose. It is either to conform or fade 

away into the flames of their burning land.”

ana caballero, 14,  

roosevelt hs

teacher: ms. Valle

brian lim, 17,  

Wilson hs (hacienda heights)

Janine alburo, 14,  

cortines school of Visual and Performing arts

rogelio guzman, 18 

sun Valley hs

teacher: dana Xedos

“My art is based 
on animal cruelty. 
I watch the shows 

Pit Boss and Animal 

cops and listen to my 

mom’s stories about 

how a man stole 

her dog and made it 

fight for money but 

my mom eventually 

got him back.”

2nD pLACe

Lucy Carreno, 15,  

Montebello hS

Teacher: Sara Meeker, 

Art with Sara

3rD pLACe

natalie Delgado, 16, 

Cleveland hS  

(Reseda)

HonorAbLe menTIonS

Congratulations to the winners of our annual art 
contest, which asked teens to create a piece of art about 
an injustice. the l.a. youth staff chose these images as 
the winners. We told teens it was their chance to raise 
awareness about an issue they care about. the first-place 
winner received $100, the second place winner received 
$75 and the third-place winner got $50. go to layouth.com 
to see additional artwork that won honorable mention. 
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By Melissa nuñez
16, Warren HS (Downey)

a 
few years ago I was at a friend’s 
house with three other 
friends. While we were 
outside a neighbor of 

hers, a woman who looked like 
she was in her 40s, walked over 
and asked if we wanted to go to 
the carnival with her. I thought 
she was being friendly but my 
friend politely said “no thanks.” 
I didn’t make much of it until 
the neighbor left and my friend 
told us, “Don’t talk to her, she’s 
bipolar.” 

I had heard about bipolar 
disorder from TV and the 
news but I didn’t really 
know what it was. We 
went back inside my 
friend’s house and 
she told us that we 
should stay in there 
unti l her neigh-
bor left. My friend 
made it seem like 
her neighbor was 
dangerous and I be-
lieved that we should stay 
away from her. 

I never saw the lady again but 
when I got home I was so con-
fused about what had happened 
that I decided to do my own re-
search. I had always thought that 
people with a mental illness would 
be like what I’d seen on TV: moving 
their arms around, speaking quick-
ly and loudly and talking to people who weren’t there. 
But it seemed like there was nothing wrong with her. 

I looked up “what does it mean if someone is 
diagnosed with bipolar disorder?” WebMD was the first 
site that popped up. I found out that bipolar disorder 
is “a mental disorder marked by alternating periods 
of elation and depression.” It was the first time I had 
read in detail about a mental illness. Reading about 
the symptoms, like how they can go from being really 
depressed to really happy, I thought about how just 
meeting her for a few minutes it didn’t even go through 

my mind that she might have a mental illness. She 
seemed like just another neighbor to me. Maybe I had 

met someone with a mental illness before and 
I didn’t know it.

I read that mental illness can be he-
reditary, which means it is genetically 
passed down by a parent. Or it can 
be caused by things like trauma as a 
child, a death, a dysfunctional family 
life, feelings of loneliness, low self-
esteem or substance abuse. There 
have been some mental illnesses 
that have been linked to an imbal-
ance of chemicals in the brain called 
neurotransmitters. These chemicals 
help nerve cells in the brain commu-

nicate. If they are not working well, 
messages may not go through 

correctly, which then leads 
to symptoms of mental ill-

ness. It’s like when you’re 
doing a group project 
and there’s no commu-
nication between ev-
eryone and at the end 
the project is a mess. It 
made me realize that, 
like if someone gets can-

cer, it’s not their fault. 
There was a section that said 

people diagnosed with bipolar disorder 
can lead a normal life and another on 
how family or friends should support 
them. It said not to treat them differ-
ently. After reading all the medical facts 
about bipolar disorder I didn’t think we 

needed to avoid her.
People with mental illness are going 

through a struggle and we shouldn’t judge 
them because of that. I knew how they 

must be feeling. My brother died when I was 8 and 
there were times I felt sad. But it’s not something they 
can get rid of as time passes by, like I did. It can be a 
longer struggle for them. 

I didn’t think about mental illness much until 10th 
grade, when I heard that Demi Lovato was getting 
treatment for cutting herself, eating disorders and de-
pression. In later interviews she said that during her 
treatment she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder. 

I was surprised because she seemed to have it all but 
she had been suffering from an eating disorder since 

the age of 8 and had been cutting herself since she was 
11. Demi had been in the spotlight from a young age 
and the pressure from that and being bullied about 
her weight in school affected her. She was one of my 
favorite singers so I decided to read more about eating 
disorders. I found out that someone with an eating 
disorder struggles to control their irrational thoughts, 
like in this case thinking that they’re fat but they look 
skinny to everyone else or feeling guilty after they eat. 
The same can be true for other mental illnesses.

wE don’t know whAt othErS 
ArE goIng through

One day in 11th grade I was talking with a classmate 
when Demi Lovato came up. He said that he didn’t get 
how she could have gotten depressed just from the 
“stress” of touring. Right after he said that the bell rang 
so the conversation ended. When I thought about what 
he said, I realized he doesn’t know all the facts. Mental 
illnesses don’t happen overnight and someone could 
be rich and famous but that doesn’t mean they’re al-
ways happy. When I was depressed in middle school 
because I was grieving over my brother I didn’t show it 
and I didn’t talk to anyone about it except my parents. 

The way we treat someone can have an impact on 
their life. A few months ago I was watching a TV series 
about an 8-year-old who was suffering from depression 
caused by bullying and his parents’ marital problems. 
He tried to end his life but fortunately he just broke 
his arm. The show made me wonder if I have ever 
unintentionally said something that hurt someone. 
I’ve heard teens joking around saying “stop being so 
emo,” but it could make the person feel bad if they’re 
going through something. 

You may know someone who is struggling with 
something but you don’t know it because they’re 
ashamed to talk about it. Tell your friends “if you ever 
need me, I’m here” so they realize they can talk to you. 
People diagnosed with mental illness are just people 
and should be treated like everyone else. 

Melissa says not to 
make assumptions 
about people because 
you don’t know 
everything about 
them.

Illustration by amy Fan,  
18, temple city hs

Opening my mind
I learned not to judge people who  
have been diagnosed with a mental illness
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By Julia Waldow
17, Beverly Hills HS

o
ne day last year when I was walking out of the school bathroom, I didn’t 
touch the door handle. Instead, I opened the door with my elbow. A lot of 
people had been coming to school sick, and I didn’t want to get sick too. One 

of my friends commented, “Wow, do you have OCD? What are you doing?” I was 
surprised that my friend said something because I thought I was being smart. I 
felt she was implying that there was something wrong with me for being cautious. 
Trying to avoid getting sick and having OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder) are 
not related. I told my friend, “Hey, that’s really not funny, and I find it kind of offen-
sive when you say things like that.” She just said, “OK, OK,” and dropped the topic. 

For a while, she stopped using the term “OCD” around me, but I still hear her 
use it to describe people who are upset that things aren’t in order or who are be-
ing very clean. I still hear other kids using the word “OCD” too. I also used to use 
mental illness words in a derogatory way, but my mom told me it was wrong. She 

used to work in a psychiatric hospital and told me not to use mental illness terms 
to label others. 

My mom said that some people have schizophrenia, which means that they 
have trouble telling what is real from what is unreal. A person with schizophrenia 
may see things that aren’t there. She said other people may have bipolar disorder, 
which is a condition that causes a person to experience shifts in mood and behav-
ior—from mania or excessive activity to depression. She said, “Using these terms 
to talk negatively about people who have the diagnosis, or to poke fun at those who 
don’t have these illnesses, is not OK.” 

I didn’t understand why it was such a big deal. Everyone did it! My mom was 
overreacting, I told myself. But just to make my mom happy, I tried listening to her. 

It was difficult. In middle school one of my P.E. teachers made us run two miles 
and do a bunch of push-ups, sit-ups and stretches and we were really tired. I didn’t 
know why he was being so mean because he was usually a nice guy. I told my mom 
about my teacher when I got home from school and I said that he had been act-
ing really bipolar. My mom said, “Don’t say that.” I said “OK” but it wasn’t sincere 
since I was still mad at him. 

When people say things like “she’s so anorexic,” “he’s acting psychotic” or “stop 
acting bipolar,” they imply that it’s OK to treat people with these diagnoses badly. 

My classmates say, “Wow, she’s so thin! She’s, like, anorexic.” If I know them 
I’ll say, “Well you don’t know that. Maybe they have a really fast metabolism.” In 
the moment they’ll say OK but they’ll say it again later. Anorexia is a legitimate 
medical condition that should be taken seriously. 

Even teachers use these terms. In sixth grade, we were having a conversation 
about a character in a book. One of the characters washed his hands a lot, and one of 
the kids in my class said, “Wow, that’s weird. Did he have OCD?” My teacher laughed 
and said, “Maybe. Yeah, it is weird!” I was 
surprised that my teacher didn’t tell him 

Mental health Q&a
I interviewed an expert to 
learn about mental illness 

L.A. Youth: What are some examples of 
mental illness? 

Pia Escudero, director of Los Angeles 
Unified School District’s Mental Health 
Services: Some of the examples that we see 
are depression, anxiety. We also have post-
traumatic stress disorder and that’s evidenced 
by some of our students who see very 
traumatic events in the community or have 
frightening events happening to them. We have 
all sorts of more serious ones, like bipolar 
disorder and schizophrenia.

How common is mental illness among 
teens? by the time a student is 16 years old, 
about 25 percent need mental health support. 
Some of them are fluid, which means they can 
get better if they get the right help. And some 
of them are debilitating where they can need 
more [comprehensive support services]. 

When you said debilitating, is that bipo-
lar disorder or schizophrenia? bipolar is treat-
able with medication and the right support and 

so is schizophrenia. What happens as children 
and adults get older, they choose not to take 
medication and get the support they need … 
Then you see the untreated symptoms.

What causes mental illness? Is there a ge-
netic link? Does your home situation have an 
effect? Sometimes it’s both, it depends on the 
illness. We know that being exposed to trau-
matic events can lead to certain issues such 
as post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, 
anxiety. If you see a gunfight, you go home and 
you start having nightmares and can’t sleep 
well and then you go to school and can’t con-
centrate and then you hear the helicopter and 
that’s re-traumatic. Eventually you can have 
anxiety or you can be depressed. 

The more people can ask questions: “So 
I’m feeling down, what counseling services are 
there?” the better it will be. 

At what point should someone seek help? 
At any time. If they have questions or they’ve 
had an incident or they have a question about 
a friend. I think seeking help should be part 
of everyday life. find out if the nurse is avail-
able or a teacher. If they don’t have anybody 
at their school, there are hotlines, web-based 
support. [See Where to Turn on the next page 
for resources.] 

What should I do if a friend says they have 
a mental illness? I think you need to listen 
carefully and try to see what that means, what 
kind of mental illness. And do things to pro-
tect her, which may mean getting her to the 
right help or telling her parents. Sometimes 
you don’t have the answers so … find an adult, 
if it’s in the school, maybe in church, but con-
nect her to someone and you can go with her.

What if your friend tells you to keep it a 
secret? You can say, “I’ll try to keep it a secret 
but if I need to get the right help because I 
can’t help you, I’m going to get it.” When you 
have a feeling that this person is at risk or that 
someone is going to get hurt by that person, 
you have a responsibility to try to prevent them 
[from doing something]. 

—JESSICA MARIN, 18, CULvER CITY HS

Continued on next page

Think before  
you speak
Phrases like “stop acting bipolar” 
and “you’re so ocd” are insensitive
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that it’s not OK to say that OCD is weird. Teachers are 
supposed to be role models.

I wanted to talk to someone who has a mental illness 
to see how they feel when they hear people use these 
terms. I called L.A. Youth writer Henry Studebaker, 16, 
who has been diagnosed with OCD.

He said that before he was diagnosed, he would 
laugh when he heard people say things like “that’s so 
OCD.” Once he was diagnosed, the jokes weren’t that 
funny anymore and hearing them made him embar-
rassed. He didn’t want to tell people that he had OCD 
because he didn’t want to be picked on.

“When I was first diagnosed, I was shocked and a 
bit frightened and worried that I’d be different, that it 
was going to change me,” he said. 

‘It’S not A jokE’
He said that he used to wash his hands all the time 

but now he’s taking medication and he’s better. He 
doesn’t let the slurs bother him anymore but he thinks 
people shouldn’t say them. “It could make someone 
feel depressed and that they’re different and looked 
down upon. It’s not something that they can control. 
It’s not a joke.”

Talking to Henry made me realize that one of your 
friends could have a mental illness and they’ve never 
told you because you’ve been using these terms. 

I still sometimes slip up. If a teacher is giving us a 

whole bunch of homework sometimes I’ll say that he or 
she is crazy. People use this term so often that it’s hard 
to not use it. I don’t think that “crazy” is as offensive as 
the other slurs, but it’s still not good to say. 

When I was younger, my sister, my dad and I used 
to go downtown to visit museums. When we would 
walk from our car to the museum I’d see some people 
who were talking to themselves or screaming. It scared 
me. I thought they were going to come up to me and 
start yelling at me, so I’d walk on the other side of my 
dad. My dad would say, “It’s OK, don’t worry” but I’d 
still be scared. I thought that people with a mental ill-
ness were strange. 

I’m much better now when I see people screaming 
on the street. I don’t freak out and walk on the other 
side of the person I’m with. I’ve learned that we’re both 
people and they deserve respect. We all have feelings, 
and no matter what kind of illness you have, when 
someone puts your condition down, it hurts. 

Where to turn
If you are feeling depressed or having any kind of  

mental health problem and need someone to talk to, there is 

help. Counseling and other services are available. To find them:

Dial 2-1-1 to find social services in Los Angeles 
County, including counseling and mental health 

centers. or search online at www.healthycity.org.

Call Teen Line at 1-800-TLC-TEEN (1-800-852-8336) 
to speak with a trained teen peer counselor from 

6 to 10 p.m. or go to www.teenlineonline.org.

Call 1-877-7CrISIS (1-877-727-4747), an 
anonymous 24-hour suicide prevention hotline.

Call the California Youth Crisis Line at 
1-800-843-5200 to get phone counseling, information 
and referrals. or go to www.youthcrisisline.org to chat 

with counselors on Tuesdays from 4:30 to 10 p.m. 

Call the Trevor Lifeline for gay and lesbian 
youth at 1-866-4u-TrEVor (1-866-488-
7386) or go to www.thetrevorproject.org.

Go to the reachout forums, a website for 
people ages 14-25 to talk about what’s on 
their mind, at www.reachouthere.com.

Julia encourages 
people to say 
something when 
others use these slurs.
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“My best friends from kindergarten 
decided to stop being friends with me...”
“I think I was depressed when I was younger without even realizing it, I 
wasn’t one to flaunt it or anything like that. I never really looked bothered 
on the outside, nor did I have any expressive ways of letting it out...”

“I am not sure 
if I have an 

eating issue, 
but I do find 

myself eating 
excessively and 

desperately. 
I don’t even 

realize it 
sometimes…”

Just a few of the conversations that you can join at

“I under-
stand what 
you are going 
through…”



By Alex hattori
14, South HS (Torrance)

I
’m known around school as “yo-yo boy.” I some-
times yo-yo at lunch after I finish eating. I always 
had a yo-yo with me at band camp last summer and 
I’d yo-yo during our dinner breaks. The other kids 

would say, “Whoa, how do you do that?” I’d tell them I 
practice a lot. I’ve been in more than 15 competitions 
and right now I’m ranked second in the world in double 
handed yo-yoing. 

It started in sixth grade. At lunch one day my friend 
was doing some tricks I had never seen before. I was cu-
rious because the yo-yo was landing on the string and 
balancing. The next day I brought my yo-yo to school 
and over the next week he showed me some tricks. 

My friend told me that at the Redondo Beach Pier 
there’s a store, called Sunshine Kite Company, where 
they teach yo-yoing on Saturdays. Every Saturday I’d 
ask Yoshi the teacher or his friends to show me a trick 
and I’d figure it out sometime during the week. 

I practiced every day. A month later, I competed in 
my first contest, the Southwest Regional. I wasn’t really 
nervous because I didn’t know how you win or get 
points. I placed first out of eight in the rookie division, 
which was exciting since it was my first competition. 

But at the next contest, I placed in the bottom half 
and was disappointed. I asked Yoshi how the scoring 
worked. I found out that when a person messes up a 
trick, they lose points. 

I knew I had to do tricks that were easier so I could 
land them perfectly. I learned one of the double-handed 
styles and I realized it was my specialty when I placed 
first in that division at a competition. After that I started 
making up my own tricks. I like yo-yoing because I can 
be more creative than in sports, like soccer.

I was a little nervous when I got on stage at my first 
world contest in Florida in August 2010 because it was 
the biggest contest I’d been to. There were hundreds 
of yo-yoers from different countries, like Japan, Aus-
tralia and Italy, and many of them had been yo-yoing 
for years. I got ninth and I wanted to do better. I made 
a new routine for Nationals, which were that October, 
and practiced up to three hours a day on the weekends. 

At Nationals I got the title of Best Junior Player in the 
U.S. I was excited but my biggest goal was to win the 
world contest in the double-handed division. Most of 
the people who compete in the world contest are older 
and have been yo-yoing for 10 years or more. I like chal-
lenges and it would be the biggest challenge I’ve ever had. 

In July last year I started to make my three-minute 
routine for Worlds. First I chose my music, “Break Your 

Heart” by Taio Cruz. Then I synced my tricks to the mu-
sic. To make a new trick I’d start with an old trick and 
move the yo-yo onto a different section of the string. I 
picked the tricks that looked the hardest because the 
harder a trick looks the more points you get. My favorite 
part of the routine was my first trick. It was the fastest 
trick I had. My yo-yos were flying out from me and I 
mixed a couple tricks together; my hands were doing 
different things the whole time. 

I PrActIcEd non-StoP for thE 
world chAmPIonShIPS

After I made my routine I always had my iPod with 
me. I’d spend a couple hours a day doing my routine 
over and over. I tore my gloves because I was practicing 
so much. When I didn’t have my gloves, a few times I 
cut my finger on the string. 

Before the world contest I got sponsored by a yo-yo 
company called YoYoJam and I represented them at 
Worlds in Orlando. It was exciting to be sponsored by 
my favorite yo-yo company. It’s every yo-yoers dream 
to be sponsored because it shows you are dedicated. 
The team members are supportive. Some of them are 
world champions and I got to hang out with them and 
they gave me tips. 

At prelims I messed up a few of my tricks because I 
was nervous, but I ended up placing fourth and made 

it to the finals. I was the youngest one out of seven in 
the finals. Most were in their 20s. Finals were the next 
day, and I did almost nothing but practice my routine. 
The year before I hung out with my friends and watched 
all the divisions but this year I didn’t do any of that. 

When I got up on stage, I landed my first trick and 
that made me feel more relaxed. Then I kept landing 
all my tricks. I wasn’t thinking about anything. During 
one of my tricks, I looked at the audience and smiled 
and wasn’t even looking at my yo-yos. 

I walked off the stage smiling and I almost dropped 
my yo-yos when someone who is also sponsored by 
YoYoJam gave me a bear hug. When the results were 
announced, I found out I placed second! I was happy 
because all my hard work paid off.

I don’t want you to think I’m big headed because 
I’ve been talking about how well I do. Yo-yoing isn’t all 
about competing. I perform at fundraisers for chari-
ties like the American Cancer Society and the Pediatric 
Therapy Network. I know that yo-yoing isn’t some-
thing that others see every day because kids will ask 
me about it. I’m also still competing and I hope to win 
Worlds later this year.

Alex recently 
worked with the 
company YoYoJam 
to design a yo-yo 
called the C-Force 
that spins longer. Go to layouth.com to watch 

a video of Alex yo-yoing

Ultimate 
yo-yoer
I love creating new 

tricks and competing 
professionally 
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By Kimberly Lisberg 
16, Gladstone HS (Covina) 

W
hen I was in middle school, I didn’t feel 
there was much I could do to help the 
planet. I had learned about global warm-
ing and that it was caused by pollution 

from power plants and that it was melting polar ice 
caps. I cared about the polar bears that lived on the 
ice caps, but I felt it is was pointless for me to help. Af-
ter all, what could I do about something so far away?

When I had learned to care for the environment in 
fifth grade, it seemed so simple, something I could do by 
recycling, using reusable bags and composting, which 
is using worms to create organic fertilizer from trash. 

I suggested to my mother that we start a garden and 
begin composting. If you could see the tiny apartment 
we live in, you might understand her horror at the 
thought of live worms, dirt and rotting food invading 
it. She told me that maybe we would try composting 
later, which now I can see meant “not in my apartment.” 

 During middle school I decided that what I did 
made little difference, compared to factories with ooz-
ing smoke stacks or the millions of people who didn’t 
really care. I didn’t recycle and threw away plastic 
water bottles.

Then during my freshman year, a group called 
the Alliance for Climate Education (ACE) came to my 
school.  

ACE explained that greenhouse gases like carbon 
dioxide and methane trap the sun’s heat close to the 
Earth. Too few greenhouse gases would send the planet 
into another ice age, but too many heat the planet a 
few degrees too warm for the plants and animals we 
need to survive. These gases are produced when peo-
ple drive and burn coal and oil to produce electricity. 
Plants absorb carbon dioxide, however, people keep 
cutting forests down. 

They told us that we could reduce greenhouse gases 
by doing the things I had learned in fifth grade, like 
composting and recycling. 

The effects of global warming are hitting us now, the 
presenter explained. I was stunned that this issue was 
bigger than the ice caps. Scientists say that increases in 
the number and power of tornadoes, hurricanes and 
droughts can be linked to global warning. I felt sorry 
that something humans are doing could cause others 
to lose their homes or even die. Also, many endangered 
species, such as giant pandas and polar bears, could 
be extinct by the end of our generation’s life span. I 
hated to think these beautiful animals could be gone. 

They showed videos of other high school kids who 
had gotten solar panels at their schools and collected 
tons of recyclables. I felt like I could do the same things. 
Working with others I felt like I could make a difference.

That afternoon I joined the club ACE started at my 
school. We met weekly and brainstormed exciting ideas, 
like planting gardens in the school courtyards to sell 
fresh vegetables, clean-ups at local parks and install-
ing solar panels on the school roof. The white board 

grew more and more crowded, but nothing was done 
beyond brainstorming; we didn’t even decide who 
would do what. After about a month, everyone lost 
interest when they realized nothing was happening.

Then, two years later, ACE came back. Their pre-
sentation reminded me that I could and should do 
something to help the Earth. 

wE hAd morE rEAlIStIc goAlS
The Thursday after the presentation, I went to my 

first meeting for the re-formed group. We were more 
realistic—we talked about recycling bins and turning 
off the lights for a few minutes each day. A lot of people 
say they care but they don’t do much. Everybody needs 
to help if we want to fix what’s wrong with the climate.

We used a device to test the watts that teachers’ 
computers and power point projectors use. We told 
teachers that they could do something as simple as 
turn off their lights and computers for five to 10 min-
utes during the a school day and save tons of energy. A 
computer uses 100-200 watts, depending on the model. 

The said they could definitely do that. 
We also plan on buying recycling bins for the 

cafeteria and classrooms with grant 
money from ACE, as well as 

encouraging the staff and 
students to drink from 
reusable water bottles at 

school to earn key chains and pencils.
I feel like I’ve gotten more passionate about 

global warming. I recently chewed out a boy for 
littering and had a few trash-free lunches. I ate 

fruit instead of the school food that comes in 
cardboard boxes and plastic containers. I also 

began recycling at my house, which my mother 
was now happy to do because she saw I really wanted 

to do it. 
It was difficult for me to get to this point, but I’ve 

learned that I can’t give up if I want to help the planet. 
Everything adds up, and something I do might just 
help someone else get inspired to help the environ-
ment too.

Kimberly hopes to 
share the importance 
of stopping global 
warming with as 
many people as she 
can.

Illustration by cindy Kim, 16, Whitney hs (cerritos)

These stories about the environment are made 
possible by a grant from Edison International.

Doing my part  
to help the Earth

even my small steps can fight global warming 
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By Kristy Plaza
18, Duarte HS

I 
love my city, Duarte. Nature is everywhere! It has 
eight parks and there are hiking trails that lead into 
the nearby San Gabriel Mountains. Since I moved 
to Duarte my love for the environment has grown. I 

care about conserving energy and keeping the air clean. 
My biology teacher told me that electric cars decrease 
air pollution, but I don’t see many electric cars on the 
road. I interviewed Shannon Law, who worked in com-
munications for Southern California Edison’s electric 
vehicle program (Edison is a power company). Shan-
non said she believes that electric cars will become 
popular in the future.  

L.A. Youth: What is an electric car? 

Shannon Law: An electric car uses a battery-operated 
motor; it has no gas. 

Even the one that still uses gas? No, that is a plug-in 
hybrid electric vehicle, so it’s not totally electric. There’s 
a hybrid, there’s a plug-in hybrid and then there’s the 
electric vehicle. So the hybrid would be your Toyota 
Prius. The plug-in hybrid is the Volt. The hybrids have 
gas and a battery where pure electric vehicles have 
nothing but a battery. 

How do electric vehicles help the environment? They’re 
not putting emissions into the air; therefore they’re 
cleaner. 

Will they help reduce smog? Yes, once we get enough 
of them on the road they will help reduce emissions. 
Every little bit counts but for them to truly make an 
impact, more people have to purchase the vehicles. 

What’s the history of these vehicles? The first manu-
factured electric vehicle was an EV1 in the early 90s. 
And then from there Toyota did pure electric RAV4s. 
Edison purchased 300 of those vehicles and that’s what 
our meter readers used to read meters daily. The first 

initial offering of EVs didn’t go as planned so they died 
out … And then the electric vehicles came back around.

What does Edison’s electric vehicle program do? Now 
that they’re back again and we’re looking at a large 
adoption of these vehicles, we want to make sure 
they don’t cause our [power] grid to be unstable or 
unreliable. So now our mission is to let customers 
know they need to contact us— because a vehicle is 
like adding a home to a transformer—so that we can 
make sure that their power works and that there are 
not any outages as a result of a bunch of vehicles be-
ing put on the grid. 

Did you care about the environment when you were 
younger? I did. I was always very conscious of not being 
wasteful and my environment. I had asthma as a child 
so the air is something that’s very important to me. 

What’s it like driving an Ev instead of a regular car? 
Besides the fact that you can’t hear it, there’s really not 
any difference. It goes as fast as a regular car; it’s a little 
more efficient because the battery is more efficient 
than a gas motor. You could probably get from 0 to 60 
quicker than you could in a regular gas car because 
it’s more efficient. 

How far can you drive in them before you need to re-
charge? That one [the Volt] you can go up to 40 miles 

on all electric … The [Mitsubishi] i-MiEV you can get 
up to 100 miles on a charge. 

Are there enough stations to charge? Today there is 
not enough infrastructure built to charge, but that is 
something that’s being worked on. 

When do you think they will be more common? Right 
now there’s not a large variety. There are prototypes—
different cars you can go look at right now—but there 
are not a bunch of cars you can buy. So within the next 
couple of years those cars will be rolled out. I think when 
there’s more variety people will purchase all three kinds. 

What other types of alternative fuel cars will be coming 
in the future? I think that once people get over what I 
call range anxiety, the fear of not being able to plug in 
like they can go to a gas station and fuel up, once they 
get over that I believe the electric vehicle will be the 
winner because it’s most efficient. The average com-
muter commutes 40 miles. And most of these cars are 
equipped to handle that type of mileage. 

My dad has his own business and he drives everywhere. 
Gas costs a lot of money. I know this would probably help 
him. Do they make Ev vans or trucks? Our company has 
a plug-in hybrid bucket truck [which Edison uses to 
work on the power lines]. So there are different types 
of vehicles, it’s not just cars. It’s vans, trucks and cars.

Kristy says she 
would love to drive 
an electric vehicle 
one day to help the 
environment. 

Shannon Law 
explained that this 
plug-in hybrid volt 
recharges using a 
special plug you 
can have installed 
in your home.

Electrifying the future
as electric cars become more popular, they’ll help clean the air 
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By Stephany Yong
18, Walnut HS

o
ne student I read about online was conducting 
research to find a cure for diabetes. Others 
had broken national records in track and field 
while maintaining a 4.0 GPA. The definition 

of a “successful” high school student had never seemed 
more awe inspiring, but also intimidating.

My parents raised me to believe there was a sure-
fire way to succeed: plan ahead, earn straight As and 
commit yourself to activities you love. But a visit to 
collegeconfidential.com at the beginning of my junior 
year damaged my confidence. Though it was supposed 
to be a site with information about colleges, College 
Confidential made me feel like I didn’t have what it 
took to get into a good college.

When I entered high school I promised myself I 
would never do something just to impress some college 
admissions officer. I wanted admissions officers at 
my dream schools like Stanford or Yale to want me at 
their colleges because I was able to challenge myself 
and explore interests that made me happy instead of 
filling a resumé with meaningless titles.

During a club fair at the beginning of freshman year 
the upperclassmen promised that Future Business 
Leaders of America (FBLA) “would look great on the 
college application.” It bothered me that club members 
were pushing how good joining would look to colleges 
more than what we would do in the club. But as my 
friends turned in their club applications, I didn’t want 
to be left behind, so I also joined FBLA, Model United 
Nations (MUN) and Key Club. I justified joining the 
college-obsessed crowd by telling myself that as 
someone interested in law and business it was good to 
get experience in debate, business and communications. 

Luckily I ended up finding activities I genuinely 
liked. Interviews and photo assignments for yearbook 
filled the afternoons of my freshman and sophomore 
years. I loved staying in the pressroom past dinner-
time typing captions and editing articles on deadline.

I spent my weekends at Model United Nations com-
peting in UN mock committees. I developed such an 
interest in politics that I interned for my state senator. 

When junior year started, I struggled with AP Chem-
istry and Spanish. Once MUN and FBLA kicked into 
high-gear, I began to hate the clubs that I used to like.

One evening in September of junior year my mom 

sent me a link to collegeconfidential.com. The “chance” 
forums, in which students share accomplishments 
while comparing chances of getting into colleges, made 
me feel like I wasn’t doing enough. I spent two hours 
staring at student profiles that featured near-perfect 
SAT scores, rows of 5s (the top score) on AP exams, 
national championships in debate or compelling sto-
ries about medical missions to developing countries. 

I fElt lIkE my ActIvItIES 
wErEn’t AS ImPrESSIvE

Being president of my high school Model United 
Nations, which I used to be really proud of, didn’t seem 
so impressive after I read about the student who would 
be going to the actual United Nations in New York to 
present a speech on microeconomics.

Even though I felt worse about myself after every 
visit, I couldn’t stop going to College Confidential. My 
interests seemed boring now—every high school has 
yearbook editors. But not many teens can say they pub-
lished a children’s book like one student had. Within 
a month I was going on four to five hours a week. I 
couldn’t imagine how these students had enough hours 

in the day to accomplish so much. But they probably 
weren’t killing time refreshing College Confidential 
every five minutes.

I shared my insecurities with some of my friends but 
mostly my mom. My friends laughed and told me that 
junior year was just making me dramatic. However, 
my mother reminded me that I’ve always worked hard 
and that it’d be a waste not to do everything I could to 
keep getting straight As.

After reading about the accomplishments of these 
students on College Confidential, I wanted to make Civic 
Bridge (a website I created for middle school students to 
post local news) much bigger. I envisioned it spreading 
to other schools or even other cities and inspiring young 
people to become more active in their communities.

In late November after another depressing browse 
through a “chance” thread, I decided to block College 
Confidential from my browser. Why had I been going 
out of my way to upset myself? If a college doesn’t think 
I’m good enough, so be it. The things I’m involved in 
make me really happy. 

Even though Civic Bridge never got beyond Walnut, 
it was exciting to the middle school students I worked 
with. It was awesome when a student who thinks he is 
limited to math and science tells me he likes writing. 
Civic Bridge let me pass on what I loved most about 
journalism: talking to people and sharing their stories.  

Looking back I feel foolish about how I let some 
website with the words of strangers affect me so much. 
I was annoyed with how easily I had overlooked all I 
had going for me. Even now in my last semester, I can’t 
think of a better way to finish high school than meeting 
with my Civic Bridge staff, competing at MUN confer-
ences and finishing the last batch of yearbook proofs. 
As excited as I am about college, I’m glad I realized 
that the admissions process didn’t mean I had to stop 
dedicating myself to activities I love.

Stephany is looking 
forward to doing 
activities she loves 
in college, like 
journalism and 
activism, and 
trying intramural 
Quidditch.

Illustration by austin skootsky, 16, hamilton hs

A website about college 
freaked me out

I got so caught up in the admissions game that 
I forgot what was important to me 
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By Seth Falcon
13, Alliance College-Ready Middle Academy #5

d
riving to school one day toward the end of 
seventh grade, my mom told me that she and 
my dad could not afford to keep paying for 
my Catholic school. We had to save money 

for college. She told me that I might have to change to 
a public school.

How could she take me away from all my friends 
and my great teachers? I would miss Alex and Niko 
and especially Dom, who I have known for so long he 
feels like my brother. Students were expected to be on 
their best behavior at St. Ignatius so they rarely talked 
in class and never got into fights. Teachers rarely had 
to raise their voices. All of this I liked because when 
it’s quiet, I can concentrate more easily.

“I only have one year of school left,” I said. “Why 
can’t I stay here?” I asked my mom if we could stop 
doing my music lessons to save money, but she said it 
wouldn’t save enough. As I went through the school day, 
I tried to imagine what a public school would be like.

I imagined a classroom filled with kids shooting 
spitballs and tossing wads of paper across the room 
and kids sneaking out of class to smoke weed. I imag-
ined a huge food fight in the cafeteria. I thought public 
school would be a madhouse.

I had once asked my mom why she didn’t put me in 
a public school. She told me that one day at her public 
school, her teacher walked into the room and told the 
class to read something from their textbooks and an-
swer the questions at the end. He then sat down at his 
desk, began reading a magazine and completely ignored 
the class. My mom was the only one who did her work. 
Some girls were putting on makeup. One person walked 
out the classroom and started smoking a cigarette. My 
grandmother even told me a story about a time in public 
school when her teacher walked out of the classroom and 
the students threw his desk out of the window.

As the first day of school got closer, I had a pit in my 
stomach. I worried that I wouldn’t learn everything. 
I worried that the students would be wild. I worried 
that I wouldn’t make any friends and that kids would 
pick on me.

Finally, the first day of school came. Algebra was 
first period. The teacher, Mr. Bahn, made math fun. He 
showed us videos that helped us learn the material and 
talked with an excited voice and moved around a lot. I 
noticed that the students were paying attention. When 
the class ended, I was a little less nervous.

I lIkEd thAt my tEAchEr kEPt 
thE clASS undEr control

My next period was science. In the middle of the 
class, someone made a loud noise that disrupted the 
class. My teacher, Mr. Bice, threatened to take away our 
lunch break unless whoever made the noise confessed 
and apologized when he got back. Then he stepped out 
of the room. Immediately, students began whispering 
to each other. I caught bits of sentences, like “Say some-
thing!“ and “He’s going to hold us for lunch!” When Mr. 
Bice came back, the person who made the noise said 
he did it and that he was sorry. I thought Mr. Bice’s 

reaction was a bit over the top, but I admired that he 
kept his students in line.

I thought everything was going great when a kid 
came up to me during lunch and told me that I had 
been in the wrong class. He explained to me that we 
wouldn’t have all our classes in one day. We would 
have the odd numbered periods one day, the even 
numbered periods the next day. He helped me figure 
out my schedule and told me where to go next. I real-
ized that kids from public school were not as bad as 
I thought.

That night I wasn’t mad at my parents for making 
me change schools. But I still had some doubts. Were 
the teachers as strict as they were at my old Catholic 
school? I hoped that the rest of them were as strict as 
Mr. Bice. I know it sounds odd to want strict teachers, 
but I like that their classes are quiet. When everyone is 
talking, I space out. Then I miss whatever the teacher 
is teaching, or if we are working on an assignment I 
forget to do it. After a few weeks, however, I saw that 
the teachers were all as strict as my old ones.

My principal, Ms. Martinez, is also strict and dedi-
cated. Every so often she would stop by our class and 
make sure we were paying attention. I thought that 
it showed how much she cared about the students. It 

made me feel better about my school.
I didn’t focus on making friends at first. I focused 

on getting the hang of the schedule and getting good 
grades. After about a month, kids came up to me want-
ing help with their homework. We began to talk about 
other stuff and it turned out we had things in common, 
like playing Halo and watching Family Guy.

Now, whenever I sit down to eat my lunch, I sit with 
some friends. Once when I had a packet of wasabi, which 
is a strong, hot dressing used on sushi, we had a blast 
telling people to smell it and watching their reactions. 
One of them accidentally inhaled it. His face turned 
as red as a tomato and he was sweating like crazy. He 
was fine afterward, and even he thought it was funny.

When I think about how I felt at the beginning of 
the school year, I laugh at myself for overreacting. My 
new school feels like my home away from home as 
much as my old school.

Seth says you 
shouldn’t be afraid to 
go to a new school.

Seth, second from left, and his friends Martin, 
Shirley and Pablo hang out at lunch.

Better than I expected
after years at catholic school, I thought  

I wouldn’t survive the switch to public school
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3RD PLACE $20

A stranger’s words 
stuck with me

By Arianna valdez
Paramount HS

o
ur teenage years are the toughest. We start dat-
ing, dealing with heartbreak and spending more 
time with our friends. Many of us say we plan on 

going to a community college, others a university. I plan 
on going to medical school to become a pediatric sur-
geon. Most of my friends and family have given me great 
advice about my future. But the best advice I’ve gotten 
was from a stranger.

Growing up, I loved playing doctor with my mom. 
I always had toy medical kits all over the house. When 
I was about 5 years old, I was asked, “What would you 
like to be when you grow up?” My answer—a surgeon. 
Throughout my life, I’ve been in and out of the hospital. 
I’ve had everything from asthma to cancer. So I grew to 

Author’s name withheld

t
hree years ago I went through the 
roughest stage of my life. I was out of 
control, nobody could tell me any-
thing, and I was even disrespecting 
my mom and stealing from her. One 

day I went to the Del Amo mall and stole two 
iPhones. That stupid stunt put me in jail, and 
while I was in there my mom told my probation 
officer all the things she knew I was doing.

That’s when all my problems came. I went in 
and out of juvenile halls, camps and placements 
for two years. In the process of all that I started 
getting really depressed and built up a huge ani-
mosity toward my mom for how everything went, 
like when I went to jail and broke my arm and she 
just went home.

When I went to placement I got this room-
mate, he was a cool guy. We would stay up all 
night just talking about our problems and maybe 
smoke bowls. But I was always seeing him get 
quiet and sniff crystal meth. I always wondered 
why he did that type of drug since he told me he 
has a little girl at home and needs a job.

But one night I asked him, “Hey, why do you 
do it if you know how that drug gets you?” and he 
said it makes him forget about all his problems 
and worries about being locked up in placement. 
I tried it because I was going through too much. 

And he was right, I never thought about noth-
ing that was going on in my life. So I kept doing it, 
not knowing what I was getting myself into. Some 

of my friends would tell me I was getting really 
skinny but I paid no attention to them at all. 

I kept using for a couple more months but I 
started noticing what my friends were trying to 
tell me. I went from always smiling and wanting 
to talk or chill out, to never wanting to be close to 
people or talk or touch anyone. It got so bad and 
I got so stressed out I wouldn’t even come out of 
my room or talk to anyone.

I got to go home one weekend and I did coke, 
ecstasy and crystal, stole a car and joy rode it 
for three days and I let my own mother see me 
strung out on drugs. I told her things that no son 
should ever tell their mom.

When I got back to my placement all I could 
do was think. My roommate saw, sat me down 
and told me to let these drugs go. They’re not 
worth losing everything you have, including 
family. He even told me he had been on the 
street for three years and has to cope with being 
an addict on crystal meth, with a baby and no 
education at all. 

That made me see I was really in the wrong. 
So I stopped. I worked some of the problems out 
with my mom and went home from placement. 
I’m on my way to graduating next year and I have 
been clean and am almost off probation. 

I’m on the right path thanks to my roommate 
from placement. I wish I could tell him thanks a 
lot for what he said to me that night. It changed 
my life forever and I don’t know where I would be 
today if he hadn’t warned me about the future I 
was choosing to have. You saved my life. 

1ST PLACE $50

My roommate told me 
to stop using drugs

Illustration by  
courtney loi,  

15, sierra Vista hs

e s s a y  c o n t e s t  W I n n e r s

What’s the best advice 
you’ve gotten?
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love needles and became fascinated with medi-
cal procedures.

Today, I’m a healthy 16-year-old looking at 
colleges. My family encourages me because they 
think about how much money I’d make. My doc-
tors are blown away at the thought of me pursu-
ing the hard work and schooling it will take, but 
nevertheless, encourage me. Anyone who hears 
my story tells me I have beautiful ambitions, nev-
er a negative word, until I met a certain stranger.

Recently, my mom asked me to go to the store 
with her. While waiting at the checkout, the man 
behind me asked my age and what I wanted to 
do after I graduate high school, so I told him I 
wanted to become a surgeon. He looked at me as 
if I were stupid. He said, “Well yeah, doctors make 
money, but I don’t think that’s what you want to 
do. You’re going to have 10-plus years of school, 
when you have these lawyers making thousands 
an hour for only a few years in school.” He went 
on talking about how difficult life is, especially 
with today’s economy. He said it was best if I just 
went to law school—I’d be rich in no time.

That man, although attempting to persuade 

me otherwise, gave me something to think 
about. I’ve always hated politics, government 
and anything to do with law, and going through 
school for anything takes extreme dedication. 
But how can you dedicate yourself to something 
you don’t love?

Everyone assumes I want to become a sur-
geon for the money. In a way, they aren’t wrong. I 
don’t want to be rich, though. I just want a com-
fortable lifestyle. With everyone talking about me 
making bank, I started to forget the real reason I 
chose that path. That reason is to help people. I 
want to save a child’s life one day, and know I did 
everything in my power to help them and their 
family—everything to make them healthy again.

Ultimately, the best advice was from a 
stranger. Although I had to work a bit to decode 
the message, his advice was: it doesn’t matter 
what you choose to do in life, what matters is 
that you do it for the right reasons. I realized I 
shouldn’t go for something because it involves 
high pay. I should do something that I’m going 
to enjoy doing every day because to get there, it’s 
going to take a lot of hard work and dedication.

2nD PLACE $30

My father 
saıd I had to 
be an adult
Author’s name withheld

t
hroughout my life I’ve gotten advice 
from so many people for different situ-
ations. After time, more serious issues 

started coming along, issues that could ruin 
my life. The biggest problem that I couldn’t 
handle was getting my girlfriend pregnant.

I have hope of becoming a father one day 
with a lovely wife, but when I thought about 
being a father at 13, it made me sick to my 
stomach. It all happened one month after 
having unprotected sex with my girlfriend. 
Everything was fine that day until she called 
me at night. We talked like any other day and 
then she broke down crying. I thought I had 
done something wrong during the day. Then 
things got quiet. I asked, “What’s wrong?” She 
told me she was pregnant. I had no idea what 
to say so I hung up for the night. I didn’t sleep 
until six in the morning.

For the next three weeks I didn’t talk to 
anyone. My dad noticed my change and he 
confronted me one day after school. He asked 
me what was wrong and I stayed quiet be-
cause I was embarrassed to tell him. I knew I 

could tell my dad anything but this was just 
too much for me. I started to break down cry-
ing on his shoulder telling him I had ruined 
my life. My father stayed calm and looked me 
in my eyes. I told him my girl was pregnant 
and I could see the surprise in his eyes. He 
went to his room.

I stayed in my room looking out the win-
dow thinking about what I was going to do. 
My dad came in and sat next to me. I could tell 
he had been crying by the tone of his voice. 
My dad told me that he loved me no matter 
what but that this was my problem and I had 
to take full responsibility for it. My dad tell-
ing me this was shocking because for once he 
treated me like an adult. My dad told me that 
he would still respect me and love me if I keep 
the child or not, but that I would have to be-
come more of a man. Those few words made 
me see that I wasn’t a kid anymore. I had 
grown up and didn’t even know it.

I decided to stay with my girlfriend and 
keep the baby. I knew it was my responsibility. 
I knew no matter how much it would affect 
me, it was my choice. Sadly the baby died 
and my girl and I broke up. To this day I 
still think about the choices I made and 
now I try to make smarter decisions. I now 
see because of my dad’s few words that no 
matter what, I have to think like an adult 
and make my own life, not blame my actions 
on others and fail to take responsibility. 
A few words my dad told me changed me 
completely. I respect myself more now and 
I’m enjoying my life more and more because 
of the good outcome of my decisions.
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n e w  e s s a y  c o n t e s t

a moment 
that changed 

your life
Most of what happens in our lives every 

day is the small stuff—we go to school, spend 
time with our family and friends, and do 

what we enjoy. But then there 
are those moments that 

change our lives, for better 
or for worse. We want you 
to tell us about a time that 
changed your life. Maybe 

it was something good, like 
the day your sibling was born 

or you joined an activity that 
made a difference in your life, or a bad time 
like learning that your parents were getting 
divorced or failing a class. Write about what 

happened and how it affected you. Maybe 
you knew right away that it was life-changing, 

or maybe you didn’t realize it until later. 
How did this moment change your life? 



Glass Houses
By Rachel Caine

Reviewed by Sarah Barnes
14, New Village Charter HS

glass Houses is the fantastic first book in the 
Morganville Vampires series written by Rachel 

Caine. I liked it way better than Twilight, which 
I thought was too slow-moving. I like books with 
more action instead of a boring love triangle.

The story starts with 16-year-old Claire Danvers 
beginning her freshman year at a college in 
Morganville, Texas. She’s in college already because 
she graduated from high school early. After Claire 
accidentally embarrasses another student, Monica, 
the mayor’s popular daughter, Monica threatens 
Claire that “tonight you’ll get what’s coming to you, 
you freak. I’m going to make sure.” After that Claire 
was so scared that Monica would hurt her that she 
moved out of the dorms.

Claire moves into an off-campus house with 
three older teens Eve, Michael and Shane. Even 
though her housemates are good people, they are a 
little odd. Eve is a Goth girl, who claims that Mor-
ganville is run by vampires. She also tells Claire 
that non-vampires either work for the vampires 
in exchange for not getting their blood sucked or 
they’re fair game to get attacked. Claire thinks that 

she’s joking. 
Michael is 18 and the owner of the house. He 

never comes out during the day, ever. Right away 
I thought that meant he was a vampire. But Eve 
swears Michael is not a vampire. Finally, there is 
Shane. He doesn’t do much, except play zombie 
video games, and Claire thinks he is really cool. Her 
new roommates are the first people in town who are 
nice to her and are the best thing for Claire about 
living in Morganville.

Eventually, Claire learns that Eve isn’t crazy 
when a vampire shows her his fangs. She realizes 
that everything Eve told her about vampires 
controlling the town was true.  After learning the 
truth, Claire has to figure out how to be a student 
while not getting attacked by vampires because she 
doesn’t want to work for them. What makes that 
hard is that there are vampires and the humans 
who work for them everywhere so knowing who you 
can trust is a problem. Luckily Claire’s roommates 
have her back, but when someone Claire trusts 
betrays her I wondered whether she and her 
roommates would survive.

I recommend this book for people who like 
supernatural stuff mixed with action. I also liked 
the book because the characters are teens so you 
can picture yourself in the story. Glass Houses ends 
with a major cliffhanger, which drove me crazy. I 
couldn’t wait to read the next book in the series, The 
Dead Girls’ Dance.

Impulse 
By Ellen Hopkins

Reviewed by Jaanvi Sant
14, San Marino HS

Impulse by Ellen Hopkins is my favorite book. It 
is narrated by three high school students: Tony, 

Conner and Vanessa, who have attempted suicide 
and are sent to a mental hospital, Aspen Springs, to 
get help with their problems. Although they initially 
feel vulnerable and unwanted, they quickly become 
good friends and bond over their struggles.

Throughout the book, which is written in free 
verse poetry, the characters reveal their pasts to 
each other. Tony was abandoned by his father and 
abused by his mother’s boyfriends and later over-
dosed on pills. Conner shot himself because he felt 
like he could never live up to his parents’ expecta-
tions. Vanessa, who has a father in the military and 
inherited bipolar disorder from her mother, stabbed 
her arm trying to kill herself.

In the beginning of Impulse, the three charac-
ters have a hard time adjusting to this strange new 
place. I cringed as I read that Vanessa cut herself 
because the physical pain provides emotional relief 
from memories of her mother acting violently. Tony 
is overwhelmed when his estranged father shows 
up and Conner is reluctant to see his superficial, 

cold parents.
As the story progresses, Vanessa and Tony grow 

particularly close. The three teens feel more secure 
opening up about their pasts not only among them-
selves, but also to their counselors. I was cheering 
them on because they had come such a long way 
since their first day. But to leave Aspen Springs, 
they must conquer a test that determines if they are 
ready to live on their own. 

The Challenge by Choice is when all of the hospi-
tal residents are taught teamwork and responsibil-
ity by spending a week in the wilderness, guided by 
two staff members. Tony, Vanessa and Conner even-
tually make it to the challenge, but not all of them 
have the strength and willpower to survive it. 

While reading Impulse, I was crying one minute 
and the next minute I was laughing at Conner’s wry 
humor, like when he calls the spaghetti at Aspen 
Springs a “Chef Boyar-Don’t meal.” I love this book 
because it is a voice for teens who struggle with 
their inner demons. I got a close-up look at the 
harsh realities of depression and bipolar disorder. 
I’m glad that it covered heavy topics that aren’t 
found in many books written for teens. Impulse 
taught me not to judge people based on how they 
look, because I never know what really lies beneath 
the surface.
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Foals 
CD: Total Life Forever

Reviewed by Sydney Chou
16, Sonora HS

I came across the British indie rock band Foals based 
on a recommendation from iTunes. When I listened 

to the song “Blue Blood,” which is on their second 
album Total Life Forever, I loved the funky beats so I 
got the album for my birthday. 

I like songs with odd beats and it’s amazing how it 
seems like each band member has a different tempo 
but they stay together. My favorite song on the album 
is “Total Life Forever” because of its fun, bubbly 
rhythm.

Although it is hard to understand the lyrics on 
some songs because of their British accents, the song 
“Black Gold” adds meaningful lyrics to the cool beats. 
I only recently realized that singer Yannis Philippakis 
was describing how oil creates political conflicts 
worldwide. I respect this band more than others 
because they are addressing world problems instead of 
talking about picking up girls at a party. 

Another song with great lyrics is “2 Trees.” 
Philippakis sings, “Help yourself, help the rest/ Inhale, 
exhale.” I like listening to this song while doing math 
homework because I feel like I am in a yoga class while 
trying to solve a difficult problem.

Total Life Forever includes a 48-second 
instrumental titled “Fugue” as the seventh track. I like 
this slow and relaxing song because it acts like a small 
break in the album as if it were a live performance.

Total Life Forever has a good mix of fast and slow 
songs, and funky beats that are so different from the 
predictive rhythms of popular music today.

The pretty 
reckless
CD: Light Me Up

Reviewed by Sareen habeshian
16, AGBU Manoukian HS (Pasadena)

It’s rare for me to find music with a new sound, 
since radio has become too pop-oriented. So when 

I heard The Pretty Reckless, I was in love. They bring 
back rock n’ roll with a strong female lead, Gossip 
Girl’s Taylor Momsen, who belts out songs about 
cruelties of life in her edgy yet feminine voice. 

The first track, “My Medicine,” starts with a 
grungy sound, and when I hear Momsen take a 
breath, it feels as if she is next to me. Momsen has 
received a lot of heat for her racy outfits from the 
media. On “Light Me Up” she sings, “I don’t think 
I could be anything other than me,” revealing that 
she will stay true to who she is. I admire that she 
doesn’t care what anyone thinks of her. 

It’s hard to pick but my favorite song is “Just 
Tonight.” It goes from a mellow rhythm to rage, 
making me want to scream and dance. In the song 
“Zombie” Momsen sings, “I’m not listening to you/ 
I am wandering right through existence/ With no 
purpose and no drive/ ‘Cause in the end we’re all 
alive, alive.” These lyrics show that at times we can 
become cynical and want to give up, but we always 
come out of the funk.

This album truly is, as Momsen says, “a record 
to confront your problems and get over them ... It’s 
death, love, rock and roll, sex, drugs and religion; it 
covers all bases of life.” This album helped me get 
through rough times in the past few years while 
remaining hopeful and sane.

of monsters  
and men
CD: My Head Is an Animal

Reviewed by Miguel Molina
18, Film & Theatre Arts Charter HS

The first time I heard “Little Talks” on the radio 
I thought it sounded fun. The song starts with 

a loud trumpet and the band yelling “Hey!” And 
then the female and male singers trade lines like a 
conversation. 

I looked up the song and discovered that it was 
recorded by Of Monsters and Men, an Icelandic 
band. I got their album, My Head Is an Animal, and 
I liked all the songs. They remind me of Arcade Fire. 
The singers, Ragnar þórhallsson and Nanna Bryndís 
Hilmarsdóttir, harmonize well, and the acoustic 
guitar makes them sound folksy. 

“Dirty Paws” is an amazing song. It starts quietly, 
but then the drummer, keyboardist and guitarist 
start playing louder. I looked up the lyrics—they were 
funny. It is about a pet dragonfly that ran away and 
comes back to his owners telling them, “The story of 
the beast with those four dirty paws.” Music doesn’t 
have to be that serious, it can just be entertaining. 

Their energetic song “Numb Bears” always makes 
me happy. The numb bears keep telling a person 
that she “could never make it there.” In the last line 
the person says, “But I’m already there,” proving the 
numb bears wrong. That is how life is   —there are peo-
ple who are going to say you will never make it and 
you have to show them that you can. 

The acoustic guitars, accordion and trumpet on 
My Head Is an Animal are different from what you 
hear in most pop songs. I like to listen to the album at 
night because I fall asleep in a good mood. 

M
U

S
IC

The singers harmonize well, 
and the acoustic guitar 
makes them sound folksy.

The Pretty Reckless bring 
back rock n’ roll with a 
strong female lead. 

I respect this band more 
than others because they are 
addressing world problems.
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Sign up for the L.A. Youth 
summer writing workshop, an 

intensive six-week program during 
which you will write an article that 
will be published in L.A. Youth, as 
well as conduct interviews. You will 
complete your story while working 
one-on-one with a professional 
adult L.A. Youth editor. 
 To apply, you must be a Los 
Angeles County teen ages 15–18 
attending high school in the area. 
No journalism experience is 
required, but you must have an 
interest in writing for L.A. Youth to 
participate. The workshop is unpaid. 
Public high school students will 
be given preference. Apply early, 
because a limited number of spaces 
are available. If you have questions, 
call (323) 938-9194.

Expectations: 
• In this workshop, you are expected to meet weekly writing 
deadlines and attend field trips. Students who do not meet 
the deadlines will be asked to leave the writing workshop and 
encouraged to remain involved with L.A. Youth in some other way. 

• You are expected to generate material for the 
September 2012 issue of L.A. Youth.

• You must attend group meetings at the L.A. Youth office every 
Thursday from 2 to 5 p.m. from June 28 to August 2. You also must 
arrange weekly two-hour individual meetings with your editor. The 
first group meeting will be held at 2 p.m. on Thursday, June 28, 2012.

How to apply:
Submit this application form with a one-page writing sample as 
well as a non-refundable $75 application fee. Financial assistance 
available. Tips for the writing sample: write an original one-page 
statement that tells us something about you and gives us a sense of 
your writing style. It can be about one of your interests or activities. 
After you submit your application, we’ll call you for a short interview 
before you are accepted into the workshop. To prepare for the 
workshop, we strongly encourage you to read past issues of L.A. Youth 
on our website. Go to www.layouth.com and click on “Archives.”

The application deadline is Friday, June 1, 2012.

Before participating in the summer workshop, I 

never thought about pursuing journalism. I had 

just wanted to try something new. But I really liked it 

and now I’m considering journalism as a career. The 

workshop helped me learn how to relate to readers with 

my writing. I also loved meeting other teens and learning 

how to do interviews. It was thrilling to see my story 

published. And since L.A. Youth is far from my home, I 

learned to take the bus and become more independent.

Jazmine Mendoza, 17

Chavez Learning Academies (San Fernando), Workshop 2011

L.A. YOUTh
5967 W. 3RD ST. SUITE 301 
LOS AngELES CA 90036

Send application  
with $75 fee  
and writing 

sample to:

________________________________________________________________
naMe

________________________________________________________________ 
aDDRess

________________________________________________________________
cIty      ZIP coDe

________________________________________________________________
HoMe PHone

________________________________________________________________
eMaIL aDDRess

________________________________________________________________
scHooL

GRaDe yoU wILL enteR In sePt _____  Date oF BIRtH ______ - ______ - ______ 

AppLIcAtIoN for the L.A. Youth Summer Writing Workshop 


