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About L.A. Youth
How did L.A. Youth start?

Newcomer’s Orientations are held every
other month on Saturday mornings. Call for
info at (323) 938-9194. Regular staff meetings
are held every Saturday from 1 to 3 p.m.

Former teacher Donna Myrow founded the
nonprofit teen newspaper in 1988 after the Supreme Court Hazelwood decision, which struck
down student press rights. Myrow saw a need
for an independent, uncensored forum for youth
expression. L.A. Youth is now celebrating its 19th
year of publishing.

Where is L.A. Youth distributed?

L.A. Youth is distributed free to teachers
at public and private schools throughout Los
Angeles County. It can also be picked up for free
at many public libraries and agencies that
provide services to teens.

How is L.A. Youth doing today?

L.A. Youth now has a readership of 500,000 in
Los Angeles County. Hundreds of students have
benefited from L.A. Youth’s journalism training.
Many have graduated from college and have
built on their experiences at L.A. Youth to pursue
careers in journalism, teaching, research and
other fields.
Our Foster Youth Writing Project has brought
the stories of teens in foster care to the newspaper. For more info, see www.layouth.com.

How is L.A. Youth funded?

L.A. Youth is a nonprofit charitable organization funded by grants from foundations and
corporations, donations and advertising.

What’s L.A. Youth’s mission?

We will provide teens with the highest level of
journalism education, civic literacy and job skills.
We will strengthen and build our relationships
with more teachers to bring relevant issues into
the classroom and improve the quality of education. We will reach out to the community to better
educate policy makers about teen issues; create a
more positive image of teens in the mainstream
media; and raise the credibility and awareness of
L.A. Youth.

How do teens get involved with L.A. Youth?

Teens usually join the staff of L.A. Youth
when they read the newspaper and see a notice
inviting them to a Newcomer’s Orientation. They
also get involved through our summer workshop
for writers. Sometimes a teacher or parent will
encourage them to get involved.

Free copies of L.A. Youth
for Los Angeles teachers
L.A. Youth is distributed free six times a year to
high school or middle school teachers in most
of Los Angeles County. Teachers also can look

forward to getting a free copy of the L.A. Youth
Teacher’s Guide with each issue. We do not share
your info with other organizations or businesses.
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These are letters we received
about stories in the September
issue of L.A. Youth.

an abusive
grandmother
I was really amazed and
interested in the article “An
abusive home.” When I read
this survival story, I felt so
much sympathy for Deshon,
who went through so much in
his life. He never had a “real”
childhood. I would really like to
thank L.A. Youth and Deshon
for sharing this brave story because it really made me think a
lot about life, and that I’m very
lucky to have the family I have.
Donna Hiam,
Wilson MS (Glendale)
When I read “An abusive
home,” I was shocked. How
could this happen when no one
really saw what was going on?
It makes me see how lucky I am
to have a good family. Reading
this is like a wake-up call to me.
It makes me realize that this
does happen and kids do get
hurt. It really makes someone
wonder how many kids there
are in abusive homes with no
one realizing it.
Tomas Diaz,
Wilson MS
When I first read this
[article] I thought it was really
sad, mean and cruel for his
grandmother to do that to her
own grandson. I could not even
imagine what he was going
through. Plus, the family did
not even care. I am really glad
that he got out of his abusive



october 2007

home. I hope that kids who
read this are very thankful that
they don’t get abused like he
did. Another thing is that they
should always listen to children
when they tell someone about
abuse.
Brianna Parada,
Hutchinson MS (La Mirada)
I’m not a victim of abuse,
but I can relate to the story.
During the past summer I was
working at the YMCA and one
day a little kid came in with
bruises. I felt really bad seeing
the marks on his face and arms.
It was scary. The YMCA called
children’s services and he was
taken away from his parents. I
wish it didn’t happen, but it did.
Matthew Murillo,
Excel Charter Academy MS

A secret
connection

You call this home?
Brandy says the foster care system cares more about rules
than the kids 20-21
Trayvione’s group home staff were like his mothers 22
Don’t baby me

Facing the future

This article is by far the best
I’ve ever read. I can really relate
to it. Devin and I have a lot in
common. I have also gotten into
fights with my dad, but I have
never stopped talking to him for
eight months. The longest was
probably one day. From this
article I learned that other kids
argue with their parents too,
and sometimes you can find
things to get you through those
hard times. The article really
helped me.
Monica Lucero,
Hutchinson MS

Cindy says offensive and demeaning cat calls make her feel like an
object. 5

With so many important college
decisions to make, Alana worries if
she’s ready. 16-17

Doctor dreams

A cool internship

Inspired by his dad and the TV
show House, Jose wants to help
others. 6-7

Joe says working at an animation
company was a blast. 24

This article really captured
my attention. It’s so easy to
relate to because everyone has
problems, but I never knew
continued on page 4

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

Reality TV sucked me in

My favorite chef

Addicted to bad television, Desiree
finally gave it up. 8

Samantha can’t believe she got to
interview Food Network star Giada
De Laurentiis. 25

Strays need our help

Scary movies

Leslie says we can stop animals in
shelters from being killed. 9

With Halloween coming up, these
movies are guaranteed to give you
a fright. 27

Testing my patience
Charlene says her teachers focus
so much on standardized tests.
10-11

Hiking in L.A.

My sister
is more than
her disability

18-19

Even in the city, Sasha and her
friends enjoyed the outdoors.
14-15

Fill out our readers’ survey—you could win $50! See page 23
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continued from page 3

a website could help with problems.
Adults think that teens go on the Internet just to go on MySpace or chat with
their friends, but this article proved
them all wrong. Reading the article
made me want to go to the website
PostSecret and check the postcards. I
want to see if there’s a postcard I can
relate to.
Sharon Lim,
Wilson MS

When I read the article, “Keeping it
clean,” I read that animals can die from
eating Styrofoam that is left in the sand.
I think it is sad that people who go to
the beach leave trash. It’s just terrible.
Every person who goes to the beach
should clean up after themselves. I think
that what these kids are doing is cool
because they are saving the animals, the
environment and the people who go to
the beach.
Anamaria Castro,
Hutchinson MS

Thanks for the wonderful article
about the PostSecret website. It is one
of my favorite sites and I’m happy it’s
finally being recognized. It’s fun and
highly addictive. I know Devin appreciates it also.
Sara Santa Maria,
Excel Charter Academy MS

Exploring Costa Rica

beckham mania
This article caught my eye because
I’ve always been a huge fan of soccer
and I play it myself. I follow almost every soccer league around the world but
I’ve never really paid attention to American soccer. When Beckham came to the
Galaxy I started to pay attention to soccer here in the U.S. I totally agree with
the article because a lot of my friends,
who never liked soccer, started to watch
thanks to Beckham. I also think that his
arrival has had a strong influence in the
United States, making soccer a big sport.
I hope that soon it will become one of
the biggest sports in the U.S.
Raphael Menendez,
Wilson MS
I love soccer! I know a lot about soccer. David Beckham is too overrated
though. He may be famous, but he is not
the player everyone thinks he is. He may
be a good free kick taker, but he does
nothing else in the game. He only came
here to get more money. He may have
been a skillful player when he played
for Manchester United, but he has lost
skills. Moving to the Galaxy was a really
bad idea. I don’t see the big deal with
Beckham.
Vaho Matousian,
Wilson MS
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Global warming
Even though we are just teenagers,
we can still fight global warming. I also
think that people should start buying
more hybrid and natural gas cars. Not a
lot of people know about global warming
so that means that they don’t know how
it will affect us. If more people knew
about it, more people would possibly
start conserving energy.
Leticia Fonseca,
Hutchinson MS

Traveling green
I think it’s a fabulous idea to take the
bus and have our environment less polluted. Every Friday my friends and I take
the bus to a nearby park. It’s quick and
easy, and costs only 25 cents. I hadn’t
realized that taking the bus helped our
environment! I’ve also taken the bus and
sat next to some weird people like Alana
did. It must have been really scary to

have some crazy woman screaming at
you! Even though she went through that
she had enough guts to get back on the
bus! Thanks for helping save the environment.
Tei Vanderford,
Wilson MS

A Beach cleanup
When I go to the beach it’s hard to
find a good spot to sit because slobs
leave their trash everywhere and they
expect us to pick it up. Everywhere I
would go or look, there’s trash. Sometimes even broken beer bottles, which
can be dangerous. Cigarettes are always
left. It’s just adding more trash to our
beach and before you know it our beach
will become a dumpster. I wish people
would pick up after themselves. Maybe
that might make a difference and make
our world a lot neater.
Cody Garcia,
Hutchinson MS

I found his experiences to be very
exciting and thrilling. I love to travel,
and I could really identify with many of
the experiences he describes. During my
trips to Guatemala I also had a chance
to hang around a river, hike a volcano,
go on a boat around a lake and see wild
animals like monkeys. Guatemala seems
very much like Costa Rica. Like the author of the article, I loved my experience
in another country, but I also missed my
dogs, my lizard, my bed and my clean
clothes. I was happy to come back to the
United States, but now all I can think
about is going back and exploring more.
Maybe some day I will get to visit Costa
Rica, too.
J. Timothy Alegria,
Wilson MS
This article was very interesting because hearing people talk about wildlife
outside of the U.S. is fascinating. Many
kids sit around all day watching telelvsion or go on the Internet and e-mail
their friends. I like this article because
it shows people that there are more interesting things to do than TV and the
Internet.
Robert Gabrielyan,
Wilson MS

For more letters
see our website,
www.layouth.com
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Don’t ‘baby’ me

Offensive and demeaning, cat calls make me feel like an object
whistle, are the most offensive and rude. When I am
walking down the street with my mom and a random
person honks at me, I’m insulted. First of all, I’m with
my mom. More importantly, it is belittling because if he
honked at me, that tells me a lot about what he must
think of me. Does he think that I am just anybody he
can pick up on the street?

it’s my right to tell them it’s
wrong

Illustration by Rachel Chung, 17, University HS

By Cindy Castro
17, Fairfax HS

S

o here I am, officially about to be late to
chemistry class in the next three minutes.
I’m power-walking to school, upper lip
sweating, arms pumping and trying not
to look like a complete idiot. All kinds
of thoughts are rushing through my head and I ask
myself, “What will my excuse be this time?” All of a
sudden I’m startled by a loud honk and a guy wearing
a baseball cap yelling, “NICE RAAAACK!” from his
truck. I look away, annoyed, pretending I heard nothing
as he speeds off.
I have had countless encounters with fools like this.
I’m sure I’m not the only one. Not all cat calls are as
obvious. Once, I was loading my bike into my mom’s
car and a guy standing across the street saw that I was
having trouble. He said, “A beautiful lady like yourself
should have a man help you out. Luckily I’m here to
rescue you.” Had he just offered to help me with the
bike, it would not have bothered me, but him saying

that he was here for my rescue made me feel like he
was hitting on me. Regardless of who it comes from,
cat calling is annoying, demeaning, rude, offensive and
unwelcome. I want guys to understand that it makes
me uncomfortable and I don’t like it.
It is the worst when I feel as if I have been singled out.
Once I was at the grocery store reaching for my favorite
cereal, Crunchy Corn Bran, and a guy who looked like
he just walked out of Abercrombie said, “Look at that
butt!” I felt degraded. When somebody says something
like that they are also saying that that’s all I’m worth. It
is not even close to being a compliment.
When I get ready to go out, I carefully consider what
I am going to wear. I think about how even the smallest thing, such as whether I should wear my hair up or
down to cover my shoulders, might draw attention. I
wonder if I should wear a sleeveless top or long sleeves
because some saggy old guy who hasn’t shaved in days
may make an annoying comment like, “Ohh, I wanna
feel that skin,” at every corner I turn. It is frustrating to
have to think about all these little things all the time.
The cat calls I get most often, such as a honk or a

Usually I ignore the person making cat calls but
sometimes I flip them off or say “f--- you.” Although
I hate to be rude, I get satisfaction from speaking up
because I’m letting them know what it feels like to be
treated wrongly. Sometimes I silence myself because I
am intimidated and don’t want to make the situation
worse. I grew up in a culture where women aren’t supposed to talk back to men and women are expected to
just suck things up. My mom says not to respond to cat
calls, but I don’t think that is fair. I don’t think it is OK
for guys to do things and for women to just take it. Why
should I take on the role of the silenced woman?
There are times when, even if a guy has approached
me in a rude or annoying cat-call kind of way, I am still
flattered. One Sunday morning I was getting out of
my car, ready to go into church for the 10 o’clock worship service, when I saw this good-looking guy and his
friends walking by. I bent over to reach into the car for
my purse when I heard him whistle. I kinda smiled but
at the same time I wondered why he did that. I hate to
admit it but even if it is annoying, sometimes it’s nice
when somebody gives me attention.
Regardless of who the comment came from and how
I reacted to it, it’s still in the back of my mind that the
only reason that I was approached was because of how
I looked. I think that a good way to approach a girl is to
be casual and ask her name. Ask her how she is doing
and about her interests and take it from there. It would
be nice if somebody commented on my personality or
sense of humor. How I look doesn’t define who I am.
I don’t know why guys make cat calls, maybe it is
just instinct. While all guys may not have bad intentions, I’m convinced some have it all backwards. I want
them to be aware of how cat calls make girls feel and
that I am not interested and don’t appreciate it. Girls,
you should know that it doesn’t only happen to you, it
happens to a lot of us and if you have an urge to say
how unwelcome it is, you should.

Cindy
says the dumbest line she’s
ever heard is, “If you were a
booger I’d pick you first.”
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Doctor
dreams

Thanks to my
dad and the TV
show House,
I’ve decided that I
want to help others
By Jose Dizon
14, La Cañada HS

W

hat do you wanna be when
you grow up?” My mom
would ask me that every
day throughout junior
high. Mostly I shrugged
it off. But it wasn’t just her. Other family
members asked, too. Even though it bothered
me (especially that they expected a detailed
answer), I knew they had good intentions.
I’d always reply that I wasn’t really sure yet,
but that I was considering becoming a lawyer,
since I would be the first one in the family, or
a doctor, because I liked the TV show House
and my dad’s a doctor. Obviously I wasn’t
sure, but that was enough for them. Little did
I know that my answer just meant to get my
family off my back would become something
I’d seriously consider.
I never expected a TV show to influence
my life and help me figure out what career I
wanted, but that’s what House did. The medical mysteries featured on the series showed
me how interesting a medical career could be.
The brilliant character, Dr. Gregory House,
breaks down the stereotype of a doctor as
uptight and always serious. The medical discussions would keep my eyes stuck to the
TV while House would sneak in these rude,
abrasive, intelligent and hilarious comments
to colleagues and patients. He acted as though
he didn’t care what people thought of him.
“You guys are still thinking like doctors
when you should be thinking like plumbers.
Come on, I wanna see some butt crack,” is a
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typical funny House joke. Or “Sorry, I already
met this month’s quota of useless tests for
stubborn idiots.”
I thought that even a sarcastic person like
me could be a doctor. One of the most interesting cases was of a mentally handicapped
pianist who suffered from Takayasu’s Arteritis, which caused an irregularity in the blood
vessels in his brain. The sickness somehow
caused the man to become a piano-playing
prodigy. How could someone become such an
amazing pianist just by getting hit hard on the
head as a kid? I couldn’t believe that House
and the other doctors discovered that being
able to name which notes were being played
on a piano just by hearing them and playing a
piece of music perfectly after hearing it once
were symptoms of brain damage.
After watching House, I saw how fastpaced a doctor’s job could be and was so
interested in the medical puzzles that I was serioulsy starting to consider a medical career.

i got to see my dad at
work in a hospital

But even though I really like House, the biggest reason I want to be a doctor is my father.
In the summer of 2006 I visited my dad, who
is a doctor living in the city of Balanga in the
Philippines, and was inspired by how he does
his work every day. When my dad told me that
I would be spending time at the hospital with
him, I suddenly felt excited and nervous. I’d
been watching House for a few months and
hospitals were shown as extremely hectic. Obviously I didn’t expect to see the same cases as
the ones on House (those are very rare), but

Jose (top) stands outside
Cedars-Sinai where he
volunteered. Below that, his
dad, also named Jose, poses
in the hospital where he treats
patients in the Philippines.

www.layouth.com

just being in a hospital would satisfy my curiosity about
medicine. I was a little nervous, too, because this wasn’t
a television show, these patients were sick for real and
some of them could actually die.
I accompanied my dad two to three times a week
during his shift at the hospital. I’d arrive around 10 p.m.,
which was in the middle of my dad’s shift, and leave
around 7 a.m. when it ended. I slept for part of the time I
was there. It was a small hospital, unlike the hospitals I’d
seen on TV, but the intensity of a hospital is the same.
As I passed through the halls of the hospital and made
my way to the doctors’ quarters, I saw the nurses and
interns who worked hard to assist the doctors. I also saw my
dad’s minute-by-minute routines
such as his duty in the emergency room, where he would tend
to patients who just arrived and
were either injured or ill. It was
impressive to see how calmly
he juggled questions from nurses, paperwork and the patients.
Sometimes it would be very quiet in the emergency room and
then it would get very busy, but
he remained cool and collected.
I know this small hospital and
the patients with minor illnesses
or injuries weren’t very Houselike, but the experience didn’t
disappoint me. People treated my
dad with great respect, which
was something I wanted in a job
someday.
During the night he’d come
into the doctors’ quarters and either sleep or we’d start
talking about what had happened on his shift. I knew
that he was tired and that came with his job, so I was
fine with not getting a tour of the hospital or shadowing
him. I knew it was important that he get sleep when he
could. Nurses would say over the intercom, “Doctor can
you please come to the ER” or wherever he was needed,
about five times a night (and this was while I was awake).
Since the hospital was small, there was only one doctor
on call, so he had to answer every nurse’s call. He’d drag
himself out of bed wearing jeans, a collared shirt and a
lab coat and go.
I could see that he was obviously tired, with bags

under his eyes and a drowsy expression. Most people
wouldn’t want to be woken in the middle of the night to
go back to work, but he never complained. This is what
he was devoted to. Seeing him go through that day in and
day out inspired me and helped me decide that I wanted
to become a doctor.
On the way home from his night shift in the hospital,
we would walk through the quiet streets as the sun rose,
and joke around about anything funny that happened to
him in the hospital or something I had heard on TV that
night. I was surprised that he seemed so awake like he
could’ve kept working. I admired his stamina and that
he was working hard all night
to make sure that the city stayed
healthy and to save lives.
Before this visit, my dad’s
job as a doctor never captured
my interest. (That answer to my
mom was just to get her off my
back.) As a kid, I had resented
how his job kept him away. For
the three-plus years I lived in
the Philippines (I moved there
with my dad when I was 6 and
came back to the United States
when I was 10), my dad usually
spent more than half of each day
in a hospital, studying and working hard to become a doctor. I
would’ve preferred to have him
at home with me. However, I
always understood (even at age
10) that he had to work and how
demanding his job was.
After my trip last year, I wanted to know whether I really wanted to become a doctor.
So I signed up to volunteer at Cedars-Sinai Medical
Center for the summer. I was assigned to work in the
Saperstein Critical Care Tower. I worked on the fourth
floor, which was dedicated to patients suffering from
heart problems. I felt lucky that I got a job where I could
deal with patients directly. Some people were stuck in the
gift shop or in other clerical jobs.
I realized on my first day at Cedars-Sinai that I was
working in a place where patients could die any second.
I was now one of the staff, and I felt that in some way
their lives also depended on how I did my job. It’s not like
when I volunteered at the Fairfax branch of the library. If

In the summer
of 2006 I visited
my dad, who
is a doctor
living in the
Philippines, and
was inspired by
how he does his
work every day.

How you can volunteer
at Cedars-Sinai hospital

I made a mistake that meant a book got misplaced and
I’d have to put it in the right place. I suddenly wasn’t sure
if I could handle this responsibility. But then I remembered how inspiring it was seeing how calmly my dad
handled all of his responsibilities. If I really want to be a
doctor someday, I thought, I should be able to handle the
duties I have as a volunteer.

even as a volunteer I felt I
made a difference

During my first four-hour shift I answered calls from
throughout the hospital, tended to patient requests, delivered water and snacks, and sent staff for each patient’s
specific needs. I also had to make sure that each patient’s
chart had enough space for the nurses and the doctors to
write in additional notes or orders by adding in extra pages
for certain sections. With each page I added, I felt that the
doctors’ and nurses’ jobs would be easier.
For most of my first day, I was busy, but when I wasn’t
I could feel each second pass by as I anticipated something about to happen, which brought back my nervousness. It gave me the chills. I was so terrified that I decided
to step into the visitor’s area to take a break and catch
my breath.
For some reason, looking down on the streets from
the giant window in the visitor’s area helped me calm
down. I realized how important the hospital was to the
people inside it and outside. If they got sick, they depended on the doctors and nurses to treat them so that
they could go back to their everyday lives. It made me
proud to be working alongside these people, even if in
the smallest way.
Halfway through that first shift I finally felt at home
working alongside the medical professionals walking
past me or rushing to their patients. Wearing the white
scrubs helped me feel like I was where I belonged.
The best part of the internship was when they needed
my help to transfer a patient because I got to see the rest
of the hospital. The least interesting parts were when
nothing was happening. Unlike the first day, instead of
being scared, I was bored. Then again, every job has its
good and bad parts.
Now when I watch House, I pay attention to every line
of dialogue and every detail of the surroundings. And
every now and then my mom still asks me what I want to
be, just to check if I’ve changed my mind about being a
doctor. The answer hasn’t changed, but now I’m not just
saying it to get her off my back. Now, I really mean it.

Two teen volunteer sessions are offered each year in October (Academic) and June (Summer).
To become a teen volunteer, you must be between the ages of 14 and 18.

Teen Volunteers perform clinical or clerical duties:

For more information about
the Cedars-Sinai Teen
Volunteer Program
go to www.csmc.edu/7031.html
or call (310) 423-8044

• A clinical volunteer works in a patient care setting to interact with patients, assist in the
nursing station, deliver flowers, deliver magazines and may perform some clerical duties.
• A clerical volunteer helps with general office duties including
answering phones, computer work and filing.

If you are ready to get started now:
• The first mandatory orientation for the Academic session will be held Sunday, Oct. 28, from 9 a.m. to
3 p.m. The orientation is held at Cedars-Sinai, 8700 Beverly Blvd. in Los Angeles. You must submit all
paperwork to the teen volunteer program office by Wednesday, Oct. 24 to attend this orientation.
• Teen volunteers who are not able to attend the orientation on Oct. 28 may still join
the teen volunteer program. Contact Cedars-Sinai for more information.
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Reality TV sucked me in
By Desiree Matloob
18, Beverly Hills HS (2007 graduate)

I

still remember the first time I experienced the
thrill that comes with watching untalented, egotistical and unsuspecting individuals make fools
of themselves on national TV. Watching the premiere of The WB’s Superstar USA in 2004, I had
no idea this show was going to alter my perception of
acceptable (and entertaining) television forever.
Superstar USA, essentially a spoof of American Idol,
was unlike any other reality TV show—it was not mindnumbingly boring (a la Big Brother or Survivor) or a
talent competition (American Idol). On Superstar USA
contenders even close to possessing singing skills were
given the boot, while ridiculously tone-deaf participants
were lauded and lied to by the judges until the end.
But what launched Superstar USA from just entertaining to “pure reality TV gold” (a phrase later coined
by my reality-TV-loving friends to describe Flavor of
Love) was the finale. The winning “superstar,” in this
case a deluded and untalented reality TV star, was finally
clued in to the satiric nature of the show, much to the
contestant’s dismay and the audience’s delight. The horrified, betrayed, confused look on the contestant’s face
was priceless. I loved every moment.
This show allowed the viewer a sensation that American Idol, at least in its competitive stages, did not. It
allowed us to feel special for being in on the “prank.”
This was more than entertainment; it was “feel good”
television. I felt so sophisticated compared to these pitiful wannabes, who didn’t even realize how pathetic they
were.

Bad tv filled our
conversations

My friends and I compared ourselves to our desperate TV counterparts to boost our self-esteem and get a
few laughs. But as our obsession with reality TV grew,
and our tastes graduated to MTV’s Real World and Real
World/Road Rules Challenge, what started as somewhat
normal comparisons between our lives and theirs avalanched into a blatant ignorance of the line between “reality” and “reality TV.”

“Tonya.” “Aneesa.” “Coral.” “Beth.” These names became part of our everyday vocabulary. We’d use Tonya’s
TV persona to characterize someone prone to psychotic
freak-outs, like she had on the Chicago season of Real
World. We’d talk about how we thought Mark, the overthe-hill Road Rules veteran, should consider retiring
from the Challenge series and start acting his age.
My obsession got even worse when VH1’s Flavor of
Love premiered in 2006. It seemed as if the whole world
was watching this show about a washed-up 48-year-old
rapper (Flavor Flav) trying to find love (in reality, trying
to make a comeback) in a house full of girls half his
age. But the age difference wasn’t the most disgraceful
thing; it was how the girls acted and how they let Flav
treat them. Although I felt guilty watching a show that
featured people so desperate for fame they didn’t care
how they came off, it made great TV.
Fighting, cursing and backstabbing were plentiful,
and the girls were portrayed as close to uncivilized as
possible. Flavor Flav’s actions weren’t any more redeeming. In one episdode, he told the women to clean the
beer-drenched, toilet-papered and dirty house of one
of his rapper friends. He wanted to make sure that his
chosen lady could clean up after him and his kids. In
another disgraceful step backwards for women’s rights,
Flavor Flav ended up eliminating the make-no-apologies
Tiffany (nicknamed “New York”) in season two’s finale
because she had dared “talk back to him.”
It was one of those train wrecks I had to watch. The
day after the finale, I literally ran to meet my friends to
discuss it.
“Can you believe the way Flavor Flav treated ‘New
York’ on the boat, as if she were inferior to him?”
“True but it isn’t as if ‘New York’ is the very essence
of innocence—she was an evil, vindictive manipulator
who went out of her way to push others’ buttons!”
Of course, I had friends who viewed our obsession
with reality TV as unhealthy and ridiculous, but I always
had a response prepared: “I only watch these shows to
criticize them, not because I actually like them.”
“Right,” my doubtful friends replied.
A year after the Flavor of Love 2 finale, and also
the conclusion of New York’s own spinoff (I Love New
York), I became a self-proclaimed “critic,” yet also a de-

voted viewer, of MTV’s The Hills, VH1’s Charm School
and MTV’s My Super Sweet 16. While I hated these
characters, I loved the chance to denounce their flagrant
acts of selfishness and naivete.

I became a hypocrite

But no matter what my excuses, I was watching the
reality TV shows I condemned. I was like one of those
people who complained about the media’s obsession
with fluff, yet dwelled on Anna Nicole’s death and Paris
Hilton’s stint in jail as if (a) no one had ever died or gone
to jail before and (b) these famous-for-being-famous individuals deserved attention. I had always prided myself
on steering away from gossip rags, but never noticed
that reality TV shows were my gossip rags.
I wasn’t any better than these “reality” TV stars. We,
the viewers, were why reality TV existed, just as Star
Magazine’s subscribers were the reason paparazzi existed. The more we watched these meaningless reality TV
shows, even if we were criticizing them, the more we legitimized the types of behavior these shows portrayed.
Maybe the only way to really criticize these shows is
not to watch them at all. However, giving up reality TV is
easier said than done, especially with VH1’s newest reality addition, Rock of Love, but it’s the only way to keep
from becoming a hypocrite. It’s hard not to indulge in
this guilty pleasure, and to gush about all the ridiculous
plots, but I feel better now that I’ve given up reality TV.
Yes, reality shows may be entertaining, but it’s also
embarrassing to waste my time passing judgments on
people I don’t know, people who have absolutely no
impact on my life. Comparing myself to them is even
worse.

Desiree
says that even though she
feels more mature avoiding
reality TV, it’s hard not to
watch.

How do you feel about reality tv?
“Reality TV is a
drug. You know
it’s rotting your
brain when you
watch it, but you
have to watch
it anyway.”
Michelle Paik

“I love Laguna
Beach. It’s a great
show. All my
friends make fun
of me because
it’s a girly show.”
Chris Lee
17, walnut hs

“I don’t watch a
lot of reality TV.
It’s entertaining
but sometimes it’s
a waste of time.”
Daisy Garcia
17, middle
college HS

“The Real World:
Denver was tight. I
liked it. It was funny
to see them arguing.”
James Morgan
14, Long Beach
Polytechnic HS

15, palos verdes
peninsula HS
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Strays need our help

Too many animals in shelters are being killed because
of overcrowding, but we can do something about it
By Leslie Centeno

was Coco and she kept tapping me and going to the door—she wanted to go outside
to pee. I couldn’t believe how clever she
was. I had never known there were welltrained dogs like her in shelters.
After I got Coco, I asked my friends if
they had been to an animal shelter, but they
all said no. “It’s too sad.” I felt like dragging
them to one, but I knew that they could care
less. Only 16 percent of pet owners adopt
from shelters, according to Spay/USA. I
believe it’s because people think four-digitpriced dogs equal better pets. That’s total
crap. Coco was less than $50 (shots and
spaying included) and she always gets compliments when I walk her!

17, Bishop Conaty—
Our Lady of Loretto HS

I

t bothers me to go to an animal
shelter, knowing that many of the
dogs and cats are going to die. I
can’t stand it because I love animals, especially dogs. They’re the
ones smiling at me when I come home from
school and their fur makes a great tissue
whenever I cry. Momar, my first dog, was
my best friend.
When I recently began researching to
learn more about euthanasia (which is
when animals are killed by injecting them
with drugs), my jaw dropped. About 3 to 4
million dogs and cats are euthanized each
unwanted animals have
year in the United States because of over52 days to live
crowding in animal shelters, according to
I wanted to know more about animal
the Humane Society. That’s 450 dogs and
shelters so I interviewed Ed Boks, the gencats every hour. I was so angry, yet I felt
eral manager of LA Animal Services, which
helpless because I couldn’t do anything. But
runs shelters in Los Angeles.
after learning more, I’m hopeful that fewer
Boks said unclaimed animals are held
animals will have to die.
for 45 days. If no one adopts them, they go
When I was younger, I would spend hours
Photo by Evelyn Centeno (Leslie’s mom)
on “red alert” for seven days. Six thousand
outdoors with Momar, a German shepherd
a year are saved by rescue organizations
Leslie loves her dog Coco,
and golden retriever mix. I’d tell him all my
but the rest are killed. In the past year more
who she adopted from an animal shelter.
than 46,000 animals entered Los Angeles
secrets while feeding him Doritos. Even if
he couldn’t talk back, I believed the only barrier between nose, brown eyes, thick orangey-brown fur, and a faded, shelters, according to Boks’s blog at laanimalservices.
us was our language. When he got lost when I was 9, nappy behind. But she was the only dog who showed blogspot.com. Of those, 28 percent of the dogs and 57
my parents and I searched our local animal shelter a interest in me. She stuck her body on the fence to be percent of the cats were euthanized.
few times, but we never found him. It killed me to lose pet and kept tapping me with her paw. I squeezed my
Boks said that each month, fewer animals are getting
Momar. It also bothered me to go to the shelter because hand through a hole in the fence and stroked her gently. killed because owners are being more responsible by
I knew that the dogs I was petting could get killed if they I knew I had to adopt her.
licensing their pets so they have proper identification
weren’t adopted or found by their owners.
On the way home, I named her Coco and that night and spaying or neutering them. In August 2,210 dogs
Growing up, I would squeal whenever I saw a stray brought her in my room for bedtime. Later that evening and cats were euthanized, which was 25 percent less
because I felt sorry for them, worried they’d get run over I felt a nudge and blurrily stared at the clock—3 a.m. It than August 2006. But he said that as long as animals
or starve to death. Whenever I saw a stray dog walk past
are being killed, there’s still a problem.
my home, I’d run to the kitchen and grab cookies, DoriI read an article in the Los Angeles Times this sumtos, chicken drumsticks or anything I could find for it. I
mer about a bill that would require Californians to
still feed stray dogs whenever I see them.
spay or neuter their pets. However, the bill was put off
Four years ago I went to the Baldwin Park animal
because breeders and guide-dog owners objected, sayshelter to adopt a Samoyed, which is a large, white
ing it would make it harder for them to do their jobs. I
snow dog with perky ears, a cherry-shaped black nose
• Adopt a pet from an animal shelter.
was pissed off. While the bill is pending, hundreds of
puppies and kittens will wind up in shelters! Politicians
and a trademark smile. When I arrived at the shelter,
• Volunteer at an animal shelter
noisy barks echoed through the sliding doors and a
need to pass the bill.
walking and grooming the animals.
musky animal smell wrinkled my nose. A worker at the
Talking to Boks and reading his blog—he was so
• Have your dog or cat implanted with
front desk told me the Samoyed was in kennel 30. My
positive—and learning about the bill, makes me more
a microchip, which is a device that
heart sank as I observed the dozens of dogs as I walked
hopeful. I also found out there are ways to help improve
shelters scan to get the pet owner’s
down the hallway. They had long faces and wide eyes.
the lives of animals in shelters, like volunteering at a
information and reunite the pet with
It seemed they knew their probable fate—death. My
shelter. I signed up to be a dog walker at an animal
their owners. Call your vet or local
eyes watered. I blamed myself that they’d be left behind
shelter. In every row of kennels I found a dog I wanted.
animal shelter for more information.
because I could take only one.
I encourage everyone to visit a shelter and adopt a new
I got to kennel 30 and the Samoyed turned out to be
companion. I think dogs from shelters are misunder• Pass out flyers from
a mutt. Then my cousin, Joanne, slapped my arm and
stood. They’re even more loveable than store-bought
spayusa.org to inform others
said, “Leslie! Look at this dog! It’s so cute!” She pointed
dogs. If you buy a dog from a store you’re just supportabout the overpopulation issue.
to the dog next to the mutt. The paper outside its kennel
ing puppy mills, but by adopting a dog from a shelter,
you’re saving a life.
read, “Female Stray 5 Yrs.” She was too brown—brown

How teens can help
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Testing
my
patience
Teachers focus
too much on
standardized
tests, instead of
inspiring us to
think for ourselves
illustration by sarah evans, 17, temple City HS

By Charlene Lee
14, Walnut HS

W

hen we started our unit on poetry
in my eighth grade language arts
class, my teacher kept repeating
that learning to analyze poetry was
an important skill that we needed
to pass the standardized tests. I was looking forward
to learning how to analyze poetry because I had never
really understood it before. So when my teacher passed
out Robert Frost’s poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay” with
the explanation of what each line meant, I was ready
to scream.
I wanted to figure out what each line meant on my
own and then have my teacher show us how to understand the meaning of the poem. Her handout made it
seem like there was no other way to interpret the poem.
The year before that, another teacher lectured about
the theme of generosity in A Christmas Carol by Charles
Dickens, without allowing us to figure out the theme
ourselves. I was half-listening to my teacher’s hardly
enthusiastic voice when she looked up at the end of the
lecture and asked, “Does Dickens express the idea of
generosity?” My friend and I looked at each other, just
to make sure we had heard her ask a question she had
spent the last hour talking about. My teacher scanned
the classroom for volunteers. A couple students snickered when one student, seeing an opportunity to earn
participation points, answered “yes.” My teacher responded with a satisfied look and dismissed the class.
It was like she didn’t even care if we learned or not—
just as long as we got the right answer and could pass
the test. It seems that giving the answers is common for
a lot of teachers when they are preparing students for
standardized tests. As state testing neared, my teachers
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frequently mentioned that we were analyzing poetry or
learning grammar rules because “it’s bound to show up
on the test.” I had another teacher who taught parallel
structure, a state standard, minutes before distributing
the test. It’s not like we could learn it that fast because
we needed to practice it. Because teachers kept stressing the tests, it made me wonder what the purpose of
an education was. I knew it wasn’t just to memorize
facts. The point of an education is to learn how to think
for yourself.

the pressure built in middle
school

In elementary school standardized tests weren’t a
big deal—we were given cookies and juice before the
tests and played games like hot potato afterwards.
Standardized tests became more important when I
entered middle school. The school district sent home
letters listing reasons why testing was important (good
test scores raise the prices of homes in Walnut), and
when testing began, the principal came on the intercom
and made ego-boosting announcements like, “In all my
years as principal, never have I come across such a talented group of students such as yourselves.”
My school gave practice tests months before testing
began. Then as the California Writing Standards Test
neared in seventh grade, my teacher announced that
we would be writing essays on a computer program
called Holt Online Essay Scoring. She said that it would
be good practice for the writing test. Had my school
completely lost its mind? How in the world would a
computer grade an essay?
The computer would “read” an essay and give a 1-4
score in less than a minute, along with so-called “constructive criticism.” I had doubts that the computer could
grade an essay for content, so I purposely submitted an

essay containing run-on sentences with words 10-15 letters long that I found on thesaurus.com. The computer
gave me the highest score and told me I “demonstrated
exceptional sentence quality by avoiding awkward sentences” and “used precise, accurate, vivid, and imaginative words,” the same comments my friends got.
When we wrote essays, I wanted comments from
my teacher telling me my argument was weak or my
grammar was wrong. I’ve always liked improving and
striving for perfection. I like organizing things my own
way—so much that my brother once tricked me into
color coordinating his closet. I wanted my writing to
be the best it could be, and I knew I needed criticism
to improve. But the Holt Online writing just felt like
busywork, so eventually, I stopped caring.
In eighth grade, my school district introduced another writing program that wasn’t helpful, the Jane
Schaffer Writing Program. I liked the program’s focus
on supporting statements with examples, but I thought
the pre-writing was a waste of time. It was like filling
in the blanks of a Mad Libs. Before beginning to write,
we had to complete 10-page packets of web designs
(we drew bubbles that branched off of the main idea
and created a web to help us brainstorm) and charts in
which we had to explain what each quote meant. Every
sentence had to be color coded using red, green, black
and blue pens. Whenever we had to work on the packets, my friends and I would pass notes to each other,
saying things like “Jane Schaffer should die.”
Schaffer required each paragraph to be five sentences long. I would count my sentences to see how
many I had used up, but I got so frustrated with the
limit, I started using semicolons instead of periods. My
teacher marked off points because, technically, I broke
a “Schaffer Rule.”
I got marked off a lot for breaking a “Schaffer Rule”
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but never because of the content in my essay. I don’t
think my teacher even read my essays (she just
counted my sentences) because she never wrote
comments or corrected my mistakes.

i hadn’t been taught how
to think critically

Schaffer made me dislike writing since it seemed
to imply that writing wasn’t meant for expressing
yourself or for enjoyment—it was to see how well
you could follow instructions. Every time I got frustrated or bored with the packets (which was often),
I would ask my teacher, “What’s the point of this?”
She always answered, “The district uses it, so we
do, too.”
The worst part was that my teachers weren’t
preparing me for high school. The summer before
freshman year, we had to read the book My Ántonia
by Willa Cather and find quotes that were examples
of literary terms, symbolism and themes. I realized
that I didn’t know how to
identify symbols or interpret the mood because I
had always relied on my
teacher to tell me the answers. I sat in front of a
blank computer screen, not
knowing what to write, and
eventually, I had to look up
the answers on SparkNotes.
I was worried that I wasn’t
ready for high school because it seemed like teachers expected us to already
know how to do this.
But at the same time, I
was excited for high school
because my brother told
me I would have challenging teachers who actually
cared. He told me who to
request as my English and
history teachers, and luckily, I got both.
When I got my first
English essay back, I was
sure I had misread my
grade when I saw a big B- at the top. I soon
realized that my teacher rarely gave full points
because she felt there was something to work on
in every assignment. Because of that, she made
me want to learn. I hadn’t been that motivated
since first grade when I was bribed with Oreos
and milk. Even though the district required her
to teach Jane Schaffer, she didn’t make us write
using it. She also never lectured. Instead, we had
class discussions, in which we were allowed to
disagree with each other and even with her! When
we discussed the book To Kill a Mockingbird,
some students challenged her when she explained
which characters were considered mockingbirds
because of their vulnerability and gift of music.
My teacher listened to us and said, “I’ve never
thought about it that way before.”
I thought all the English teachers at my school
were as good as mine, but one day in class, my
friends told me not to complain about that night’s
math homework because they also had 60 study
guide questions to do for English. They said it was
busywork because it didn’t require thinking and all

the questions could be answered with one quote
from the book. What was the point of doing it? I
told them that my teacher assigned us 13 questions
that required us to analyze what a passage meant.
“Do you have any class discussions?” I asked.
“Not really,” my friend said. Another added,
“Mostly it’s just her talking, and we take notes.”
I realized that their teacher, who taught AP and
honors English, was just like my middle school
teachers—they didn’t give students a chance to
think for themselves.
To understand how my English teacher was able
to teach the way she did, I interviewed her. She said
she wasn’t going to let the district’s requirements
stop her from teaching her own way. I had always
thought that my teacher forgot about Schaffer, but
talking to her showed me she deliberately didn’t
teach it because she didn’t think it helped her students. “It’s too formulaic,” she said. She showed
me that teachers can find a way to prepare their
students for tests while still
motivating them to learn
and think for themselves.
When teachers focus on
tests and results, students
do, too. Most students at my
school think the purpose of
an education is to do well
on the SATs and go to college. They read classics they
don’t like just so they have
something to write about
on the essay portion of the
SATs. I don’t want to learn
just to take a test and get
into a good college. I want
to learn to be able to think
for myself. I try learning
on my own by finding the
themes when I read classics
and understanding what is
good writing when I read
modern literature. I form my
own conclusions when I read
newspaper articles and discuss them with my friends to
get their opinions.
I never understood that teachers cared about
their students learning until my ninth grade history
teacher asked us during the first week of school,
“Why should we study history?” My classmates
and I debated about learning from the past and
if it is useful. The discussion showed me that the
purpose of learning history wasn’t to take tests but
to understand current events, like the war in Iraq,
and different people’s perspectives. I think a lot of
students and teachers have lost sight of the point of
getting an education because life isn’t about grades
or test results—it’s about learning and thinking.

It was like
she didn’t
even care if
we learned
or not—just
as long as we
got the right
answer and
could pass
the test.

Charlene
says she wants teachers who care whether
their students learn the
material, not just that
they can pass a test.

What’s the best way to
teach students?
By Charlene Lee
14, Walnut HS

I interviewed my English teacher, Mrs. Carol Underberger,
who retired last year, because I admired and respected
her for getting her students interested without teaching
to tests. I wanted to know how she motivated students
while still teaching the material.

You taught for 34 years. How have you seen attitudes
toward standardized tests change?
The state thinks it’s more important than they used to.
Standardized tests began in the mid-1970s, early 1980s.
It used to be a one-hour test given to only ninth graders
and seniors, and now it’s grown. Now it’s given to everybody. February is the beginning of testing season for
Walnut, and it goes all the way into June. … It’s horrifying how much money they spend giving people tests.
Do you think there’s more pressure now on students
to do well on the tests?
Some of the tests students take really seriously, and
they put pressure on themselves. [For example,] the
high school exit exam. If you don’t pass that test, you
don’t get a diploma. But is it really important to an individual student how well they do on 16 hours of tests?
... I think students burn out by the time they get to the
end and just color the bubbles in. I think freshmen give
it more thought than anyone else because freshmen are
the most eager to please. But by the time you’re a junior, you realize that there isn’t an individual impact.
Do you think there’s more pressure on teachers to
teach specific standards so their students do well on
the tests?
Absolutely. I’m being compared to the other ninth
grade honors teachers. How well did my students do on
this test compared to how well did their students do?
How much leeway do you have to teach what you
want?
I get quite a bit, actually. Some of the literature has
been chosen by the school district, so every freshman
reads Romeo and Juliet and To Kill a Mockingbird. But
I have choices. ... I use short stories in the textbook that
other people don’t use because I like them. I gave a lot
of handouts that I like.
Do you have enough time in the school year to teach
everything you’re required?
Freshman English is a two-year course. Unfortunately,
we only have a year to teach it. They keep adding to
it. I didn’t do anywhere near enough grammar, and I
skipped mythology. Another teacher didn’t get to Romeo and Juliet because she spent too much time on
mythology. ... It’s too much. And the state standards
require it because in the tests in 10th grade, there is
an assumption that you’ve been exposed to mythology,
Shakespeare and all that grammar. … It’s unbelievable
how much the state testing requires.
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What makes a good teacher?
“To me a good teacher is a person
that has an open mind and is
willing to accept new ideas. It’s
also a person that accepts her
mistakes and is willing to learn
from her students. And a good
teacher is always prepared and
always available for her students.”

“What makes a good teacher is
a teacher who’s there for you
to help you out when there’s a
problem. Examples. Step-bystep [instruction] instead of just
telling you to solve it yourself.”
Ferny Ibarra
16, Wilson HS (los angeles)

Sandy Salinas
17, Bishop Conaty—Our lady of Loretto HS

“Work out of the book, that’s boring.
All we do is look up the answers and
we don’t learn anything. That’s why
most kids ditch, because the class
gets boring. We want a teacher to
be creative and give us projects.
You want to learn more if it’s fun.”

“They have to be optimistic, have
to have an open mind, have to
be enthusiastic. They have to get
along with their students and
they have to be caring, too.”
Demetria Stelly
16, Bishop Conaty—
Our Lady of Loretto HS

Amanda Robles
16, Wilson HS (Los Angeles)

“A teacher that’s nice, that can be a
friendly person but can be serious in
class. A person who can help you with
your problems and treat you like family.
A teacher that instead of telling you the
answers, helps you to know what you’re
doing on your own so you can pass
and succeed in everything you do.”

“They’re like cool. You
can relate to them. They
ask you if you get it and if
you need extra help.”
Kimberly Esquivel
13, South East MS (South gate)

Reynell Lee
13, Colin Powell Academy
for Success (Long Beach)

“They’re serious and yet they play
around. I want a teacher who
makes the learning fun. Instead
of just giving us assignments and
making us read, they make us think
about what the story means.”
Cristian Ultreras
13, Colin Powell Academy for Success

“I think a good teacher has to
ask us if we understand all the
stuff he shows us and show
us how to ask questions when
we don’t understand. There
are no dumb questions except
the ones you don’t ask.”
Beatriz Acuña
13, South East MS
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Art Contest:

My culture

Culture. It’s who we are and
how we identify ourselves.
Maybe you define your culture as your ethnicity, such
as Mexican, black, Asian or
Irish. But you could define
it in other ways, too. You
might say you’re a skater,
artist, music
lover or
1st place
fashionista.
What is
your
culture?

$75

2nd & 3rd place

$50

rules

1) The contest entry must be the original artwork
of a Los Angeles-area youth ages 13 to 19.

2) The work may be done in any medium,
including acrylics, oils, charcoal, pencil, pen,
watercolor, collage, multimedia, photography
or sculpture. The dimensions should be 8 1/2”
by 11”. Three-dimensional artwork should
include a photograph of the artwork.

3) Each artist may submit only one entry.
4) The artist’s name, age, address and phone
number should be indicated on the back of the
artwork. If the artist is in school, the school’s
name should be included. If the artwork was
created as an assigned project in a classroom,
the teacher’s name should be listed. Artwork will
be returned if a return address is provided.
The teen staff of L.A. Youth will select a first-,
second- and third-place winner as well as some
honorable mentions. The first-place winner
and his or her teacher will each receive $75.
Second- and third-place winning students and
teachers will each receive $50. Winners and
honorable mentions will be published in the
May-June 2008 issue of L.A. Youth newspaper.

Questions?
Contact (323) 938-9194 or editor@layouth.com.

illustrations by (from top) Alberto Palomar, Oscar Rodriguez and noel vasquez, l.a. youth archives.

DEADLINE: March 31, 2008

Send submissions to:

L.A. Youth
5967 W. 3rd St. Suite 301
Los Angeles CA 90036
October 2007 L.A. Youth
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Facing
the future
With all these
important decisions to
make about college,
I’m not sure I’m ready

ILLUSTRATION BY CECILIA CHO, 15, BURBANK HS
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By Alana Folsom
16, Marshall HS

I

am a fake. A high school senior brainwashed
to use words like “effervescent” instead of
“fizzy;” a high school senior on the honor
roll; a high school senior who has been taught
to have the glimmer of a four-year college
shining in her eye. And yet, I appreciate and
want none of it. I still want to be back in preschool, I
still want nap time and recess, I still want to be a kid.
I never asked to be labeled as one of the kids with
“potential.”
As an elementary and even middle school student,
I was always asked, “Where are you going to college?”
I would respond with a brand-name university my
parents had mentioned, like Harvard or Yale, knowing only that these colleges are where the smart kids
went. However, entering high school, the question changed. One day in my health class, the
girl sitting next to me asked me if I was
going to college. At the time, I thought,
“Why wouldn’t I?” but the question
stayed with me. I never knew that
people didn’t go to college. My
entire life I have been told the
stages of education are elementary school, middle school, high
school, then college; removing
it from this equation was unheard of. Not only was this a
new idea for me but it also presented a whole new set of questions I have yet to answer: do I
really want to go to college, what if
it’s exactly the same underwhelming
experience as high school, and what will
happen if I don’t go?
However melodramatic I may sound, I know that I
will end up going to college, not necessarily because my
goal is further enrichment or a promise of a high salary,
but because if I don’t go to college I don’t know where
else I will go. Everyone sees me as a promising student.
I don’t know what my promise is leading to but I think
there’s something better out there besides college.
I’m just not sure what it is.
“Alana, I’m scared.” I was sitting in my
English class when my friend turned to
me. “Of what, Andy?” I asked him.
“Of the future,” he answered simply.
Granted, this was not the conversation we normally had to pass the time
in between the first and second bell; but
the truth of his statement shocked and
stuck with me. He made me realize that
I am scared of the future, too—something I
was trying not to admit because it scared me
that the perfectly mapped out life I had painted in
third grade was deteriorating. There was comfort in
our shared outlook, though. I knew that at least I was
not alone.
As the second semester of my junior year started, a
flurry of college letters came, all offering me spots at
their summer writing prep courses and telling me about
their unique and wonderful school, all with that same
glossy sheen I used to associate with freedom. Next,
my SAT scores arrived and so did the congratulations,
but I wasn’t sure for what; I had never equated success
on standardized tests with intelligence, nor did I think
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my high score was some great accomplishment that
elicited bravos. When my English teacher heard about
my scores, he told me I was on my way to greatness. I
smiled at him and said, “Yeah, sure.” But he just patted
me on the back.
In comparison to the other kids in my college-prep
program, I see myself as mediocre. I do just enough
work to earn the “goes above and beyond the assignment” on my report card; I study, but only when it
doesn’t conflict with a TV show or sleep; and, if given
the option, I would choose to go to a concert over studying for my chemistry class. I am just a typical teenager,
but by having a high GPA I have blinded my teachers
and, especially, my parents to this fact. They don’t see
that I have no idea what I want to be when I grow up,
that I have no idea where I want to go to college and,
mostly, that I am acutely aware that I have no idea what
I am doing with the rest of my life.
My 16th birthday came and went; I thought I would
have found some sort of clarity in my coming-of-age,
and yet, I am becoming more and more confused. The
milestone that had been reaching its crescendo fizzled
out: I am still uncertain. At 10, or even 13, I was under
the impression that 16-year-olds had it all together.
They were all not only extremely confident and smart,
but they were also beautiful and well-liked; obviously,
my vision was impaired. But even though my dream of
the 16-year-old version of myself will never exist, I still
want there to be some solid ground as I continue on
through my high school years.

shouldn’t i know who i am
by now

Whenever I read books, I pick up inflections and
speaking patterns of characters in the book. I find myself saying “darling” from A Streetcar Named Desire or
having the sudden urge to put thousands of light bulbs
in my room like the main character in Invisible Man.
Despite the fact that this is odd, I see my friends doing
similar things; we steal each other’s sayings unknowingly and all mold ourselves to our surroundings. College interviews terrify me for this reason: what if I had
just finished reading The Virgin Suicides or some other
equally strange book? Would my interviewer mistake
my apathy or hostility as an actual personality flaw
rather than one exhibited by a character in the latest
book I have read? And how am I supposed to know
what I want to do with the rest of my life when I don’t
know who I will be acting like next week?
My career aspirations, too, have changed: in first
through fourth grade I wanted to be a Supreme Court
Justice. The title was heavy with influence, and I
thought I could cause social change. Later, I was going
to be an elementary school teacher. I was so sure, my
voice so unwavering, as I told anyone who would listen
that yes, I was going to be a teacher. Now, I have no
clue; the way I see myself is constantly changing, and
probably will continue to. My future is rushing closer
and it seems more real than ever. The idea of being a
teacher seems as unrealistic as my idea that, at 16, I
would finally have the perfect teen-movie life.
But maybe I am just becoming a jaded and sullen
teenager. Cue the lights: I am ready for my teenage
rebellion. At the same time, I feel I am justified in my
new-found attitude (something all pseudo-rebels probably say). School has been a complete let down. I was
expecting to be challenged, and to become exposed to
new and different things. English class would throw obscure authors and vocabulary words at me, I would be

bombarded with historical facts I imagined myself later
throwing around. High school was supposed to mold
me into a writer, history buff, mathematician and an
all-around more intelligent and well-versed individual.
This has not been the case.
I have seen the flaws in both my point of view and
the school system. I, as a “smart kid,” have expectations
to fulfill: not only am I to get the grades, but I also must
get into the brand-name college so my school can champion a Stanford, Brown or NYU admission. In the end,
though, we all get the diploma and all my hard work gets
me four more years of hard work and, well, the school,

However
melodramatic I
may sound, I know
that I will end up
going to college, not
necessarily because
my goal is further
enrichment or a
promise of a high
salary, but because if
I don’t go to college
I don’t know where
else I will go.
not the students, reaps the rewards. Once, the school administrators rounded up all the “smart kids” and called
us into their office about a week before the CAT 6 test.
At first, we were confused, but soon it became clear:
they were basically telling us that the entire school’s test
scores depended on us, and that we had to take the test
seriously and do well or the school would look bad. I felt
like we were shouldering the entire reputation of the
school with one standardized test.
Recently I have become increasingly bad at being
able to look into my future, and not just my long-term
future. Choosing what I am going to wear the next day
or eat for lunch is a decision warranting hours of my
time. My friends act the same way, too. We are all trying
to avoid anything beyond the now. Reminiscing has become a favorite pastime. We would all rather look back
and remember freshman year, the eager and hopeful
innocence of ninth grade. We laugh over inside jokes,
remember surprise parties we threw for people in classrooms and wish we could rewind and replay. If only we

knew then what we know now, we all say, as if we are
wiser as seniors in high school. But really we are all just
kids who don’t want to face the immediacy of the next
year of our lives. Therein lies the connection between
wanting to postpone adulthood and feeling like a fake,
but it is a complicated one.

i don’t know where i want to
go to college

Now, as a senior, I feel I should be mature and ready
to accept my future and impending college choices. My
parents, teachers and counselors are all chomping at
the bit, pressuring me to craft my “top 10” college list
and start brainstorming personal essay topics; even my
driving instructor asked me where I want to go to college. I found myself spewing the same three colleges I
always do: Amherst, Hampshire and Swarthmore. Every time I recite this list, though, I grow more and more
disconnected from the names; they become words like
any other. For all I know, I could be saying “toothbrush,
sneaker and paper clip.”
I also find myself wanting to regress back into childish freedom and stubbornness. The definition of teenager is a muddied one because we (as teenagers) are
supposed to be able to cope with the trials and tribulations of being an adult, but with the optimism and happiness of a child. From adulthood on, there is no parent
to blame for things and no one to tell us what to do. And
even though all teenagers claim to hate parental advice
and nagging, we all secretly need to know what we are
supposed to do in trying times. Our parents provide that
support and foundation to jump off of. But I am afraid
to jump because then life is fully my choice and I have
to figure out where to live, where to work, and remember to do my laundry once in a while.
I see myself among the graduated seniors, as they
don sweatshirts emblazoned with college logos and
board planes to opposite coasts and begin college. This
is the decision that will ultimately provide the bridge to
the rest of their, and our, lives. I’m not ready to place
myself in their black polished shoes, in their graduation
robes, and, yet, here I am; those same robes are now
waiting for me in a dusty storage facility.
College equals adulthood. And I just want to be a
kid for a little bit longer. I am afraid that my teachers,
or colleges, will see my desire to remain sheltered as
naive. I’m afraid they’ll see that I’m not a mature and
college-ready adult, that they will see me as the honorroll fake I am deep down inside.
Still, as it gets closer, the future seems more exciting and less scary. I know there is nothing I can do to
stop time, so right now I smile hesitantly, laugh with
my friends and wait for the future to catch up with me
while I enjoy my youth.

Alana
says that although
the future scares
her, she knows
she’ll be ready to
face it head on.
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My sister is more than her disability
She is sassy, funny and loves Disney
movies, which matters a lot more to
me than her cerebral palsy
Photo by gaby Yoo, jisu’s sister

Jisu hangs out with
her sister Natalie
at their house.
By Jisu Yoo
14, Hoover HS (glendale)

M

y 5-year-old sister Natalie is a rebellious little girl who doesn’t do what
she’s told. She’s like a copy of me,
the family black sheep, except she
has cerebral palsy. It’s been hard to
watch her wince in pain while doing physical therapy
and get frustrated because she wasn’t able to feed herself. And though I still wish she could walk and talk
like other kids her age and do things independently,
over time I’ve learned that there’s so much more to my
lil’ sis than her disability. She’s such a crack up that I
can never be sad when I see her, and I wouldn’t want
to change that.
When my parents brought Natalie home I knew she
would take my place as the “baby of the house.” I didn’t
like that I would have to grow up and be the older sister.
But when Natalie was seven months old, my mom noticed that her baby wasn’t crawling or sitting. After a few
months of tests we found out Natalie had cerebral palsy,
a type of brain damage usually caused by lack of oxygen
before or during birth. According to the doctors, Natalie
would not be able to walk, talk or sit up straight unless
she received proper physical therapy, and even then
her motor skills, such as walking, probably wouldn’t be
perfect. She was going to be one of the people who others made fun of because they sat in wheelchairs or just
weren’t normal.
After Natalie was diagnosed, I would see my mom
crying uncontrollably and praying. The mom who I expected to fix everything was falling apart. My dad’s face
was expressionless when we told him about Natalie.
Even he, who could still give me piggyback rides when I
was 9, was unable to fix this.
If God knew everything, could fix anything, why did
he make Natalie like this? My family prayed faithfully
and went to church, but I felt like God wasn’t there.
When I stared at Natalie she looked back at me confused
about everyone crying. Natalie didn’t even know she was
handicapped. I prayed to God almost every night, along
with my sisters and mom, that He would heal Natalie’s
cerebral palsy.
Of course He didn’t. But that’s not what’s important
to me anymore. I have new prayers. I ask God to make
sure that Natalie will realize she doesn’t have to be like
other people, even if she’s disabled as an adult.
On a typical day when I come home from school I
can hear Natalie laughing even before I open the door.
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Usually, she’s watching her
favorite movie of that week
or month. While we were
watching Cinderella a few
months ago my mom told
me that Natalie sassed her
physical therapist, who was
trying to help her sit, crawl and
walk, by pretending to sleep while
flashing a mocking smile. Natalie
never does anything she doesn’t want
to do and gets even lazier when it’s difficult. After my mom told me this, I playfully
scolded Natalie.
“Why are you so lazy?! Don’t do that, OK?” She
pretended to take it seriously and cried. Then my mom
yelled at me for making Natalie cry, even though I
knew they were fake tears. After a few seconds, Natalie
stopped and stuck her tongue out at me.
Later, we were sitting on the couch and I switched
Cinderella to my Korean sitcom. I should have gotten a
chance to watch my show since she’s watched Cinderella a gazillion times. But Natalie squeezed her eyes for
drops of fake tears and I got blamed for it.
“What’d you do?” my mom asked.
“I didn’t do anything!” I yelled, but my words were no
use against my sister’s crying.
“Who did it Natalie?” asked my mom in a joking,
high-pitched voice. She knew the tears were fake. “Who
did it? Did Jisu do it? I should spank her, huh?”
Natalie stopped crying and nodded with a pouting
face. Then, my mom changed the TV back to Cinderella
dancing with her stupid prince. I have to admit, I admire
Natalie’s fake crying skills, just a bit.

She’s stubborn and
spunky—just like me

Ever since Natalie was born, my family would point
out how she resembled me, how she would cry aggressively like I did and pulled everyone’s hair to say she
was hungry. As Natalie’s personality developed more
similarities to mine, my mom would notice and ask in
a joking accusation, “Who’d you get that from? You got
that from Jisu, huh?” Then, she’d tell my sisters and
they’d all laugh.
My mom’s comments that Natalie was just like me
made me believe I was seeing myself as a baby. She was
starting to look like me, too. We would compare baby pictures of me crying and Natalie’s crying pictures and undeniably, our expressions were alike. My family thought

our resemblance was cute,
but I didn’t. Who likes to
see themselves when they
look at their sibling? But
now, I feel as though that
resemblance brings us closer together.
For the past year and a half
I’ve tried to keep most Saturdays free so I can spend time with
Natalie. While watching TV early Saturday mornings Natalie smiles and turns
to laugh at the TV. I can’t help but smile. She
gently scratches my face to get my attention and calls
out “mama,” baby language in Korean for food. Seeing
that I’m ignoring her, she starts to hit my face harder, but
it doesn’t hurt.
“You want mama?” I ask, and she quickly nods her
head. I sit Natalie on her high chair and set out a banana,
cereal, chocolate milk, toast and jam. “Which one?” I’ll
ask her and she’ll point to what she feels like eating. I’ll
feed her for an hour or so because she has difficulty chewing. I pick up pieces of food that drool out of her mouth
and tell her to follow my example and chew her food in
the back of her mouth. While she eats, she watches TV
and laughs out loud constantly. She makes me smile as I
clean what drops out of her mouth when she laughs.
What started out as something I did mostly to help
my mom has changed into something I do because I
want to. I do it because I get to know her. One day I’ll
see that she’s becoming a girly-girl who likes make-up
and everything pink. Also, Natalie thinks she’s a queen
who needs her food tasted before she eats it. Let’s say
my mom prepares a new kind of fish that Natalie has
never seen before. When my mom brings her chopstick
that’s holding the best part of the fish toward Natalie’s
face, Natalie shuts her mouth and shakes her head at
the chopsticks. I sit down and immediately dig in, trying
to get the juiciest part before my older sisters come and
devour the rest. After my first bite of fish, Natalie starts
whining to my mom.
“What is it? What do you want?” my mom asks. Then,
with a devilish smile my sister points to the fish. She
won’t eat a new kind of food unless I eat it first (and I
don’t die).
Sometimes I get annoyed with the way other people
react to Natalie. Of course there’s the staring, but she
also gets lots of “ewww”s from kids her age because she
drools. When she first started going to the elementary
level class at church, Natalie was nervous and scared.
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Every time I said I’d be leaving, she’d grab my hand
or leg. Sometimes, she’d even cry. She wouldn’t let me
leave her side so I stayed with her. While I was there, I
would sense eyes, even little ones, staring from all directions. But I’m proud Natalie’s so bold because now, she
tells us to go away after we drop her off.
About a year ago, a 2-year-old girl said, “Hi, baby,” to
Natalie although Natalie was two years older than her.
After observing Natalie with curious eyes, the girl asked
me, “Why is she like that?” I forced myself to say, “She’s
sick,” and put a nice, fake smile on my face. It wasn’t
her fault Natalie wasn’t normal; I couldn’t take it out on
a 2-year-old.
It’s not like I’ve always been the model of how to act
toward people with disabilities. Last year I was asked
to interview a student in the special education class for
my school’s yearbook. I felt a responsibility that I should
have met him sooner. I should have more interest in
students who face similar difficulties as Natalie, because
I’ve seen what she goes through. My friend, Ellen, and
I interviewed a boy named Kris about the clubs and
activities he participated in. He started to blush as he
told us that he played basketball and was part of an environmental and animal club. It wasn’t everyday that the
students in the special education class were included in

the yearbook or approached by attractive girls.
I’m not asking people to force themselves to hang out
with students in special education all the time. Rather,
people could get to know them, like the classmates who
you talk to in class. It doesn’t hurt to be friendly and see
the person behind the differences.

Natalie has brought
my family closer together

Last year, my family and I were invited to go to a hot
spring in Palm Springs with a church group. The group
was made up of people with disabilities who were mostly
adults. One woman, who was in her 40s, was so sweet
when she played with Natalie and told us to eat snacks
she bought just for us. The adults with disabilities only
talked of good things happening in their lives: how families were solving problems, how God was helping them
and who they needed to pray for.
I noticed that my sister was like them. She smiles
no matter what and laughs without care. Everything
troublesome goes away when I’m with her.
Since Natalie came along I feel like my family has become more vibrant. The year she was born, we went to
Disneyland for the first time. Before if the whole family
fought, we would go our separate ways. Now, Natalie’s

the peacekeeper, who will always laugh and entertain us.
Because when we make Natalie smile, I think it makes
us all happy. We also go to the park to play more often.
One time my mom and dad started racing laps. They
came back huffing and puffing while Natalie and I were
on the swings.
“You know, if it wasn’t for Natalie,” my mom started
saying, “we wouldn’t be here. Look at us, we’re over 40
and we’re playing in a park like we’re still in our 20s.”
At first I didn’t notice the changes Natalie had made
in my life. But I’m really glad God used her to change
me. I don’t know if that’s conceited, thinking someone
was born for your sake, but I think she was.
“I feel like I don’t know you,” my mom says now. She
says she misses the immature, little tantrum-thrower
I used to be. Sometimes I wonder if that’s because of
Natalie. When we talk about old times, my mom teases
me. I’ve grown more independent since Natalie’s birth,
not idolizing my mom anymore. I guess she misses how
I used to adore and depend on her so much.
Everything my sister is, like being feisty, overshadows her disability. At first it hit me hard, thinking that
she was going to have a miserable life. But after spending every day with her for the past five years, I realize
that she’s not my disabled sister, she’s just my sister.

For the past year and a half I’ve tried to keep most
Saturdays free so I can spend time with Natalie.
While watching TV early Saturday mornings
Natalie smiles and turns to laugh at the TV.

I can’t help but smile.

Photo by Katie Havard, 17, Beverly Hills HS
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cover story

You call this home?

I feel like the foster care system cares more about rules than the kids

Illustration by Brian Lopez-Santos, 16, marshall HS

By Brandy Hernandez

M
16, Hawthorne Academy

y mom and I don’t get along.
When I lived with her, we
were always at each other’s
throats, fighting and arguing. When things got really
bad, she’d kick me out at
night with nowhere to go but
the park. It made me really mad that she did that. Every
day I would come home sad that I had to come back to
that crap. So finally, a year and a half ago I moved out of
my house and went into foster care.
It’s hard for the foster care system to find foster
homes for teenagers because most foster parents want
young kids, so a social worker asked me if I wanted to
live with a family member or go to a group home. At
20
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my family members’ houses there would still be drama
and arguing so I chose to go to a group home. I was in a
group home when I was in sixth grade because the foster care system said my mom wasn’t taking proper care
of me. I liked it—it was like a regular house. We could
cook, eat or take a shower when we wanted and didn’t
have to ask to watch TV. I thought it would be like it was
before, so I decided to move into a group home again.
This time, I’m not around negative comments from
my mom, but the group home isn’t 100 percent better.
My group home is a big house where six girls who
are in foster care live with staff members who change
shifts every eight to 10 hours. The staff is responsible
for watching us, making sure the house is clean and
cooking dinner. Each girl has a roommate. We have
chores and eat together at the dinner table, but that’s
about all my group home has in common with living
like a family.

There are some good things. I get a therapist to talk
to and I know the group home can’t kick me out, like
my mom would. I also like getting to know the girls
who move in. I like hearing their stories, like this girl
who was born in Mexico and she and her brother came
to Los Angeles with a family member and were left on
the streets until the foster care system took them in. It
made me so sad. Listening to their stories is like watching a movie or reading a book—it takes my mind off my
situation.
But in a group home there are too many rules and
no freedom to do what normal teenagers do, like hang
out with friends. And most of the staff members are not
respectful.
You have to ask permission for everything, like to get
food from the fridge, cook, watch TV, use the phone, go
in the backyard or take a shower (the staff say there is
a schedule). How can you feel at home when you have
www.layouth.com

to ask to eat or can’t go outside unless you have a staff
member with you? It makes me feel like I’m in jail. All
the signs on the wall—like a list of employee responsibilities, no smoking allowed—and having to ask for everything, it’s like a freakin’ institution. It feels like a place
where people go to work instead of a normal home.
Also, the clothing allowance is $50 a month, which
isn’t that bad if I save it. But what really bugs me is my
weekly allowance is only $7 to $10. Being a teenager I
have a lot of expenses, like hygiene products, my cell
phone, movies and buying something from the mall.
Seven dollars doesn’t get me anywhere. That buys me
takeout one day or a matinee. Once I even stole Clean
& Clear face wash and concealer because I had only $2
in my pocket.
I talked to the other girls in my group home for this
story and they felt just like me. That’s when you know
it’s true. My roommate, Shante, said, “I can’t do what I
would be able to do if I was with my parents. I feel like
I’m on lockdown.”
I interviewed another housemate, Desirae, who suggested ways to make the group home better. She said,
“Minimize some of the rules and restrictions, take us out
more to places we enjoy, [give us] a responsible amount
of money per week and make us feel at home instead of
in jail. Give us more freedom and let us enjoy our lives
as being kids.”
During the school year we can’t go out after school,
unless we have an educational activity and then we have
to be home by 7 p.m. We can go out on the weekends but
we have to be back by 10 p.m. A couple months ago, we
were tired of being stuck in the house so the girls and I
asked one of the staff, “Can we go walking somewhere?”
She walked with us around the block, but every time we
asked again they said no. On hot days we would ask one
of the staff if we could go swimming at the Coliseum
pool and she always said no.
To be trapped in the house all day, where should I
begin? It’s so boring because we can’t even play around
with each other. One time the other girls and I were sitting at the table, laughing, when one of the staff said,
“If you don’t be quiet you’re all getting consequences.”
(A consequence is a punishment.) We’re supposed to sit
there and be bored all day? In my family, we had our fun
at the dinner table because that’s when everyone was together. We weren’t going to take turns laughing in order
to be quiet so that day we all got a consequence.
It bothers me that if you want to get away for a little
while, you can’t. One time I noticed that my Pussycat
Dolls and Eminem CDs were missing. I looked in my
old roommate’s CD case and found them. I told the staff
that they needed to do a “room check,” which is when
they check a room looking for stuff we’re not supposed
to have or missing items. Before the staff came in, my
roommate stuffed my CDs into her dresser drawer and
when the staff found them, she accused me of trying to
get her in trouble.

i couldn’t escape
the drama

My roommate and I started arguing and she said, “If
you really feel that way, step outside right now.” I wanted to so bad but it was right after I was named Girl of the
Year by my group home, which is an award for showing
improvement. I wasn’t going to ruin that because of her.
So I asked the staff, “Can I please leave because I’m
really going to sock that girl.” They said, “You can’t go
anywhere.” I was mad. You should be able to remove
yourself from a situation like that, at least for a little bit.
Instead I sat in my room and folded my clothes, while

my roommate sat on her bed. I would have rather been
walking or somewhere else away from her.
But even on days when I’m at my boiling point and
want to leave my group home, I don’t have anywhere to
go because I don’t want to go back to my mom’s house.
So when I come home from school I stay in my room.
I read or listen to rock music but I’m mad as hell. One
of my favorite songs is “Glycerine” by Bush. When I’m
really mad or depressed, I put it on repeat and lay on my
bed with my headphones on and the lights off. All the
sad and negative things come to my head and I think
about how I’ve overcome them and how it’s going to
make me that much stronger in life.
It’s really hard living where you feel like people don’t
care for you. If I was feeling sad, I wouldn’t feel comfortable talking to most of the staff because I think they
wouldn’t care.
There are a few staff members who are good and are
really there for us. Ms. Sherea is teaching me how to

My roommate,
Shante, said,
‘I can’t do
what I would
be able to do
if I was with
my parents.
I feel like I’m
on lockdown.’
drive when her shift is over. Ms. Monique, she’s young
and so cool and laid back, like she lets us play the radio
in the van, but she has her limits, too. Last spring, Ms.
Menava, the house social worker and staff supervisor,
said I was doing good so she took me to the spa to
get my toenails painted, fake nails and my eyebrows
plucked.
But some of the staff members don’t treat it like a
serious job; they only work there for a paycheck. I asked
one of the staff, “If you have a PhD. why do you work
here?” She said, “This job is just gas money.” To come
to work with a positive attitude, you have to like what
you’re doing. If it’s just gas money you’re going to have
a negative attitude.
The staff who don’t care make living in my group
home worse, not better. Respect is the main thing. A lot
of times the girls don’t give respect to the staff because
they’re dealing with all kinds of issues, because of being taken out of their house and being away from their
families. The staff should make it easier for us knowing
what we’re going through. Instead, the staff will argue
just to get the last word. If one of the girls says to the
staff, “Shut up,” the staff isn’t supposed to respond, “No,
you shut up, don’t tell me to shut up.” They’re supposed

to be teaching us not to argue, but what they’re teaching
us is to argue.
The other night, I was singing and a staff person said,
“Stop that, that’s annoying and obnoxious.” I was mad.
I said, “Can you ask first?” She said no and wrote me up
for being disrespectful to staff. Later that night I wanted
to go to bed and she was sitting at the table with the light
on. We can’t have our door closed, so I said, “Can you
please turn off that light, me and my roommate can’t
sleep when the light is on.” She said, “When I’m ready.”
Ten minutes later she finally turned off the light.
There are all these rules posted about girls treating
staff with respect. Where are the rules that say staff
should treat us with respect?

small changes could make
a big difference

I don’t want the group home director to think I’m
talking bad about her group home. I appreciate everything she does. She makes sure we have what we need
and talks to us about right and wrong. But she doesn’t
always know what her staff does.
It’s not just my group home that has problems. A year
ago I was at a meeting with California Youth Connection
(CYC), which is a group that advocates for foster kids,
and the topic was group homes. My friend Myriam said,
“I hate being in my group home.” The CYC workers
asked why. Everybody yelled out reasons. One of the
girls said the staff are rude and need more training. I
said that my staff sometimes cusses at us. I had a staff
who said, “Get the f--- out of the van.” It’s ridiculous that
all these kids have had similar experiences. The foster
care system says a group home is like a home but none
of these kids thinks so.
Then a person from the CYC said there should be
staff training with input from the kids. The room was
like the floor of the stock market when the traders start
yelling. All of us shouted “Yeah!” I was thinking, “Maybe
we’re getting somewhere.” At a CYC conference in August, that was one of their suggestions. Hopefully the
foster care system will take this into consideration and
make it happen.
The staff should have training with input from foster kids to let them know how we’d like to be treated.
All that teenagers want is respect and they’ll give it in
return. The staff should also get consequences, just like
the kids. Then if they get too many they’re fired. These
are not impossible solutions, they’re simple things the
system can do.
Not all group homes are bad. But a lot of group homes
are not run with as much care as they should be. Group
homes should be a place where foster youth can grow
up, feel like they belong and get help with their issues of
being away from their families. But all they are is a place
to sleep. A group home doesn’t feel like a home.
Turn to page 22 to read Trayvione’s article about his
supportive staff and an interview about group homes.

Brandy
says to try to overcome
your obstacles because
it will get you farther in
life.
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My group
home staff
were like
my mothers

to me. Isabel gave me the eye like a mother would when
I did something wrong. That eye had so much control
over me. But I wouldn’t get into as much trouble because
I knew she cared.
Isabel also never talked to me if my voice was raised.
She always told me, “Go sit down first and then come
back and talk to me.” Other staff members said, “Tray,
this is how you do this” and “Don’t do this.” Their advice
taught me to be a better person. Instead of throwing
chairs, yelling and arguing with staff, now I talk it out
and walk away.

By Trayvione Travis

she taught me patience

18, Ofman Learning Center

I

lived in my group home for six years, until this
spring when I moved into transitional living, which
is an apartment where older foster youth live and
the county pays for it.
I’m so happy to be out of my group home because I
have freedom now. Like last month I went to Odyssey
Night at Six Flags and I got to stay out until midnight
with my friends. At my group home I had a curfew. I had
to be home by 7 p.m.
Sure, living in a group home drove me crazy sometimes because of the rules and not having privacy. But I
feel fortunate for the staff I had because they were there
for me and cared. Late at night when I was feeling down,
Dorothea would stay up and talk to me. It made me feel
that if I had other problems, I could talk to the staff.
Dorothea and another staff, Isabel, were like mothers

Why do foster youth live in group
homes instead of in foster homes?
There are a number of answers. In
the state of California there is a lack
of foster homes and relative care
placements (living with a relative or
extended family member). L.A. County,
as well, has one of the highest populations of foster youth who live in group
homes throughout the state. Very often
youth are placed in these group home
facilities because that’s simply where
they have a bed available. The sad and
depressing thing and the thing that
makes me angry is that youth often
languish for a long period of time in
these group homes.
Group homes are supposed to be
designed to be rehabilitative, and to
house youth for a very short period of
time and then return them to a familybased setting, but often this is not the
case.
Is it mostly older foster youth?
In the majority of group homes the
youth are older. About 8 percent of
California’s foster youth are placed
in group homes, but 30 percent of all
teenagers in foster care are placed in
group homes.
How many kids live in group homes in
California and Los Angeles County?
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One time when I was 14, me and the other kids who
lived in my group home were really, really hungry. We
sat at the table and got what we thought were baked
potatoes. I picked up a baked potato and it was hard as
a rock. I said, “What the hell is this?” and threw it across
the room. It bounced off the wall. Then the other kids
started throwing them across the room like footballs.
They were like rubber and they were supposed to be
baked potatoes. Isabel looked at me and said, “Tray
calm down, it’s OK. We’ll get something else.”
I went off. “No, this is nasty.”
But then Isabel calmed me down by talking to me.
“Tray, there is other food you can cook. We can take
you out to eat.” I kept making excuses so finally Isabel
cooked us fried chicken. What other staff would go in
the kitchen and cook another meal?
The cooler staff played hide and seek with us. When

Group
home

Q&A

Jonathan Pearson, a former
foster youth, is the legislative
coordinator at California Youth
Connection, an organization made
up of current and former foster
youth who work to improve the
foster care system. He spoke to
L.A. Youth about group homes.
As of July 1, 2006, there were about
6,500 foster youth in group homes
in California. L.A. County had about
1,700 youth.
Is it a problem that there is no
standard training for staff?
We had a policy conference in Modesto
in August and our youth members
came together. ... Group homes was
one of the four issues for the coming
year. They focused on accountability
for group homes and the need for
conflict resolution training. That mirrors Brandy’s sentiments pretty much

I got older, we had barbecues and Halloween and Valentine’s Day parties. We’d dance with the staff and teach
them dance moves. Sometimes the staff would go rent
movies with their own money. Our staff cared.
I had a good relationship with the staff but they still
bugged me when they’d get on me for dumb things like
chores not being completed or going in the refrigerator
to get some water. Who wouldn’t get irritated in their
own house by somebody telling them to get out of their
refrigerator? I know they’re doing it because it’s their job.
They’re told what to do by Community Care Licensing,
a government agency that gives money to group homes
to keep their doors open for kids who are in foster care.
Licensing pays for the group home to stay open so it sets
the rules and group homes have to follow them.
I think the rules should change. Let us take a shower
when we want and eat when we’re hungry. My advice to
staff is, act like you care at all times. Show some effort,
so that kids feel like they’re in a real home.

exactly, that this is something of huge
concern for our members.
(Jonathan said that the foster youth
at the CYC conference recommended
more unannounced visits by group
home inspectors and making sure inspectors talk to the foster youth living
in the group home to get their opinion
on what the group home is like.
They also recommended that foster
youth participate in the training that
staff get and that staff should work
on a trial basis before they are hired.
These are among the recommendations
that the CYC will try to get put into
place next year.)
How much do staff get paid?
It varies. Some get paid a dollar or two
dollars above minimum wage [which is
$7.50 an hour]. It is definitely an issue.
If you provide someone with a reasonable wage, you’re going to get a lot
more candidates for employment that
are probably going to be a lot more
qualified.
Brandy believes group homes should
provide foster youth with a caring environment and respect. Do you think
that is happening?
The fact that group homes have staff
that rotate on an eight-hour basis,
that’s not conducive to creating a per-

Trayvione
says he’s proud to be
graduating from high
school in January.

manent and stable environment for
youth in foster care. It’s not conducive
to staff developing relationships with
youth. Oftentimes that’s discouraged.
They’re employed to basically watch
and monitor youth to ensure that
they’re safe. They’re not developing
relationships, emotional support and
connections that all youth, regardless
of whether they’re in foster care or not,
need in their lives.

Why are group homes so strict?

The group homes are structured to
monitor and make sure the youth are
safe. Because those are the two focuses, they restrict activities. I think it’s
overly done. They create an environment of rules and regulations that is
so restrictive, it really makes it hard
for youth to experience things that
youth normally experience.
That’s the sentiment of many of
the youth in our organization. The
group home placements are so restrictive that they don’t allow them to
develop as teenagers, or allow them
to develop the skills that they are
going to need after they emancipate
and exit the foster care system [at
age 18]. It oftentimes sets them up for
failure later down the road.

www.layouth.com

Take the L.A. Youth survey!
This survey helps the teen and adult staff of L.A. Youth
find out who you are and what you think should be
in the newspaper. If you answer every question, you
will be entered in a drawing. Four winners will be
randomly chosen to receive $50 each. To enter, fill
out this questionnaire and mail it to L.A. Youth.
Or you can also fill out this questionnaire online
(check for the link at www.layouth.com). Please fill
out the questionnaire only once on paper or online.
To be eligible for the drawing, your name, address and
phone number must be included and all questions must be
answered. The deadline is Saturday, Dec. 15, 2007.

WIN
$100

Mail the survey to: H L.A. Youth, 5967 W. 3rd St. Ste. 301, Los Angeles CA 90036

1
■
■
■
■
■
■

Where did you get this copy of
L.A. Youth?

In class or from a teacher
School library
My friend gave it to me
Public library
Teen agency or shelter
Other (write in) _____________________________

2
■
■
■
■

This is the first one I’ve seen.
Two
Three
More than three

3
■
■
■
■

How many issues of L.A. Youth
have you read?

How much did you read of this
issue?

Some
Most
All
None, I just looked at the pictures.

4

Of all the things you have read
in this issue of L.A. Youth, is
there one article that is your favorite?
(Write in)

5

After reading L.A. Youth have
you done any of the following?
(Check all that apply)
Learned about important issues
Visited the L.A. Youth website, www.layouth.com
Contacted a resource listed in L.A. Youth
Showed an article to a friend
Changed one of your habits
Used an article to write a school paper
Sent a letter to the editor
Talked to your parents or a counselor
about a topic in L.A. Youth
■ Felt that L.A. Youth helped you with a problem

■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

6
■
■
■
■
■

How many people read
your copy of L.A. Youth?

Just me
Two
Three
Four
Five or more

7

Do your parents
read L.A. Youth?

To be eligible for the drawing to win $50, please fill in the following
information. Your information will be kept confidential. It is used only to
mail checks to winning entrants. The deadline is Saturday, Dec. 15, 2007.
Name ______________________________________________________________
Age _______ 	Sex M	 F
School __________________________________________ Grade ____________
Home street address _________________________________________________
City __________________________________________ Zip _________________
Phone (

) ___________________

How many people live in your household including yourself (write in) ______________

Your race or ethnicity: Latino Black White Asian Other (write in) ________________________

13

If you visit www.layouth.com,
why?

■ Yes
■ No

■ To read an article or other content

8

■
■
■
■

What do you like about L.A.
Youth? (Check all that apply)

■ I relate to it.
■ I like knowing about other teens and schools.
■ It has helpful information on college,
jobs and other important topics.

■ It’s better than the other materials
■
■
■
■

our teacher makes us read.
It’s written by teens.
It’s funny.
I like to talk about it with my friends.
Other (write in) _____________________________

9

Which of the following
statements do you agree with?
(Check all that apply. If none, skip)
■ Most kids at my school don’t read L.A. Youth.
■ Most teachers at my school don’t
know about L.A. Youth.

■ It’s hard to find L.A. Youth at my school.

10
■
■
■
■
■

At home
At a friend’s house
At school
At a library or other public place
No

11
■
■
■
■

Do you use a computer?
(Check all that apply)

How often do you
go online?

Every day
A few times a week
A few times a month
Never

12

Have you ever visited
the L.A. Youth website at
www.layouth.com?
■ Yes, I went to it once.
■ I visited www.layouth.com more than once.
■ I visit every time I get an e-mail telling
me the site has been updated.

■ I tried but it was too slow to load.
■ No

I saw promoted in the paper
To e-mail an article to someone
Homework research
To browse articles in archives
Other (write in) _____________________________

14

If you go on the Internet,
what do you do there?
(Check all that apply)
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Instant messaging
Research and homework
Games
E-mail
Check my MySpace or other
social networking site
Shop
Surf the web
Blogging
Watch videos (like YouTube)
Download music

15

Where do you get
news and information?
(Check all that apply)
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Friends
Internet
TV news
Family
Radio
Newspaper
School and teachers
Other (write in) _____________________________

16

Which of the following ways
do you use to communicate
with your friends? (Check all that apply)
■
■
■
■
■

Talk to them at school
Phone
E-mail
Instant messaging
Text messaging

17

What is the main way you
communicate with your
friends? (Check only one)
■
■
■
■
■
■

Talk to them at school
Phone
E-mail
Instant messaging
Text messaging
MySpace or Facebook

18

What are the greatest
problems facing the teens you
know? (Check all that apply)
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Pressure to be sexually active
Pressure to drink alcohol or use drugs
Getting into college
Getting along with parents or family
Depression
Hanging out with the wrong crowd
Problems with friends
Not having enough money
Street violence
Racism

19

What is the best thing about
your life right now? (Write in)

20
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

What are your plans after high
school? (Check all that apply)

Four-year college
Community college
Vocational school
Military
Work
Travel
Not sure
Other (write in)

■ MySpace or Facebook
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A cool internship

From recording voices to drawing figures,
working at an animation company was a blast
It’s going to be really cool to have my voice in a cartoon
that thousands of people are going to see on YouTube
and The New Yorker website.
I got to do a few more voices. In one of them I played
a fat kid. In the comic, he was standing at a door and
asking his friend’s mom, “Can Johnny come out and
eat?” I made my voice sound drooly and thick. In another
cartoon I was a penguin flying above his colony calling
out, “Hey, we just weren’t flapping hard enough.” I used
my normal voice but tried to sound proud and happy.
For those two cartoons, they used my voice as a stand-in
and will use different actors for the final version, but I
still had a good time doing it. I can see myself being a
voice actor, maybe.

I like how anything can
happen in cartoons

Joe poses in front of the microphone he used to record
voices for cartoons during his summer internship.
By Joe Jaffa
16, Crossroads School (Santa monica)

P

icture this: A kid is lying in bed as his dad sits
next to him in a chair, reading a book. The
boy asks, “Umm … aren’t you supposed to be
reading that to me out loud, or something?”
The dad thoughtfully looks up from his book. This
scene was originally just a single-panel comic printed
in a magazine, but thanks to my voice and the power of
animation, it now has life.
This summer, I had a chance to get hands-on experience with animation. I’ve loved animation all my life and
it was great to participate in the process of creating it.
It all started last spring, when my dad was talking
to a family friend, Jim Cox, and found out that Jim had
started an animation company called RingTales, which
is run out of his house in Santa Monica. They have been
given the rights to animate almost any comic strip in the
newspaper. So far, they’ve been animating cartoons from
The New Yorker magazine, but they’re going to start on
others soon, including Dilbert, Zits and Pearls Before
Swine. My dad mentioned my interest in animation and
Jim offered me an internship.
It was a great experience. I got a good understanding
of how the animation field works. I mostly helped out
24
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Photo by Sasha Jones, 18, Crossroads School

around the office and researched and wrote biographies
on the different cartoonists for the RingTales website. I
also got to do fun stuff. I created an animatic (a rough
cut of the animation) for one of the cartoons. Whoever
animates the final version will use my animatic for guidance. Starting with the original cartoon on the computer
in Photoshop, I drew in images, such as an arm, to make
it look like something was moving. I’m a pretty bad
artist, but it was just a rough cut, so it didn’t have to be
perfect. It was challenging, but I’m sure that if I were to
do it again it would be easier.
I really wanted to record voices for a cartoon, but I
wasn’t sure if I would be allowed to because I was just
an intern. At the end of a day during my second week at
RingTales, my boss asked if I would do a voice. I got really excited and headed downstairs to the recording studio. It was a small office with two computers and a long,
thin microphone. He showed me the cartoon I would
read for. It was the scene of the little kid in bed. He told
me how he wanted me to read the line and I raised my
voice to sound younger. Each time we recorded the line,
he wanted me to sound a little different to give him options to use. One time he wanted me to sound confused
and the next time he wanted me to sound confident. I did
about 10 takes. Afterwards, he told me I did a great job.
The cartoon isn’t finished yet, but I can’t wait until it is.

Ever since I was little, animation has been a huge
interest of mine. Some of my earliest memories are
laughing at cartoons. I remember after watching a Looney Tunes episode a few times, I asked my dad how the
actor who was in the Bugs Bunny suit got shot, but still
survived. When my dad explained that it was animated,
and animation wasn’t actors but rather drawings that
are moving, I was fascinated. I recorded episodes of
Animaniacs and Tiny Toons and paused the credits to
read through them. Some kids at the age of 5 can name
different types of cars, but I could name the entire staff
on my favorite cartoons.
Now I watch cartoons on Fox and Comedy Central.
Sure, I’ve traded SpongeBob SquarePants for The Simpsons and Animaniacs for South Park, but I still admire
all the shows I used to watch and have DVDs of some, in
case I ever feel like reliving a childhood memory.
I watch cartoons for enjoyment and also to study
them. I pay attention to the style of the animation and
the writing (the plot and dialogue). If nothing else, I
always get a smile out of it.
One thing that makes animation so great is that
anything can happen in a cartoon. Elmer Fudd can
get shot by his own bullet and be fine in the very next
scene. It’s great because it allows the team making the
cartoon to go crazy with the story and have wacky plots
if they want.
At RingTales, I got a much deeper understanding of
what is involved in making animation, from the initial
idea to the final cartoon. I learned that animation isn’t
just fun and games, but also a lot of hard work, and you
need to know a lot about business and marketing. I’ve
always thought about what it would be like to work in
animation, but the internship made it even more real.
Although I can’t draw, I may still be able to have a career in animation and maybe even have my own show
someday. The thought of having my name listed in the
credits is exciting. Even if I don’t end up working in
animation, I will always look back on the summer and
think about what a great time I had and how much I
learned. For now, at least my parents can’t complain
that I’m watching too many cartoons, because I can say
I’m studying.
www.layouth.com

Behind the scenes
with my favorite chef
I can’t believe I got to interview Food
Network star Giada De Laurentiis
By Samantha Richards
15, Sherman Oaks Center for Enriched Studies

A

s a child, I always watched my dad cooking dinner and wondered how he
made creative dishes out of plain ingredients. As I got older, I wanted to learn
how to make those family recipes my dad had been making for years, like his
famous brisket, a tender meat slow-cooked to perfection.
My mom enrolled me in cooking school when I was 12. I learned some of the best
techniques for chopping and creating roux (pronounced “rue”), a thickening agent. All I
wanted to do after school was cook. I started to watch the Food Network everyday from
the time I finished my homework until dinner. I came across Giada De Laurentiis’ show
Everyday Italian and was inspired by her charm, passion and her delicious Italian dishes. I
have seen every episode from seasons one through eight and have all her cookbooks. Late
at night I would sneak into the living room to watch re-runs of Everyday Italian, to try to
memorize her recipes and to admire her chopping skills. When I got a chance to interview
her (thanks to a family friend) I was so excited that I counted down the days.
I drove up to this gorgeous house in the Pacific Palisades for the interview, and I felt
like all of the butterflies in the world were flying around my stomach. Giada’s assistant
introduced me to workers on the set and showed me the prep kitchen, where all of the
food on the show is prepared before hand, which was set up in the garage. I felt like I was
stepping into some kind of haven—stainless steel pots and pans hanging from the racks,
all sorts of spatulas and knives gracing the kitchen counters. Giada walked out and said,
“You must be Sammie.” I was shocked that she knew my name.
During the interview she sat, feet up on the chair, and talked to me like we were
friends. I felt slightly embarrassed that I was telling her that she got me interested in cooking. When I had rehearsed the interview in my head, I had all of my questions planned.
However, I forgot all of my rehearsed questions and our conversation became real, just
two food lovers talking about their favorite topic.

L.A. Youth: How did you first get interested in cooking?
Giada De Laurentiis: Well, I started
cooking when I was about 5 and in an
Italian family, you just do that, it’s just
a part of our everyday culture. And
then when I was about 12, my grandfather started a gourmet shop called
DDL Foods and he brought in chefs
from Naples, where he’s from. You
could get great Italian products, fresh
pizzas, olive oils, food to go … and upstairs he had a small restaurant. I used
to go there after school and I just fell in
love with it.
What do you think teens should
get out of learning to cook, besides
learning about their bodies and
proper nutrition?
The ability to be comfortable in the

kitchen, the ability to have fun. I think
for a long time, when you’re growing
up, when your mom is in the kitchen
we think to leave her alone. Most kids
think cooking in the kitchen is boring
and we are trying to show them that
it’s not boring … it’s fantastic.
If a teen were interested in exploring
a career in the food industry, what advice would you give them?
I think that the first thing they should
do is cook at home and really understand the ingredients and see how easy
and accessible it is. And then I would
say go work with food somewhere, either in a deli preparing sandwiches or
do part-time in a restaurant, a neighborhood restaurant. I’m talking about your
neighborhood favorites, where you love
a couple dishes and are wondering, “I

Photo by Tiffany Grana (a friend of samantha’s family)

Samantha with her cooking idol, Giada De Laurentiis, on the set
of her show Everyday Italian.

wonder how they make that.” Spend
some time in the kitchen, hang out with
those people. So get your hands dirty
and have a good time.
What was the first meal or recipe that
you ever made?
Pizza dough is the first thing I ever
made! I think probably because it didn’t
involve knives, pots and pans, so pizza
dough and then fresh pasta dough.
What is your favorite dish to make?
Oh, anything with chocolate. The minute
something involves chocolate or something sweet, I light up. You know, when
I went to cooking school in Paris, I decided that because I love sugar so much,
why don’t I just be with sugar all day?
My parents said, “You know you live in
Los Angeles, desserts aren’t really part

of the culture, like in Italy, so learn to do
everything.” And lo and behold I didn’t
do it. I learned everything. But I try and
sneak desserts into the show, and show
people it’s not just the French that have
great desserts, but so do the Italians.
What is it like doing a TV show?
My first couple of seasons were very,
very rough. I think that because cooking Italian food with Italian products
was so normal for me, I just thought
that everyone knew about them. It was
difficult when someone said to me,
“Why are you adding that ingredient?”
And I just make my tomato sauce like
that, I just do. I don’t know why I’m
adding this. I learned this recipe when
I was 5 and that’s what my parents
made us. So I think that that was really
the hardest thing … explaining things.
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reviews: books
By Samantha Sumampong
17, Bishop Alemany HS
(2007 graduate)

T

The rules for
hearts

he Rules for Hearts by Sara
Ryan, is a story about family
secrets, redemption and the
journey of discovery. Battle Davis Hall
is an introverted 18-year-old lesbian
who during her summer stay in Oregon
discovers that the person she trusted
most is not who he seems and that
constantly trying to make people happy
will not always make you happy.
The story begins with a prologue
set in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, five
years earlier. Battle is 13 and her older
brother Nick is teaching her how to
play the card game hearts. Three weeks
later he runs away on his 17th birthday.
What I like most about the novel is
how Battle overcomes her obstacles.
Battle’s journey includes re-connecting with her brother, dealing with an
indecisive flame who doesn’t know if
she wants to be in a relationship or

not, and moving into a house full of eccentrics for the summer. It is through
these experiences that Battle finds out
the secret about her brother and who
she truly is.
Her charismatic brother Nick has a
magnetic charm that lets him get away
with anything. When Battle sees him
steal something small from a mansion
they’re visiting, she is conflicted over
whether to confront him or keep her
mouth shut. He let her down because
she realizes that his charm could be
used for good or bad, but she often saw
her brother use his charm for bad.
At the same time, Battle is dealing
with her iffy relationship with Meryl,
a seductive brunette who plays with
Battle’s heart and mind. There is a moment where Battle kisses Meryl in her
truck. They make out, but then Meryl
tells Battle they can’t be involved because Meryl is older than her and they
live in the same house. Although I’m
not a lesbian, I can identify with their
relationship because I was in a similar

position as Meryl in which my indecisiveness hurt someone I cared about. It
was interesting relating to a character
who has questionable morals.
The only problem with the novel is
that I wish it had been introduced earlier that her brother knew about her sexuality. Before Battle tells the reader her
brother knows she is gay, I assumed
he had no idea that she was a lesbian.
As I was reading, I thought Battle was
ashamed of her sexuality and that’s
why she would not tell her brother.
There are many lessons to be
learned from Battle’s mistakes. The
book shows that sometimes the people
we care about let us down.
I liked the novel because it showed
that people have to conquer their demons to find their true selves. Battle
had to confront her brother and herself
to figure out that facing her problems
will set her free instead of pretending
that everything is all right.

Gruwell because she shows them that
she wants to see where they are coming
from. One day she tells them she is giving them journals to write about their
problems. She says they can keep their
journals in a closet, which would be

or family members who’ve died?” All
stood on the line.
The book has its sad moments. I
cried when one of the kids wrote about
how when he was younger, his friend
accidentally shot himself in front of
him. But I also cried tears of happiness,
like when the class went to Washington,
D.C., to visit the Lincoln Memorial for a
field trip, which was their first time out
of Long Beach. It was telling me that
we all have somebody in our lives who
cares about us and is not going to give
up on us.
I was so excited reading this book
because the teacher has an impact on
the kids’ lives. They all stuck through
school and graduated, and got away
from the gangs in their neighborhood. I
felt I could turn my life around, too.
This book shows what other people
go through. Read it to see how they
feel.

By Sara Ryan

By Deshon Woodson
17, Hollywood HS

T

he Freedom Writers Diary is a
true story about kids with tough
lives who went to Wilson High
in Long Beach. What made it so interesting is that I never knew that other
kids went through hard times like I did.
The book starts with their freshman year and covers four years of high
school. All the kids wrote the chapters,
which are from their own journals.
Their teacher, Ms. Gruwell, starts off
the book saying she’s a new teacher
and she’s confident that her students
are going to make it in school and
in life. But in the next diary entry, a
student says that Ms. Gruwell doesn’t
know anything about them, “a group of
helpless ‘sure to drop out’ kids from the
‘hood.”
But the students start to like Ms.

It was telling me that
we all have somebody
in our lives who cares
about us.
locked to keep them private. The next
day she opens the closet and journals
from all 60 students were there.
Another time Ms. Gruwell put tape
on the ground and said to the students,
“I’m going to ask you questions and
if the answer is yes, step on the tape.”
“Do you have issues in your house?” All
stood on the line. “Do you have friends

The freedom
writers diary
By The Freedom Writers
with Erin Gruwell
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reviews: scary movies
Halloween is coming up, so here are films our teen staff guarantees will give you a fright.
Check out the bonus movie review and recommendations for two scary stories on www.layouth.com.

Movie: Saw

movie: The Shining

movie: See No Evil

By Jennifer Carcamo

By Sasha Jones

By Sam Landsberg

17, High tech high—los Angeles

18, Crossroads school (santa monica)

14, hamilton hs

W

ith lots of scenes of blood-squirting
limbs, Saw is one of the scariest and
goriest films I’ve ever seen. But despite all the bloodshed, this movie also made me
think, unlike typical scary movies.
The movie revolves around two strangers—a
doctor and a photographer—who wake up to
find themselves locked in a dark room. When
the lights come on we see that they’re chained
up on opposite sides of a filthy bathroom.
Between them lies a man’s dead body. Soon
they’re given instructions from a tape recorder
to kill the other person so they’ll be freed. Their
only other option: to try to escape by cutting
their feet off using a hacksaw, which won’t cut
through the chains.
As they try to figure out who did this, a connection between them is revealed through flashbacks, which raised questions. I liked that I had
to piece the events together. In the end I would
have never guessed the reason behind the Jigsaw Killer’s game.
Trying to figure things out gets so hard that
one character considers sawing off his leg. I
kept thinking, “No way, he’s not really going
to do it!” I was practically covering my eyes
wanting and not wanting to see if he ultimately
would do it.
The movie doesn’t only use gore to scare you.
When the lights were off in the film I couldn’t
help but wonder what was happening—especially with the noises in the background.
The ingenuity of the Jigsaw Killer makes him
the 21st century version of Freddy Kruger from
1980s Nightmare on Elm Street. Are you ready
for this new killer?

A

fter I first watched The Shining, I
yawned my way back to my room and
crawled into bed. Twenty restless minutes later I was asking my sister if I could sleep
in her room. Stanley Kubrick’s adaptation of
Stephen King’s novel had burned its haunting
examination of madness as horror into my mind.
The film takes place at the Overlook Hotel, an
isolated resort in Colorado. The main character,
Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson), his wife (Shelley Duvall), and their young son (Danny Lloyd)
volunteer as caretakers for the winter, when the
hotel is empty. Upon moving in, Jack, a writer
with an explosive temper, learns that the previous caretaker murdered his family. His wife,
Wendy, starts panicking after Jack tells her about
a dream in which he chopped her and Danny to
pieces with an ax, and when she discovers hundreds of her husband’s typed pages filled with
“All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.” As
the winter deepens, the film culminates in a display of terrifying madness involving an ax and a
chase through a giant hedge maze. I even found
myself looking over my shoulder every couple of
minutes.
The Shining has its share of ghosts, blood
and spine-tingling chases, and yet it has so much
more. The careful documentation of Jack’s descent into madness makes his insanity uncomfortably close. Kubrick’s groundbreaking use of
the Steadicam (a stabilized camera that allows
for very fluid shots) creates an even creepier
atmosphere as he follows characters through the
long, empty corridors of the Overlook. The film
provokes a fear of how easily our sanity can disappear, and what we could be capable of if it did.

M

y mom recommended See No Evil as
a good horror movie. Turns out, she
was right. See No Evil, which was
released in 1971, had me on the edge of my seat
for most of the movie.
See No Evil is about a recently blinded young
woman, Sarah (Mia Farrow), who goes to live
with her aunt, uncle and cousin in the English
countryside. While out riding horses with her
boyfriend, her family is murdered by a man in
cowboy boots. Being blind, it takes Sarah a while
to figure out that her cousin, aunt and uncle have
been killed and that the killer is still around. The
plot is full of twists and turns and you can never
tell what’s going to happen next.
The best element of See No Evil is the suspense. What’s so amazing about it is that the
filmmakers managed to create an air of incredible suspense as Sarah simply walks around the
house. As the viewer, you see subtle clues all
over the house, which Sarah can’t see, that the
killer has been there. Then she finds her dead
relatives and realizes what has happened. By
dropping these small hints and never showing
the killer’s face, the movie stays petrifying to the
end.
See No Evil was made almost 40 years ago.
Often times, movies (especially horror) can get
dated pretty fast. However, even though See No
Evil is not at all like today’s thrasher thrillers, it
is just as terrifying and fun to watch.
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Join the staff of L.A. Youth

at the next

Newcomer’s Day
No experience necessary. Come with your story or drawing
ideas and bring a friend to L.A. Youth at
5967 W. Third St., Suite 301, Los Angeles CA 90036.
Next :
tion
orienta

,
Saturday
ern 8
b
m
e
c
e
D 11 a.m. - noo

You will be invited to stay for the regular staff
meeting which starts at 1 p.m.

Call (323) 938-9194
e-mail editor@layouth.com

foster youth encouraged to join! Call Amanda (323) 938-9194

