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How did L.A. Youth start?
Former teacher Donna Myrow founded the 

nonprofit teen newspaper in 1988 after the Su-
preme 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.

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 newspa-
per. For more info, see www.layouth.com.

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.

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.

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 funded?
L.A. Youth is a nonprofit charitable organiza-

tion 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 educa-
tion. 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.
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These are letters we received 
about stories in the October  
issue of L.A. Youth.

annoying cat 
callS

This article is nothing but 
reality. These days, girls can’t 
walk outside in skirts or halter 
tops without getting cat calls. 
Cindy is right, we need to speak 
up for ourselves and let men 
know we are not some type of 
object to be whistled at. Girls 
should feel free to wear whatev-
er they would like without get-
ting those harassing cat calls.

Ashley Barrientos, East Val-
ley HS (North Hollywood)

The article “Don’t baby me” 
was very interesting and true. 
One time, my friend made a cat 
call to this girl and she got re-
ally mad. The girl walked over 
to my friend and slapped him. I 
don’t do cat calls and I’m glad. I 
would rather approach girls by 
saying hello or try to find out if 
they have a friend who I know 
and tell that friend to ask her 
what she thinks of me.

Mario Zavala,  
East Valley HS

After reading this article I 
can see and understand how 
frustrating it may be for some 
girls. Myself, a 13-year-old male 
who has aunts, sisters and a 
mother, have heard men yell 
some remarks to them before. 
To hear comments like those, 
it is degrading and disrespect-
ful to them and me. It has 
made them angry at times and 

I have felt upset. This article 
has shown me that people can 
be easily offended by remarks 
from other people, even if they 
think it’s a compliment. What 
matters the most is the way you 
say it.

Carlos Cardona, Wilson MS 
(Glendale)

I related the most to “Don’t 
baby me” because I hate the 
way guys act immature to catch 
a girl’s attention. The thing I 
hate most is the whistling. It 
makes me think that they think 
I’m either a dog or a fast girl. 
I hope that when other people 
read this article, especially guys 
who make those stupid com-
ments, they see how uncomfort-
able and bad it makes girls feel.

Jackie Castaneda,  
Paramount HS

When I read “Don’t baby 
me” I thought Cindy was right. 
It is wrong for guys to look at 
you in a disgusting way. I know 
from experience how Cindy 
feels. My friends and I will be 
at the gym practicing volleyball 
and guys will watch our every 
move. If you get looked at by a 
guy you feel like the center of 
attention and it can get really 
uncomfortable if it goes too far.

Lauren Curtis, Hutchinson 
MS (La Mirada)

I think guys shouldn’t make 
cat calls to girls. It’s really dis-
respectful. Also, in my city they 
do that a lot to my sisters and 
my niece, and I get really angry. 
So I agree with you Cindy, even 
though I’m a guy myself.

I’m not that kind of person, 
making cat calls and all that, 

mail
C O n t E n t S
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you know. I would never do that, espe-
cially if I know that it gets the girl angry 
or if it offends her. When I see a girl, I 
sometimes say hi to make friends. So 
don’t worry Cindy, and all you girls out 
there, I’m on your side,

David Toledo, Paramount HS

StrayS need our 
helP

I felt really sad reading the article 
“Strays need our help.” I did not like to 
hear about dogs being killed at animal 
shelters if nobody adopts them. I hope 
that all pet owners spay and neuter 
their dogs so there are fewer dogs at the 

animal shelter. It would be nice if more 
people would adopt these dogs and give 
them a nice home. I have three dogs 
and love them very much. My dogs are 
playful, friendly and they protect me. I 
adopted two of my dogs from an animal 
shelter. I agree that a dog is man’s best 
friend.

Patrick Aquino, Wilson MS

I love helping animals. I can relate 
to what Leslie wrote because whenever 
I see a stray dog or cat I try to feed it. 
When I read this article I was amazed by 
how many animals are euthanized. Just 
like Leslie, my dog, Libby, is my best 
friend. Every time I see a stray animal 
I beg my mom to pick it up. If I take it 
home, I put up posters to see if anyone 

lost their pet. I hope this article helps 
people notice that strays do need our 
help.

Monica Lucero, Hutchinson MS

grouP home blueS

When I read the article “You call this 
home?” it got me thinking of the time I 
used to think that I wanted to run away 
or move out. Whenever I got in an argu-
ment with my parents I always thought 
about running away, and I knew I would 
have to be kept in children’s services. Af-
ter I read the article I realized how much 
freedom I have compared to what is giv-
en to kids who live in a group home. The 
group home had people in it who would 
steal and do all sorts of things, plus it 
wasn’t a real family. I realize how lucky 
I am and promise myself that no matter 
how mad I am at my parents, to never 
even think about running away.

Yvonne Cuaresma, Wilson MS

I think if I was in a group home I 
would go crazy and I would feel very 
frustrated. I think I would feel like a 
prisoner and at any chance of escaping I 
would do it. Living a life like that is like 
living in hell and I hope that I never have 
to go through that.

Oscar Amezcua, East Valley HS

my SiSter iS more 
than her diSability

One article that really captured my 
attention was written by Jisu Yoo, “My 
sister is more than her disability.” It was 
surprising because although I knew 
Jisu, I would’ve never thought that she 
had a younger sister with cerebral palsy. 
Before, I looked at handicapped people 
with pity, but after reading her article, 
it changed my views. I now realize they 
don’t need my pity. I look at them as I 
look at everyone else because they’re 
humans too, just a little different in their 
own way, just like everyone else.

Sharon Lim, Wilson MS

When I read “My sister is more than 
her disability” I thought it was really sad 
and unfortunate, and I started thinking 
about the way I treat my brother—not 
because he has a disability but I still 
treat him badly. I take him for granted 
and I should be a better brother. After 
reading this article it made me think that 
I should be a role model to him instead 
of always fighting with him.

After reading this story I felt so de-
pressed that I take things for granted. 
Not until I read this story did I feel an 
appreciation for having a loving mom 
and brother. I really enjoyed the article 
and it helped me to rethink the way I 
look at life and family.

Gino Mekerdichian, Wilson MS
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mail continued from page 3

Hey L.A. Youth readers, 
The L.A. Youth reader’s 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. The deadline is Saturday, dec. 15, 
2007.

Find a link to the survey at:

DEADLINE:
Visual Arts: 
December 1, 2007

Apply Online at 
www.musiccenter.org
213.972.3300

Scholarships and 
Training in the Arts
For High School Students

The Music Center Spotlight Awards
Principal Program Sponsor

MCSA.ads.va.08_r2.layouth  10/30/07  8:18 AM  Page 1

don’t forget to take  
the l.a. youth Survey!

H www.layouth.com



by Samantha richards
15, SHERMAN OAKS CENTER 
FOR ENRICHED STUDIES

M
y mom had always joked 
that she was going to fol-
low me wherever I went 
in life. She said that she 
wanted to make sure I 

wasn’t going to “screw up.” And when she 
did I would roll my eyes and pretend not to 
listen.

But in October 2006, my mom took the 
position of campus aide/security guard at my 
school, Sherman Oaks Center for Enriched 
Studies. Her job requires that she walks 
around during and after lunch, and during 
the rest of the day to make sure nobody is 
ditching, doing drugs or starting fires. I was 
so shocked that at first I didn’t even think her 
working at my school would be a bad idea. 
Little did I know that my mother’s employ-
ment at school would help me appreciate her 
more.

She’s there from noon to 3 p.m. every 
day. Even though at first I didn’t notice a 
huge change in my daily routines, she was 
always there—on my way to the bathroom, 
in the parking lot, in the office. Everywhere I 
looked my mom was watching and following 
me like a surveillance video camera, zooming 
in on all my footsteps. But it didn’t feel like 
an invasion of privacy. Sometimes it’s a good 
thing, like when it’s 100 degrees in the Val-
ley, and she brings me water because I don’t 
remember to pack it in my lunch.

After a few weeks when students started to 
get to know my mom, people would come up 
to me and say, “Your mom is such a b----.” She 
makes them pick up trash and stop making 
out. It really hurt to hear people say that about 
my mom because I love her. Sometimes I 
would respond and tell people that she is only 
doing her job and that they should have more 
respect for people. I’ve asked my mom whether she cares 
about how people talked and felt about her. She said she 
liked being hated because that meant she was making a 
difference.

SometimeS it’S aWkWard 
When i See her

While sitting in fifth or sixth period, I often see her 
pass by and stick her head in the door. I feel obligated to 
wave back but I am not sure if that’s the most appropri-
ate thing to do. I am torn about how to respond because 
I don’t want to be rude to my mom and pretend not to 
notice her, but I also don’t want to interrupt the class and 
wave to her. When I see her wave at me, I make a subtle 

gesture—putting my hand on my desk and waving with 
a quick flick of the wrist.

My teachers will sometimes say, “Hey, I just saw your 
mom.” While I’m embarrassed that everyone knows who 
she is, I feel proud that my mom is looking out for every-
one’s safety. I even envision my mom as this knight, clad 
in ivory tennis jumpsuits, prancing around on a white 
horse saving my school from something sinister. 

Sometimes when I am talking with people, someone 
will say, “Who is that lady who walks around in tennis 
clothes?” I feel obligated to say, “That’s my mom,” even 
though I feel slightly embarrassed; my mom’s style sets 
her apart from the administrators who come to school 
dressed in dreary suits. My mom, a modern day Jane 

Fonda, wears neon yellow ankle weights and 
does reps of arm curls with her water bottle. 

Life at school and life at home are com-
pletely different. My mom doesn’t run around 
our kitchen telling me to pick up trash or go 
to an administrator’s office. When my friends 
first come to my house some of them are 
surprised that she’s just a regular mom. She 
drives me to my friends’ houses, helps me 
with my homework and supports my after-
school activities. It is a shame that people 
don’t get to see this side of her because she is 
one of the greatest people I know.

thiS job ShoWS She 
careS about me 

Even though my mom has been crowned 
with the nickname “lunch Nazi,” there are 
some advantages for me since she works 
at my school. My mom pretty much knows 
everything that goes on at school and when 
she is driving my sisters and me home, she 
shares the daily gossip. My mom makes ev-
erything sound so exclusive that I get excited 
knowing the smallest, most boring tidbits of 
information, like when a couple breaks up 
over something stupid, or she catches people 
making out. However, I really like it when I 
see my mom at school and she asks me how 
my day has gone. I was surprised, at first, to 
know she actually cared about my classes. I 
assumed that she didn’t want to worry about 
the problems I might have at school. 

To this day I don’t know why my mom 
took the job. I know that she cares about my 
education and wants to spend time with me 
and my sisters, but I have always wondered 
whether she trusts me. I have never been 
in serious trouble and I have never gotten 
grounded or called into an administrator’s 
office; so why would she need to watch over 
me at school? I think I finally discovered the 
answer while thinking to myself late at night. 
She wants to protect and be close to me and 

my sisters. Of course she wants her children to receive 
the best education possible but really I think she wants 
to know that her children are becoming people she can 
be proud of. She doesn’t want to be our best friend or 
our worst enemy, she wants us to be respectable people 
and to grow up with a strong sense of love, courage and 
character. 

Even though my friends would probably die of em-
barrassment if their parents worked at their school, I am 
glad my mom cares so much about her children that she 
chooses to spend three hours of her day at our school. 
Being a guardian is the definition of what makes a par-
ent, and my mom is the best parent anyone could ever 
ask for.
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Although she’s strict, it’s not so bad 
having my mom work at my school

photo by jennIe coleman, 15, sherman oaks center for enrIched studIes

my mom rules at home and school
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by david rodriguez
MIGUEL CONTRERAS LEARNING COMPLEx

Whoever said that a cheerful place has to 
be a safe place? Hmm … not me. My 
place isn’t just one spot, it’s a whole com-
munity. So what is it that makes this com-

munity so special to me? I was raised here; I witnessed 
unbelievable mess and faced freaky stuff.

When I look up I see the chopper’s bright lights near 
my friend’s pad. I hear the cops’ sirens and the ambu-
lance picking up another unknown guy. Those are the 
streets I like being surrounded by. Those are the streets 
of Boyle Heights, Cesar Chavez Avenue and Soto Street 
to be exact. Since coming from Mexico my life has 
completely turned around. From 1996 to 2003, kicking 
back on the block with friends and family has been 
one of my favorite hobbies. Chilling with Big Head, Lil 
Droopy, Daniel and Miguel, my buddies of heart. Rid-
ing bikes around the block, hitting on girls and getting 
slapped, fleeing quickly to prevent trouble, riding at full 
speed and hiding at McDonald’s. Seeing Mexican revo-
lution pieces on the wall, every time I’d see one I’d get 
chicken skin and my hairs grew tall. 

So many places to go and we knew them all, the 
best tattoo shop in the mini mall. Walking through the 
streets that made history, when Chicanos walked out 
and protested to earn respect and dignity. Practicing 
soccer on my friend’s porch, later my cousins hooked 
me up with this black girl named Comiko. We would 
turn off the lights and start with the tickles. My friends 
and I would run when the ice cream truck would pass. 
We’d grab our BB guns and in no time we were ready 
to blast. 

At Hollenbeck, the best middle school around, feel-
ing cool, popular as if I owned a crown. Ditching on the 
roof of the auditorium with Gum Boy. Bumping music 
on our CD players, of course it had to be corridos. After 
school we go to the best taco stand ever, in the phar-
macy we buy the best Slurpees, in Payless we get fake 
Chucks, and in Joe’s the best haircuts. In the evening 
there is carne asada and for youngsters, piñatas. The 
drunken adults arguing and the little ones running 

freely, but also crying. Later that night I see a gang 
of dudes in the corner posted up ready for the fine 
girls and their 20-inch Cadillacs, if you know where 
I’m headed at. Going to study with Julieta at Franklin 
Library. The next thing you know we share mouth to 
mouth galletas (crackers), vanilla her favorite. 

It was rare when we had nothing to do. We would 
take the 620 shuttle around the whole area from White 
Memorial to General Hospital. We would get off at cra-
zy neighborhoods, which, by the way, had a four-star 
restaurant that served the best food. We would cruise 
around in my uncle’s Altima. Five fools, we busted a 
wrong turn, and it ended in a burn. A little dude shot 
us from behind. When we turned around he was all tat-
tooed. For some reason it seemed fun. Unfortunately 
everything wasn’t as ecstatic and exotic as I hoped, 
because another candle would light up in honor of an-
other fella gone.

Outside of Roosevelt High my uncle’s buddy got 
shot, not once or twice, but 14 times. He took it all into 
the chest, but like he had marked, I do it for East L.A. 
Five months later he was paralyzed in a wheelchair. 

There were crazy parties at Dino’s pad every night. 

It would get raided and the cops killed the ladies’ flash. 
Every day we lived a whole new experience and what 
an experience it would be. This is way different from 
being at high school or home because unlike those two 
places, the community has everything to explore. It 
helps one to be for real, witnessing life the way street 
men see it. We never see no stars with their badass 
cars, but dudes with messed up scars. It means a lot 
to me because it reminds me of my beloved country, 
Mexico. Throughout the years it has helped me figure 
out who I am. Now, here I am with the chance to write 
about a nice spot, but instead I prefer to write about 
where I came from.

I moved to Echo Park, started new adventures and 
met new friends. I like this place but it can’t compare. 
I guess no matter where I go, north, south and west, 
there is only one place for me, East L.A. See, I under-
stand that my third place may not be as exciting or 
interesting as yours but when you see real life and the 
community, it isn’t as a fairytale. Still I don’t mind chill-
ing. Like I said, it’s the hood, the people, the friends, 
the beautiful streets, Soto Street and Cesar Chavez, that 
I love!

1ST PLACE $50 

lovin’  
east l.a.

essay contest: My third place
Editor’s note: In September we asked our readers to write essays about their “third place,” the special place where 
they can go to be themselves, be with friends or just be. 

David stands outside a shop on Cesar Chavez Avenue, a street where he used to hang 
out with his friends.



  November-December 2007  l.a. Youth     7

Relationships can be great, but they aren’t always 
candy and roses. Your girlfriend calls you too 
much. Your parents don’t like him. You’re not sure 
if you feel the same way she feels about you. It’s 

hard to find time to date with ev-
erything going on in your life. Or 

maybe you’ve been hurt, emo-
tionally or physically. Maybe 
other people’s relationships 
have affected you, like friends 
who don’t have time for you 

anymore or you feel pressured 
to date. Tell us about the relation-

ship challenges and pressures you’ve 
had. What’s the hardest part about relationships? 
What have you had to overcome and how did you 
deal with it? 

Write an essay to L.A. Youth 
and tell us about it. 

Essays should be a page or more. Include your name, school, age 
and phone number with your essay. The staff of L.A. Youth will 
read the entries and pick three winners. Your name will be with-
held if you request it. the first-place winner will re-
ceive $50. The second-place winner will get $30 and the third-
place winner will receive $20. Winning essays will be printed in 
our January-February issue and put on our website at  
www.layouth.com. 

essay contest
What’s the  
hardest part about 
relationships?

win 
$50

mail your essays to: 
 
L.A. Youth  
5967 w. 3rd st., suite 301 
los angeles ca 90036
 

deadline is
friday, dec. 14, 2007

H

by jesse cisneros
GARDENA HS

My favorite third place is a 
school where my friends 
and I skate. To me it is not 

about skating but just about relaxing 
and hanging out with my friends. It is 
about being in a place where no one 
tells you what to do.

There are lots of people there. 
They skate, hang out, talk or just 
do their own thing listening to their 
music. There are lots of people with 
different backgrounds: pretty boys, 
rockers, taggers, nerds, 10-year-olds 
to people in their 20s, good skaters 
and beginners.

My skating spot is a good place to 
learn how to skate because people do 
not put you down. I learned how to 

skate there seven years ago; people 
there did not even know me but still 
encouraged me. They showed me new 
tricks. In fact, I still skate with them 
once in a while.

You make new friends there. When 
we’ve skated for a long time some of 
us go to the 99 cents store and buy 
chips and soda. I used to skate there 
until 11 or 12 at night, but now I don’t 
have time and the police told us that 
we can’t skate there anymore.

Someday, I would like to start a 
skate park for the youth of the city. 
Hopefully it will offer them a place 
to get away, relax and just hang out. 
Who knows? Ten years from now, 
maybe another kid out there will be 
writing about my skate park as his 
third place. 

by gaby kovarik
WILSON MS (GLENDALE)

Come on, come on. “Brrrring!” 
Finally, the bell rings and a sea 
of students forms in the halls 

of Wilson Middle School. Every kid is 
pushing to get to their locker or call 
their parents to come get them. I hate 
the enormous crowds and immedi-
ately slip through to the nearest exit. 
I run outside to a place my friends 
and I call the Island. The Island is our 
patch of hope in despair, a.k.a. several 
square feet of grass and a pine tree, 
sitting between two streets.

My friends and I first discovered 
the Island during summer school. 
We would eat our snacks there after 
first period. Then, we would go back 
in the school for second period. This 
year, my friends and I meet up there 

after school. “Vroom!!!” As cars pass 
by the Island, people stare at us, but 
we just laugh.

The Island is so different from be-
ing at home or school. No one tells 
us what to do or gives out chores and 
homework. My parents don’t yell at 
me there and teachers don’t tell us to 
be quiet. On the Island, my friends 
and I are as loud as we want. “Oh, it’s 
that bunch of hooligan kids again,” 
some people probably think. My 
friends and I don’t really care what 
other people think about us. At the 
Island, we can talk about whatever 
we feel like—awesome songs, new 
commercials or something totally 
embarrassing that happened in fifth 
or sixth period. The number one, in-
comparable thing about the Island is 
… hanging out with the coolest people 
I know, my friends.

3RD PLACE $20 

a grassy oasis  
not far from school 

2NDPLACE $30 

Free to skate



by Sasha jones
18, CROSSROADS SCHOOL (SANTA MONICA) 

G
rowing up, I had always heard about HIV/
AIDS on the news, and I knew the basics. 
I knew that it was a sexually transmitted 
disease, that it was devastating Africa, 
that it had no cure. But I had hardly ever 

heard HIV talked about in school. Yes, we had sex edu-
cation in fourth grade, and again in ninth grade, but 
somehow one of the most significant aspects had been 
barely covered—how to protect ourselves, as teenagers, 
from contracting HIV.

Nearly two years ago, one of my former teachers 
who I had stayed friends with approached me, asking 
if I wanted to learn more about HIV and speak about 
it to other high schoolers. The UCLA AIDS Ambassa-
dors, student activists involved in HIV/AIDS education, 
wanted to train high school students to spread aware-
ness to their peers. Eager to learn more, I volunteered. 
I had been looking for a meaningful community service 
project (I had to complete two 20-hour projects and 10 
additional hours by the end of high school) and this 
sounded promising.  

In two intense days of training at UCLA, about 40 of 
my classmates and I absorbed an immense amount of 
information. We had seminars, activities, poster-design-
ing workshops—all led by UCLA ambassadors. We went 
over everything from statistics to how to do a condom 
demonstration. What impacted me the most, however, 
were the personal interactions. Shari Lewis, one of the 
UCLA ambassadors who is also HIV positive, became 
like an older sister to us all during that weekend. Other 
than a relative I barely remembered and who I had only 
recently been told had died of AIDS, I had never met 
anyone with the virus before. Shari gave me a personal 
perspective of the virus, something I could carry with 
me whenever I presented in the future. 

Another UCLA ambassador told us about the an-
guish he felt when his parents condemned him for 
having contracted HIV. We could have learned the facts 
from reading a textbook, but these people made it real. 
The HIV/AIDS crisis is often characterized as some-
thing happening “over there,” in Africa or in Asia. But 
after I met these two warm, welcoming people, who 
stood right in front of me and were living with the virus, 
I could no longer leave it in the back of my mind. Their 
stories also made me realize how easy it is to be at risk 
without the right information.  

 After the training we were officially Crossroads Teen 
AIDS Ambassadors and it was time to start presenting. 
We were ready to speak, in groups of five to eight, at 
high schools around Los Angeles about HIV/AIDS and 

how teenagers can protect themselves against it. The 
first time I stood up in front of a class at an environ-
mental charter school in Hawthorne, I was practically 
shaking. I’ve never been much of a public speaker; I get 
nervous and talk too quickly. It only made it harder that 
I was talking to kids older than I was about HIV and 
sex. I worried that they would laugh at me or not take 
me seriously. I was also afraid that I wouldn’t be inter-
esting enough. The class was small, only about 10 kids, 
but I was still shaking a little bit when I stood up to do 
my part to talk about the spread of the virus from the 
1980s to today. As the presentation went on, I became a 
little more comfortable.

We Start With the baSicS
Our presentations are about 45 minutes, and we usu-

ally begin with an explanation of HIV/AIDS: what the 
acronyms stand for, the difference between the two (HIV, 
human immunodeficiency virus, is the virus and AIDS, 
acquired immune deficiency syndrome, is the disease) 
and the five fluids that transmit the virus. Those fluids, 
for the record, are semen, pre-cum, vaginal fluid, blood 
and, one I hadn’t known about, breast milk.

We begin with the nuts and bolts to make sure kids 
have a good idea of how the virus operates, which will 
help them understand how to protect themselves. We 

then present some statistics; for example, the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention estimates that 25 
percent of the roughly 1 million Americans living with 
HIV don’t know they’re infected. This statistic terrifies 
me because the virus spreads uncontrollably when 
people aren’t aware of it. 

We transition from the global outlook to explaining 
the hard science of HIV. We project charts onto a screen 
that display the spread of HIV through the United 
States starting in 1981, and discuss the history of the 
virus. These slides consist of maps of the U.S. with yel-
low dots. Each dot represents 30 AIDS cases. The first 
map, which represents 1981, has barely any dots; by 
the last one, which shows the most current statistics, 
there are tons of dots all over the country. The rapidity 
with which the dots multiply over a short span of time 
shocked me the first time I saw it, and I often hear a 
couple of astonished murmurs from the audience. 

Next, we explain some statistics about teenagers 
and HIV. Every hour, two American teenagers are in-
fected with HIV and teen condom use declines over 
the years from ninth to 12th grade. The first stat really 
scares a lot of kids, including myself. But instead of 
simply throwing out scary facts, we focus on how teens 
can protect themselves and the people they love. We go 
over the ways in which you can contract HIV— through 
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Listen up!
cover Story

As an AIDS educator I want teens  
to know they could be at risk and 

how to protect themselves 

1. You cannot get HIV from ...
working with or being around someone who  
has hiv
sweat, spit, tears, clothes, toilet seats, or 
through everyday things like sharing a meal
insect bites or stings
donating blood
a closed-mouth kiss (but there is a very small 
chance of getting it from an open-mouth or 
“French” kiss with an infected person because of 
possible blood contact)

2. You can get HIV from ...
sexual intercourse and oral sex
birth, if your mother is infected
sharing needles with someone who is infected
a blood transfusion (risk is extremely low)

•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

3. HIV can infect anyone, male, female, 
young, old, gay or straight. Don’t think 
you’re not at risk just because you’re a teen.

more than half of all new hiv infections in the united 
states occur among people under the age of 25.
almost 11.8 million youth around the world are 
living with hiv or aids.
throughout the world, almost 6,000 youth ages 15 
to 24 become infected with hiv each day.

4. You can live 10 or more years with HIV 
without showing a single symptom.

5. Birth control methods like the pill or 
the patch give you no protection from HIV. 
Condoms give you protection, but only if they 
are used correctly.

•

•

•

Facts About HIV/AIDS
HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) causes 
AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome). 
This illness weakens the immune system, making 
it less able to fight certain infections and diseases.



any activity where any of the five fluids interact. From 
here, we list risky activities after which you should get 
an HIV test: unprotected sex, use of an unclean needle 
for piercing, tattoos or drug use.

We put nearly as much emphasis on the ways in 
which you cannot get HIV. When the virus first ap-
peared in the 1980s there was lots of stigma attached. 
People were afraid to stand near those with HIV/AIDS, 

afraid to share silverware or even breathe the same 
air. So we always stress that HIV can only be 

transmitted through the five fluids, where it 
has a high enough concentration. This means 

it can’t infect you through tears, saliva or 
sweat. In fact, to get HIV from saliva, you’d 

have to swallow a whole gallon! The 
audience usually gags at the idea of 
drinking so much saliva.  

The next section of the pre-
sentation is the fun part. We do 
the condom demonstration and 
give a lot of information about 
how to protect yourself sexu-
ally. This is often the most 
engaging part because it’s di-
rectly applicable to teenage 
life. Even if students aren’t 
sexually active, it’s likely 
that they know someone 
who is, or that they want 
the information any-
ways, just in case. We 
do the classic “putting 
a condom on a banana” 
demo, with plenty of 

safety tips, which is guar-
anteed to produce giggles. 

For example, never double 
up condoms—it doesn’t mean 

twice the protection; instead it 
causes friction that can cause the 
condom to break. We also break 

down the misconception that a 
boy can be too big for a condom. 
We put both of our hands inside 

the condom, and stretch around 
a little bit. Usually, we add some-
thing along the lines of, “If he’s too 
big for this, he’s probably too big 
for you!” When I first did this part of 

the presentation, I was afraid to be so 
blunt in front of kids older than me, but I 
actually found myself feeling emboldened 
when some of the kids laughed. 

We end the presentation with informa-
tion about where teenagers can go to get 
tested for HIV. Before we go to a school, 
we try to find information about free and 
anonymous testing sites in the area. (Call 
(800) 758-0880 for a list of testing sites in 
your area.) We encourage everyone to get 
tested if they think they’ve been at risk 
and to tell their friends. 

There is always time for questions 
from the group. We usually hand out 
paper and have them submit questions 
anonymously so that no one will be 
afraid to ask. I always hope that people 
will be uninhibited with their questions. 
When it comes to protecting your life, 

there are no stupid questions. We’ve heard it all. Some-
one once asked if they could use butter as a lubricant. 
It might seem silly, but it’s important to know not to 
use butter, or any oil-based lubricant. The oil creates 
friction, which could break the condom, so always use 
a water-based lubricant. No questions should be con-
sidered irrelevant when so much is at stake. 

teenS hear my meSSage 
becauSe i’m one of them

Every time I’ve gone to a school, I’ve grown more 
confident and now I can do a condom demo, no prob-
lem, in front of a class of high school seniors. Of course, 
it helps that I’m a senior now. But even last year when 
we went to Venice High School, talking about HIV with 
the students felt completely natural, as it should be. 
While I’ve had a couple bad experiences (there was 
one really rowdy class, where a boy kept directing rude 
jokes at me), for the most part, each presentation has 
been successful.  

I’ve found that the most effective method of spread-
ing knowledge about HIV/AIDS is through teenage in-
teraction because kids are more likely to listen to each 
other than to an adult who might not relate as well. The 
transmission of HIV can be a very sensitive subject, so 
it’s easier to discuss it with your peers. While we all 
may come from different backgrounds, we have our 
generation in common; I know I feel more comfortable 
talking about it with someone my own age. As AIDS 
ambassadors, our goal is to spread information about 
how to protect oneself from this devastating virus, be-
ginning with our own age group. As the ambassadors 
always say, knowledge is power—I believe that spread-
ing this information will save lives. 

Once, at the end of a presentation, the teacher of the 
class asked each of the students to talk about what they 
had learned and how the talk had affected them. One 
boy, a senior, told us that what we had said made him 
think twice. He said that as soon as he got out of school 
he was going to Planned Parenthood to get tested, and 
he was going to bring a friend with him. This was the 
most direct impact I had seen us make. I was so moved 
by his feeling of empowerment, by the excitement he 
showed about being able to pass this knowledge on to 
his friend. Even if we hadn’t reached anyone else that 
day, this would have been enough. 

Want to know more?
invite one of these peer-to-peer  
hiv/aids education organizations to your school. 

crossroads teen aids ambassadors: (310) 829-7391 ext. 320
peer education program of los angeles (pep/la): (323) 651-9888
reach la: (213) 622-1650 ext. 102
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Sasha
says she hopes teens take 
their health seriously and 
protect themselves.

IllustratIon by sarah evans, 17, temple cIty hs
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AIDS in Africa
After helping people in 

countries ravaged by AIDS, 
I want to dedicate my life 

to stopping the disease

(Clockwise from top left): An HIV positive 
man speaks at an AIDS awareness festival in 
Kenya; Irenie, an HIV positive girl who Olivia 
met while visiting homes; a boy dances at 
the festival; Olivia watches a man get tested 
for HIV. (Opposite page) Olivia demonstrates 
how to use a condom at the festival in Kenya. 

by olivia clements
18, CROSSROADS SCHOOL (SANTA MONICA)

A
frica first called to me about two years 
ago. It was during my training to be part 
of a group of students from my school that 
visits other schools and youth centers to 
teach about HIV/AIDS. Two members of 

the UCLA AIDS Ambassadors, our mentors, showed us 
a slideshow of a trip they took to Tanzania, a country in 
Africa. I watched as the photos of gaunt Africans, riddled 
with raw sores, clicked by. In their always-smiling faces 
I saw death. Those photos presented me with the face of 
AIDS, and for the first time I was confronted with a true 
image of the devastation that I knew so much about. 

I felt a yearning to see firsthand the place where 
HIV/AIDS began. I had to go to Africa and serve in the 
battle against AIDS. Although my family is not actively 
Quaker, I think I feel the impulse to help others because 
I was raised to honor the Quaker initiative: to serve any-
one in need of aid, to protest injustice and to respect the 
differences of others. I wanted to be with the sick and 
give them what I could: conversation, knowledge, food 
and comfort. 

I got my chance last year when Robert Adanto, a 
teacher at my school and the director of the Crossroads 
Teen AIDS Ambassadors, asked me if I wanted to go on 
a service trip to Tanzania and Kenya. My father, who 
also decided to come, helped organize places for us to 
offer our assistance. A family friend who had worked for 
the State Department in Africa gave us the contacts we 
needed to meet with groups involved in fighting HIV. 

Before we left in mid-December, I was thrilled to have 
the opportunity to help people, but anxious because 
I didn’t have the vaguest idea what to expect. Talking 
about HIV/AIDS means talking about sex. When I teach 
about the virus to teens in Los Angeles, the worst re-
sponse I’ve ever gotten was a 10-year-old having a giggle 
fit when I said the word “semen.” I wasn’t sure how the 
Tanzanian and Kenyan people would respond. 

We arrived in Kilimanjaro, Tanzania, and I saw more 
during the 20-minute drive from the airport to the hotel 
than I had in my entire life. Our van bounced down the 
paved road and on either side I was confronted with 
chaos. Women bustled in bright dresses with banana 
clusters balancing on their heads, men wove dusty bi-
cycles between crowds, shoeless children danced in the 
mud and pick-pocketed, and everywhere the walls were 
plastered with advertisements for cell phone services. 
The air hung heavily with flies. I was overwhelmed.

We made our way to Arusha, a town where I spent 10 

photos by matthew clements (olIvIa’s father)



days. There we met a Tanzanian man named Efram. He 
worked for Students for International Change, an AIDS 
relief organization. Efram was thin, around 30, with a 
shaggy head of thin dreadlocks. He took my father, Rob-
ert and me on home visits to people living with AIDS. I 
wanted to know what it was like to be an AIDS patient in 
rural Africa. I wanted to know who I was fighting for. 

To reach the homes, we walked and took the public 
transportation, the nDale nDale, a decoratively painted 
Volkswagen bus with a man hanging out of it, calling in 
Swahili to see if anyone wants to buy a ride. After Efram 
signaled the driver that we had reached our stop, he paid 
in gold Tanzanian shillings. As we walked up the dirt 
road, Efram told us he had been visiting the diseased 
long before he was paid to do it. He said he finds people 
by listening to his heart: “My heart told me to turn left 
and so I turned left.” He often found people lying on 
their doorsteps, sometimes unable to walk because of 
their swollen feet. They didn’t understand why they 
were sick, so Efram explained that they were suffering 
from AIDS and their immune systems were so ravaged 
that their bodies were defenseless against common 
sicknesses. He helped them find the nearest clinic 
to get anti-retroviral drugs (or ARVs—the treatment, 
which is free in Tanzanian clinics for those who have 
full-blown AIDS, that lessens the impact of AIDS on 
the body). Before we arrived, Efram had visited some 
of the patients and asked if we could meet with them.

i WaS Shocked by the 
harSh conditionS i SaW

The first person we met was a woman in her 30s 
who lived alone in a one-room cement hut furnished 
with a hard, little bed, a wooden bench, a stool and a 
pot. As we approached, it smelled indescribably putrid 
and I had to breathe through my mouth to keep from 
retching. She had shortly cropped hair, a few teeth, a 
swollen belly and tired eyes. She stood in her doorway 
wearing a ragged dress and shook our hands as she 
welcomed us into her home. Her name was Jasmine. My 
father, Robert, Efram and I sat on the bench, and she 
crouched on the stool by her pot. Efram translated from 
English to Swahili. 

Efram asked us what questions we wanted to ask the 
Mama (a nickname used for most adult women). I asked 
if she knew what was ailing her and she paused for a 
moment and then replied that she had AIDS. Since she 
knew why we were there, I wasn’t nervous asking her 
personal questions. She told me her symptons: weak-
ness, loss of appetite, and then she pointed to her feet. 
From mid-calf down her skin appeared to be a black-
ened scab. Efram explained that these were actually the 
recovery stages—a week ago she couldn’t stand. She 
was recovering from Kaposi’s sarcoma; a kind of cancer 
that often plagues AIDS victims. She had a ways to go 
before she could call herself healthy. To show this, Efram 
gently pressed his finger onto the skin of her ankle and 
the indent of his finger remained there, and continued 
to sink into the skin. I was shocked to learn that this 
woman had been in a worse state. I couldn’t imagine 
how she survived when she wasn’t able to walk. 

My father asked her if the community knew that she 
had AIDS. She replied that she was one of few people 
who acknowledged she had AIDS and that she had noth-
ing to hide. I asked if she had suffered for her openness. 
She paused and toyed with the thick white mass of ugali 
(a porridge made of flour and water) that filled her pot. 
Staring down into it she told us how her husband had 
thrown her out of their house when she had told him 

she was HIV positive. He had refused to speak to her 
and kept her from seeing her children. Whether or not 
he was HIV positive is unknown since he refused to get 
tested. Jasmine told us that she had been faithful to him, 
so it is probable that he had given her the virus. I felt 
honored that she trusted me with her story and I was 
overwhelmed with the desire to give her something. We 
had bought her flour, sugar and clean water, but for me, 
this didn’t feel like a gift. It was just a passing of goods 
from the privileged to the impoverished. I was sad that I 
couldn’t give her something more lasting. 

We visited about six other homes; in one hut a woman 
told us that her husband refused to use a condom be-
cause he believed that the liquid in the package (the sper-
micide—the stuff that kills the semen) was actually the 
cause of the virus. We encountered other myths, includ-
ing the popular concept that white men flew airplanes 

over Africa and sprinkled AIDS powder on people. 
We noticed trends in the Tanzanians’ responses when 

we asked what was the biggest challenge dealing with 
HIV. They said that finding food to keep down medi-
cines (which don’t work properly if taken on an empty 
stomach) and paying for transportation to the clinics was 
often impossible. None of them owned a car, many were 
too ill to walk to catch the nDale nDale, and almost none 
of them could afford to pay for it. This bothered me. Why 
were the medicines so far from the dying, while Coca-
Cola was available even in the most remote village?

In the towns of Arusha, Moshi and Kibera, we held 
village square bazaars where local entertainment groups 
drew crowds while clinicians offered free HIV testing. 
The largest of these was in Kibera (a slum located in Nai-
robi, Kenya). Kibera is a small stretch of land, about one 
square mile, crammed with almost a million people. 

With the help of local organizations that focus on 
fighting AIDS, we held a “Love Life: Stop AIDS” festival. 
We walked the main road of Kibera with a brass band 

playing Kenyan national songs, and Robert and I carried 
a banner and led the procession. The locals followed us 
until we reached where comedians were performing a 
skit that was apparently very amusing (knowing only 
about four Swahili phrases, I couldn’t keep up). 

Between performances we taught facts about HIV/
AIDS with the help of interpreters and local Swahili-
speaking doctors, and encouraged people to get tested 
in the mobile clinic that was set up there. Some people 
got tested, others simply listened. When I did a condom 
demonstration in front of kids, some of the adults shifted 
uncomfortably. Children who had been climbing and 
sifting through a huge heap of garbage, wandered over 
and watched a puppet show in which the characters were 
having an open discussion about HIV/AIDS.

The Kibera bazaar was our last event in Africa. 
During our 17 days in Africa, we got about 100 people 

tested (around 35 percent turned out positive). I have 
been aware of similarly staggering statistics and little 
shocks me. I’m just glad I had the opportunity to help 
those 100 people stay alive. Of course, this is only the 
tiniest of drops in the bucket, but it remains one of my 
most fulfilling accomplishments because those people 
who now know their status can protect themselves and 
their partners.

We would always ask the people we met whether 
they had any message they wanted us to take back to 
the United States. Some asked for people to come and 
help them, others demanded that everyone learn as 
much about HIV/AIDS as possible, and others asked 
that they be remembered and that their existence be 
made known. I’ve realized that I can give these people 
something more meaningful, more permanent than a 
sack of grain. I can give them a voice. Now when I teach 
about HIV/AIDS back home in Los Angeles, I remind 

my peers of the people in Africa counting on them to 
protect themselves and to spread the knowledge. 

my commitment to thiS 
cauSe iS even Stronger

This summer I went back to Africa. I spent five weeks 
in Johannesburg, South Africa volunteering at the Nkosi 
Johnson AIDS Foundation—a shelter for HIV-positive 
women and their children. I plan to return to South Af-
rica this December. I’ve never felt more drawn to helping 
those who are suffering from HIV/AIDS. It is the crisis of 
our times—each day, 6,000 Africans die of AIDS, and yet 
it is preventable. At times it feels strange to be only 18 
and so connected to one cause—especially since I didn’t 
know anything about HIV/AIDS three years ago. It’s also 
scary. I worry that I won’t be able to make a difference; 
this is an epidemic that has stumped scientists and frus-
trated activists for years. Still, it’s my calling (or one of 
my callings) and I plan to follow it.

My friends sometimes look at me like they feel sorry 
for me when I tell them I’m spending my vacations in 
Africa. Others look at me like I’m going way too far for 
community service credit. I’ve given up certain things, 
like spending time with my mom or taking more relax-
ing vacations. Yet this cause is never a burden. 

I want to continue my education on HIV/AIDS and 
Africa (in college, I want to study Public Health and 
International Affairs), and I never forget to remind my 
peers about the virus and about my experiences. A day 
does not pass without my thoughts returning to Africa, 
and a part of me feels useless or out of place when I am 
home and not in the field fighting the virus. I know I’ll 
be going back even after this December. Africa is a place 
that I will be seeing a lot of throughout my lifetime. 
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It feels strange to 
be only 18 and so 
connected to one 

cause—especially since 
I didn’t know anything 

about HIV/AIDS 
three years ago.



by nidia trejo
17, DOWNTOWN MAGNETS HS

There are 10 minutes before WWE’s 
Raw comes on. I turn on my TV and 
get more and more anxious as the 
commercials end and the credits to 

Law & Order: SVU scroll by. The wait seems 
like forever, but when the W logo appears 
and I hear the theme music, I’m excited 
and relieved. A commentator opens the 
show by announcing the name of the city 
they’re in as the cameras sweep the stands, 
full of fans in the arena. Watching fans 
jumping up and down, holding up their 
signs, I feel their excitement. 

I smile when a wrestler I like, such as 
the Undertaker, walks down the ramp. The 
lights in the arena go out as the Undertaker 
slowly approaches the ring with his hat tilted 
down. He raises his arms for the lights to come 
back, takes off his hat and rolls his eyes up so only 
the whites of his eyes show! I roll my eyes when a 
wrestler I can’t stand, like former WWE wrestler King 
Booker, comes out. As the self-proclaimed “King of 
the World,” King Booker entered the arena wearing a 
red cape and crown on his head with his wife, Queen 
Sharmell, who graciously bowed to him. Even though 
there are wrestlers that I like more than others, I still 
enjoy every moment because they make the storylines 
so much more interesting.

I might have a million things to do every week, but I 
always set aside time to watch the WWE (World Wres-
tling Entertainment). Every Monday and Friday night I 
know that it’s there. It never goes off the air and there’s 
never a season finale. I’ve watched it for so long, my life 
would feel incomplete without it.

WreStling on tv Started out 
aS family time 

My parents introduced me to wrestling when I was 
6. My sister and I didn’t understand why they watched 
it at first, but we still joined them in front of the TV 
every week. The evenings were the only time we had to 
spend together as a family. At first I thought wrestling 
was the most boring show. There was too much talking 
and I didn’t really understand what it was. But now I 
think the opposite—wrestling wouldn’t be as interest-
ing without the commentaries. I’ve grown to enjoy it 
more than my parents do because I love the characters 
and the dramatic plots. It’s not one of their favorite 

shows anymore. Still, they let us tell them what hap-
pens, but when we talk about it as if it’s real, they say, 
“It’s just a show.” 

When I began high school and started stressing out, 
the WWE let me escape from reality when my life was 
consumed by schoolwork. My junior year I took AP 
U.S. history and AP art history. I never had hard classes 
like those and wasn’t used to studying for hours, night 
after night. I had to learn to manage my time from 
when I got home at 4:30 p.m. to when I could hardly 
keep my eyelids open studying late at night.

When I dreamt about George Washington mounting 
a horse to fight the French at Fort Duquesne, I realized 
that I desperately needed study breaks. I’d been study-
ing U.S. history for five hours that night. My school-
work, which I thought I had gotten away from when I 
fell asleep, was invading my unconscious mind! When 
I woke up I knew I needed a break. 

WWE is my four-hour break: two hours for Raw  on 

Mondays and two more hours for SmackDown on 
Fridays. I put everything on hold to watch wrestling. 

It is my only way to forget about the stress and 
escape into fun. Then, when the fun is over, I’m 
focused enough to do my work again. 

In fifth grade my friends were as excited as I 
was about pro wrestling. We would talk about 
it in class and fill each other in on what we 
might have missed. Once sixth grade came 
though, it felt as if wrestling was the last 
thing my friends wanted to talk about. I won-
dered how their enthusiasm about wrestling 
could change in one summer. When I talked 
about wrestling they changed the subject or 
stopped listening to me altogether. They said 
it was because they found out wrestling was 

fake. They said the blood was ketchup and the 
tables were already broken. In the back of my 

mind, I always knew that the storylines weren’t 
true because my parents would tell me. I liked, 

and still like, to pretend that they’re true though. 
It’s so much fun questioning what happens and 

making up answers to why a wrestler did something. 
Whether the wrestlers are acting or not, they’re the 
same to me. Knowing that wrestling isn’t real, I don’t 
take it seriously when a wrestler does something mean 
to another wrestler. 

As much as I try to defend wrestling as a sport, 
people never quit trying to put it down. Going to a new 
school at the beginning of 10th grade, I was anxious 
to meet new people. I started talking to the girl sit-
ting next to me and I asked her if she liked to watch 
wrestling. She politely said, “No,” so I didn’t expect to 
keep talking about it. Unfortunately, the very loud class 
clown overheard. He asked, “You watch wrestling?!” 
and everyone looked at me. I said, “Yes,” wondering 
what was so wrong with that. He said wrestling was 
stupid, not a sport and retarded. They were some of the 
most offensive words I’ve ever heard about wrestling 
and I never expected someone to yell at me about it. 
But comments like those actually make me more proud 
about liking wrestling. People are usually surprised 
because they don’t expect me, a very calm and small 
person (I’m 5 feet 3 inches tall and 98 pounds) to like 
a violent sport with guys who are three times my size 
and stronger. I love having the world of wrestling as 
my escape because it’s uncommon, especially for a girl, 
to like it.

One of the things I love about the WWE is all the 
different wrestlers. No wrestler is the same. I look 
forward to seeing the unpredictability each wrestler 
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i love to watch wrestling!
Outrageous characters and storylines make it the 

perfect escape from the stress of school

IllustratIon by francIsco sandoval, 15, nogales hs
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brings to the ring. For example, Hornswoggle, an Irish 
leprechaun who’s 4 feet 5 inches tall, lives under the 
wrestling ring and comes out usually to help his friend 
Finlay, but also to taunt other wrestlers. 

WWE has “good” wrestlers and “bad” wrestlers. The 
“good” wrestlers are the ones everybody loves, similar 
to heroes in movies. The “bad” wrestlers would be like 
villains in movies. My favorite “good” wrestler is Rey 
Mysterio. He’s 5 feet 6 inches tall and very quick on 
his feet. He wears masks and blue contacts to live up 
to his name as being mysterious. I think of him as the 
innocent one who everyone picks on. He’s the under-
dog in most matches, so he doesn’t usually beat his 
taller and stronger competition, but he sure puts up a 
fight, kicking his opponent to weaken his legs or jump-
ing from the air down on him. My favorite “villain” is 
Randy Orton, also known as “The Legend Killer.” He 
beats older, accomplished wrestlers and shows no re-
spect toward what they’ve done for the industry. When 
he does his finishing move, the RKO—putting his arm 
around the head of his opponent and slamming him to 
the ground—the other wrestler is done. Their legends 
are killed and they usually don’t come back to wrestle 
for a while. He’s killed the Undertaker’s and Shawn 
Michaels’ legends, but they’ve come back. I still like 
him though because he doesn’t back down, no matter 
how much people boo him.

it’S not fun When the 
WreStlerS get hurt 

Sometimes I think I should stop watching the WWE 
because it’s a dangerous sport. Wrestling is violent, but 
I like it because of the athleticism, the amazing stunts 
wrestlers perform in the ring. I admire the wrestlers 
because injuries can happen unpredictably, like in any 
other sport. I can’t help feeling guilty when a wrestler 
gets hurt, even though it is an accident, because I feel 
as if I’m supporting men hurting each other. Injuries 
are sometimes shocking because I see wrestlers as 
invincible. One of the most shocking moments in wres-
tling was in 1999 when wrestler Owen Hart died while 
making his entrance, suspended on a cable about 70 
feet above the ring. He was strapped into a harness and 
was being lowered into the ring. The cable broke, he 
fell and the impact killed him. My mom told us about 
the accident and how she’s liked wrestling less and less 
from that point on. 

I was so used to watching wrestling on TV, it never 
crossed my mind that I could experience the WWE in 
real life. I got my chance a few years ago when Wrestle-
Mania 21, the biggest wrestling event of the year, came 
to the Staples Center. I was so excited, I couldn’t wait 
until the tickets went on sale. Unfortunately, Wrestle-
Mania tickets were sold out, but my sister and I were 
able to get tickets to Raw the following night.

I walked into the Staples Center on the big night 
feeling so lucky to finally get the chance to be an ex-
cited fan in the crowd. I treasured those two and a half 
hours. I didn’t mind that there were kids behind me 
yelling obnoxious things to the wrestlers, the icy air 
conditioning, or the people in front of me who blocked 
my view of the ring when they stood up to cheer. My 
heart pounded with excitement the entire time. The 
flat screens around the arena replayed the matches at 
WrestleMania the night before over and over again, 
adding to the energy. I didn’t get tired of it. 

I wished I could go back in time to the last 15 min-
utes, over and over again. I didn’t want it to end. The 
most memorable thing that happened that night was 

seeing Randy Orton being helped backstage by referees 
after he lost to Dave Batista, “The Animal.” Orton was 
headed through a left exit instead of the main entrance. 
He was struggling to walk and had a look of pain on 
his face as if still in character. He was headed my way, 
so my sister and I stood up to see what he’d do next. 
Orton looked up at us for like five seconds and stood 
up straighter. I froze. I couldn’t believe it. Out of the 
thousands of people in the arena he looked directly at 
us. I should’ve waved or something.

When I’m not watching wrestling I’m always think-
ing, “When should I start my homework? Will I be able 
to finish it all if I stay up late?  Should I just quit and go 
to sleep?” But then, I tell myself that if I can make time 
to watch what’s entertaining to me and what makes me 

happy, then I can definitely put up with doing hours of 
homework. I’m motivated to get back on task since I’ve 
already given myself time to relax with the WWE. I go 
back to sit under my lamp at my desk in a better mood, 
with a positive attitude to finish everything.

nidia 
says her dream 
match is to see Jeff 
hardy go against 
rey mysterio—high 
flyer vs. high flyer! 

by nidia trejo
17, DOWNTOWN MAGNETS HS

I had a chance to interview WWE wrestler 
Bobby Lashley just before he competed for the 
WWE championship. (Unfortunately, he lost to 

John Cena.) He’s been competing in the WWE for 
about two years and is one of my favorites. When I 
first saw him debut on SmackDown I couldn’t wait 
to see him wrestle in bigger matches. I’m a big fan 
because he plays a good guy and doesn’t cheat. His 
wrestling skills are enough to win, so he doesn’t 
run away or resort to using weapons. 

Talking to him I learned that being a wrestler, 
then becoming a WWE wrestler, is life changing 
and that fans, like me, play a big role in encourag-
ing wrestlers to continue fighting in the WWE. 

How did you decide to become a wrestler?
Well I started amateur wrestling in the seventh 
grade and I started because I played sports every 
season and there were no sports for seventh grad-
ers during the wintertime except wrestling. I tried 
it out and I was pretty good when I first started 
and I just got better from there.

How long did it take for you to get into the 
WWe? Was it hard for you to break in?
What happened was that I was amateur wrestling 
and I was at the Olympic training center. And at 
one of my tournaments, which was actually the 
World Team Trials, which is a big major tourna-
ment in the United States, somebody from the 
WWE saw me and when they saw me they said I 
had a good look, good build. They saw my athleti-
cism and they wanted me to come out to try out 
for the WWE. So [in 2004] I went to Louisville, Ky., 
where they have one of the developmental pro-
grams and I was there for about a year and a half 
before I was brought on to TV. 

What kind of effect have your fans had on you?
I love the fans. That’s the reason why I do this. If 
we didn’t have fans I would be amateur wrestling, 
training people. I love being in the WWE and I love 
the fans that we have. The fans are the reason why 
I pull myself up when my body’s beat up and I’m 
worn out and I’ve got to travel and everything like 
that. And then I get one of my fans to come up and 
ask for an autograph and take a picture with me 
and then I know why I’m here and it just gives me 
my drive back. 

Why do you think wrestling has been so popular? 
It’s an outlet for people—people with everyday lives. 
It’s a chance for them to go out there and be enter-
tained. It gives people the opportunity, when they 
have struggles at home or they have struggles at 
work or something like that, they can almost envi-
sion that person that they have struggles with in the 
ring and they can cheer for the good guys. We have 
something that anybody and everybody can relate to.

interview with wwe star bobby lashley

© 2007 world wrestlIng entertaInment, Inc.  all rIghts reserved.
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by chris lee
17, WALNUT HS

I
’m an alternative energy and environmen-
tal geek. My closet is filled with stacks of 
magazines, such as Popular Science, Scientific 
American and Discover (I love the stories on 
global warming), and I have a folder full of 
Los Angeles Times articles about energy con-

sumption. One of my treasured books is an autographed 
copy of Out of Gas by David Goodstein, a professor at 
Cal Tech, who gave a talk on energy I attended when I 
was 13. 

All this reading showed me that our rampant use of 
fossil fuels (coal, natural gas and oil) is causing perma-

nent environmental destruction that will lead to another 
problem—we’re going to run out of coal, natural gas 
and oil someday. My family has recycled for years, but I 
wanted to make more of an impact.

So I joined my school’s solar car team toward the 
end of my freshman year. We were preparing for the 
Dell-Winston Solar Car Challenge, a national solar car 
race for high school students held at the Texas Motor 
Speedway, which hosts NASCAR races. Although Dell 
did not offer any prize money, the bragging rights, tro-
phy and opportunity to work on a functioning solar car 
were more than enough motivation. 

Solar cars could be the next generation of super-
efficient, non-polluting cars. They weigh less than regu-
lar cars and use only the sun to propel them without 

emitting any pollution. Polluted air is nearly impossible 
to clean up and is a cause of global warming. The way 
solar cars work is sunlight hits the solar panels (which 
look like flat, reflective plates), and the cells on the pan-
els convert the sun’s energy into electricity. That electric-
ity powers the car’s motor or is stored in the batteries 
for use later. 

Usually, only colleges and professional teams par-
ticipate in this competitive hobby because it requires 
advanced engineering and a big budget. Stanford’s 
solar car, Solstice, is sleeker than a Ferrari and has 
raced at 75 miles per hour down Australian highways. 
But such an aerodynamic beauty demanded thousands 
of hours of work and costs nearly $500,000. Even 
with much, much smaller budgets, fewer than 15 high 

Driving on sunshine
It was exciting and challenging to build a solar-powered car that doesn’t pollute

Chris Lee, 17, waits to start racing his team’s solar car at the 2006 Dell-Winston Solar Car Challenge.
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school teams across the nation compete in the Dell-
Winston Solar Car Challenge, because only a few can 
build a solar car.

Beginning my sophomore year, we had nine months 
to design and build a car that could race more than 
500 miles (roughly the distance from San Diego to San 
Francisco). The hardest part was that solar cars don’t 
come with a set of instructions or any pre-made pieces. 
We needed to design it, find materials and decide how to 
actually put the components together. 

We spent Saturdays in Mr. Smith’s car shop. His son, 
Colin, headed the team because he had experience from 
the year before. We met at 10 a.m. and worked for five 
hours. Even though our team had about 150 members 
on its e-mail list, about eight people (it usually varied) 
showed up every week because we weren’t strict about 
attendance. Though not everyone was as passionate 
about alternative energies as I was, we each had an inner 
science geek and were excited to engineer a car. 

building a car WaS harder 
than We thought

Colin and I wanted to build a car with a fiberglass 
body because it’s way lighter than metal, and lighter cars 
need less power to move. But we realized that we didn’t 
have the experience or budget. So that meant re-using 
the car the team used the previous year. With the help 
of Colin’s dad, who had experience modifying cars as 
a hobby, we were able to improve the old solar car. We 
would definitely have been lost without the help of men-
tors, like Colin’s dad.

We changed some of the parts, gutted some of the 
heavier metals and replaced them with a lighter plastic 
material, dropping about 200 pounds of weight. We 
had placed second the year before and hoped to win 
this time.

We bought parts from small specialty stores that also 
sold parts for small aircraft and off-road vehicles. If we 
were able to experiment with commonplace supplies, I 
wondered what the scientists and engineers at Ford and 
GM were doing with all their top-notch research facili-
ties and technologies.

The next five months were brutal since work was 
slow whenever school was in session. One Saturday 
was welding the frame; the next was configuring the 
suspension; then it was attaching a steering wheel and 
system. This wasn’t physically hard, but it was compli-
cated. Each Saturday we’d schedule a specific task, but 
then fail to complete it because it was too complicated 
and we weren’t organized enough. Experts at local hob-
by shops gave us advice, and we searched the Internet 
for help. By March we had wanted the suspension in-
stalled, but we didn’t even have the body done yet. And 
the race was in July. Only after the May AP tests did 
we dramatically pick up the pace by meeting three to 
four times a week. Eventually, commercial solar panels 
roofed the top, suspension steadied the car, and six 12V 
car batteries flanked the sides. Next, we snaked wiring 
through the body of the car to connect all the parts to 
power the motor.

After thousands of collective hours of tinkering we 
were not racing against other solar cars yet, but we were 
racing against time—the day before we were to leave for 
the race, the car still wouldn’t run. We hunched over the 
50 wires in the battery box because we suspected that the 
electricity wasn’t flowing properly. We all felt helpless.

“Did you check the wiring?” Mr. Smith asked.
“What do you even mean by check? Do you want me 

to pull everything out!” responded a frustrated Colin.

“How about you just follow the wires?” suggested Da-
vid, another team member who was just as flustered.

“Do we even know that the problem is the wiring? 
Did you check the fuse?” asked Mr. Smith. 

I ignored everyone while I tried to concentrate on 
solving the problem.

Out of desperation we called for help. William, a past 
mentor for the solar car team and an electrical engineer 
who assisted us from time to time, came and looked at 
our problem and suggested replacing a fuse. That expe-
rience made me realize the importance of listening to 
others’ suggestions no matter how focused or frustrated 
I was. We replaced the fuse just before we left for the 
race, which left no time for a test run. We didn’t even 

know if the car would work.
When we arrived all the teams were as excited as 

us. Teams with Southern drawls thought our “accents” 
were funny, and everybody had techy discussions about 
how they built their solar cars. I loved the atmosphere. 
Everyone was passionate about renewable energies and 
had an understanding of the politics, economics and sci-
ence behind these technologies. We were a young group 
who wanted to, and did, make a difference.

Would our car Start? 
All the teams left their cars out in the sun the day 

before the race to charge the batteries. We weren’t sure 
if replacing the fuse actually fixed our problem. With a 
turn of a key, the display lighted up, and the car jolted 
forward with a tap on the pedal. We knew it worked.

The race was divided into seven two-and-a-half-hour 
legs on the NASCAR track. Each car crawled out of 
pit row in one-minute intervals, accelerating gradu-
ally to conserve energy until it was our turn to start. 
We successfully completed two laps within the first 10 
minutes. 

I volunteered for the second leg of the race. I had just 

gotten my license and was ready to use it. As I stepped 
into the box frame of the car, Colin’s dad handed me a 
backpack filled with Gatorade and ice to prevent dehy-
dration. It can easily reach temperatures of more than 
130 degrees Fahrenheit on the track. Ten minutes into 
the race, I didn’t want to be in there anymore because 
the ice had melted, and for the rest of the leg I was 
forced to drink the warm, watered-down Gatorade. 

Solar car racing at the high school level isn’t nearly as 
exciting as a high-speed NASCAR race, but rather it’s a 
low-speed race of endurance. As more cars went past us, 
we knew that we weren’t going to finish first. But I was 
happy because we had built a car that worked. By 2 p.m., 
I lost track of the number of laps around the track. The 
breeze flowing through the window felt so gentle that 
it seemed I could walk faster than the car could move. 
And I lost count of the number of times the orange St. 
Thomas High School car whirred past me. I didn’t mind 
getting lapped; I was just counting the minutes until I 
could get out of the car. 

We placed sixth and traveled 269 miles on the track, 
way behind the 599 miles driven by St. Thomas High 
from Minnesota. We didn’t do as well as the previous 
year because every other team raced a newly designed 
car while we merely tried to improve our old one. We 
weren’t the best, but it was really cool running a zero-
emission solar car on a NASCAR track. In a normal 
race, fuel is consumed so quickly that speedsters travel 
four miles to the gallon. I wonder how much they spend 
on gas because our car ran for free—our car soaked up 
the sun.

going green WaS more 
imPortant than Winning

With a budget of roughly $20,000 we managed to 
build a solar car, paid for with funds from our city, dona-
tions from suppliers such as Tire Pros, and fundraising. 
Doing something really cool environmentally—beyond 
just recycling—convinced me that I could do more, even 
as a high school student.

A couple months later Lexus asked us to participate 
in a commercial near Death Valley. In the commercial, 
the new Lexus hybrid GS 450h zigzagged past a line of 
solar cars as if to suggest that the Lexus was the new 
generation of green, luxury vehicles. Our car, the Tanque 
del Sol, was not too shabby after all.

Sadly, I could not devote as much time to the solar car 
team this year because I’ve been doing work on another 
alternative fuel source for vehicles. Since my sophomore 
year, I’ve been working for Cal Tech professor Sossina 
Haile researching fuel cells. They can harness the en-
ergy during the chemical reaction of hydrogen fuel and 
oxygen and convert it into electricity. Basically, fuel cells 
may be the next generation of devices that can replace 
car engines and reduce our reliance on oil. They gener-
ate only water as a byproduct and emit no ozone-deplet-
ing carbon dioxide or smog-causing nitrogen oxides. 
Though this research (staring at screens of numbers) 
isn’t as exciting as building a solar car, it’s just as impor-
tant to me.

Our generation will explore the new frontiers of alter-
native energies. And although neither solar cars or fuel 
cells are practical yet, thousands of scientists and engi-
neers are working hard to attack our future problems 
with solutions that most of us will take for granted.

I feel like these experiences have become a spring-
board for me to do more. After college, I want to keep try-
ing to improve our environment. I believe if teens follow 
their passions, they’ll have opportunities to help, too.

We weren’t the 
best, but it was 

really cool running 
a zero-emission 
solar car on a 

NASCAR track.

photo courtesy of the dell-wInston solar car challenge
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have your voice heard at 
layouth.com

Poll results from layouth.com:
• 70 percent said that school adminstrators should NOT be allowed to censor the school newspaper.
• 25 percent said that they’ve been abused in a relationship but kept it to themselves. 
• 17 percent said that they get five hours of sleep or less per night! 

To make sure you’re alerted when new poll questions and material get posted on our website, go to 
layouth.com and register. Registration subscribes you to an e-mail list alerting you when new stories, 
reviews and polls are posted on layouth.com. Your e-mail address will not be shared with anyone. 

also at layouth.com:

• Find a past story. Type a keyword into 
our searchable database and access nine years 
worth of L.A. Youth stories.

• search for a job. Our jobs page has links 
to more than a dozen employment websites.

• Join the staff. Details about our next 
Newcomer’s Day are always online.

• tell us what you think. If you like a  
story, e-mail us at editor@layouth.com. Hate a 
story, e-mail us. Let us know how you think we’re 
doing. Or vote in a poll.

step 1: go to 
www.layouth.com 
and click on “log-in”
on the right side of 
the screen

step 2: click 
“register”

step 3: complete 
registration form

•  Log-in.
•  Register.
•  Retrieve lost password.



(Great idea for mothers, grandmothers, 

and green thumbs alike!)
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by noelle cornelio
17, NOTRE DAME ACADEMY

S
omehow during the holiday season, my money 
always seemed to disappear. The decorations 
around the mall, the songs played in stores and 
all the sales called out, “Noelle, buy more gifts!” 

I found myself buying gifts not only for my close 
friends and family but also for practically everyone I 
know. I was spending too much money. I needed to find 
an inexpensive alternative. 

One day a few years ago, I passed by a Michaels craft 
store in Burbank. The solution immediately clicked. I 
began hand-making gifts rather than buying them at 
the mall.

There are many benefits to making gifts. For one, 
you won’t spend as much money as you would at a 
mall. Though handmaking gifts may take some time, it’s 
definitely manageable. Also, you can easily personalize 
the gifts for a specific person. Most importantly, it’s the 
thought that counts! I’m sure that your friends and fam-
ily would love to receive something that’s handmade. My 
best friend was so excited to receive the personalized 
tote bag I made for her last year.

If you’re interested in making your own gifts but 
don’t know where to start, here are some ideas all less 
than $10. Although I do think that I’m a little craftier 
than most of my friends, these projects are so easy and 
quick to do that even my younger sister finds them 
simple to make. 

Simple gifts you can make
And hey, they don’t cost a lot

Flower Pot 

From the craft store …

ceramic flower pot ($1)

acrylic paint ($1 per tube)

paintbrushes ($3 for a pack of 10)

From a nursery, such as at Home Depot ...

flowers ($3)

Paint your own design on the flower 

pot and, once done, let it dry.

Put the flowers into the pot (add 

extra soil to stabilize the plant).

•
•
•

•

1.

2.

T-shirt 
From the craft store …

fabric paint ($2 per bottle)
paintbrushes 

From Target …
T-shirts ($5 for a pack of 4)

From an office supply store …
adhesive contact paper ($3 per roll)

Prepare your T-shirt by placing newspaper inside the shirt so that the paint won’t bleed  through to the back.
Draw your design on the contact paper.Cut out the design, creating a stencil made of contact paper.Carefully peel off the paper backing on the contact paper stencil and place the sticky side of the contact paper on the T-shirt.Paint directly onto the T-shirt, inside the stencil.Let the shirt dry overnight, then wash it inside out.

•
•

•

•

1.

2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

Picture Frame
From the craft store …

unfinished wooden picture frame ($1)

acrylic paint
paintbrushes
puffy paint (optional $1 per tube)

Paint!
Add in your picture once the frame is completely dry.

For a splatter-paint frame, paint a base color first. Once dry, 

put a blob of paint (in any color other than the base color) on 

the paintbrush and flick the brush towards the frame, creating 

a splattered look. (This should be done outside or against a 

backdrop to avoid making a mess.)

To personalize the frame, use puffy paint to write on the 

frame. You can also add small items such as fake flowers, little 

plastic toys and buttons by using a glue gun to stick them onto 

the frame.

•
•
•
•

1.
2.
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by victoria Wolfe
17, NORTH HOLLYWOOD HS

B
efore high school I didn’t really know a lot 
about other cultures. All I knew was that 
they were different from my white Jewish 
culture and that that was OK. My parents 
raised me to be accepting of everyone, 

taking me to the Museum of Tolerance since I was little 
and raising me around as many different people as they 
could. I was tolerant, but not free of stereotypes.

In seventh grade I sat in the back of my science class 
across from a Latina girl. She was really fun to talk to be-
cause everything she said was brutally honest, whether 
she was talking about clothes or other people in school. 
She talked mostly about boys and every day she would 
come in with dark lip liner, thick curled lashes, filled-in 
plucked eyebrows and a loud attitude. This was OK with 
me, but totally different from my quiet-in-class style. She 
made science class a lot more fun, but without realizing 
it I started thinking that was how all Latina girls acted 
and dressed.

It’s weird now to look back and see that I thought 
about people this way without knowing it. I had a hard 
time admitting this to myself, and even though I don’t 
think this way anymore, it’s hard for me to write this 
because I feel like a bad person. I worry that I will of-
fend someone, and that’s the last thing I want to do. I’m 
just trying to say that my high school and the friends 
I have made have helped change my views about  
stereotypes.

I attend the North Hollywood High School Biological 
Sciences Zoo Magnet, which has about 290 kids and 
is located next to the L.A. Zoo. Since we are a magnet 
school, we are diverse. Our magnet is made up of about 
40 percent white students and about 60 percent Hispan-
ics, African Americans, Asians and other. We are more 
integrated than our sister school, North Hollywood 
High. My friend who attends North Hollywood High told 
me that during nutrition and lunch, most kids from dif-
ferent races don’t hang out with each other.

our intereStS, not race, 
unite uS

At my school students mainly separate themselves 
by cliques, like the punks, the preps, the anime kids and 
so forth, but since it’s a small school there is a lot more 
acceptance of who people are. I had never thought that I 
could express my weird love for Buffy the Vampire Slay-
er outside of my close friends, but one day during junior 
year I noticed a girl wearing a ring from the series. I had 
met her before and we had exchanged a few words, but 
for the first time I started talking to her. I think that at 
larger schools it’s easier to get lost in a big sea of people. 
I feel more accepted at mine.

Since I started high school I have met many people 
with different perspectives and cultures. My two closest 

Embracing diversity
The friends I’ve made at my small, integrated school 
have helped me overcome my prejudices  

(from left) Victoria and 
her friends Judy chung 
and amy Sanchez hang 
out at their school.



friends are a Mexican American, Amy, and an 
Asian American, Judy, and jeez have I learned a 
lot from them. I remember the first time I went 
over to Amy’s house and her mother asked me 
about the size of my family. “Well, my mother’s 
side is pretty small and spread out, but my father 
has a really big family,” I said, getting ready to 
awe Amy’s mom with my large family tree.

“Oh, really? How big?”
I went in for the punch line. “Well there are 

four siblings in his whole family!” Amy and her 
mom started cracking up. Her mom told me she 
had 16 siblings. I had heard of big families, but 
never that big. And so started my learning of 
other cultures.

At the end of sophomore year Amy and I 
became leaders on dance team and spent more 
time together. Our personalities clicked. She 
knew which guys were worth her time and 
which were not, giving me “Oh God” looks when 
guys made dumb sex jokes.  

Amy almost always gets straight As and she 
quickly reads assignments like our boring his-

tory book while still understanding what it’s 
about. One assignment, which I thought was 
just busy work, was to make a scrapbook of The 
Catcher in the Rye, a book we had read. I pasted 
pieces of colored paper together and drew some 
pictures. When Amy arrived to class with her 
scrapbook I was amazed. She had bought an 
actual scrapbook. She had cut-outs from maga-
zines, pop-up stickers—the works. I wondered 
why I was so surprised that Amy was an excel-
lent student. I couldn’t figure it out until I met 
another Latina girl in one of my other classes 
who was boy crazy. She brought back the ste-
reotypes I had in middle school about Latina 
girls. At first I tried not to think about them, but 
they didn’t go away. Once I admitted the stereo-
types to myself I no longer felt that way because 

I realized how dumb and untrue they were.
This realization led me to see I also had 

a stereotype of quiet Asians who do all their 
homework and stay in on weekends. I got 
this stereotype from my friends in the North 
Hollywood High School Highly Gifted Magnet 
(HGM). They would joke about how Asian stu-
dents in the HGM would study constantly and 
didn’t have a life because their parents would 
not accept anything less than an A.

She WaSn’t What i 
exPected

Judy seemed to fit that stereotype at first. 
She would do all her homework and run laps 
without complaining when the dance team lead-
ers were punishing the team. Then one day she 
was practicing the routine for dance team and I 
saw her really dance. Every time we ran through 
the show her dancing was just as intense and 
energetic. I could tell that she was hardworking 
not just with her schoolwork, but also with the 
artistic ways she expresses herself.

We started to become friends and once I 
started talking to her, I couldn’t get enough of 
her crazy outlook. She makes up weird dances 
that we called the “hoe-down” because they 
resembled a country dance. She breaks out in 
her “hoe-down” when we are standing around 
during nutrition, and there is no way I can’t join 
in. When we became closer, we started talking 
about more serious topics, like the differences 
between our religions (I’m Jewish and her par-
ents are Christian). We can discuss almost 
everything and I never feel like I have to hold 
back. She is the most bizarre person I know, and 
I mean that in the best way possible.

If I didn’t attend a small magnet school, I 
don’t think I would have gotten so close to Amy 
and Judy. Integration programs are important. 
Even people brought up in open environments 
like I was can form prejudices. It’s hard to find 
a television show with a main character who is 
not white, and if the main character is a minor-
ity then usually the rest of the cast members 
are as well. TV shows play up stereotypes 
because they think it’s funny, but stereotypes 
shouldn’t be jokes. People around you also can 
lead you to form prejudices, telling racist jokes 
or making fun of others’ differences. Magnet 
schools like mine, which are small and diverse, 
allow kids to be more open to different types 
of people, and break down their own racial 
stereotypes.

I hate that I had prejudices. But everyone 
does and the best way to overcome them is to  
acknowledge them. One of my other Latina 
friends said that when she first met me, she 
thought I was a stuck-up white girl. I get this a 
lot, I don’t know why, maybe because I’m quiet 
around new people. She said that once she got 
to know me, she saw that I wasn’t like that at 
all. I am happy to say that I will never have the 
same prejudices against Latinas and Asians 
again. Even if my prejudices were not as bad 
as the KKK’s, I still think it’s important not to 
have them. When you have prejudices, you’re 
not able to see the person for who they are and 
could miss out on someone who could become 
a good friend. 
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Once I 
admitted the 
stereotypes 
to myself, 

I no longer 
felt that 

way because 
I realized 
how dumb 
and untrue 
they were.

Could the Supreme Court’s  
race ruling affect L.a. schools?
by victoria Wolfe
17, NORTH HOLLYWOOD HS 

I decided to write this story about my magnet school after 
I heard about a court case that ruled in favor of non-
integrated schools. One afternoon this summer, driving 

down winding Laurel Canyon Boulevard, my mom turned 
on NPR, national public radio, like she always does. Usually 
I stare out the window and turn my thoughts to the weird 
houses I see, but that day something caught my attention. 
A reporter was talking about Brown v. Board of Education, 
the 1954 Supreme Court ruling that outlawed segregation in 
public schools. A mother in Seattle had sued her school dis-
trict, arguing that it shouldn’t consider students’ races when 
assigning them to a school, and the case went all the way to 
the Supreme Court.

I had learned about Brown v. Board of Education in AP 
American history class. Why would someone want to reverse 
the case that took maybe the largest step toward racial equal-
ity in our country? 

The woman, who is white, sued the Seattle school system 
so that her daughter could go to her neighborhood high 
school. In Seattle, if too many kids apply to a school, they use 
a “tie breaker,” the first being if a sibling is already attending 
that school and the second being race to keep the schools di-
verse. Too many white kids applied to the girl’s neighborhood 
school that year, and she didn’t get in. When the mother took 
the case to court, she won.

Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer was quoted on 
NPR saying, “The last half century has witnessed great 
strides towards racial equality but we have not yet realized 
the promise of Brown v. Board of Education. … This is a deci-
sion that the court and the nation will come to regret.”

I started thinking about how this ruling could affect Los 
Angeles and my magnet school, which also considers race in 
admissions. Some magnets are hard to get into because they 
are small and their educational focus is popular. They’re like 
small private schools that the government pays for, so compe-
tition for spots can get pretty intense. What if someone sued 
to get their child into the magnet program they wanted?

To find out if the Supreme Court case would affect the Los 
Angeles Unified School District, I talked to Catherine Lhamon, 
the racial justice director of the Southern California chapter of 
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). She assured me 
the case wouldn’t affect L.A.’s magnet program. She said the 
program is protected because it was created specifically for 
integration, while the Seattle program was not. She also said 
it was created as part of a court order, so it is legal.

But Lhamon told me LAUSD is currently fighting a lawsuit 
filed by people who want to stop the magnet program from 
considering race in admissions. Lhamon argues that the 
magnet program should be able to use race because it was 
created to desegregate schools and that there is no other way 
to achieve diversity without looking at each applicant’s race. 
“The single greatest achievement of the magnet program is 
its success in offering a world class education in a truly di-
verse setting,” Lhamon said.  

This reassured me, but I am still concerned because the 
woman in Seattle won her case. Magnets are important be-
cause they bring together people of different cultures so we 
can all learn from one another. 
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rules 
The contest entry must be the original artwork 
of a Los Angeles-area youth ages 13 to 19.

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. 

Each artist may submit only one entry.

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.

1)

2)

3)

4)

Culture. It’s who we are and 
how we identify ourselves. 
Maybe you define your cul-
ture as your ethnicity or race. 
But you can define it in other 
ways, too. It can be your  
interests or what you’re pas-
sionate about. You might say 
you’re a skater, 
artist, music 
lover or 
fashion- 
ista. 
What is 
your  
culture?

DeADLIne: MArch 31, 2008

IllustratIons by (from top) alberto palomar, oscar rodrIguez and noel vasquez, l.a. youth archIves.

1st place 

$75
2nd & 3rd place 

$50

l.a.youth
art contest:

MY CuLTuRE

L.a. Youth
5967 W. 3rd St. Suite 301
Los angeles Ca 90036

Send submissions to: 
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Do you want to let  
other teens know what 
foster care is like?  
Here’s your chance.
L.A. Youth is looking for foster youth 
ages 14 to 19 who want to write an 
article to be published in L.A. Youth. 

By joining L.A. 
Youth, you can:

❒ earn $100 for each story published
 

❒  improve your writing skills by  
working with an editor

❒  help other foster youth by sharing  
your experiences

❒ inform others about “the system”

Are you in foster care 
in Los Angeles County? 

contact editor  
amanda riddle at 

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

Invite Amanda to speak at your 
school, group home or foster agency 
about writing for L.A. Youth.

Got questions? 
Go to www.layouth.com and click 
on the Foster Youth link to learn 
more and read stories written by  
foster youth.

H

H

turn to 
page 24

to find 
out how 

Trayvione 
overcame 

harassment 
at his school.

Foster Youth Editor Amanda Riddle (right) works with a writer on his story.



by trayvione travis, 18

W
hen I was 13 years old, I started going 
to a very small school with about 20 
students. On my first day I overheard 
remarks like “Oh he’s gay.” I think the 
other students knew I was gay because 

I was from a group home for gay and lesbian foster 
youth called GLASS (Gay and Lesbian Adolescent Social 
Services). The next day, someone asked, “Are you gay?” 
I had accepted myself and come out to the people at my 
group home, but I didn’t know how the students at my 
school would react if they knew. At my previous school, 
some of the kids had fought me and called me names 
because I was gay. So I said “no” and someone from 
behind me who also was from GLASS said, “Don’t lie. 
Tell them you’re gay.” 

The next day on the bus the same boy who had asked 
me if I was gay threw a marker at me. I got out of my 
seat and hit him and we started to fight. After what felt 
like two minutes, two kids broke up the fight and we 
both got sent home for two days. I thought the fight 

would make the boys back off, but when I got back to 
school nothing had changed. For the next year and a 
half I felt that I was going through a maze, no matter 
where I went at school I could not escape being picked 
on because I was gay.  

There were six gay kids at my school at the time, 
three boys and three girls from GLASS. The other gay 
boys were also getting harassed. They wouldn’t say any-
thing; they’d just roll their eyes and ignore the kids. But 
something inside of me had to prove that I was not afraid 
of them. I had so much anger from my past. Growing up 
I had to stand up to a lot of people, like my family and 
foster parents who didn’t treat me right, so I did not feel 
threatened by anyone. When someone would call me a 
name I’d say something back like “f--- you!” or “Shut the 
f--- up!” We’d get in each other’s faces and argue and get 
in-school suspension.

he taunted me under hiS 
breath

One day a boy who was always saying stuff was on 
the other side of the classroom and I heard him say “fag-

got,” “gay boy” and “fruitcake” over and over. When I 
looked up he would look away. The teacher said to him, 
“Get back to work.”  But the boy kept calling me names 
so I said “Shut the hell up” and he whispered under his 
breath “fag.” I was so mad I picked up a stapler off the 
teacher’s desk and hit his arm. 

Instead of suspending me, the teacher sent me up-
stairs to the conference room for the rest of the day. I 
felt that he knew that I knew what I did was wrong, but 
being on in-school suspension was enough punishment 
because I was being teased every day, and he was trying 
his best to keep me from getting into trouble at school 
and at home. 

When the teachers caught the boys picking on me, 
they sent them to the dean’s office and gave them in-
school suspension. But they would catch them only 
some of the time. My counselor helped, too. She would 
talk to them and at first they would leave me alone, but 
a couple days later they would bother me again.

During lunch and sometimes during class I would 
talk to my teacher’s aide, Michelle. I felt comfortable 
around her because she could always tell if there was 
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i couldn’t take it anymore
After more than a year of being harassed at school 

because I’m gay, I found a way to make it stop

IllustratIon by  

brIan lopez-santos,  

16, marshall hs



something wrong with me and she would listen. When 
I talked to her about the teasing and said that I was get-
ting tired of it, she would tell me that the teachers were 
doing all they could to make the name-calling stop. It 
seemed like the teachers were taking small steps, but 
still, it wasn’t enough. 

otherS before me had 
fought for gay rightS

I started to hate all the boys. Sometimes I wished that 
I had never come to my school. Then a few months later 
my group home showed us a movie about the Stonewall 
Riots. Back in the 60s, police officers in New York would 
go inside gay bars and beat up gay and transgender peo-
ple and arrest them just for being gay. Lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ) people got tired 
of all the madness. They felt they deserved the same 
respect and rights as everyone else. So in 1969, they 
protested and fought against the police and started riots. 
Seeing what they had to go through to demand respect, 
that’s what I felt I was going through, having to fight for 
respect. Watching them standing up for their rights, I felt 
I should do the same. But what I’d been doing, standing 
my ground by going to a teacher, wasn’t working.

One day during elective this boy said, “fag.” I got out 
of my chair and flung some checkers in front of him. 
Then I walked out of the classroom and went upstairs 
to talk to my counselor because I was fed up. I felt like I 
was inside a videogame and whoever could make me go 
off the most wins. I told her about the other boys bother-
ing me. She said she would talk to them. 

It seemed to help. Two weeks went by and no one 
said anything to me. Then two or three new kids came to 
the school. The new kids started talking mess and saying 
their little remarks, too. One of the new kids said to my 
friend, who is a boy who dresses as a girl, “Man, that’s 
nasty.” We exchanged words and got into a fight. Next 
thing I knew I was getting carried out of the classroom 
by the teacher. 

A week later, Christina, one of the staff at my af-
ter-school program for the kids at GLASS, asked how 
school was going. I told her about all the things that 
were going on. I hadn’t told the staff at GLASS because 
I didn’t think GLASS could do anything since it was a 
school issue. She said gays and lesbians have rights. She 
said that what was going on was called sexual harass-
ment and that I could press charges against the kids, or 
on the school if the teachers and administrators weren’t 
doing anything about it. She gave me a paper that listed 
what qualified as sexual harassment, such as touching 
someone who doesn’t want to be touched, talking to 
somebody in a sexually inappropriate way and saying in-
appropriate things. Having that paper in my hand made 
me feel empowered. 

At school the next day I showed my counselor the pa-
per. She was very supportive. She had two police officers 
come to school and talk to the kids about sexual harass-
ment. As soon as the officers said that gays could press 
charges, all the kids stopped goofing off and listened. It 
made me happy to see the looks on the boys’ faces. It was 
like I was finally getting back at them, but in a different 
way. The next week, the staff at my school came to each 
classroom and announced that if anyone was caught 
sexually harassing someone, they could be suspended, 
expelled or have charges brought against them. 

Things didn’t change overnight, but they did even-
tually get better. The kids didn’t get the point until the 
administration started sending kids home and they saw 
the school was serious. It took about three months for 

everyone to come around and when they did, everything 
was cool. The boys began to talk to me. They even 
started calling me their homeboy. At first I thought, “Is 
someone trying to play a joke on me?” but they kept on 
saying it. After awhile I let go of my anger and decided 
that I was going to give this a chance and get to know 
the other kids. I thought that if I stayed mad, I would 
keep them mad and there would have been no point in 
going through all that I went through to make a change. 
I thought it would be a lot better if they got to know me 
and the other gay kids because then they would know 
that it was OK to be friends with someone who is gay. 

gay or Straight, We had a 
lot in common

We started to hang out at school and at the park dur-
ing P.E. We would talk about what we did over the week-
end and what we were going to do the next weekend. 
Being gay doesn’t make me any different from other 
kids. We all do the same things, like go to the movies and 

the mall, so I had a lot in common with most of them.
Now they are my homeboys. Sometimes we slap box 

(play fight). They hang out with us at the bus stops. We 
show them photos of us and our gay friends. I feel more 
comfortable knowing that I’m accepted. I do things I 
wouldn’t do before, like wear a rainbow necklace or 
bring pictures of myself with my boyfriend. 

I used to think they were savages, but now that I’ve 
gotten to know them, I see that they are different people 
than they were before. I think they were acting like 
that because they thought somebody would say that 
they were gay if they hung out with us. This goes on 
everywhere and it’s unnecessary. Why care if somebody 
thinks you’re gay or not? If you know you’re not, you 
shouldn’t care about what other people think. If they 
want to make a big deal about it, then that’s somebody 
you shouldn’t be hanging around. 

The school has gotten a lot of new kids since then, but 
everyone gets along now. Some people say things here 
and there but the teachers are on it right away, telling 
them that it is not OK and sending them to the dean’s 
office. I know that things are not going to go back to the 
way they were. I’m glad that the kids at school can see 
the gay kids for who they are.

When I was younger I felt that everyone was my 
enemy. Now that I’m older, I know that not all straight 
people are bad. A lot of people support me, like the staff 
at my group home, and not all of them are gay. The 
same with the kids at school. They hang out with me and 
they’re cool. They’re not bad people. 

I feel good about the changes at my school. I am not 
happy about how long it took, but I’m happy knowing I 
can come to school without being picked on. Everyone 
should be given respect no matter who you are, how you 
look or how you act. You can’t judge someone just by the 
way they look. You have to get to know them. 

how to stop harassment
tell an adult at your school that you trust, 
such as a counselor or teacher. also report the 
harassment to a school administrator.

tell your parents. parents can be good advocates 
by calling the school and communicating with 
principals and other adults on an adult level.

write down everything that happened. you may 
have to tell your story to several people and it 
may be easier to remember what happened if it is 
organized and written down. 

•

•

•

if you are an lausd student, you can contact 
the educational equity compliance office at 
(213) 241-7682 or educ-equity@lausd.k12.ca.us. 
the office can work with the school or 
contact the local district office to make 
sure your complaint is addressed.

if these steps don’t work, file a complaint with 
your school district. 

start a gay-straight alliance at your school. 
contact project 10 at (626) 577-4553.

source: lausd’s educational equity compliance office

•

•

•
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trayvione 
say he likes going to 
school now that the 
kids are respectful.

she gave me a paper 
that listed what 

qualified as sexual 
harassment, such as 
talking to somebody 

in a sexually 
inappropriate 
way and saying 

inappropriate things. 
having that paper in 
my hand made me 
feel empowered. 



by Shannon matloob
17, BEVERLY HILLS HS 

When my friends 
hear that I don’t 
like dogs, they 
don’t believe me. 

“How could you not like dogs?” 
I can’t reply to that question 
because I don’t know. I can’t 
trace this fear back to a trau-
matic childhood experience. 
I’ve never had a hoard of over-
sized dogs attack me and rip 
off my limbs or anything close 
to that. I also can’t say this ter-
ror is related to the movie Cujo 
because I never saw it. I don’t 
know why. I’m sorry; I just 
don’t like them. 

But more than I dislike dogs, 
I hate people who try to get me 
to fall in love with dogs. There 
have been countless times 
when family or friends claimed 
that “Fluffy-wuffy-poo-poo” is 
the “sweetest dog ever” and 
“wouldn’t hurt a fly.” One time 
when I was sick, my mother 
took me to my grandmother’s 
house. Grandma was dog-sit-
ting her friend’s dog that day. 
The dog was very small, probably as long as a laptop. 
I’m not familiar with the breed because I couldn’t care 
less, but it was light brown and slightly shaggy. 

“My friend spent $2,000 to train this dog and now 
she’s a perfect angel,” she said. 

“Money well spent,” I sarcastically replied under my 
breath as I observed the barking dog frantically trying to 
get out of Grandma’s grip. As I was sitting on the couch, 
I noticed Grandma coming near me with the dog. 

“Come on, just pet her head. Just once. She’s really 
nice, I promise. She doesn’t even bite; look at her teeth.” 
Grandma opened the dog’s mouth and I saw small, yet 
sharp teeth. The dog bit Grandma a few times, but “it 
didn’t even hurt.”

dogS aren’t even Soft to 
touch

As Grandma attempted to coax me into touching 
the dog’s forehead, I sent telepathic cries of help to my 
mother, who was at work. “Rescue me! I’m dying here! 
If you really love me, you’ll hear this.” After a few min-
utes of staring at the dog I finally got my index finger 
ready to touch the dog on her back. 

“No, not like that,” Grandma said. My hand got clos-
er to the dog and the dog’s head twisted to get a nice 
view of my hand. I was afraid it would bite me. I don’t 
care if the bite “didn’t hurt” my grandmother’s varicose-
veined fingers. I didn’t want the snarling dog’s slobber 
all over my hands. I slightly poked the dog in her back 
and I felt bones and then pulled away. All those people I 
had seen caressing their dogs had given me false hopes 
that all dogs were soft. It probably would have been 
easier if my hand wasn’t shaking from anxiety and the 
brat wasn’t barking incessantly. “Now that wasn’t so 
bad,” Grandma said. 

A second instance of torture occurred at my friend 
Amanda’s house. Amanda had a large dog with really 

short hair. Being the good friend she was, she under-
standingly acknowledged my contempt toward dogs. 
But one time she and her brother wouldn’t stop trying 
to persuade me to pet her dog’s forehead. Now petting 
a small “trained” dog is something I’ll do with a lot of 
convincing. Touching this monster (OK, fine he wasn’t a 
monster but whatever) was absolutely out of the question. 
He was half my size just being on all fours, he licked like 
no other, and he could jump over the sofa! Not only did I 
leave the house immediately after they tried (and failed) 
to get me to touch it, but I also didn’t go to her house for 

weeks, which was something 
major considering that I went 
to Amanda’s house practically 
every day. Although I did for-
give her (eventually) I still can’t 
figure out why after years of 
friendship she decided to try to 
get me to like her dog. 

My best friend Cloe recently 
got a dog, who I will admit 
is rather cute. Unfortunately, 
she’s still a dog and I’m not a 
fan. We were planning a picnic 
and Cloe said, “Yay and we can 
play with my little doggie!”

When I heard this I was in 
shock. “Where are you from? 
How long have you known 
me? You know I hate dogs.” I 
couldn’t believe that my best 
friend was considering bring-
ing her dog to a picnic. She’s 
fully aware that I hate dogs. I 
even told her about this article 
and she sympathized. Yet, she 
was still proposing that we 
play with Sofi. 

“No, it’s OK. She’s just a 
baby. She doesn’t bite or move 
or do anything. I promise if she 
comes near you I’ll take her 
home.” 

I knew that Cloe hates eggplant, so I said, “OK, 
Cloe. I’ll go near your dog if you eat an eggplant.” I re-
ceived the expected reaction of, “Noooo. That’s not fair. 
Whyyyyyyy?” I decided not to go to the picnic to avoid 
any bitterness. 

In my psychology class, I learned that desensitiza-
tion is one way to overcome a fear. In desensitization a 
fearful person gets over the fear step-by-step. I tried it 
once. The dog’s name was William. He was trained and 
mildly adorable—he looked a bit like Snoopy. My friend 
Jennifer (the dog-owner’s niece) took me through the 
dog-liking process step-by-step. She kept him on her 
lap, then I touched him, and after half an hour I started 
to high-five him and pretend to high-five him but pull 
away before his paw reached my hand. So I let him sit 
on my lap, and we both saw I hadn’t broken out into a 
rash or disintegrated like Voldemort when Harry Potter 
touched his face. 

But he blew his chance when he licked me. My hand 
was cold and wet and I was disgusted. 

Newsflash: I don’t want to pet your dog. It’s nothing 
personal. I don’t force people who dislike mayonnaise 
to shove a spoonful in their mouths and I don’t set a 
dead spider on my sister’s hand to rid her of her fear 
of them either. I don’t understand why people just can’t 
accept the fact that I will never love their dogs. Ever. 
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i don’t 
like your 
dog, oK?

I’ve always been 
uncomfortable around 

dogs, but pushy 
dog owners really 

drive me crazy

IllustratIon by adonIa tan, 18, walnut hs (2007 graduate)

Shannon
will try to become more 
tolerant of dogs once 
dogowners become more  
tolerant of things they dislike.
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reviews: music

feiSt

cd: the reminder

by charlene lee
14, WALNUT HS

I first heard the Canadian artist Feist in an 
iPod commercial, singing “1234,” a charm-
ing song with deliciously catchy melodies. 

She has a sweet, mellow voice that’s almost as 
seductive as it is memorable. A majority of her 
album, The Reminder, offers the same bold and 
saucy personality that I liked in the commercial 
song, but there are also a few misplaced slow 
and empty songs that upset the otherwise won-
derful album.

The opener “So Sorry” is bland and almost 
depressing. Her voice is frail and sounds like a 
cat yelping in pain. But it’s followed by a whole 
slew of sassy songs like “I Feel It All” and “Past 
In Present,” which highlight the album’s eccen-
tric mix of folk and modern jazz. 

Feist creates captivating music with her voice. 
In “My Moon My Man,” only three piano keys, 
soft drumming and a gentle guitar accompany 
her, yet the song is easily my favorite because of 
her unique voice. Though some of her lyrics are 
nonsensical, like in her standout song “Sealion,” 
with lines like “Sea lion woman/ She drink cof-
fee/ Sea lion woman/ She drink tea/ And a roost-
er crows,” the silly lyrics are compensated for by 
ringing melodies and her sunny personality.

The back-to-back mood killers, “The Park” 
and “The Water,” feel like they were haphazardly 
thrown in. Their drowsiness nearly destroys the 
album’s lively spirit. Overall, The Reminder of-
fers plenty of favorites, but to avoid the depress-
ing ballads, you should buy the songs you like on 
iTunes instead. 

him

cd: venus doom

by nattalie tehrani
17, SOUTH HS (TORRANCE)

Raw, gothic, and of course love-doomed 
lyrics that pull your heart out, HIM’s Ve-
nus Doom is one of the most beautiful 

albums I’ve heard all year. 
Lead singer Ville Valo was quoted as saying 

that the love metal band’s sixth album would 
be Metallica and Black Sabbath-esque. You can 
hear their inspirations in songs like “Passion’s 
Killing Floor,” which has a beautiful guitar intro, 
and “Bleed Well,” which contributes a heavier 
sound to the album.  

One of the most spine-tingling songs is 
“Venus Doom.” The first time I heard it, I im-
mediately recognized Elvis’s “Can’t Help Fall-
ing In Love” sound. Little did I know what joy 
the bridge had in store for me. The song slows 
down and Valo’s baritone, 100-cigarettes-a-
day voice filled all around me. I can hear a lot 
of passion in Valo’s voice, which is one of the 
biggest reasons why I love the song so much. 
Then you have “Song Or Suicide,” a one-minute 
12-second track. The song is simple, just Valo’s 
voice and him playing an acoustic guitar. It’s so 
unedited that you can hear him moving around 
on his chair. Its honesty is why I think it’s one of 
the most important songs on the album. 

“Kiss of Dawn” is the first single released off 
the album. The lyrics are beautiful and power-
ful, like, “I’m reaching for your shadow/ Drown-
ing in the kiss of dawn,” and shoot amazing im-
agery through my head. With Venus Doom, HIM 
proved once again that the flame of His Infernal 
Majesty will never blow out. 

a few misplaced slow  
songs upset an otherwise  
wonderful album.

kanye WeSt

cd: graduation 

by francisco Sandoval
15, NOGALES HS

This September had one of the greatest 
days in hip-hop history—Kanye West and 
50 Cent each released new CDs on the 

same day. Kanye West came out on top, outsell-
ing 50 Cent by 266,000 copies in the first week. 
The public got their money’s worth when they 
purchased Kanye’s CD. His third album, Gradua-
tion, is his best yet—it has more creativity, better 
production and Kanye’s flow is at its best. 

When I heard the first single “Stronger,” 
which includes an infectious sample from Daft 
Punk, I knew Graduation was going to be an 
amazing album. “Stronger” is a fast song that 
fuses techno with hip-hop. The beat is so ridicu-
lous you can’t stay still.

A slower, less intense song that is still very 
energetic is “Good Life.” When Kanye raps “The 
best things in life are free,” he’s telling us that 
life is good from any perspective. Fellow musical 
genius T-Pain sings and raps during the chorus, 
adding energy to the song. Kanye has blown up. 
But he remembers how things were before he 
had fame, money and luxury. So he tells his fans 
to enjoy life no matter what. 

On “Homecoming,” Kanye borrows from his 
friend Common when he raps about coming 
home to a special person. It almost sounds as if 
it’s a girlfriend, but it’s really his hometown Chi-
cago. “I met this girl when I was 3 years old/ And 
what I love most is she had so much soul.”

Kanye is the best rapper who ever touched a 
microphone. What I like most is that he isn’t like 
other rappers who rap about girls, money and 
cars. As long as Kanye does this he’ll continue to 
be a great rapper and a great influence.

graduation is his best yet— 
it has more creativity and 
Kanye’s flow is at its best. 

venus Doom is one of the 
most beautiful albums I’ve 
heard all year.
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