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artist spotlight

behind the scenes

After winning L.A. Youth’s art contest
last spring, I was given the chance
to join the staff as an illustrator for
the newspaper. I was also offered the
opportunity to create the cover art for
this issue. I’m so grateful for the chance
to work with L.A. Youth and share my
love of art with other teens throughout
Los Angeles.

Writing this story (p. 16) was difficult because
it meant opening a flood of painful memories,
and reliving each moment of being teased. It
was extremely difficult sharing my story with
the readers because I had never spoken to my
friends or even my family about it. There was a
point when I wanted to give up. Then I thought
that if the readers could learn something from
my story, it would be worth it.

Michelle Cao, 16, Temple City HS

Brian Yu, 15, Walnut HS
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your say

stay in touch with us
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 e-mail 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 chose your comment to be published in the newspaper.
m ay-june 2010 issue

A boy’s mom 
beat cancer
I could relate to “Mom, I’m
praying for you.” Last year my grandpa
had lung cancer. Doctors gave him
no chance of living. I couldn’t even go
near him because I would just cry. One
night I stopped crying and I thought
to myself, “Crying is not going to do
anything,” and that’s when I started to
pray for him every day. This story really
touched me because like the writer
and his mom, I wasn’t really close to
my grandpa either. And then one day I
went fishing with him and that’s when
I realized what I was missing out on.
Asi Grigoryain
Wilson MS (Glendale)

Illustration by Lily Clark, 16,
Immaculate Heart HS

I knew before he had cancer. I’m
glad that my cousin is better and I’m
glad that Ben’s mom is better too.
Alejandra Garcia
Wilson MS

Chickens make
good pets

I’m glad you were able to get
through this positively. I’m glad your
mother got through this. We all should
appreciate those close to us more.
You never notice how important a
person is until you realize that they
could leave without warning.
GI-Joe

I support all the people who have
strange pets. The fact that the writer of
“Unexpected pets” is a chicken lover
is perfectly normal. My father always
wanted a dog when he was a child. His
father got a goose instead. My grandpa
brought home the goose to make some
delicious stew, but instead the goose
and my dad became best friends.
Alfred Gregoryan

Comment on layouth.com

Wilson MS

This article made me remember
when my little cousin was diagnosed
with brain cancer. I felt so depressed
and I wanted to help my cousin in
any way I could. I wanted to spend
more time with him. When I heard he
beat the illness, I was totally thrilled
for him. I went to visit him at the
hospital and he was still the person

Grinding is not dancing
most students can relate to
the article “You call that dancing?”
Freak dancing is inappropriate and
nasty. If I went to a dance and people
were doing this, I would rather sit
down the whole time than dance
like that. I agree with the writer that
girls should respect themselves and
not dance like that just because a
guy wants to. I also believe that guys
should have enough respect for girls
to not make them dance like that if
they don’t want to. Parents should
also get involved and talk to their
kids about how inappropriate it is.
Meri Palasanian
Wilson MS

Choosing technology 
over friends
The article “Turn it off” got me
thinking. In the past, I’ve been guilty of
paying more attention to my electronics
than to my friends. Whenever I hung
out with them I would focus too
much on the music I was listening
to or the texts I was receiving rather
than enjoy their company. After I
read this article, I realized that what
I was doing was wrong. Now when I
hang out with friends, I don’t take my
electronics with me and my friends
seem to enjoy my company more.
Christian Mendoza
Wilson MS

I’m one of those people who uses my
iPod and my computer way too much
and sometimes I ignore my friends and
family. I think that this is a horrible
habit, but I want to listen to my music
and podcasts and I forget that people
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are talking to me. This article made
me realize that when I use my noisecancellation earphones, my family
members and friends will hate me
because I am not paying attention to
them. I agree that everyone, including
myself, should use technology less.
Matthew Ng
Wilson MS

w eb e xclusi v e

Teens react to ruling 
that gays and Lesbians
have a right to marry
Even though a (small!) majority
did support Prop. 8, I think it’s
kind of ridiculous that people
can vote to take away a minority
group’s rights in the first place.
With all due respect, that seems
more unjust to me than allowing
two consenting adults to marry.
Emily Atsuko
Comment on Facebook

The fact is, the majority of
Californians voted against [gay
marriage]. If the majority voted against
it, why is it being reversed? It just
seems very undemocratic to me.
Kevin Ko
Comment on Facebook

The majority’s vote should
be taken into consideration.
But also consider this: If we had
voted on whether or not to have
interracial marriage in the 50s, the
majority would have voted against
it. If we had voted on whether
or not to [desegragate] public
schools in the 60s, the majority
would have voted against it.
Sprawl2
Comment on layouth.com

A girl loves
volunteering at
the aquarium
Wow Chelsea! It sounds like you
had a lot fun. I like your story.
Joey56
Comment on layouth.com

Awesome story! It was so
cool reading about volunteering
at the aquarium!
Jessica Marin
Comment on Facebook

Volunteers Rule!
Julissa Espinoza
Comment on Facebook
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What
makes
a
good
teacher?
Our staff writers say it’s passion,
high expectations and relatable lessons
At a recent staff meeting, we talked about what makes a good teacher.
It came up because the Los Angeles Times had just published stories about
how to evaluate teachers, which made us wonder what makes a teacher
effective at helping students learn. Below some of our teen staff
share what they liked about their best teachers.

I

n eighth grade my world history teacher
was rude to his students, failed more kids
than any other teacher and was a fan of detention. He had strict rules that he would
follow. He locked the door when class began
and if you weren’t in class you’d have to go to
the office.
At first I dreaded being in his class, but
after a semester I got used to his style of
teaching. I stopped talking and socializing in
class and I challenged myself to succeed.
Teachers had always coddled me, until
his class. I realized learning required effort.
I studied more for his class than any other.
He wasn’t a nice guy but he was passionate about history. His class wasn’t fun, but
it taught me more about history than I had
ever learned before.
—Jasper Nahid, 16, Hamilton HS

M

Illustration by Lily Clark, 16, Immaculate Heart HS
made me realize I had to be a better student.
After that, in all my classes I would start my
homework when I got it, instead of waiting until the last day. I studied for all my finals. I organized study groups so I could ask other students
questions. By doing extra work outside of class,
I actually understood what I was studying instead of cramming and then forgetting the information after the test. I felt like I learned more.
—Jasmine Holloway, 17, Serra HS (Gardena)

O

W
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y eighth grade history teacher gave us a test to
find out how we express ourselves. I was classified as a musical person. Then she told us to study
the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks and use our classification
to make a project about it. I played “Taps,” the song
played at military funerals, on my violin for the class.
The assignment allowed people to do some really cool
projects, like building the World Trade Center towers
out of LEGOS, making graphs of the casualties and
damage, writing poems and performing skits. Everyone learned a lot more about how terrible Sept. 11 was
than they would have from doing a report. I saw it
from perspectives I wouldn’t have seen otherwise.
—Aaron Schwartz, 15, Gabrielino HS (San Gabriel)

I

y math teacher, Ms. Sharma, had the class apply what we learned to real-life situations. She
would give us a scenario and have us use an algebraic
equation to find a solution. For example, she told me
to a pick a job (that didn’t need a college education)
and a career (that required four years of college). I
had to create a budget for both and compare how
much I could earn and save over 20 years. She helped
me see that I would use math in my future, and that
made me want to learn what she was teaching.
—Kristy Plaza, 16, Duarte HS
ne day, my religion teacher made me stay after
class. Once everyone was gone, she started yelling
at me. “You’re too smart to be where you are! Your
work is too ordinary and always late, but when you
talk, it sounds amazing. Get your act together!”
I couldn’t believe my 4-foot-11, soft-spoken
teacher was yelling at me! I wanted to yell back,
but I knew she was right. I was an honor roll student, but I was lazy. Sometimes I did my homework
right before class started or turned it in late, I became an expert on extra credit at the end of semesters and I studied on the day of tests. My teacher

M

hen my eighth grade history teacher, Mr. Sale,
taught us about Abraham Lincoln, he talked
about the Emancipation Proclamation, which freed
the slaves. But he also told us random facts, like that
Lincoln had a lazy eye. He told us Lincoln created the
Secret Service to protect the money printing system
and go after counterfeiters. He knew all these things
and barely used the textbook. It showed his passion
and inspired me to want to learn because he was so
into history. He’d say, “History is the easiest thing.
How can you not know these things?”
—Tyler Bradshaw, 14, Redondo Union HS

n 11th grade, I had a U.S. history teacher who is by far
the greatest teacher I have ever had. She had high expectations. Essays were graded on a scale of 1-9. When
we got back our first essays, just about everyone got 1s
and 2s. We knew we had to try much harder.
She motivated us to ask questions. After one of
our first lessons, she asked the class if we had any
questions. Everyone was too shy to ask anything. Then
she said, “Since no one asked any questions, I assume
you all know the topic from top to bottom.” She
asked us a question no one could answer. She told us,
“You will never know everything, so you have to ask
questions no matter how simple it may sound. Most
likely, someone else has the same question.” After that,
we all started to ask more questions, not just in her
class, but in other classes as well. I was never much
of a history person, but I loved the class because she
challenged me and made me want to ask questions so
that I could understand better. I learned more in her
class than I did in my other history classes.
—Jose Zacarias, 17,
Orthopaedic Hospital Medical Magnet HS

W

hen my English teacher, Mrs. Mucic, taught us
about discrimination from the book To Kill a
Mockingbird, she divided the class into short and tall
people. I’m 5-foot-3, so she tied a green ribbon around
my neck and the necks of the other short students to
separate us from the tall students. Then she started
making fun of us for being short, which aggravated
me. At that moment though, I finally realized what
discrimination was. It made me think about how
blacks were treated in America. I started to empathize
with people who have been discriminated against. I
am definitely going to request Mrs. Mucic for AP English senior year.
—Hanna Yoon, 17, Crescenta Valley HS
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technology

Can I unplug?

After a couple of days, it got easier. I paid more attention to the things around me and was more productive.
I noticed a cat in my backyard bushes. I read books like
Sybil and Dubliners.
Without my iPod, I started remembering songs that I
had forgotten about. I had always skipped one of my former favorite songs, Green
Day’s “Jesus of Suburbia,”
after years of wearing it
out. However, after singing the song randomly
during the challenge, I
began to remember how
much I loved the song, and
I missed listening to it.
I realized I spend too
much time using my iPod and feel like I need to always
have it with me. I am going to try to use my iPod less by
not bringing my earphones with me everywhere I go.
Hopefully I’ll be more attentive.
— Melissa Hu, 16, Ramona Convent (Alhambra)

These teens tried to go a week
without their favorite technology

It was hard to avoid TV
when it’s everywhere

Illustrations by
Angelica Conde, 17,
Los Angeles HS

our staff knew it would be hard to go without their TVs, phones and the
Internet. A study found that teens spend more than four hours watching TV
every day. Another said a typical teen sends about 50 texts a day, and threequarters are on social networks like Facebook and MySpace. Most of these
writers lasted the full week, even though it wasn’t easy.
Without my iPod
I noticed more things around me
I love music so giving up my iPod was definitely a
challenge. I listen to it during car rides, when I’m eating
at restaurants, and sometimes when I’m supposed to
be sleeping.
The first few days were the worst. I was trying to study
at the library when this guy started talking nonstop to one
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of his friends. I wanted to reach for my iPod so I wouldn’t
have to listen to him, but I couldn’t. So I tried to do my
work but finally moved to another table.
This challenge was especially difficult when I was at
home. My parents were installing a floor, so they were
constantly using the nail gun. I really wanted to use my
iPod to drown out the noise. But I stuck it out by going
to my backyard and reading a book instead.

I decided to do this challenge because I watch a lot of
TV. In the summer, the first thing I did after waking up
was turn on the TV in the living room. Sometimes it didn’t
matter what show it was, as long as I could pass time and
not be bored. I sometimes even watched infomercials.
I thought this challenge would help me get more done,
but giving up TV for a week was harder than I thought.
On Monday as soon as I woke up I thought about the
shows I’d be missing like I Love Lucy reruns and a Spanish soap opera. I killed time by going on the Internet. In
the afternoon, my mom and I went to the supermarket,
where there was a TV in every corner of the store! Near
the meat section, I looked up and saw an actress from my
favorite soap opera and recognized it was Telemundo.
“How can they do that to me, don’t they know I’m not
suppose to watch TV!?” I turned away immediately but
I still felt bad. I was hoping
for a perfect week without
TV. However, I was determined to not give up.
On Tuesday, I went
to my aunt’s house next
door and before I knew
it I was staring at the
video game my cousin
was play ing. Then I
went to the bedroom
where my other cousin was watching a movie and I left
immediately. I went home and read 1984, my summer
reading. The book was full of suspense and I couldn’t
put it down. I didn’t think about TV at all.
On Wednesday and Friday I even saw a TV on the bus
that showed news clips, games and ads. I took a book to
read on Friday to avoid watching.
On Thursday, Saturday and Sunday, I could control
not watching TV by staying in my bedroom. Instead of
watching TV, I cleaned my desk, looked through college brochures and finalized my college list. I felt more
productive but I wanted to watch TV with my family
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because I could hear them laughing.
When the challenged ended, I wanted to keep going
because I did more that week than any other week in the
summer. But I knew I would eventually cave and want to
watch TV. I realized that TV distracted me and that not
watching it helped. Now I only watch my favorite shows
and skip boring ones.
—Alma Sanchez, 17, Orthopaedic
Hospital Medical Magnet HS

Literally lost without my phone
I always knew that I depended way too much on my
phone. But I didn’t know how much, so I decided to do
this challenge to find out.
Every morning since I got a smart phone freshman
year, I’ve used The Weather Channel app to figure out
what to wear. On the first morning I had to dress without
guidance, but thankfully I was able to predict that the
day would be cold and foggy by looking out my window.
When was the last time I did that … eighth grade?
I also lost track of time.
I haven’t worn a watch for
more than a year, because
my phone showed the
time. So I was late picking up friends who took
the bus for two hours to
come from Santa Monica
to Palos Verdes. I also was
late to my tutoring job. And
even worse, I couldn’t call people to tell them that I was
running late.
Getting places was harder, too. I got lost because I
couldn’t use the GPS on my phone. My driving, though,
got a lot safer because I no longer had my phone in one
hand checking directions while driving with the other.
But the number one inconvenience was not having
my contact list. I forgot to write down my friends’ and
family members’ phone numbers before I started the
challenge. It was sad to realize that I couldn’t remember
my brother’s and my mom’s cell phone numbers. Oh how
I was tempted to turn on the phone for just a second to
look up phone numbers!
In the midst of all the problems, however, I found peace
not worrying about missing a text message or an e-mail.
This challenge was a great learning experience. It surprised me how I’d overlooked even the simplest things
like remembering phone numbers. We all should take
some time to think about how we can depend less on
our cell phones.
— Elliot Kwon, 18, Palos Verdes Peninsula HS

It was a long week without video
games, TV and going online
Every day I go on YouTube, play games like Call of Duty
on my PlayStation3 and watch TV. How would I survive
one day, let alone one week, without them?
On the first day of my tech-free week I already felt like
I was at the breaking point. I read Voltaire’s Candide in a
single day for my summer homework. But I couldn’t stop
my mind from wandering to thoughts of TV, my PlayStation or surfing the web. Why had I ever agreed to do this?
The second day was much easier than the first, beL . A . YOU T H • S eptem b er 2 010

cause I spent half the day
at a writing camp. By the
third day I had finished
reading the second novel
in Tom Becker’s Darkside
series, Lifeblood, but was
feeling the urge to fire up
my PlayStation again. I
held out. Friday brought
a renewed interest in my
Nerf guns, toys I hadn’t used in three years. I ran around
my house, imagining I was in Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, shooting other online players. In reality I was just
firing my gun at lamps and furniture.
On Saturday I spent the night at my friend’s house. As
I sat in my buddy’s basement, I was tempted to play his
PlayStation. My friends tried to sway me, saying that going six days was long enough, but I held out. My friends,
although they wanted me to play with them, respected my
challenge and didn’t play any games themselves. In place
of video games, we just sat around talking.
The morning of my return to the electronic world,
I turned on my Playstation right after I woke up. Even
though it was long and painful, I learned that I can survive without the TV, computer and PlayStation (at least
for a week). Was it worth it? Yes, because I rekindled my
interest in reading and I was able to resist some of the
strongest peer pressure that I’ve faced.
—Henry Studebaker, 15, Hamilton HS

I didn’t miss much on Facebook
Facebook is my addiction. It’s open whenever my
computer is on. I thought that giving it up for a week
would be impossible, but it wasn’t.
I had to keep it off of my mind and fingertips by deleting the Facebook app from my phone, removing the
bookmark on Safari and taking it off my favorites.
Once I didn’t have easy access, I felt like someone had
just written on my wall. I felt like posts were being published, photos were being commented on and people
were writing to me. I wanted to check but every time I
would think about giving in, I knew in my gut that there
was probably nothing happening, so I resisted.
On the third day I
went to the movies and
there was a trailer for The
Social Network, a movie
about Mark Zuckerberg,
the creator of Facebook.
Watching it, I had a sudden
urge to go on Facebook on
my cell phone.
To fill the void of not
having a place to see other peoples’ thoughts, I turned
to Twitter for a day. I rarely use my Twitter and not many
of my friends use Twitter so no one really said anything
except for the bands and celebrities I followed. Facebook was always in my subconscious. I would turn to
my phone and touch the screen where the Facebook
app used to be.
On the fourth day I was in a photography class and
a kid had Facebook open on a computer. He was talking with my friends about another friend’s photo and I

couldn’t look or be a part of the conversation. I looked
away and fiddled with my fingers.
When I was at home I tried harder to make plans with
people. After a week without Facebook I realized that all
I really wanted Facebook for was to be a connection to
others when I was alone. When I went back onto Facebook I realized that I didn’t miss much while I was off.
The first thing I saw when I signed on was someone’s
status that said, “bored :(” and I didn’t really care. I realized that Facebook is not worth spending all day on.
— Zoe Lemelson, 15, Crossroads
School (Santa Monica)

I couldn’t go a whole week without TV
My mother always urges me to go outside and stop
watching television. So, during my no-tech challenge
that’s what I gave up.
Day one was difficult. My family watches an excessive amount of TV. So as I laid on my bed listening to
them laugh at an episode of Family Guy, my patience
approached its limit. Right before I was about to go into
the living room, I saw a sign I wrote several months ago
that read, “Never Give Up.” It forced me to shut my door
and resort to my sleep-inducing summer reading assignment: Crime and Punishment.
The following two days were depressing. I was often lonely in my room. Facebook, Twitter and games
dominated my daily routine. I turned into the “computer freak” type I had ridiculed—not a pleasant image.
I can’t say that the entire experience was torturous.
On day four, I went to the beach with my friends, which
I probably would not have done if I hadn’t given up television. One of my friends
brought a spare surfboard.
Since I had nothing better
to do, I tried surfing. Unfortunately, I sucked. My
body ached with bruises from falling so many
times. Nevertheless, the
exhilaration of trying
something new was one
of my most enjoyable moments this summer.
When I got home my family was huddled in front
of the television. As I hurried toward my room to avoid
failing the challenge, I heard my mother gasp.
Reflexively, I directed my eyes toward the screen and
caught a glimpse of some guys fighting on this Korean
show my family was watching. I sat down and watched
that scene and the next one and also the program after
that. A little voice inside my head kept telling me, “It’s
not too late!” But that voice was muffled by my brother’s
mocking claim, “I knew you couldn’t go without television. You’re addicted!”
As disappointed as I was, I was not sad. I went four
successful days, and that was still a huge accomplishment for me.
— Adrian Kimmok, 17, West HS (Torrance)

Go to layouth.com to read about
more teens who gave up technology

7

Read more stories!
Even though school was
out, L.A. Youth’s teen
staff didn’t stop working—
go to layouth.com to
read these stories that
you might have missed.
Brian

“Marching is a difficult process. Toes have to
be pointed up and step sizes have to be the
same. Sometimes my arms get sore but one
move out of place could mean the difference
between first and second at competitions.”

Leslie

“I pass places grilling whole squid and
other seafood, selling chewy chicken-butt
kabobs, barbecued pig feet and pork bloodand-sticky-rice cakes that are steamed and
covered with peanut powder and sweet chili
sauce. They’re all incredibly delicious.”

Chelsea

“Hey, have you ever touched a leather
sea star?” I asked a little boy, pointing
to one of the most unusual species we
have in the touch tanks. The boy looked
at it with wide eyes and then ripped it off
the side of the tank (definitely violating
the “no picking up the animals” rule).

Follow us on

Facebook is a ®registered trademark of Facebook, Inc.

www.layouth.com

YouTube is where I go to laugh, get help with
math and be amazed by regular people

interests

So many videos,
so little time

wanted me to watch more videos, so they told me about
musicians and singers I hadn’t heard of like David Choi,
AJ Rafael and FanninEleven. When I watched them sing
covers of popular songs, their vocals weren’t much different from professional singers. They all personalize
each song with their own style. In one video, David
Choi performed “Telephone” by Lady Gaga. There are
12 small screens showing him playing the guitar, singing the lead and back-up vocals, clapping his hands
and hitting water bottles with Sharpies to add sound
effects. I thought it was awesome that he did everything by himself.
I’ve found art too. I was on Taylor Swift’s music page and
under her “favorite” videos there was one of a guy drawing
her. It was an artist called Thekingofdefford, who says he
never took drawing lessons. He creates delicate drawings
of celebrities such as Katy Perry and Britney Spears. First,
he sketches an outline of the person’s face. Then he darkens
the color and creates more depth by shading. It takes him
about two hours, but it’s not boring because the video is
sped up. The hours are shortened to eight minutes. After
watching it, all I could think was, “Wow.” His drawings
made me want to discover my own talent.
could i use it as a tutor?

Illustration by
Angelica Conde, 17,
Los Angeles HS

By Cindy Kim
15, South Pasadena HS

I

t’s 3 p.m. when I get home from school. I lean my
backpack against the wall of my room, change into
my pajamas and sit down at the dining room table
with my hamburger from In-N-Out. I place my laptop
in front of me, press the power button and sit in front of
the screen, impatient and hungry. It takes three bites of
my hamburger for my computer to boot up. As I type
in “YouTube” my smile widens because this is the moment when I get to enjoy life after seven hours of school.
First, I scroll through the “Videos Being Watched
Now,” usually featuring an Eminem music video or a
parody of the Twilight saga movies. But nothing compares to the channel Wong Fu Productions, where I go
to watch short films and music videos. Then I check
my subscriptions (a list of my favorite channels) to see
the newest videos about fashion trends, music and
art. Every 30 minutes, my mom tells me to get off the
computer. “You should be doing your homework,” she
says, glaring at me. I can barely mutter “OK …” before
I click a new video that makes me crave more. About
two hours later, I finally do my homework. Sometimes,
I’ll sneak back on for another hour if I’m home alone.
If I had to give up my e-mail, TV, cell phone and
Facebook, I would still be happy as long as I had
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YouTube. It’s cooler than all of those things because
I get to watch videos of ordinary people who have the
same interests as me. Also I feel connected to my friends
who watch YouTube. I love the website because it’s like
a good friend I can lean on. When I’m bored or moody
or feel like having fun, I can watch YouTube.
I heard of YouTube three years ago. During lunch my
friends were talking about a video called “How to be
Gangster.” I didn’t know what they were talking about.
I thought that if I didn’t watch it, I would feel left out.
Plus, if the video was so funny that they couldn’t stop
talking about it, then it must be worth watching.
after one video I was hooked

That day I went online and searched for “How to
be Gangster.” It was about two guys who teach a nerd
how to toughen up. I thought it was hilarious that the
main characters’ names were R-Dizzle-Fo-Shizzle-MyNizzle-Of-Da-Hizzle-Drizzle and Mike. They taught
him different types of poses like the layback, the crane
and the cameltoe. It was way funnier than I thought it
would be. On the right side of the screen, there were
more videos from the same guy, Nigahiga. A few of them
weren’t as good but most of the videos made me want
to watch more.
I was really excited to tell my friends the next day at
school. “Wasn’t it funny?!” they squealed. My friends

Last year when I needed help with my algebra homework, I didn’t know where to go. My teacher was intimidating and I didn’t understand my textbook. My
mom suggested I go online to find lectures. Skeptically, I Googled “conic sections.” Some YouTube videos
showed up on the search results page. I was reluctant to
give them a try because I didn’t know who the people
in the videos were. After a few minutes, I was surprised
by how helpful the videos were.
The lectures were by a 32-year-old man with a channel called PatrickJMT. The video showed only a white
board, marker and hairy hand, and was narrated with
detailed explanations. I came back to watch his videos
when I needed help with graphing and other things.
I’ve used YouTube videos for biology and chemistry
too. The tutorials made me like YouTube even more
because it’s not just entertainment—there are things
that I can learn.
Unless it’s finals or I’m sick, I’m on YouTube almost
every day. I laugh, sympathize and am awed by regular
people who enjoy what they’re doing so much that they
want to share it with others. It’s fun, like when my friend
Sharon shows me hilarious videos at school. One time
at the lunch table she pulled out her iPod touch and
showed me a video of a woman who starts out dancing
to “Single Ladies” but ends up banging her head on the
corner of her TV. We laughed until our stomachs hurt.

Cindy learned how
to play Justin Bieber’s
“Baby” on her guitar
after watching a
tutorial on YouTube.
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Saying
no to
gang life

I started to think
about what would
happen if I became a
gangbanger. People in
gangs do dangerous
things like sell guns
and kill. If I kept
on this path, I was
going to end up like
my cousin. Dead.

I wanted to be a
gang member until
my cousin got killed
Author’s name withheld*

G

rowing up, every house in my neighborhood seemed like it had one or two gang
members. My cousin Ricky was in a gang,
too. And his gang ruled the neighborhood. In 1994, Ricky was paralyzed after
getting shot in a drive-by. After that he
tried to get out of the gang, but a couple months later he
was hanging out with his gang friends almost every day
and they were planning to get revenge. This made me
think that gangs would be there to protect you.
I loved the way people treated my cousin and his
friends in the gang. They got free food at restaurants and
people in the neighborhood would give them money for
protection from rival gangs. So as I got older my dream
was to join a gang.
In sixth grade some of my friends and I started a tagging crew, which is what some kids join if they’re too
young to join a gang. A crew is a group of people who
tag walls to mark their territory. To join, each person
had to let the others in the crew hit them for 60 seconds
without hitting back. This is one of the requirements for
joining gangs, and since most of us had family members
who were in gangs, we wanted to model ourselves after
them. This was called getting “jumped in.”
I got punched and kicked all over my body, face, arms
and legs. The pain hurt like fire, but I wasn’t allowed
to cry. If I cried or fought back the minute would start
over. Not crying was how I proved I would be strong
enough to fight anyone for my crew. After the minute
was over, I felt strong and that I could handle any pain
without crying.
When I got home, I hid my bruises under the sweater
I was wearing. I stayed in my room all night, listening
to music and lying completely still in bed. I was in so
much pain that I didn’t want to move.

* We are withholding the writer’s name to protect
her identity. Names have been changed.
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We started the crew because many of us wanted to
feel like part of a family. My parents got divorced when
I was 5, and I hardly ever saw my dad after that. And my
mom was always with my stepdad—at his soccer games
or spending time with his family. My older brother was
always working, leaving me and my sister home alone.
Then my sister moved in with her boyfriend when she
was 15 and I was 12. After that I was almost always
alone. The crew was the family I felt like I didn’t have.
tagging made me feel tough

Illustration by
Michelle Cao, 16,
Temple City HS

We tagged school walls and buildings in the neighborhood. We would tag our crew’s name with our nicknames in black, gray or blue spray paint and Sharpies.
Me and two other friends did ones that were 6 feet long.
Doing the biggest tags made me the biggest badass after our leader.
By seventh grade whenever we walked around school,
other students always got out of our way. Whenever I
would ask random kids for money to buy something,
they gave it to me. I felt like a respected gang member,
which was my dream come true.
That year I started to make a lot of enemies in the
other crews because we tagged over their tags. I got
jumped three times on the way home from school.
Teachers didn’t like me either. I never did homework.
I slept in class and I walked out whenever I wanted.
One time I noticed that a rival crew had covered
one of my tags with theirs. “No b**** is going to cross
me out,” I thought. When I found out who did it I
left class, found her in the lunch area and socked
her in the face a few times. Teachers broke it up and
I got suspended for a week.
I also got heavy into drugs. I helped some older friends
in gangs sell weed at my school. They offered to pay me
with cocaine or money, but I chose cocaine because I
liked the numbness of the high. It got to the point where
I felt like I had to be high 24 hours a day. I stayed up late
doing cocaine, so I slept through classes.
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More girls are joining gangs

at low costs. You will make new friends who are
supportive and making positive decisions.

L.A. Youth talked to Dawn L. Brown, the
executive director of Girls & Gangs, an
organization dedicated to serving girls involved
in the juvenile justice system and in gangs.

What do you teach to help girls get out of
gangs? Leaving a gang is not easy. Gang life is
for life if you don’t go about it the right way.
First, you need to understand why you want
out and have a very clear plan. This is what
we teach in our workshops. We help the girls
develop a plan so that when they do become
“inactive” in their gang they know how to resist
temptation to become active again. The plan
also helps them concentrate on constructive
things to do like attend school, get a job, and/or
focus on raising their child.
Depending on how deep you are in, you
might have to tell your leaders that you need to
“lay low” because you’re on probation. Many
times a gang leader will support that.
The best thing to do if you want out is to tell
an adult you trust and let them help. There are
organizations that are experienced in helping
you get out. If you call Girls & Gangs we will get
you to the right local agency that can help you
separate safely.
Lastly, the girls need skills. We teach
them job readiness, financial literacy, anger
management, creative expression, health
education, access to higher education and
parenting. These skills help them get jobs and
care for themselves and their children. The
more a young woman can become independent
and earn money legally and safely, the less
interested she will be in gang activity such as
drinking, using drugs and getting into fights.

L.A. Youth: How long have girls been a part
of gangs? Girls & Gangs: Girls have been a
part of gangs since the beginning. In the past
20 years however, the roles of women have
become more violent. The past 10 years in
particular have been extremely disturbing. The
number of violent crimes committed by females
under the age of 22 in the United States has
risen 300 percent in the past 10 years.

are involved in gangs in L.A. County, but the
county has the largest gang problem in the
country. Based on what we know about the
national statistics, we can estimate that about
30 percent of L.A. County gang members are
female. Most girls who are members of male
gangs play a support role (girlfriend, drug
carrier, alibi, etc.). Girls have joined gangs at a
much faster rate in the past 10 years.

Are there different reasons that girls join
gangs compared to boys? The reasons are
pretty much the same. They are looking for
some place to belong, to be accepted and
supported by a “family.” They are looking for the
love that is often missing in their households.
Also, family legacy plays a big role. This
generation of gang members has parents and
even grandparents who were involved in gangs.
There is one huge difference however. A study
showed that girls in the juvenile justice system
and in gangs are seven times more likely to have
a history of being victimized, usually sexual or
physical abuse, than boys in gangs. Girls run to
gangs for protection, often from the abuse they
have suffered from their own families.

What can a girl do when many of her
family members and friends are in a gang?
There are many girls who don’t self-identify
as gang members, but have extremely close
relationships with gang members. Just two
weeks ago a young woman who we work with
told a story about having a gun pulled on her
by a rival gang when she was going home from
school. Her uncles are all involved in a gang and
although she is not, the gang members wanted
to hurt her in order to teach her uncles a lesson.
It’s not OK to say that you are not a gang
member, but you “hang out” with gang
members, even if they are family or friends.
You are still putting your safety and often your
life at risk. You must separate yourself from
that situation. Identify things that you like to
do, like playing sports or painting, and find a
program that offers these activities for free or

How many girls are in gangs in Los Angeles
County? No one knows how many females

Around April of seventh grade the school found out
I was doing drugs and put me in a drug rehab program.
The school and my mom thought it was a marijuana
problem. I told my counselor that I learned drugs were
wrong, but I kept using. They never drug-tested me, so I
was given a certificate saying I completed the program.
When I got in another fight in April, a school police
officer took me home to tell my mom I was suspended.
My mom and my sister started to worry that I was going
to end up in serious trouble with the law. They didn’t
know I was in a crew.
One time a few weeks later I got so high that I tried
to hit my mom during an argument. She kicked me out
of the house so I moved in with my godparents. I ended
seventh grade with straight Fs, but I didn’t care. I faked
her signature on my report card so she didn’t know.
Even though I was lying to my mom, I wished she
L . A . YOU T H • S eptem b er 2 010

To contact Girls & Gangs,
call (213) 346-3270 or
go to girlsandgangs.org.

would care more. Why hadn’t my mom, who knew what
our neighborhood was like, moved us away? Why didn’t
she pay more attention to who I was hanging out with? It
was her fault I was in a crew. Since I felt like she gave up
on me, I started giving up on myself. I figured I would
drop out of school. Most of my homegirls I knew in
gangs already had kids and lived with their man. That
would be my future, too. It sucked that I wouldn’t ever
go to prom and graduate from high school, but I was a
drug addict who failed seventh grade, what other future could I have?
We heard gunshots

One night in August, my brother and I were watching
TV when we heard five or six gunshots down the street,
which wasn’t a big deal to us because we heard shots
almost every night. About 30 seconds later we heard a

car speed away so fast that the tires squealed.
“CALL THE COPS! CALL THE COPS!” my cousin Tony
screamed from the front yard. “CALL THE GOD****
COPS!!” As I got up I could still hear yelling: “CALL THE
COPS! THEY KILLED HIM! THEY KILLED HIM THIS
TIME!!”
When I got outside I saw my cousin Ricky sitting in
a car. He wasn’t moving. There were gunshot wounds
in his chest, his left shoulder and on the left side of his
head. His blood was everywhere. His 11-year-old daughter, Diana, was on the ground crying. I tried to cover the
wounds with my hand so she wouldn’t see them. But
there were so many wounds and so much blood that it
was hopeless. I held his head in my hand and looked
him in the eyes. I felt him suck in his last breath but he
Continued on next page
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never exhaled.
In between her sobs, Diana asked me, “Why my dad?
Why him?” I couldn’t answer. All I could do was hug
her. A minute later, my other cousins arrived and we
hugged each other. When the cops came they told my
family to go inside the house and not to come out. The
rest of the night is a blur. I can’t remember or maybe I
just don’t want to.
Ricky’s funeral was a few weeks later. Everyone was
crying—my mom, his mom, even his brother, who was
the type of guy who said crying was for women. During
the service, the pastor read a letter that my cousin had
written years before. He wrote about trying to become
religious after getting shot and paralyzed. He also wrote
that he couldn’t find what he was looking for in religion
and that he let his friends take him back to gangbanging.
I had been to several funerals before, all of them for
gang members or people killed by gangs, but this was
the first time it was someone I was close to. That night
I went back to my mom’s house. I felt like I needed to
be with my family. As I lay on my bed crying, I realized
that I never had to join a crew and hang around with
gang members. I chose that. I knew that fights, drugs
and going to friends’ funerals would be part of gang life.
I just never thought it would be so hard.
When I saw my homies that Monday they told me
that the best way to forget what happened was to smoke
weed. I thought, “Are you serious? I just lost my cousin

and your solution is getting high?” I started to see that
my friends didn’t care about how I was feeling. They
wanted to deal with pain by numbing it with drugs. But
I wanted to let all my sadness and anger out.
That night I started to think about what would happen if I became a gangbanger. People in crews tag, steal
and use drugs. But people in gangs do more dangerous
things like sell guns and kill. If I kept on this path, I was
going to end up like my cousin. Dead.
As I was thinking this I realized that most of my
friends were with me only when they needed me to fight
for them, or to get money for them when they wanted to
get high or drunk. I was disappointed that I hadn’t seen
these were the kind of friends I had chosen.
After that things were different. I ignored calls and
texts from my crew and stayed at home. At school I
pretended to listen to my teachers rather than talk to
my crew. By the end of the first semester I had new
friends. One of them did drugs and drank but he also
cared about school and his grades. He told me I should
get out of the crew.
He would also tell me that I was a beautiful girl. No
one had ever said something like that to me before. I
felt like he hadn’t given up on me, the way so many
other people had.
Getting out was harder than getting in

The next day during lunch I told our leader that I
wanted out. Everyone was surprised. I had been the
one who would say that I was in forever. They told me

Congratulations!

not to leave. For a couple minutes I thought about how
people would no longer fear me. Then I remembered
my cousin. He used to say similar things about why he
didn’t leave his gang even after getting paralyzed and
look where he ended up.
To get out I would have to get hit for 60 seconds, just
like when I got in. If I hadn’t let them do that, the people
in the crew would beat me up whenever they wanted.
This hurt a lot more than getting jumped in. Maybe the
punches were harder because they were mad at me.
During the rest of the year I sometimes missed my
friends in the crew, but I felt more relaxed because I
wasn’t in danger of getting jumped all the time.
In high school I made new friends who didn’t know
my past and who cared about school. I’ve been going
to school regularly and my grades have improved. I
haven’t gotten into any fights either.
When I walk through the halls there are times I miss
the way the students used to fear me. But now I have
real friends who call me to ask what’s up. And I also
have the respect of my teachers. These things are better because I know who I can trust and I can count on
my teachers whenever I need help.
I still talk to my friends from the crew every once in
a while. They update me on what’s been happening in
their lives, like someone dropped out, another person
is in prison, one girl is pregnant with her second child
and a guy we knew got killed a year ago in a drive-by.
These were things that would have been in my future
if I hadn’t gotten out. I am so grateful I did.

These are the winners
from a photo contest
we held on our
Facebook page
this summer
The contest theme
was “Summer Fun.”
First place won $50,
second place got $30
& third place won $20.
3rd place

To become
our fan go to
facebook.com/layouthnewspaper
2nd place

1st place
Charlene Lee, 17,
Walnut HS
(2010 graduate)
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Jennifer Kim,
16, South Pasadena HS

Facebook is a ®registered trademark of Facebook, Inc.

Stephanie Lee, 18,
Walnut HS (2010 graduate)
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By Alma Sanchez

Wait,
don’t
recycle
that yet

E

ver since middle school, I’ve known it was important to do what you can to save the environment. In class we watched An Inconvenient
Truth, a movie about global warming. Seeing
images of ice melting and the polar bears’ habitat being destroyed made me disappointed. How could we
do that? But I never imaged myself doing something to
help. I thought, “What can I do, if I’m only one person?”
I would go to other neighborhoods and see “Please
recycle” signs and bins for recycling. But in my community, South Central, you don’t see that. There aren’t
a lot of recycling programs. I felt like the community
should care but I understood that people were worried
about other things, like paying their rent or mortgage
and there are a lot of people who have lost their jobs.
I felt like the government should do something. But
I didn’t take action. I never imagined myself calling up
local government to get recycling bins in the community. I felt like you should only call if it’s really important,
like an injustice or crime.
Then last summer, my history teacher gave us
an assignment to read from a textbook and answer
prompts. But of course like most students, I tried to
avoid reading—hey, it was summer. I like to organize so
I decided to clean out my binder from the previous year.
I pulled out pages of handouts. Some handouts were
suggested reading that not everyone even read. Others
were two one-sided pages stapled together instead of
printed on both sides. “A waste of paper,” I thought.
I decided to reuse the handouts for note taking. I
wasn’t thinking about the environment, just that it was
a waste. My parents always taught me to not be wasteful. My dad says “turn off the lights” and “don’t let the
water run while you’re brushing your teeth.” I placed
them inside a shoebox and almost filled it.
I had to get used to paper without lines

When I returned to my assignment, I took notes on
the back of a handout. It was hard to take notes without
lines because my writing was slanted; it felt sloppy. After a few more pages of notes I got used to it and started
writing more neatly. I like to outline and it was easier
on unlined paper.
When I went back to school, I used the handouts to
take notes in my other classes too. It became a habit
and I rarely used new lined paper.
I started using handouts for assignments too. One
day in class I decided to write an essay on the back of a
handout. My English teacher was walking around the

Alma is going to
try to go the whole
school year without
using any new paper.
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environment

17, Orthopaedic Hospital Medical Magnet HS

I realized that
taking notes on
old handouts
is an easy way
to help the
environment

Alma saved a year’s worth of handouts and assignments to reuse this year.
class and saw me. He asked me if I needed paper and I
told him no. But the next day he placed a stack of lined
paper on the corner of my desk while the class was taking a quiz. I was embarrassed that he thought I couldn’t
afford paper. After class, I gave the lined paper back and
told him that I was trying not to waste paper. He wouldn’t
let me use reused paper for AP timed essays because he
said it was hard to read. But most of the time, he let me
turn in assignments on handouts.
Another time, I asked my math teacher what he
thought about me turning in assignments on reused
paper. He said that he didn’t mind and he turns the
handouts over because he’s curious. I was surprised. He
actually read what was on the other side of the paper.
Several classmates said that I was being environmentally friendly, which made me realize that reusing
paper did help the environment. I noticed that when my
classmates would make a mistake, they would crumple
the sheet and get a new one. When students pass notes
they rip out notebook paper. Why not grab a handout
you don’t want or are not using? But I didn’t tell anyone
else to do it because no one likes to be told what to do.
After I published an article about reusing paper in
my school newspaper in April, a lot of people came
up to me and said it was a good idea. Some said they
were going to do it too. During Spanish class, this se-

nior yelled across the room, “Alma, I’m doing the same
thing as you,” and held up a handout. “You can change
the world.” I never imagined that people would do the
same thing. I was really happy and proud.
i could save paper in other ways too

We need to think about how we can be more environmentally friendly. Last fall I requested a lot of college information. In the spring I made a college list and
looked online to get more information, then crossed out
names of schools I wasn’t interested in. I tried to get them
to stop sending me brochures but they’re still sending
me stuff. I should have gone online to learn more about
the colleges before requesting information.
I found other ways to reuse handouts too. For my science fair board, I typed up the procedures on the back
of purple handouts from my math class.
I think more about my actions now. While writing
this story, I asked my mom if we could get a blue recycling bin from the city. She said yes and called the
sanitation bureau that same day. A week later there
was the bin behind our house next to the black one for
trash. It didn’t cost money to get the bin. I now have
a wastebasket for paper in my room and when it fills
up, I take the paper out to the recycling bin. I may be
just one person, but I feel like I’m making a difference.
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By Elliot Kwon

exploring L.A.
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The most surprising thing I learned about the river was
that
it wasn’t man-made. What I had thought was a massive
18, Palos Verdes Peninsula HS
sewer turned out to be the reason why Los Angeles was established here in 1781. From the western end of the San Fernanhe first time I crossed over the Los Angeles Rivdo Valley to its terminus in Long Beach, the L.A. River flows
er in downtown eight years ago, it seemed lifethrough the heart of the city. It passes communities that once
less. Green, algae-filled water flowed through a
depended on the river for water such as Glendale, downtown
wide concrete ravine with neon-bright graffiti
L.A. and Compton. In fact, it had been the only major source
on either side.
of fresh water for the city until the Los Angeles Aqueduct beWhen I would cross the Broadway bridge
gan to draw water from elsewhere in 1913.
coming home from church every Sunday afThe river was infamous for its floods and the constant
ter that, I ignored the river. It seemed to serve no purpose. It
changes in its course. After a huge flood in 1938, the Army
didn’t provide recreational spots for the people living near
Corps of Engineers finally took action by digging a deeper
it, and it didn’t look like it could provide safe drinking water.
riverbed to contain rising levels of water. Eventually the river
To me, it was a shameful side of Los Angeles—something to
was encased with concrete to stop erosion and to prevent furhide or get rid of.
ther changes in the river’s course. After the floodIt wasn’t until four years later in 2006 that I began to
ing ended, people stopped caring about it.
take interest in the river. Because the river flowed
It’s a shame that people back then didn’t
right next to my church in Lincoln Heights, the
bother to think about the ultimate
congregation decided to join the annual L.A.
Canoga Park
consequences that we live with now.
River CleanUp sponsored by Friends of
the Los Angeles River (FoLAR). I didn’t
want to go. I didn’t want to spend my
I’ve seen how a river
morning next to industrial runoff
can be improved
Downtown L.A.
smelling of chemicals and sewage.
But it doesn’t have to be this
However, thanks to my mom’s nagway forever. In 1958, the South
ging (she emphasized that we needed
Korean government covered
to respect God’s creations), I gave in.
the Cheonggyecheon River that
Still, I expected the worst.
runs through the city of Seoul
Long
by putting roads and buildings
Beach
over it because it couldn’t aftrees, wildlife and clear water
ford to clean the polluted water.
We cleaned a section of the river in
By 2003, when the mayor decided
Atwater Village, which is upstream from
to restore the river, the stream had bemy church. When I got to this area where I’d
come almost dry and it was still polluted.
never been before, I unexpectedly found myself
Once considered a dead river, Cheonggyecheon
surrounded by lush green trees and plants (near where
is now praised as one of the greatest urban renewal projects
some of the photos for this story were taken). Before this, I
in the world. The reconstruction included building parks in
knew only about the downtown segment of the river—the
downtown, holding outdoor concerts and creating a place
concrete riverbed section. It was so strange to see it look like
for people to swim. I love that I can get in the water when I
a normal river, with birds flying overhead and floating on the
visit my cousins. Instead of the cluttered roadways and dirty
river, frogs croaking and trees on either side. The water was
flea markets that I remember from my childhood, downtown
clear too. Clear enough to see fish swimming around. Wait,
Seoul looks beautiful now. Why couldn’t we do this with the
there are fish in the L.A. River?
L.A. River, too?
It turns out we were at one of the few places where the river
Participating in the L.A. River cleanup and getting to see
has mud at its bottom, allowing plants to grow. Because of the
the river’s nicer parts showed me how much potential our
rain that had fallen in the weeks prior to the cleanup, storm
river has. If we were able to demolish the concrete riverbed
drains from nearby neighborhoods had carried trash into the
and replace it with mud and rocks, Los Angeles could have
river. It was piled up around the trees and plants. Our job was
miles of trees and plants running through it. Concrete is not
to collect all this trash (plastic grocery bags, two shopping
the only option for flood control. As long as the walls remain
carts, bottles). Seeing the river up close for the first time, I got
strong during floods by using, for example, granite or erosioncurious, inspired even, to learn more about the L.A. River’s
resistant grass, the river will stay under control. Some restorahistory. I wondered if the L.A. River could become something
tion projects are already underway around Sepulveda Dam in
that we could take pride in one day.
the Valley and the Arroyo Creek Confluence area near Elysian
Park. As someone who wants to become an architect, I hope to
possibly work on projects like these someday.
I wish people knew more about the range of possibilities
the L.A. River gives us. We are still at the very early stages of
Elliot hopes the river will
river restoration. There are so many things we could do, such
be clean enough for him
as opening new open-air music venues, creating new parks,
to swim in someday.
adding more bike trails and setting up water parks and wading pools along the river. I hope to see the river realize its potential to become the green backbone of our city, maybe even
to become the new image of Los Angeles one day.

T

I was surprised

L.A.’s
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Photos by Christian Santiago, 16, University HS;
Ha Young Kwen, 15, Wilson HS (Hacienda Heights);
and Jean Park, 17, Harvard-Westlake School (North Hollywood)

to find out there’s more to it than concrete and trash

(forgotten) river
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friendship

Finding harmony
I used to be picked on but band gave me
the confidence to make friends

By Brian Yu
15, Walnut HS

I

n middle school I was on the lower end of the food
chain. Being a 4-foot-7, bite-sized Asian kid with glasses who walked around with his nose stuck in books
all the time, I was the most popular kid in school.
Yeah, right.
I was teased all the time, maybe something about
the way I talked or dressed or acted. My hand-me-down
clothes were often too big and had to be rolled up. And
I was probably the only kid in the universe who didn’t
get the memo that reading wasn’t “cool.” My backpack
was filled with books. After eating lunch I would go to
the library to read sci-fi and fantasy books like Ender’s
Game, Pendragon and Inkheart. I had a bad habit of
carrying around two to three books at a time, in case
one got boring. I was called “bookworm” (and that was
one of the nice nicknames). Interestingly the same group
of geniuses who would call me “know it all wannabe”
would also name me “dumb butt.” I didn’t bother to
point out the irony. Then there was the occasional “Hey
you, shorty. Let me see your homework.”
I hope I’m not making middle school seem worse
than it was. There were some good things too. I had fun
in most of my classes. I enjoyed learning and kept trying to break the class record for highest reading level. I
had a couple of friends but not many. We would spend
lunchtime talking about school and usually anything
from Pokémon to Yu-Gi-Oh! to Harry Potter. Outside
of school we barely hung out. And the teasing, I just
learned to live with.
the bullying got worse

In eighth grade the PE locker next to mine belonged
to a stoner. Every day as we were changing he would
make some smart remark like, “Nice shirt. I didn’t know
the 99 cents store sold clothes.” I was used to it and
didn’t really pay much attention. One day our PE class
had just finished doing laps around the track and we
were heading back to the locker room to change and
get ready for lunch. He looked greedily at the water
bottle I was holding, then back at the water fountain.
Deciding that the five extra steps to the water fountain
wasn’t worth the trouble, he took the water bottle from
my hand as I was drinking it. Then he shoved me, just
for the hell of it, throwing in a sarcastic “thanks” as
well. That was outright bullying and I wasn’t going to
put up with it any longer. I was ticked off and, going
against every instinct in my 100-pound body, pushed
back. He fell back a couple steps and looked stunned.
Suddenly the world slowed down. I watched the wa-
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ter bottle fall and the water trickle out. I was thinking,
“Oh crap, should have just let him take the water.” I
was about to get in a fight. I wasn’t scared of him, even
though he was two heads taller than me. No, what I was
really concerned about was the talk with the counselors
afterward. I didn’t want to get into trouble.
I tensed my body, waiting for him to throw a punch.
Out of the corner of my eyes I saw a crowd gathering.
Then another eighth grader stepped in and separated
us. The PE teacher peeked his head around the lockers
to see what the commotion was about. And just like
that it was over. The bell rang and I slipped into the
crowd to go to lunch.
In my mind, I would challenge him to a duel after
school, somehow summoning my inner Bruce Lee and
opening up a can of Jackie Chan theatricals on his sorry
butt. Fortunately for me, I think he either avoided me
or I avoided him and eventually the whole incident was
forgotten. It bothered me, however, that such people
could really exist. With high school approaching I was

band camp, I was eating lunch with other freshmen
when a sophomore, Daniel, sat next to us. “Hi, how’s
school going?” He sprinkled in tips about high school,
“Oh yeah, I love that teacher, she’s awesome. Just make
sure you don’t sleep in her class.”
I appreciated that someone
looked out for me

One day during the beginning of the school year the
band was hanging out in the shade waiting for water.
I was joking around with another freshman when he
made a joke about the color of my trumpet (I had a
black trumpet, which was an oddity in a yellow and
silver brass world). I took this as a compliment, but
the section leader Chris, standing within earshot, got
up and put a hand on my shoulder and said to him,
“Hey man, back off. He’s cool.” The guy shrugged and
walked off. Chris was a 6-foot-tall junior (I looked up
to him literally and figuratively). Chris turned and
looked at me and said, “Hey man, if any guys give you

I realized that I had come a long way
from a shy bookworm to a more outgoing
person. Everywhere I went, I would see
people and say hi. When I passed my
friends, I’d get high fives from the guys
and one-armed hugs from the girls.
worried about bullies and whether I would be accepted.
During the summer before my freshman year I took
summer school and joined the marching band. That
meant 10 hours in the sun practicing during band camp.
We were preparing for the Stevie Wonder-themed show
we were going to perform that August. Everyone grumbled good naturedly about marching in the heat, and
giggled whenever the director told us to “blow harder.”
Everyone seemed to know that the freshmen would not
know anything about marching (because we didn’t).
And for that they babied us, “do this instead of this.”
I was surprised by how friendly everyone was. No
one looked at me like I didn’t belong. I had imagined
that the older kids, being older and “cooler,” wouldn’t
talk to the freshmen. During our first couple days of

trouble you let me know about it,” patted my shoulder
and walked off. I was touched that this guy stood up
for me. I hadn’t done anything for him, but he was
looking out for me.
I realized at that moment that everything was going
to be OK. I would have a family, the trumpets, to lean
on for support throughout high school. The band
upperclassmen gave me the confidence to make friends
because they accepted me. I was ready to take on high
school, get out there and meet people. High school was
a chance to reinvent myself.
At first it was hard meeting new people. I almost
always started off with a “hello” and usually went to
small talk, followed by an uncomfortable silence, which
I broke with some lame joke I had memorized from a
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taking a break

Brian (at left in the tank top) and
his friends hung out at lunch
during band camp last month.
Photos by Kaitlyn Tsai, 16, Walnut HS

joke book the day earlier. “Grandma gave me five bucks
and said don’t tell your mother—I said it’s gonna cost
you more than that.” This usually was followed by an
awkward laugh from both of us that broke the ice. From
there we would talk about classes and trade numbers
for help on homework.
i made a lot of friends

A couple weeks after starting high school and experiencing it in all of its glorious wonder (I was especially
enthralled and disgusted by the couple that had chosen
to make out right in front of my locker), I realized that I
had come a long way from a shy introverted bookworm
to a more outgoing person. High school seemed a much
friendlier place. Everywhere I went, in class, in the lunch
lines or the library, I would see people and say hi. When
I passed my friends, I’d get high fives from the guys and
one-armed hugs from the girls.
At lunch I sat with my group of friends from my classes and band, talking, joking and just being a normal
teenager (that is when I wasn’t cramming for tests). It
felt good to finally have a place to belong.
I got involved with other activities too. I joined the golf
team, and was confident enough in my speaking abilities
to volunteer to lead the speech team sophomore year.
Looking back at middle school I regret nothing. I
see it as a useful lesson. It taught me that my insecurity
invited torment. I think the reason I got pushed around
was that the bullies were also insecure and needed
to make themselves feel better by making someone
else feel worse. Writing this article has been one of
the harder things I’ve had to do, because it opens up
all these old memories and old wounds. I feel like a
different person now, as if all these things happened
to another person.
I recently met with the incoming band freshmen
during band camp. I do my best to help the freshmen.
Anytime someone wants to talk to me or vent, I’m there
for them. It makes me feel good when I see them looking
at me the way I looked at Chris, and knowing they’ve
got a friend in me.

Brian gives a shout
out to his band,
the greatest family
and friends a guy
could ever have.
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Too important
to forget

César Chávez fought to improve the lives
of farm workers like my grandfather

By Julian Marenco
16, The School of Arts and Enterprise (Pomona)

W

hen I was 5 my grandparents told me about
a poor Mexican-American farm worker
who fought to make sure that other farm
workers, including my grandfather, would
get paid fair wages and have safe working conditions.
His name was César Chávez. Even though I’m only half
Mexican, I felt a sense of national pride. But I forgot about
Chávez until my freshman year when I volunteered to
help migrant farm workers.
The farm workers were living in a camp on an Indian
reservation a few hours east of Los Angeles. As my mother drove me, my sister and my grandmother there, she
explained that we might see poverty that would make
us uncomfortable. But, she said, we should remember
that we were going there to help people. I was excited
to help families that were less fortunate. But I was hesitant too, because I didn’t know what to expect. During
the car ride, my 14-year-old imagination took off and
I wondered if we would see bonfires with sick people
lying on the streets like I’d seen in sections of Tijuana.
no one should live in these conditions

As I stepped out of the car onto the dirt, the smell
of urine and feces invaded my nostrils. We saw rows
of shacks made of plywood, pieces of plastic and tires.
They didn’t look like houses, but this is where the workers lived. Alongside the houses, streams of filth flowed
through this makeshift town. It wasn’t as bad as what
I’d imagined, but it was close. I was disappointed that as
an American society we let people live like this. Looking
at the conditions and people, who lived just two hours
from my house, I felt humbled and sad.
The people living here worked on farms in the area.
I assumed they were illegal immigrants (though I don’t

Julian says students
should try to make
a difference in their
communities, like
César Chávez did.
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know), because only people afraid of exposing their
immigration status would live in a place like this. My
grandfather, who came to the United States illegally in
the 60s, lived in similar conditions while he worked on
farms. These people were my people.
There were 25 volunteers. We gave each family a
whole chicken, a carton of eggs, a bag of tortillas and a
gallon of milk. The food was donated by businesses and
people in the local community. We also gave the families
donated clothing. The kids who were constantly brushing flies off their dirt-covered faces were now smiling
and so were their parents. I felt happy that we were able
to give them something they wouldn’t get otherwise.
My 9-year-old sister was depressed being in the farm
worker camp. The smells disgusted her. But as she handed them their food, she grew to appreciate how fortunate our family was.
My grandmother’s reaction was different. She understood what these families were going through—the
racial discrimination, the prejudice. Her expression
was very gentle and loving. It seemed to me that these
people were the younger versions of her.
We were there only a few hours and didn’t get a
chance to talk to anyone. But a part of me wanted to
know more about the people we were helping and what
else I could do to help them. Like, how many people get
sick because of the conditions? How many people die
because of malnutrition? We were giving them one week
of food, what would happen after it was gone?
On our way home, I started to remember the talks
with my grandparents about César Chávez. If he had
fought so hard for farm workers’ rights, why were some
of them still living like this?
I wanted to learn more about Chávez and what he
accomplished so I went to the library. To my surprise
there were only three books about him that I could check
out. This wasn’t enough to honor such an important
man. When I asked the librarian why there were so few
books, she shrugged and asked if I could keep my voice
down. I took home all three books from the library and
began to dive into his life.
Chávez was a farm worker too

I read that Chávez, who was born in Arizona in 1927,
began working on farms at the age of 10. When Chávez
was 11 his family moved to California where he again
worked on farms. He soon dropped out of school to help
support his family. He and other farm workers got paid

on average less than $1 per hour, often less, for working in the blistering heat. They lived without running
water or electricity.
Chávez worked in the fields for years and became
a leader of the United Farm Workers of America. The
United Farm Workers union gave farm workers a voice
to express their desire for safer working conditions and
proper wages with the slogan Si Se Puede, which means
“Yes we can.” Chávez used nonviolent methods to protest
the inhumane conditions by going on hunger strikes and
marching. When I read that he learned about nonviolent protests from Gandhi, it was great to see that that
one leader could inspire another.
In 1975, the California Agricultural Labor Relations
Act was implemented, granting farm workers the right
to unionize, which means that individual workers could
form a group that would negotiate rights for everyone.
The unions fought to guarantee basic human rights like
minimum wages, medical benefits and humane living
conditions for all farm workers.
All of this was accomplished by a man who left school
in ninth grade. I was in ninth grade when I read all this,
which made me feel like I could accomplish whatever

All of this was
accomplished by a
man who left school in
ninth grade. It made
me feel like I could
accomplish whatever
I wanted. In school,
every time I had to write
about injustice I wrote
about César Chávez.
I wanted. It can be done. In school, every time I had to
write about injustice I wrote about Chávez.
As March 31, César Chávez Day, approached this
past school year, I was excited to see what my school
would do to commemorate him. Since my school, The
School of Arts and Enterprise, is 85 percent Latino, I
expected some kind of a fiesta to celebrate and remember him.
During Black History Month images of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X were hung on the walls
of the school lobby. Teachers showed documentaries
about their lives and accomplishments. During English
class, students were instructed to write about Langston Hughes and the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s.
During music class, we listened to the rhythms of John
Coltrane and Billie Holiday.
I appreciate that we learn about the legacy of African Americans and their struggles from slavery to mod-
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Julian visited the César E. Chávez Park
in San Fernando, which has a mural
depicting Chávez’s life.
Photo by Christian Santiago,
16, University HS

ern times. We should also commemorate the role César
Chávez had in American and California history. Unfortunately, as I walked into school that day there were
no pictures of him in the office. I thought the motto Si
Se Puede would be on the bulletin board to inspire us.
But I couldn’t find it anywhere. During the morning

Who was CÉsar ChÁvez?

H

e was a farm worker in California
who in 1962 co-founded with
Dolores Huerta what later became the
United Farm Workers of America, an
organization that fought for better pay
and safer working conditions.
They used nonviolent methods such
as marches, boycotts and fasts to bring
awareness to the struggles of farm
workers. Chávez went on several fasts,
including one for 36 days. He wanted
laws that would allow farm workers to
organize into a union and collectively
be able to bargain for better treatment.
He’s considered a major civil rights
figure in America. He died on April 23,
1993 near Yuma, Ariz.
March 31 is César Chávez Day. It’s a
state holiday in California.
For more information on Chávez,
go to cesarechavezfoundation.org
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announcements my homeroom teacher didn’t even
mention that it was César Chávez Day. I was outraged.
No one seemed to notice that we were supposed to be
honoring the man who did so much for California, farm
workers and Latinos.
Sadly, the majority of students I saw didn’t seem to
care either. The students at my school who show their
Mexican heritage pride with their “Hecho en Mexico”
(Made in Mexico) T-shirts and their singing of Mexican
corridos, popular folk songs, didn’t seem to know what
day it was. But why do these students, who are clearly
proud of their Mexican heritage, not celebrate such an
important leader in the Chicano rights movement? I
was frustrated that the school hadn’t held an assembly
to honor Chávez and teach students about his legacy.
i wished students knew more about him

I asked a few friends whether they knew what day it
was. They didn’t. They had heard the name César Chávez
and knew he was important, but they didn’t know anything more than that he was a farm worker. I told them
that he guaranteed farm workers’ basic rights. I was
glad to be able to tell somebody about his importance,
but ultimately I was upset that hardly anyone seemed
to know about him.
As I walked out of my final class on César Chávez Day
I noticed the words “Si” and part of “Se” on a poster that
was covered by a flyer for next month’s school play. As I
ripped off the flyer I saw the entire poster. It read, “Si Se
Puede, Remember César Chávez.” To me, this captured
the day perfectly. Not only did we not recognize Chávez,
but someone put something that they considered more
important on top of it.
When I talked to my principal and vice-principal

about why the school didn’t commemorate Chávez they
said that it was up to the teachers and student government. I also learned that this year as a junior I would
be learning more about Chávez because there are lessons about him in the American history curriculum.
This school year I’m going to ask our principal about
doing something to recognize César Chávez Day. I hope
there’s an assembly. Perhaps we could give students who
have volunteered in their communities an award. I’m
part of the school newspaper and I want to dedicate a
special page to celebrating his legacy.
Recently I went to a park in the city of San Fernando
that honors Chávez and his accomplishments with a
statue and a huge mural. It’s important for people to
know that his legacy will live on not only in history
books, but in public spaces as well, because he had such
a huge effect on our state. Even though this park is great,
it doesn’t fully honor such an important man. It’s small
and sits between railroad tracks and a busy street. It’s
hard to reflect on what he did for immigrants when you
hear noise from passing trains and cars.
Knowing that farm workers still live in conditions
like what I saw at the camp shows me that we’ve already
forgotten too much of Chávez’s legacy. We shouldn’t
have to repeat the years of protesting for farm workers’ rights. No other families should have to face inhumane living conditions. They should not have to feel
alienated in a country where everyone is supposed to
be treated equally.

HIspanic Heritage Month
is September 15 - October 15
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foster care
Marisa graduated in June
with high honors from
Maywood Academy HS.

I never gave up

Even though my family wasn’t there for me,
I was determined to get my education

By Marisa Rodriguez
17, Maywood Academy HS (2010 graduate)

A

ccording to all the statistics, I shouldn’t be doing well. As a Latina in foster care, who was
abused as a child and came from a poor family, I should have been a drug addict, gotten
pregnant or dropped out of school. Even my own my
family thought I was going to end up like my cousins. All
of them had kids when they were teenagers and didn’t
go to college. I made the choice to succeed and prove
the statistics wrong.
Growing up my dad was abusive. He would hit me
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and my brother and sister on our bare butts with an
electrical cord as a punishment. My dad hit my mom a
lot too. I wondered why she stayed with him but I realized it was because she didn’t have an education that
would let her get a job and support us on her own. My
mom went to school only up to sixth grade, which was
customary in Mexico, where she grew up. I learned at a
young age that my education was important.
Over the years, even though I moved many times and
had to take care of myself, I managed to stay focused
on my education.
When I was 7, my dad was arrested because of his
abuse. My sister left to live with my aunt and uncle. My

mom didn’t have a job so we moved to Mexico to live
with my grandparents.
School was an escape from everything. At school I
felt like I had a family. I always helped my friends and
they helped me. I’m the type of person who asks for
help when I need it. My teachers would help me with
an assignment or teach me a better way to hit the ball—
they were always there for me. When I got a good grade
it would make me feel good about myself. I felt like my
education was the one thing that was going well in my
life. School was what made me happy.
When I was 12, my brother’s dad showed up. My
brother moved with him to Arizona. Once he left, my
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mom became a different person. She started hanging out with my 16-year-old cousin. She would go out
to clubs and wear my cousin’s clothes. She was rarely
home. At times she would leave for days at a time. At
home, I would try to focus on my soap opera, but I’d
wonder, “It’s late, where is my mom at?” Then I would
think, “It’s her loss, she’s going to regret not spending
time with me.” I decided to make good decisions, unlike her, and go to school and get good grades, because
I’m the one who’s going to live with the consequences.
my mom didn’t want me anymore

A few months later, my mom told me that I’d be moving back to California to live with family. She said my
dad would be getting out of jail soon and she believed
he would harm us. But I knew that was just an excuse
because she wanted to enjoy her life without me.
Who would do that to their own child? First I felt sad,
but I began to think about it. I didn’t want to be there if
she wasn’t going to take care of me and didn’t want me.
First I lived with one of my cousins, who did not know
how to take care of me. After a few months I moved to
San Francisco with my aunt. My aunt tried to make me
feel like a part of her family. I made friends and continued to get good grades. But after about two years I guess
my aunt got tired of me (I don’t blame her I wasn’t her
child anyway) and like everyone else she also gave me
away. This time I had nowhere to go. My mom’s side of
the family was poor and could barely take care of themselves. And my dad’s side of the family didn’t want me.
My social worker came to pick me up on Sept. 7, 2007,
a day I will never forget. I was about to turn 15 and was
told by my social worker that I would be returning to
L.A. and living with a “new family.” The thought of living with complete strangers was horrible.
When I met my foster family, my foster mom told
me to tell people that she was my aunt, so that I would
not have to explain my situation to anyone. I felt like
being in foster care was something to be ashamed of.
My foster mom made us clean before we went to
school, after school and before we went to sleep. I knew
that it was not right to be treated that way. My second
foster mom was just as bad. I didn’t like living in a place
where I knew I wasn’t wanted, but I didn’t want to go to
another foster home because I didn’t know if it was going to be better or worse. I wanted to be on my own so
I could make my own decisions. But I thought I had to
wait until I was 18 when I was out of the system.
One day I told my social worker that I wanted to leave
there so bad. She said she thought there was a way but
she didn’t know much more. I did research online and
found out that once I turned 16 there was a possibility for me to live on my own in a housing program for
foster youth.
I was happy and relieved. I knew that was where I
belonged. I continued to do well in school and got a job
as a clerk in a high school.
I remember once getting home around 7:30 p.m.
after work. I was so tired from doing spreadsheets on
the computer that I didn’t want to think about my AP
English homework. I wondered how I was going to manage everything when I was living on my own, but hoped
that I would come up with the answer.
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As soon as I turned 16 I told my social worker to fill out
her part of the application for the program and submit
it. She told me I was too young to be living on my own,
but I think she knew I could make it, so she turned it
in. I went to the interview and was told right after that
I was accepted into the program. My dreams of living
on my own were finally going to come true.
The program provides you with an apartment that
you share with a roommate (but you have your own
bedroom), all the bills are paid, you have furniture, and
they give you money for food, laundry and personal
items. You must attend school and they suggest you have
a part-time job. They teach us things like how to make
a budget, clean, write a resume and cover letter, and
comparison shop to get the best deal and save money.
living on my own added
more responsibilities

The closest apartment in the program was 15 miles
from my school. I didn’t change schools because I loved
my school and friends. The first time I got the bus, it took
me almost two hours to get to school. I thought, “Wow,
this is far. It’s really going to suck!” I was about an hour
late. I realized I had to wake up at five in the morning
and leave my house by 5:30 so I could get there on time. I
panicked a little. Those thoughts of whether I was going
to be able to make it, and my social worker not believing
in me, came back. I told myself I have to do this. I didn’t
want to go back to a horrible foster home.
The bus came only once an hour. If I missed it by
a minute I would be more than an hour late, which
would happen to me every other day my junior year.
My teachers were understanding because they knew
it was difficult for me to get there. I would go to bed
late after finishing my homework or doing chores and
was always tired in class, but I knew that if I fell asleep I
would be behind. There were times when I just couldn’t
take it and had to take a small nap, but only when I knew
I wasn’t going to miss anything important. I’d usually
tell one of my friends to wake me up.
It was hard living on my own. I had to manage my
time so I could cook, do my homework, clean and do
my laundry. But now I finally enjoyed coming home, to
a place where I only had to clean once a day and didn’t
have a foster mom nagging me.
My senior year was the most difficult because I had
to write so many essays for class, college applications
and scholarships. I was taking honors classes. I had to
work hard, but I was more determined than ever. I really
wanted to get into a good college. I still had to get up at
5 a.m. but I was able to catch the bus on time. I learned
to manage my time better. I tried getting as much done
during class as I could so that all I had left to do at home
were my college applications and essays. I couldn’t afford a computer. So almost every day I would go to my
boyfriend’s house to use his laptop and I would take
the bus home at night.
my school recognized how
hard I’d worked

During Senior Award Night I got awards for most
improved in English and attendance and for being a
college peer counselor. Then they announced the last

Why do some teens in foster
care live on their own?

W

hen children enter the foster care
system, they may live with a foster family or in a group home, where
several foster youth live with adult staff
members. A third option for older foster youth is a transitional housing program, where they live in an apartment
that the system pays for. This is what
Marisa, who wrote this story, did when
she turned 16. Their rent and bills are
paid and they get an allowance, but they
must go to school and follow the rules.
With help from the staff at the housing program, they learn about how to
take care of themselves, like how to grocery shop, make a budget and get a job.
Some foster youth want to go into transitional housing because they feel they
are responsible enough to take care of
themselves, they want more freedom
and want to practice what it will be like
when they leave foster care at 18.

award of the evening, Against All Odds. The announcer, our college counselor, who knew me very well, said
that he believed this was one of the most important
ones. I then heard my name. I smiled and went up to
the stage. I tried not to make a big deal out of it because
I didn’t want to embarrass myself or make others feel
bad, but inside I felt honored. It’s nice that they saw I
had to work extra hard.
Thanks to the support of my friends, teachers, boyfriend, counselors and the staff in my housing program
I was able to accomplish what I wanted. I also had my
grandmother, who had moved back to the United States.
Like my mom, she only had a basic education, but she
knows that with a good education you can get a better
job. She tells me that she hopes to see me graduate from
a university. Of course I miss my parents, and I’m disappointed by their poor decisions, but I learned from
their mistakes.
I worked really hard, but it paid off. I’m going to California State University Dominguez Hills. I’m going to
have a career. I’m going to be able to provide a safe home
for my kids when the time is right and it’s all thanks to
the education I received.

Marisa’s education
has helped her
remain positive and
look forward to the
future.
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Calling all foster youth
in Los Angeles County
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 Laura Lee (left) works with Tiffany on her story.
At left are some of the foster youth stories we’ve published.

H
H

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.

By Elizabeth Pascual

O

ne day this summer, my friends and I went
to the beach. While my friends were lying on
their beach towels, I lifted my head every 30
seconds to monitor my surroundings. But I
wasn’t watching for stray volleyballs or cute guys. I was
watching for birds.
After five minutes of tanning, a seagull landed on
the sand about 12 feet away. BIRD ALERT! My shoulders tensed up. That bird was all I could focus on. I was
afraid that the bird would spot the food we brought for
our picnic and get closer. And then worse, it might see
me as food and want to get to me.
It hopped a few inches closer. Then a few more inches
closer. My bird alert went into overdrive. I started breathing deeper and faster and my muscles tensed up even
more. My heart was pounding so hard and racing so
fast that it felt like it was going to rip through my chest.
I sat up, ready to run away.
After a few minutes, I stood up and kicked sand toward the bird, which had been hopping around but never
got closer than 10 feet. My little attempt did nothing
so I asked my friend to scare it away. She walked
toward the evil creature, and it flew away ...
gone forever.
This is a day in the life of someone living with ornithophobia (pronounced
OR-nith-o-FO-bee-uh), which is an
intense fear of birds. To almost everyone I’ve met, birds are harmless little animals that fly around
and look cute. But to me birds
are evil creatures with razor
sharp claws and beaks like
knives that flap their wings
around and stare at you with
their beady eyes.

Freaked
out by
birds

My phobia makes
me feel like the
feathered beasts are
always after me

it all started
with a toy canary

I’ve had this fear since I was
5 years old. When I misbehaved
my mom would lightly peck me on
my knees with Doodoo—a realisticlooking canary with fake yellow feathers that she had bought as a decoration.
It never hurt. Sometimes she just waved it
in front of my face. Doodoo got me to behave.
Ironically, my mom chose to discipline me with
Doodoo because it was so small and cute. Too bad it
ended up causing my lifelong fear of birds.
By the time I was 7, my mom noticed that I was
genuinely afraid of birds. Whenever we’d see any bird,
from a seagull to a sparrow, I’d try to jump on her back
and scream, “There’s a bird! Ebon ebon ebon.” (“Ebon”
means “bird” in Tagalog—the language spoken in the
Philippines.)
“Why are you doing this?” she’d ask.
“I don’t want to be pecked,” I’d answer. “I don’t want
them to see me.”
As I’ve gotten older this fear hasn’t gone away.
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Illustration by Keanu Lueong, 14, Hoover HS (Glendale)

Despite her fear,
Elizabeth does eat
chicken (a question
she gets asked a lot).

When I see any bird—dead or alive—I run. Even though
dead birds can’t peck me, seeing any bird freaks me
out. When I was 13 I saw a flattened bird on my friend’s
driveway. I screamed, ran away and almost vomited. I
hyperventilated for 30 minutes. Last year I almost got
hit by a car, because I ran into the street after I heard
a rustling in a hedge that I was afraid could be a bird.

health

16, Burroughs HS (Burbank)

birds ruined our vacation

My biggest bird-related meltdown happened during a trip to San Diego when I was 12. My parents and
I were eating outside at a restaurant. At first there were
a few sparrows on the tables near us, and I was already
hyperventilating and shaking. But when a few pigeons
joined them, I jumped on our table and cried.
I didn’t care if people thought I was crazy, I had to
get out of there. My parents, who know about my fear,
kept telling me that the birds weren’t going to hurt me.
No. These birds knew I was afraid. They wanted to hurt
me. I felt like they sensed my fear.
After five minutes I got down and we left with our
food in to-go boxes. I cried the whole way back to L.A.
My parents couldn’t get me to stop. I felt horrible. My
stupid fear ruined the trip.
My mom told me that I had to overcome my fear. She
suggested psychotherapy. She said that a possible
way to get me to overcome my fear would be to
put me in a room with birds.
I imagined myself in the middle of a small
room. Then someone would open a trap
door and drop a bird in. One at a time
the room would fill with birds. Claws,
feathers, beaks. The squawking. It’s
like the birds would surround me the
way water surrounds you in a pool.
I’m drowning in my fear. I didn’t go
to therapy. I hoped I’d outgrow my
fear instead.
Even though I didn’t go to
therapy, I wanted to know more
about my fear. So I Googled “fear
of birds,” and to my surprise I found
that my fear of birds had a name:
ornithophobia. It was comforting
to know that other people had been
diagnosed by psychiatrists with a fear of
birds. I felt slightly less crazy. Knowing that
my fear was a real condition gave me hope
that if other people could conquer their fear, I
could too.
Three years later, I’ve accepted that this is something
I’m stuck with. People who don’t know me very well
think my fear is irrational. They think I’m exaggerating
and have laughed at me when I’ve freaked out. But my
friends understand. They don’t mind scaring the birds
away or acting as a shield when we’re hanging out. When
I’m alone, I use strangers walking near me as my shield
or find a different route away from the bird.
It’s hard to live with a fear of birds because I can never
escape them. If I were afraid of sharks, I just wouldn’t
go in the ocean. If I were afraid of heights, I wouldn’t
go to high places. But every time I go outside, birds are
there. Watching me. Waiting for me.
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What I took for granted
1st place $50

My parents’
trust means
everything
By Marina Hovhannisyan
Burbank HS

E

ver since I was young, my parents taught me to be honest and to
tell them everything. However, as I grew up, there were things
that I wanted that “everybody had.” Things that my parents
wouldn’t let me have. That’s when I started lying to them. And
without even noticing it, I started turning into a different person
than who my parents had raised me to be.
As eighth grade started, everybody was talking about Facebook. People
told me how cool and fun it was and that I should make an account. I
went to my mom and asked her if I could, but she said I didn’t need one.
At first I agreed with her. However, I fell under the spell of my friends and
went behind my parents’ backs to open an account. I had the account for
about a year and thought there was no way my parents would find out.
However, I was wrong. I accidentally left Facebook open on my computer
and guess what? I was busted.
When my mom found out that I had lied to her, I saw the sadness in
her eyes—like this was all her fault. She wasn’t furious or angry, she was
disappointed, which felt worse. She told me that the biggest reason she got
upset was because I lied. I tried to explain myself and tell her why I did this,
but nothing would come out. At that point I realized that my life wouldn’t
be the same. I had broken the trust that I had built with her. She told my
dad and he took away all my privileges—my cell phone, the Internet, my
iPod, he didn’t let me go out with friends, nothing. That’s when I realized
what a wonderful life I’d had and how it would all change now.
I couldn’t sleep for days. I hardly cared about all the material things
that I was missing, but I couldn’t live without having my parents’ trust.
That’s when I realized that all these years I had been taking my parents’
trust for granted, not appreciating it, not knowing what I had. I wanted to
apologize, to tell them that this would never happen again, but it would
take more than an apology to make this better.
I started being completely honest with my parents. This was so much
easier than sneaking behind their backs. I told them other things I had
hidden from them and felt so much better about myself. I hope one day
my parents will trust me again the way they did before.
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Marina and her parents. Photo by Irina Hovhannisyan, 14, Burbank HS
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2nd place $30

Mom was
always there
Author’s name withheld

I

took my mother for granted. I took her unconditional love, support, company and everything
she gave me for granted.
Let me start by saying that I am a recovering
heroin addict. For two years my life was a
complete mess. A mess that included sleeping
and panhandling on the streets, trouble with
the law and being put in the foster care system.
This mess dragged down everything I cared
for and loved, my mom especially. Throughout
these two years of turmoil, my mother did
so much for me. She tried desperately to find
rehabilitation facilities but I refused each time.
I took my mother’s trust and forgiveness
for granted. Despite all the times I stole from
her, lied to her, and conned her into giving me
money, she never left my side. I put my mother
through hell and I know it. Not once did I stop to
take her feelings into consideration. I was never
grateful for any of the things she did for me.
Then one night, while roaming the streets

3rd place $20

My brother
is a good guy
By Romana Mikaela Cuario Maralit
Kim Academy

I

never realized that I take my 15-year-old brother, Carlos, for granted until I started working
on this essay. I was trying to convince myself
that I don’t take him for granted, but the truth is
I do. Deep down, he’s one of the people I idolize
and can’t live without, but sometimes I forget to
show him how much I appreciate him.
I’m truly blessed to have an older brother like
him. He’s caring, smart, articulate and responsible. I’m so proud of him, yet sometimes I fail to
show it. I’m constantly bugging him, annoying
him, making fun of him and hurting his feelings so I can get his attention. I remember once
having a big fight with him. I’d said that I wish
I had another brother. I regret saying that because I am lucky to have him as my brother.
I know that my brother cares for me too.
Others may not be so lucky to have a brother
who will make sure his sister is OK when
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of East L.A. I got pulled over by two police
officers. I was searched and they found drugs
and drug paraphernalia. That night I should’ve
been thrown in jail but instead the cops called
child services and I was placed in a foster
home.
That night reality hit me hard. Away from
my mother, I cried myself to sleep. I cried remembering everything she had done for me. I
missed her so much. I started thinking about
the sound of her voice, the music she listened
to, the smell and taste of her food, even the
clothes she would wear.
I started reminiscing about all the times she
would be singing and I would shout at her to
“shut up,” or when she’d hug me and say “I love
you” and I would push her away. I took all these
things for granted and it was then that I felt what
a big part of my life she really was. That night I
prayed for the first time in eight years. I prayed
to a god that I wasn’t even sure existed. I prayed
for him to give me strength and patience, and
I asked for forgiveness for all the things I had
done. But most importantly I prayed for him to
turn my life around.
My life has turned around. I have been sober for six months and am living with my father
and little brother in Baldwin Park. I don’t live
with my mother yet, but our relationship is better than ever. Now I know the feeling of losing
my mother and I know how to appreciate her.

they’re walking home, a brother who will
cheer you up when you have a bad day at
school, a brother who will cancel his plans
just to pick you up from school, a brother
who will give you solutions to your problems,
a brother who will help you with your
homework, a brother who will share what’s
cool, and most importantly, a brother who
will support and love you always. These are
all ways in which Carlos has been a great
older sibling to me.
One incident made me see just how special
our relationship is. I have a cousin who passed
away seven years ago. He and his sister always
fought like my brother and I did. The day of his
funeral, his sister gave a speech and said that
she wished she had a better relationship with
him, but we can’t turn back the hands of time.
I don’t want this to happen to my brother and
me. We should make the most of our time by
being happy that we have each other because
we can never tell what lies ahead.
I will try to be a better sister so that my
brother won’t wish that he had a better one.
From now on I will think twice before getting
upset with him and see if the problem is worth
fighting over compared to the good things
that he’s done for me. I will also show him
that I don’t take him for granted, and that I
appreciate him.

new essay contest

What’s the silliest
thing you’ve
done for love?
When you like someone, it’s hard to think
about anything else. Sometimes you’ve
got it so bad that you’ll do anything to let
that person know how you feel.
Maybe you’ve professed
your love during morning
announcements over the
school intercom, written
a poem, gone all out for
a date, or performed a
serenade during lunch.
We want to know what
you’ve done for love, whether
you’ve been in a relationship and wanted
to express your love or had a crush and
wanted to get that special someone’s
attention. Give us all the details: the setup, the follow through, and of course the
reaction of the guy or girl. Did it work? Was
it worth it? Don’t leave anything out!

Write an essay to L.A. Youth
and tell us about it:
Essays should be a page or more. Include your name,
school, age and phone number with your essay. The staff
of L.A. Youth will read the entries and pick three winners.
Your name will be withheld if you request it. The firstplace winner will receive $50. The second-place winner
will get $30 and the third-place winner will receive $20.
Winning essays will be printed in our November-December
issue and put on our website at www.layouth.com.

Mail your essay to:
L.A. Youth
5967 W. 3rd St. Suite 301
Los Angeles CA 90036
or to editor@layouth.com

DEADLINe:
Friday, October 22, 2010
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books

The Short Second
Life of Bree
Tanner
By Stephenie Meyer
Reviewed by Tyler Bradshaw
14, Redondo Union HS

W

hen I discovered that Breaking Dawn was the
end of the Twilight series, I was upset. I wanted more. But then Stephenie Meyer wrote The Short
Second Life of Bree Tanner, a novella (a short novel)
about a war between two vampire groups. I absolutely loved the book because of its action.
The novella tells of Bree Tanner’s life as a vampire in the newborn army. In Eclipse, the vampire
Victoria creates the newborn army to avenge the
death of her mate, James, who was killed by Edward
Cullen. When I heard there was going to be a war
between the Cullens and Victoria’s newborns and I
might lose some of my favorite characters, it made
me excited to read Eclipse. But there’s no action
in the book because it’s told from Bella’s perspective and she’s kept away from the war. But Bree was
actually at the war. Since The Short Second Life is
from Bree’s perspective, it let me read about the war
and gave me an insight into the amazing power of a

I Am the Cheese
By Robert Cormier
Reviewed by Julia Waldow
15, Beverly Hills HS

R

obert Cormier’s I Am the Cheese is a captivating psychological thriller centered around a
14-year-old boy named Adam Farmer who desperately tries to sort out the mysteries from his childhood. I don’t usually read books fast, but I finished
this book in one day, and kept thinking about the
ending for days afterward.
The book begins simply: Adam is riding his bike
from Massachusetts to Vermont to reach his father
and give him an important package. However, along
the way odd occurrences cause memories of Adam’s
father and strange childhood activities to resurface.
He remembers his family being on the run and taking a train in the middle of the night, but he didn’t
understand why they had to leave. He remembers
a man coming into his house a lot during his childhood, but Adam realizes that he never really knew
who the man was or why he was there.
He also comes in contact with a scary dog while
he’s riding, triggering the memory of him and his
father fighting off a dog while running away from
something or someone. His father always seemed
to act strange around him, but as a child, he ac-
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newborn vampire.
Even though newborns are supposed to be
bloodthirsty, Bree is sweet, caring and compassionate and doesn’t want to kill anyone. The novella introduces a new vampire, Diego. Bree and Diego become friends because they are not as crazy, reckless
and bloodthirsty as the other newborns.
One early morning Bree and Diego cannot return home before sunrise, and they discover that
they don’t burn in the sun. Diego decides to tell
their secret to Riley, the parental figure of the vampires. When he and Riley don’t return home, Bree
begins to worry. Riley eventually arrives home without Diego. I started reading the book faster because
I wanted to know what happened to Diego. I felt like
Bree; I was extremely worried.
Riley then warns the vampires that something is
coming. Waiting for the war was worth it. The most
thrilling part of this novella was when Bree was
running to the battle. I was so excited. I wondered,
“What will happen next?” I read with my mouth
hanging open as Bree watched people she knew being ripped apart and burned.
Even though I had read Eclipse and already
knew what happened to Bree at the end of the battle, I was still excited to read this book. I would suggest it to anyone who wants to read more of the Twilight saga. Some may say Twilight is only for girls,
but I would suggest this book to anyone because of
the action and thrills.

cepted it. Now Adam realizes that he didn’t have a
normal childhood, and he is eager to find out why.
Adam struggles to solve the mystery of why his father acted the way he did and why his childhood
was so confusing. While reading, I was catapulted
into a roller coaster of emotions—fear, anger and
confusion.
There are alternating chapters, so one chapter describes Adam’s bike journey, and the chapter
right after shows an older Adam talking with a psychologist about the memories he has of his dad.
The one criticism I have is the ending. I thought I
had solved the mystery, but hours later, I was thinking about the ending in a totally different way. I
wish that Cormier had made it easier to understand
what happens at the end of the book so it wasn’t so
confusing. But maybe its purpose is to force readers to challenge what they think they know about
Adam and his father.
Anyone looking for a powerful, emotional, gripping mystery should read this book. It’s very different from the books I normally read. I like to read
teen romances with happy endings, like How to Be
Popular, or teen murders with romance tied in, like
the Pretty Little Liars series. I liked this book because I was suspicious, excited and confused all at
the same time. I kept thinking about it for days after I read it to try to put all of the pieces together. I
promise that you will, too.
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MUSIC

Muse

The Morning Benders

Them Crooked Vultures

CD: The Resistance

CD: Big Echo

CD: Them Crooked Vultures

Reviewed by Hannah Song

Reviewed by Chantelle Moghadam

Reviewed by David Garcia

17, Keppel HS (Alhambra)

16, Viewpoint School (Calabasas)

14, Monrovia HS

T

T

I

Muse combined two universal
themes—defiance and
love—into one album.

The light-sounding
instrumentals mixed with
the soft, echoing vocals
create the feeling that you
are lying on the beach.

he edgy lyrics and creative incorporation of classical music added to Muse’s signature fusion of
rock, metal and electronica impressed me so much
that when I got the band’s latest album I listened to it
twice, back to back.
Lead singer Matthew Bellamy writes lyrics that
echo the album’s title, The Resistance. “They will not
force us/ They will stop degrading us/ They will not
control us/ We will be victorious,” sings Bellamy in
the song “Uprising.” Throughout the album, his lyrics are poetry. The song “I Belong to You (+Mon Cœur
S’ouvre À Ta Voix)” is a pseudo-French love song: “I
traveled half the world to say/ you are my muse/ Ah!
Réponds à ma tendresse (Answer to my affection).”
Muse combined two universal themes—defiance
and love—into one album.
But lyrics are only half the story. The Resistance
includes a 13-minute, three-part classical-influenced piece, titled “Exogenesis: Symphony.” Bellamy
has described it as “space rock,” a combination of
orchestral and rock music. These songs tell a story
of the apocalypse—when humanity, unable to survive on Earth, would have to begin again elsewhere.
The unconventional theme and composition was
unlike any of the teeny-bopper pop-rock you see on
the Disney Channel. It also wasn’t repetitive headbanger music, or droning guitar chords, like other
modern rock bands.
I strongly recommend The Resistance. Not only
is it thought-provoking, it explores many universal
themes that everyone can relate to.
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he album cover of Big Echo by The Morning
Benders is a beautiful painting of people playing in the ocean, a perfect choice to reflect the music.
The light-sounding instrumentals mixed with soft,
echoing vocals create the feeling that you are lying on
the beach, looking out at the calm ocean.
Sixties influences abound on Big Echo. The Morning Benders write simple songs. Most of them have one
or two word titles, such as “Stitches” and “Mason Jar”
and they use a lot of “dum dum dums” and “ahhhs” to
fill the spaces where there would normally be lyrics.
But this makes the soft tone of the music stand out.
Big Echo opens with a soft and airy piano and
strings on “Excuses,” which is one of my favorite
songs on the album. Listening to it feels like waves
crashing on the beach. Then, when the vocals come
in, about a minute into the song, they blend so well
into the instruments that you hardly even notice.
The Morning Benders’ debut album, Talking
Through Tin Cans, had a more poppy feel, while Big
Echo is much deeper. Some of my favorite lyrics on
the album are from the chorus of “Promises,” when
lead singer Chris Chu sings, “But I can’t help thinking
we grew up too fast/ And I know, I know, I know this
won’t last/ a second longer than it has.”
Even when it gets cold outside, I can always listen
to Big Echo and feel like I’m on the beach again, lying
in the sun.

hadn’t heard much about Them Crooked Vultures
when my friend lent me their debut album. With
Queens of the Stone Age’s Joshua Homme on guitar, Foo Fighters lead guitarist (and former Nirvana
drummer) Dave Grohl on drums, and the multi-talented former Led Zeppelin member John Paul Jones
on bass and keyboards, this band should have been
a huge deal. All three of these musicians are famous
and masters of their craft.
Their sound is part Led Zeppelin, part Nirvana,
with dashes of Foo Fighters and Queens of the Stone
Age thrown in. Still, the band manages to form a very
connected sound.
The album’s most memorable track, “No One
Loves Me and Neither Do I,” has everything you
could want in a good song—catchy lyrics, skilled guitar playing and an excellent rhythm. About two depressed and desperate people who meet each other,
the song shows Homme’s dark and moody writing
style, “Then she said, no one loves me and neither
do I/ You get what you give/ I give goodbye/ And if I
should vanish/ Don’t get caught off guard/ Don’t hold
it against me.”
Other notable tracks include the fast-paced
“Scumbag Blues,” which could easily pass for an early
Led Zeppelin song. Toward the end of the album is
“Gunman.” Despite the guitar riff that’ll get stuck in
your head, Homme’s haunting vocals and the almost
scary lyrics about a soldier, make a great song. This
album was one of the best I have heard in a long time.
But when I look at the band members’ pasts, I would
expect nothing less.

This album was one of
the best I have heard
in a long time.
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join our staff
at the next

Newcomer’s Day

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.
For more information
Call (323) 938-9194
e-mail editor@layouth.com
5967 W. Third St., Suite 301,
Los Angeles CA 90036
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Ashley Hansack, 17,
has been writing
for L.A. Youth
for two years.

L.A.

www.layouth.com

Youth has
given me the
chance to
express my thoughts in a creative
way. I love to write and I love
when my friends tell me, “I saw
you in the newspaper!” My stories
about eating vegetarian at school,
riding the Blue Line train and how
budget cuts are affecting my school
challenged me. It was difficult to put
my ideas down on paper because
sometimes it’s hard to get my
ideas organized. But working oneon-one with my editor definitely
helped improve my writing.
—Ashley Hansack,
17, King Drew Medical Magnet HS

