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

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

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

Where is L.A. Youth distributed?

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

How is L.A. Youth doing today?

L.A. Youth now has a readership of 400,000 in
Los Angeles County. Hundreds of students have
benefited from L.A. Youth’s journalism training.
Many have graduated from college and have
built on their experiences at L.A. Youth to pursue
careers in journalism, teaching, research and
other fields.
Our Foster Youth Writing Project has brought
the stories of teens in foster care to the newspaper. For more info, see www.layouth.com.

How is L.A. Youth funded?

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

What’s L.A. Youth’s mission?

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

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

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

A day in juvenile
court
The article “A day in court”
about teens in court was shocking. I was amazed at the ages
of some of the kids who were
convicted of serious crimes like
vandalism, gang crimes and
sex offenses. Even though all
of those teens had hard lives,
it was amazing how many of
them wanted to go to college
and be successful. What was
even more shocking was that
some of the parents and close
relatives didn’t know what their
kids were doing, which is really
sad. If the parents cared more
about their children’s actions,
the teens wouldn’t be in court.
I think this article was very
important because it tells teens
in tight situations to make the
right choice regarding their actions and carefully choose who
they hang around with.
Jeff Asano, Wilson MS
(Glendale)
I like this article because it
was interesting that the court
doesn’t care how old you are. If
you do something bad you will
go to jail.
I think the judge was right
to send the boy to adult court
because the boy did something
bad like a criminal and criminals need to be in jail.
The police need to put this
boy in jail because he allegedly
tried to kill the police. If he did
this to the police, what would
he do to a normal person?
Alexis Galarza, Cabrillo HS
(Long Beach)
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Cover Story

Choosing the
right college
I enjoyed the article “Is Harvard right for me?” by Katherine Lam. This article relates to
many high school students (and
to myself in a couple of years)
who are looking for the right
college to attend. The sentence,
“Going to a nationally-recognized university is not going to
make anyone into a successful
and caring individual; people
are going to thrive in places
that are right for them” needs
to be told to every student who
wants to graduate. Many think
that high-achiever schools are
better than the schools right for
their level of learning.
Anna Prewett, Sherman
Oaks Center for Enriched
Studies (S.O.C.E.S.)
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The courage to be shy
By Paul Uhlenkott
17, Hamilton HS

I

’ve always been afraid of change. Walking into a
classroom of strangers is hell for me. Going up
to someone and saying “Hi” is practically impossible. (In fact, I’ve never done that.) I can’t seem
to do the things that most teens take for granted,
like hanging out at the mall, buying something from a
store or even participating in a discussion in class.
I don’t know why I get so scared about new surroundings and new people. I guess I’m always afraid I’ll
do something wrong that will piss people off. I always
have this feeling that somehow, whatever I do could lead
to my death. Like, if I went into the store and bought
something, and I didn’t have enough money, would the
clerk snap and grab a knife and attack me? I know it’s
not very likely, but things do happen. Just considering
the possibility of that would be enough to keep me out
of the store.
By the time I was in middle school, my anxieties had
become a problem. Leaving the comfort of elementary
school for middle school, I felt like I had been dropped
on a new planet. I had to get used to a new campus,
students, teachers, classes, even having separate periods
for each subject. I was supposed to keep my packets of
homework neatly in a three-ring binder, and I’d try, but
the snappy things would snap on my fingers, so I’d put
the homework sheets in the pocket, and they would get
mixed up with all my other papers, and I’d lose them.
While I was looking for my assignment, I’d find homework from two weeks previous, but not the homework I
needed to turn in at the time.
We had to do reports, and those were hard because
I’d wait ‘til the last minute and run out of time. Then
I’d give up. Then I’d stay home the next day thinking I
would finish it, but I wouldn’t, so I’d get a bad grade.
One time I did complete a report in English class, and
got a C. I actually cried. It was one of the few times I managed to turn something in, and it wasn’t good enough. I
felt hopeless. Why should I even try? That’s how I ended
up with mostly Ds and Fs in middle school.

Struggling to make friends

Things weren’t much better on the social end. I was
too reserved to make friends. I had a friend from elementary school, so I attached myself to him. His friends
became my friends whether I liked them or not. I hung
out with them, even though they were into skating and
heavy metal, two things I hated. After school, I always
stayed at home, because I wasn’t invited to anything,
and if I was, I didn’t want to go. Eighth grade came and
went, my middle school years in ruins.
When ninth grade came I had an A in piano, a B in
English and math, and a C in yoga and voice. I failed
“Life Skills.” I was getting annoyed with myself—these
grades would count when I applied to college later. Why
wasn’t I turning in my assignments on time? Would I
even be able to graduate from high school?
I turned to Susie, a counselor who had been helping
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illustration by Adonia tan, 17, Walnut HS

me and my mom improve our communication. Susie
became my life coach, and in weekly sessions, I talked to
her about school and whatever was going on in my life.
Susie and I decided that my goals were to become a happier person, do better in school and be more comfortable
in social situations. She wanted me to stop dwelling on
the worst thing that could happen, and realize that the
chances of something really bad happening were practically none.
I resolved to go to school every day and at least TRY
to do my homework. Susie helped me formulate a plan
to get my work done. I had explained to her that I was
easily distracted. Susie suggested that my mom call me

downstairs to the dining room table with nothing on it
but my homework. The TV would be off until I finished.
It worked really well (who would have thought it?). Each
night, I was able to finish my homework, and when I
went to school, I didn’t have to be scared that the teacher
was going to yell at me, or stay home to avoid the situation. In fact, I discovered that I enjoyed homework, especially math, because it’s so logical and structured.
For the first time, I started to participate in class. My
life coach explained that teachers love it when you ask
questions. I picked out the teachers I knew were nice,
and I asked them questions. I finally felt like I had a
handle on my classes. My grades started to climb.

www.layouth.com

Paul’s tips for the
shy, nervous person
I had some social successes as well. I met my friend
Lirit in yoga class, and found out we had the same dry
sense of humor. One day before class, we were talking
about how we were becoming good friends. Soon, I
joked, we’d be going over to each other’s houses.
She said OK, and that she was free that weekend.
Before I knew it, she gave me her address. I was in a
panic, thinking, Wait! Do I want to go? What if she hated
me once she saw my true personality? What if her parents hated me? What if she also invited over some other
friend, a total stranger?
When I got home, I told my mom I was invited to a
friend’s house. That hadn’t happened since sixth grade.
My mom was so excited that she said she didn’t care
how far away Lirit lived, she would drive me. As we
headed over there that Saturday, I became extremely
nervous. What were we going to do? Would she find me
boring?
But when I got to the house, and we started talking, it
just felt normal. We talked, watched TV and played some
cards. I met her sister and her parents. It was a fun day,
and none of my worries came true.
Later that year I forced myself to suffer through
several birthday parties as well. I hate parties because
it’s hard for me to be in a big group of people. Everyone
around me is talking about different things, and I can tell
they expect me to join in, but I don’t know how. I’m not
sure when I should be talking. Will they be interested in
what I have to say? What if I say something that offends
someone? I’d sit by myself until someone would ask me
if I was OK, and I’d smile and say I was fine. I think I’d
rather do homework than go to a party.
My life coach told me that group situations just aren’t
my thing, so maybe I should find a friend and stay with
him or her.

i had never called anyone

In 10th grade I made my first phone call. Usually it
would be my friends calling me, but this time I could not
avoid it. I needed a ride to a school play. Since it was the
weekend and I could not talk to Lirit at school, I had to
call. So I walked upstairs, telephone in hand, my insides
turning into mush as I began to dial the number. I got to
the fifth number, hung up, and yelled to my mother, “It’s
OK! I don’t really want to go!”
She yelled back, “Just do it! It’ll be more fun than
moping around the house all day!”
“Says you!” I responded and began to dial the phone
one more time. I barely got past the third number, the
“8” on my phone refusing to push in. I thought to myself, I’m probably too slow to dial and now I have to do
it over again. I hung up, tried again, realized I accidentally pushed the “8” too many times, and hung up. This
tango with the telephone number went on for another
half hour. When my mom asked if I had finished, I said,
“I’ve barely started!” She decided to intervene, dialed
the number for me, and gave me the phone. My stomach climbed the diving board, made sure it was springy
enough, and did a belly flop.
I heard my friend’s mother and began to freak out,
wondering what I was going to say to this woman who
I’d never met before, and realized it was only the answering machine. I left the message, “Hey, it’s Paul, I was
wondering if you could give me a ride to the play. ‘Bye!”
and hung up.

My mom looked slightly annoyed and I asked what
was wrong. She told me I didn’t leave my telephone
number. I frantically called back, got the answering
machine again, and left the second message, giving my
friend my phone number. I felt so embarrassed, but my
friend called back saying it was fine, as if it didn’t happen, and I got a ride to the school play.
I felt so awful about the phone call, I never wanted to
call anyone again, but Susie thought I should call more
people to get used to the anxiety. She taught me to think
about what I want to say beforehand and write it down,
especially if I need to leave a message on a machine.

public speaking panic

In my 10th grade English class we had a public
speaking unit, which was one of my most traumatic
experiences in high school. I can remember the first
assignment—a sales pitch—vividly. I prepared a speech
about a mythical immortality potion, but when the
period started, I began to breathe deeply. These deep
breaths turned into short quick ones and before I knew
it, I was hyperventilating. My hands covered my face as
I sat at my desk, hyperventilating like mad, and my head
began to go numb. I became even more panicked and
began hyperventilating even worse, until other parts of
my body began to go numb as well. Before I knew it, I
was having a full-blown panic attack.
My friend had to take me out of the classroom and
try to calm me down. Everyone watched as she led me
outside. It was so embarrassing and scary, and at the
same time, I thought it was ridiculous to freak out over
my little speech. I went back in and gave my speech, but
my voice was shaky and I forgot everything I was supposed to say. I got a D.
These panic attacks continued throughout the public
speaking unit, and I got an F for every failed speech.
I stopped doing my speeches and ended up failing the
class. My mom offered to write a note, but I felt like it
would be cheating. I also figured my teacher wouldn’t
accept anything anyway. During this ordeal, my life
coach tried to help me by teaching me to breathe deeply
and practice my speeches, however it felt hopeless. It
seemed like nothing would make it better.
Still, my life coach helped me make great strides in
getting more comfortable in social situations. She has
helped me see some of the positive aspects of being shy.
I can be alone and not care. I don’t have the obsessive
need to have people around me constantly. If my friends
don’t want to go out, it’s fine with me. I’m sure I’ll find
something interesting to do by myself. I also don’t have
millions of random, superficial relationships. I have
friends who I truly connect to and get along with. I love
having time to think, write, read a fine book or just click
around on the Internet.
For my 16th birthday, I decided to go to a theme park
with Lirit, as it was one of the places I feared the most.
Heights, as well as flying at uncontrollable speeds in a
makeshift car down some rickety tracks, just didn’t sit
well with me. I was determined to conquer that fear.
Conquering fears like this and putting myself in uncomfortable situations indirectly helped my shyness,
because then I was used to the queasiness that came
with social encounters and other fears. At Knotts Berry
Farm, I managed to conquer some of those fears on a
roller coaster that went forwards and backwards with a

1

Don’t push yourself! It will only make you more
nervous and want to give up altogether.

2
3
4
5

Find a group activity you enjoy. If you find
yourself having a hard time connecting with
people, you can concentrate on the activity
instead.
Tell your friends when you’re feeling shy. They
will help you!
Be yourself when meeting people you don’t
know. If they can’t sympathize with you, do
you really want them as a friend anyway?

Find social situations that you work well in. Perhaps you’re better at one-on-one than groups,
or maybe you work wonders in groups but not
so much in one-on-one.

loop. Both Lirit and I were afraid, but the minute we tried
it, we loved it. Hopefully I’ll be able to continue pushing
myself out of my comfort zone so that taking risks becomes an enjoyable thing.
Eleventh grade did not mean the end of speeches.
In fact, for a music history class I had to give a speech
about a certain form of music that I enjoyed. This time
I took my life coach’s advice and practiced my speech
several times. I took some homeopathic calming pills
(which didn’t really work) and waited for my turn. I took
slow deep breaths and focused on controlling them, as
opposed to letting them get out of control and causing
hyperventilation. Though I was still fairly nervous, I was
able to get up there and do my presentation without
freaking out. It marked another major victory for me.
That doesn’t mean I’m perfect. Last April, my shyness
would not allow me to participate in a piano recital, and
I wish I had. Over the summer, when a girl came up to
me at summer school, I wish I could have gotten to know
her instead of retreating into silence.
Sometimes it’s hard to be shy. Sure, it has made it
tougher to make friends and has made social events terrible occasions, but it’s a part of who I am, and deserves
to be embraced. I don’t want to be the guy who can walk
into a room and be friends with everybody instantly, but
I also don’t want to alienate those around me. Although,
maybe I’ll just leave the phone alone.

						

Paul
says that he may be shy,
but he wouldn’t have it any
other way.
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essay contest

Improving schools

1st place $50

Schools should give real-life assignments
Valerie Burkholder
homeschooled

Y

our science class studies real
science. You’re not too far from
the ocean, so your class goes
down to the beach to study
marine biology. Then you return to the
classroom and analyze your experiments
mathematically. You find from your
study that pollution in the environment
is hurting the ecosystem. You attend
real-world meetings about this issue
and persuade local decision-makers to
clean up the environment. Then in English class, your class writes persuasive
essays about the issue and sends them
to the local newspaper and even to the
White House. You are learning not only
the school subjects, but you are also
learning about the real world and real
careers.
This is real-world learning. Kids get
involved in relevant issues and even
make a difference. This is not busy
work. It’s more fun than sitting in a
classroom and listening to a teacher
lecture for an hour. In most schools, the
subjects are taught separately. There is
no connection between the science lesson and the math lesson, for example.
Kids don’t learn that their math has
anything to do with their social studies.
Schools should not separate subjects.

Far too many kids hate math and science. No wonder this is true—kids don’t
see the purpose in math and science.
Math should always be applied to real
situations. Students could participate in
microeconomic simulation, which is just
a simulation of the real economy. They
could collect data and analyze it, and
then share it with other classes or even
the entire world. That could involve all
kinds of math; if you wanted to get really into it, you could even do calculus
about it. Students should do math about
everything—the economy, their science
experiments, statistics, and even their
parents’ finances.
Like math, writing is everywhere. It
is sad so many schools teach writing so
poorly. Good writing goes with every
other subject. Kids can write about their
science experiments. They can write
essays about their observations from
the data they collected. Kids can even
enter fiction and poetry contests and win
money and recognition. They should
be allowed more freedom in what they
write about. Which is more fun: writing
an essay on a topic that your teacher
assigns, such as “What I love about my
teacher,” or writing an essay on your
favorite topic, like sea slugs or Thailand
or art or your friend’s carnivorous plant
or Jupiter.
Of course, schools could not have

40 to 50 students in a class with this
system. Class sizes would have to be
much smaller. This would give kids more
individualized attention. Classes should
be formed according to ability. Teachers say that this hurts the feelings of the
lower achievers, but it would help them
improve more quickly and make a difference in the world. They would start to
feel better about themselves. This might
even reduce the number of dropouts.
Individualizing the curriculum, pulling
subjects together, and teaching realworld issues would help kids learn faster
and more about real life, and would
help them to be independent learners. It
would even make school more fun.
This is how school should be. I am
homeschooled, and I have experienced
some of this real-world learning in my
curriculum. Real-world learning makes
kids more independent learners. It also
erases some of the boredom inflicted
on kids by lectures and busy work.
Kids learn that school is not about long
lectures and busy work, but about learning. It teaches more than just reading,
writing and math; kids learn cooperation, independent thinking, the power of
persuasion, and most importantly, that
learning happens everywhere, all the
time. It has meaning and influences the
students to find opportunities to learn
throughout their lives.

Advice on
improving
schools
from L.A. Youth
readers
We received almost 200
essays about how to improve
schools. Here are the top suggestions:
• Get rid of bad teachers who
don’t care
• Reduce class sizes
• Provide more books, computers and other supplies
• Have new books that aren’t
tagged up
• Have more security guards
so students feel safe from gangs
and fights
• Have more discipline
• Have better cafeteria food
that tastes good and is healthy
• Offer more sports, clubs and
after-school programs
• Offer more electives so students enjoy their classes

2nd place $30

Our new principal has made school safer
Jose Morales
Gardena HS

W

aking up every morning
to go to Gardena High
was a nightmare. It was
my freshman year and I
didn’t know much about high school. I
expected it to look like the movies: clean
classrooms, bright hallways, even football players wearing letterman jackets,
nerds with glasses and the hot girls. I
soon found out real life was not like the
movies. I walked around school eyeing the walls cracked with paint, dirty
hallways and gum all over the floors



and desks. In the movies, everyone got
along, and if there was any kind of argument, it would be resolved violence-free;
at my school we were on “Code Green”
almost every day.
I would fear for my life as I witnessed
fights between 10 to 15 people break out
in front of my eyes, not knowing when
or where I would be hit by the onslaught
of fists and covered with cuts and bruises. If I was lucky enough, fights would
break out while I was in the least dangerous zone at school—the classroom,
in the sanctity of adult supervision. One
day I was sitting at my desk finishing
my class work. As I got up to turn it in,
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the usual announcement came on again.
“Students we are on Code Green. I repeat, we are on Code Green. Please stay
in your classrooms. Teachers please do
not issue any hall passes or bathroom
passes. Any student seen outside will be
suspended or expelled.” So it goes. Our
school would have the usual “Mexicans
vs. blacks” fight at least three times a
month. Soon enough, everyone got tired
of it. But that was then.
That was when our old principal
was in charge. Now it seems our new
principal has only one thing on his
agenda: improvement. And improvements in schools are achieved when

the students feel the need to act more
mature. Schools should have a better atmosphere not only for looks, but for students to feel safer, cleaner and enclosed
in an environment that encourages them
to act suitably and have better judgment.
Our school may not be the best, but it’s
one of the most improved schools in the
district. Now, our buildings have been
painted, classrooms and halls have been
cleaned, and even our security has been
tightened. Now, as a senior, I feel renewed as I walk into a cleaner and safer
school.

www.layouth.com

3rd place $20

We need better
supplies and teachers
Vanessa Almonte
Jefferson HS

Dear David L. Brewer,
would like to welcome you as our new
LAUSD superintendent. I have some ideas
on how schools should be improved, and I
hope you take my suggestions into consideration.
When it comes to improving schools, the
first thing that comes to everybody’s mind is
the necessities. I attend Jefferson High School,
and when you need to use a computer there
aren’t any available that actually work. You go
into classrooms and you see computers, but
when you try to turn one on, guess how many
actually do? Think how advanced the technology is nowadays, and we are still stuck with
broken computers.
Another thing we need are desks. How do
you expect us to learn standing up? I have
friends who have to run to their classrooms
in order to get a seat. That is just not right.
You see other schools that have desks, and I
bet they don’t even use them all. We also need
our own books. It is a shame to see my books
with other high school names. But then again
we need to borrow books because the ones
we have are missing pages. So we need new
books.
Also, how about improving our surroundings? When somebody asks “What school do

I

you go to?” and I answer “Jeff” they make this
face as if Jefferson High School was dangerous. The only ones that made this school look
like a danger zone were the media, people
who have not even tried to stay at this school
for a day. The danger comes from the outside. Kids are sometimes afraid to pass by the
streets that surround us. Why does a person
have to fear going to school, the one place you
should feel safe in? Problems always have a
way to sneak in from the world outside our
school. This makes students lack enthusiasm
for learning. Think outside the bubble.
Another way schools should be improved
is by hiring good teachers. How can students
learn when a good teacher is not around to
teach them? I believe a good teacher is a person who can be strict at times, knows how to
handle a crazy class and actually teaches you,
and doesn’t just go step-by-step with a book.
Some teachers at this school just give you
classwork, and then sit and stare at the computer. They expect you to learn from the book.
Sometimes you can do that, and it’s cool if you
can. But then why would we need teachers?
These were some of the suggestions I could
come up with. Hopefully they will help you
improve our schools. I know that doing this
will not be an easy task, and not a fast one
either. But hopefully you will make schools a
better learning place. So good luck, and don’t
give up on our schools.

honorable mention

Yawn ... start school later
Amber Han
Wilson HS (Hacienda Heights)

W

ake UP! You’re late again!” Does that
sound familiar? It’s probably the way
you start your day Monday through
Friday. It’s not easy for most kids in high school
to wake up at 6 a.m. supported by only two to
four hours of sleep.
That is called zero period. The one extra
class you signed up for gets you the VIP pass to
a morning of rush. Schools should change the
time zero period starts. Instead of waking up in
the cold and dark, students should go to school
around 8 a.m. and end school around 4 p.m.
As a high school student, you are on top of
the mountain ready to jump into college; probably the reason to sign up for zero period. The
amount of work from middle school doubles
once you’re in high school. Students stay up
until 2 to 3 a.m. studying and maybe even
catching up with homework that was put away

because of their extracurricular activities.
During the first two periods after your zero
period, you aren’t tired and pay attention in
class. But once third or fourth period starts, you
start getting tired and start to fall asleep. This
is probably because people stay wide awake
right after they wake up. Then the early morning starts attacking you and your eyelids slowly
cover your eyes.
With school starting a little later, students
will wake up with the sun and feel the blood
circulate in their body. It will keep them more
awake throughout the day and feel better in
their classes.
So instead of waking up with the fog and
getting ready for school when the bell rings,
let’s try something new and wake up with the
sun. With a bright morning, you feel good and
new. Maybe you’ll do better in school and feel
good about yourself.

Essay contest

What has
changed
your life?
“I’ve always been afraid of change,” says Paul in his story
on page 4 about overcoming his shyness. Change can be
hard but it can also be exciting. What has been
the biggest change in your life? This question
was inspired by an L.A. Youth writer who
decided to become a vegetarian. It could
be a decision you made, such as not eating meat, leaving an abusive relationship or becoming a better student. Or
it could be something you didn’t have
control over, like your parents’ divorce
or moving schools. Write an essay to
L.A. Youth and tell us about it. How
has the change affected your life? Has
it been positive or has it made your life
harder? What did you do to accomplish the
change? Some people say that making a change
is hardest at first and then it gets easier. What was your
experience like?

WIN
$50

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 telephone number with your essay. The
staff of L.A. Youth will read the entries and pick three winners. Your name will be withheld if you request it. The
first-place winner will receive $50. The
second-place winner will get $30 and the third-place winner will receive $20. Winning essays will be printed in our
March-April issue and put on our Web site at layouth.com.

Mail your essays to:
L.A. Youth
5967 W. 3rd St. Ste. 301
Los Angeles CA 90036

DEADLINE IS
FRIDAY, Feb. 16, 2007
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Enough!
A stranger’s death made
me look at violence in my
neighborhood differently
illustration by Jessica Galvez, 14, East Valley HS (North Hollywood)

By Christina Quarles
17, Palisades Charter HS

I

n L.A. everyone moves west—or at least tries to.
Many areas, such as Compton and Watts, were
once nice predominantly middle-class neighborhoods. But what happened? Low-income people
moved in, and middle-class people moved out.
Many of the new residents were black and Latino, and
many whites left. However, these days, white people
aren’t the only ones pushing west. I am an AfricanAmerican who has never attended a school in the neighborhood where I lived. When I lived in South Central,
I went to Orville Wright Middle School in Westchester.
Now that I live in Westchester, I attend Palisades Charter
High School.
It’s not hard to understand why people move. When I
lived in South Central, I saw gang violence, drug abuse
and teen pregnancy. Prosperity and the “American
dream” were just dreams, and survival of the fittest was
the only reality. I lived in the ghetto.
This is why I was glad when I moved to Westchester.
Compared to South Central, Westchester is heaven. It’s
a quiet, middle to upper-middle class neighborhood. My
family rents an apartment here. After 13 long years I
finally got to say goodbye to poverty, dirty streets, high
school dropouts and fear itself. Or at least I thought I
did …
One night last summer, rowdy teenagers were outside arguing on my street. Everyone on the entire block
could hear them. It went on for 20 minutes. I went
upstairs to my room and tried to drown them out with
music. These types of situations had been going on for
weeks and I think my entire neighborhood was tired
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of this group. Suddenly I heard POP! POP! POP! and
the type of screams you hear in horror movies. I knew
something had gone terribly wrong and I was scared. I
rushed to the window and saw two teenage black males
lying on the ground. Paramedics rushed one of the boys
to the hospital, while they performed CPR on the other,
who was unconscious. After five minutes, the paramedics quit, hoisted him onto a gurney, slid him into their
vehicle and drove off. It took a few minutes to sink in
that he had died.

A shooting outside my
house?

I grew furious, how could this happen in Westchester? I thought, these rowdy kids and their friends need
to pack up and move back east. My dad pays tons of
money a month to live in this good neighborhood and
now someone was murdered in a drive-by right outside
our front door. We moved out of the ghetto so we could
get away from this violence, not so it could follow us. I
told my dad that we needed to move again, because this
neighborhood was going to get worse, and Westchester
would become the “new ghetto.” He told me to stop being ridiculous. Anger welled inside me. I went upstairs
and screamed into my pillow. I thought, “I’m never going
to be able to escape. The only place left is the ocean, and
they’ll have to build an underwater city just to escape
this madness, and I’ll join them.”
When I heard crying and wailing outside, I snapped
back to reality. I suddenly realized how selfish and heartless I was. Someone had just lost a son, a friend; a boy
had lost his life. The world was robbed of whatever potential greatness that young man carried inside of him.
Another young black male had fallen victim to violence,

had become a statistic, and all I could think about was
my dad’s rent, and a better place to live.
I can’t think of a time when I had behaved like a
bigger moron. I climbed down from my bed and said
a prayer for the boys’ families. I don’t know what happened to the other young boy, but I think of them both
when I walk along the sidewalk where the shootings
occurred. I never knew their names, and possibly had
never even seen them, but I do know they did not die
in vain. Instead they taught me something that night. In
every neighborhood, everyone deserves to live in peace.
No matter where you live, crime will always be nearby.
At the moment I don’t know exactly what I, as an individual, can do about it, but I know running doesn’t solve
the problem. Everyone working for a better community,
for a better world, does.
Sadly, it took the death of one, maybe two teenage
boys to wake me up. I need to be proud of wherever I
live and do what I can to make my community a better
place, a place of peace, a place I feel honored to call
home.
A version of this article first appeared on madashellclub.net, a Web site for high school and other essays.

Christina
says that instead of
abandoning troubled
neighborhoods, we
should all do more
to improve them.

www.layouth.com
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Art Contest

This year’s art contest is inspired
by light—daylight, nightlight,
lamplight or any light. Perhaps
the sun makes you think of sunny
Southern California, the sunshine
of your life, or what you love about
a beautiful day. What is on the
sunny side of your mind? What
lights up your life?

rules
❑T
 he 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 institution’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.

1st place

$75
Illustration by C.Q., L.A. Youth archives

light

of my life

2nd &
3rd
place

$50

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 2007 issue of L.A.
Youth newspaper.
Questions? Contact (323) 938-9194 or
editor@layouth.com.

DEADLINE:
March 31, 2007
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cover story

News you
can use
By Se Kim
16, Pacifica Christian HS

O

ne day last summer I was in the car with my dad
when we started talking about President George
W. Bush. I criticized Bush for being a bad leader. I
said jokingly, “If George Bush wants English to be
the international language then he needs to learn
to speak it properly.”
My dad laughed and said, “Bush has some flaws, but is a
decent leader.”
I was stunned that he would call Bush a decent leader. He is
worse than Herbert Hoover, who helped cause the Great Depression. I accused Bush of fraud by mentioning that the nation did
not elect him as a president, but rather the 2000 election was
decided by the Supreme Court and some of the judges had strong
relationships with the Bush family. My dad struck back by calling
Bush a “genius.” He mentioned the struggles Bush had to endure
as president, such as the Sept. 11th terrorist attacks and Hurricane Katrina. He said Bush won two elections, which shows he’s
popular among Americans. I was speechless. My dad was right
and there was nothing to argue against. My dad laughed because
he knew he had won.
My dad is conservative and I am a little more liberal. It’s fun
when I debate him because he brings up different viewpoints that
help me better understand the world.
My mom, who was in the back seat, asked me how I knew so
much about Bush and current events. I said that I read articles in
the newspaper or on the Web. Then I started thinking about it.
I didn’t know how I got interested in current events. The question kept popping up in my head throughout the boring car ride.
Before the car stopped I realized it was because of my seventh
grade history and social justice teacher at Los Angeles Leadership Academy.
Although I took the class three years ago, I remember it vividly. We started class during sixth period, the hottest time of the
day. Although everyone was exhausted from his or her other
classes, we really liked the teacher, Shawn. He was down to
earth, laughed a lot and treated his students like adults, like asking us to call him by his first name.
It wasn’t always like that. At the beginning of the year, the
class was boring. We learned about ancient history, like Mesopotamia and hunters and gatherers. Then one day he talked to us
about garment workers. It was odd because we usually started
our class with a history lesson and I didn’t even know what a
illustration by sarah evans, 16, temple city hs
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garment worker was. He gave us articles that told us
about the challenges faced by garment workers—many
who are illegal immigrants—like working long hours,
being crowded into one room and getting paid less than
minimum wage. I barely listened. I thought, who cares?
They’re going to get a better job somehow.
One time at the end of class, Shawn told us that we
were going to have a debate about garment workers. No
one spoke because everyone was bored. We sat for three
minutes staring at each other until the bell rang. Another
time we took a field trip to a factory downtown where a
speaker talked about the poor working conditions, but I
wasn’t interested.
Talking about current events in class was weird at
first. I’d never thought about current events unless there
was a huge issue going on, like Sept. 11th. But as time
passed, I started to like the class. What really got me involved was the Iraq War, which began second semester.
At first, the war was like all other battles I had studied,
cool and funny. As a kid I had liked to see people get
their heads chopped off when I watched movies about
World War II. I didn’t take wars seriously.

A  different perspective
on the war

Before we started talking about it in class, I knew
nothing about the war except that America was going
to war with Iraq because it had weapons of mass destruction and was linked to Al Qaeda. I thought Bush
was cool because he had lots of confidence. But Shawn
showed me a different perspective by providing us with
information about what happened to the Iraqi civilians
once the war started. He even came up with bizarre, yet
true, statistics about how with the money America spent
on attacking Iraq, we could feed millions of starving
people. Shawn helped me understand the seriousness
of the war.
Shawn told us he was against the war. He said he felt
there was a better way, to negotiate peace. He would
say our tax dollars are like water—it’s getting wasted
so fast.
He’d hand out articles from newspapers. A typical question was, how do you feel about how Bush is
handling Iraq? I usually responded by criticizing Bush
because the facts were so startling. I even demanded a
change to the war. But I still trusted Bush because my
parents liked him.
My favorite part was the debates. There were two
sides—one for the war and the other for peace. There
were rules, like only one person could speak at a time.
Students would give their opinion and back it up with
facts they learned from class. Some people felt that
Saddam Hussein was really bad so we should attack
Iraq, others felt we shouldn’t. Some would say Iraq has
weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and others would
say it doesn’t. I defended my opinion that we shouldn’t
attack Iraq.
For most of second semester we discussed Iraq. For a
while, we even covered an issue on Taco Bell. Taco Bell
was taking advantage of farm workers by paying them
only 45 cents per 32 pounds of tomatoes picked. In support of the workers we got our pickets and marched to
a local Taco Bell, where we screamed “No quiero Taco
Bell” (I don’t want Taco Bell).
At the end of seventh grade, I found out Shawn

wasn’t returning to the school the next year. There was a
rumor going around the school that he was fired by our
principal. No one believed it at first, but we found out it
was true when our principal discussed the situation in
an all-school meeting. The principal wanted Shawn to
teach more history. Shawn thought that since it was also
a social justice class, there should be equal amounts. I
was bummed out. He taught me a lot about the realities
of life. I never thought there were people making very
little money doing a lot of work. The discussions on the
war in Iraq taught me that a lot of people had died and
civilians had been the unintended victims. Shawn also
taught me to think more intellectually. I learned to look
at an issue from different perspectives, ask questions
and judge what is morally right.

the newspaper was  like a
foreign language

After that, I started reading the newspaper when I
was bored. I read the sports stories, the front page and
sometimes the inside of the front section. It was hard
to understand. I didn’t know that the stories jumped to
another page. The beginning of the stories were easy
but they got harder as I kept reading. They’d go back
into history and I wouldn’t know what they were talking about. I had to look up vocabulary, like the word
paradigm (values and assumptions about something).
Sometimes I stopped reading an article. But as time progressed, more articles seemed to be good because I got
used to the writing and watched more news on CNN so I
knew what was going on. A few months later, suddenly,
boom, I knew what they were talking about.
I read that there were no weapons of mass destruc-

Se’s tips on how to
read a newspaper
Se had trouble understanding newspaper articles at first, but it got easier once
he got used to the writing and learned
more about news events. Here are his
suggestions for reading a newspaper:
• Attack it. If you’re not familiar with
the topic, don’t know some of the
vocabulary or there are references to
things you don’t know about, read it
slowly so you can understand it more.
Don’t let an article scare you.
• If you don’t know a word, look it up
in the dictionary.
• Read the topics you like, such as
sports, entertainment or current events.

tion (WMDs). As Shawn repeated in class, Bush lied
about WMDs. I started to question Bush’s integrity because until then, I thought everything he said was true.
There were other stories in the news that caught my
eye. I bought TIME magazine when there were interesting cover stories. I read one article that said 30 percent
of students in America drop out of high school before
graduating. What was surprising was that of the 30
percent that drop out, 50 percent have a passing grade.
I freak out when I don’t get an A and to think of people
dropping out of high school was surprising.
Reading news articles helps me understand the
world. I enjoy talking to adults like my dad, my cousin
and my teachers about current events. I can make
fun of politicians, like Bush’s decisions and Arnold
Schwarzenegger’s accent. Also, my scores in SAT prep
class went up because my grammar and vocabulary got
much better.
I recently wanted to get back in touch with Shawn, so
I Googled him and found his home page at a MySpacelike Web site. I read through his page and decided to
send him a message. I asked him why he taught current
events and told him how I had changed my views. The
next day Shawn e-mailed me back.
Shawn, who now lives in Seattle, said his main goals
were to help students learn “that to understand our society we need to look beneath the surface and ask questions” and “that ultimately the kind of world we live in is
not fixed by fate, but it is up to us.”
He also said, “I think if more schools had classes that
encouraged students to ask questions about the way
society works, that encouraged students to think about
and act about issues of fairness and justice in their own
lives and in their community, that we would soon create
a much better world.”

the news  does  affect you

I feel everyone should know about world events. The
decisions politicians make will affect you. For example,
if there’s another war and the government starts a draft,
you could get drafted.
If enough people stand up for what is right, change
can happen. For example, I feel the Bush administration
is not doing enough about global warming. It’s letting
companies use a lot of oil, which is destroying the atmosphere and polluting the environment. This issue makes
me angry. I tried to help by joining the Recycling Club at
my old school.
Growing up in a conservative family, we never talked
about social justice. If it wasn’t for Shawn I would be like
many kids, uninformed. But now that I am informed, I
form my own opinion about what is right and what is
wrong.

Se
says that by
knowing what’s
going on in the
world, teens can
try to change
things.
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get informed

Get the news—Here’s how
Yahoo! News Opinion page

I go to Yahoo! News (news.yahoo.com) and click on
Opinion. Although the opinions are biased, I like them
because you get different perspectives and a broader
picture of how things are. News articles have just facts,
but an opinion has the whole story.
—Se Kim, 16, Pacifica Christian HS

Customized Google homepage

Every time I went on Google, I saw the link under
the search bar that encouraged me to “Make it your
own,” and so I decided to do just that. After clicking on
the link, I discovered many items I could place on my
homepage: everything from The New York Times front
page to the latest trends according to InStyle Magazine.
Not only could I have the BBC World News alongside
CNN, but they were constantly updated to show me the
most current happenings. Now, when we discuss current
events in English and history class, I can raise my hand
and talk about the new UN Secretary General or the
latest turn in the war in Somalia. My Google homepage
gives me oodles of information without having to lose
study time on my next chemistry test.
—Alana Folsom, 16, John Marshall HS

Blogs on politics, cities, media,
travel and technology

Since I’m already on the computer as soon as I get
home, browsing blogs is an easy way for me to get up-todate news and fresh perspectives on current events. One
thing I like about blogs is that they’re constantly updated. Also, the fact that there are so many different types
of blogs gives me a wider scope of information. During
the midterm elections, I read Wonkette (www.wonkette.
com), a Washington DC-based blog about politics. I can
also read about news and culture in different cities: the
Laugh Factory banning the n-word following Michael
Richards’ tirade (on Laist.com), Christmas lights going
up on the Champs-Élysées (on Parisist.com), Columbia
University’s attempt to expand into West Harlem (on
Gothamist.com). The –ists are city-specific blogs that
give a different take on current events than news articles because they’re more conversational and work by
word-of-mouth. The people who write blogs are regular
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people, however witty and clever they may seem. Blogs
are a little cooler, a little hipper and just more fun to read
than news articles.
Reading blogs is simple. The point of blogs is to link
to each other and spread information, so once you find
one, you’ll be led to others. There are blogs about the
media (www.gawker.com), traveling (www.gridskipper.
com), technology (www.techeblog.com), etc. Check out
a few of the blogs I’ve listed, and you’ll find not only
links, but also a new way to get informed.
—Angela Wu, 15, Walnut HS

New York Times e-mail list

I subscribe to The New York Times headlines, which
are e-mailed to my inbox. On busy days, this digest
makes it really easy for me to read the news. The page
is divided into different sections, including art, sports,
world news and business, and a short summary follows
each headline. Just by scrolling down, I can get a brief
impression of what’s happening around the world—it’s
a lot faster than flipping through a newspaper. If one
headline catches my eye, I can also click on the link to
the article on the Web site. Though I used to prefer reading physical newspapers, this service is fast, convenient
and free. To sign up, go to www.nytimes.com, click on
the tab at the top that says “Today’s Paper,” and type
your e-mail into the text box below “Today’s Headlines
Daily E-Mail.”
—Tiffany Tsai, 17, Palos Verdes Peninsula HS

KPFK radio and podcasts from
iTunes

I prefer listening to independent radio stations like
KPFK. When my AP government teacher told me about
talk show host Randi Rhodes, I thought she was talking
about the former guitarist in Ozzy Osbourne’s band,
Randy Rhoads. My teacher told the class how good her
talk show was so I decided to listen to her by going to
KPFK’s Web site and downloading one of her shows.
I liked her because I felt like she was more accurate
and truthful than the mainstream news shows. I also
download news podcasts from iTunes like NBC Nightly
News, 60 Minutes and NPR. It’s easy to put them on my
iPod so I can listen to them any time I want. Since I go

to a magnet school in downtown L.A., it can get pretty
boring on the subway.
—Tanya Vazquez, 17, Downtown Magnets HS

Los Angeles Times newspaper and
Web site

To stay up-to-date with what’s going on in the world,
I go to the Los Angeles Times’ Web site, latimes.com, every morning before school to check the headlines. After
school I read the most important news online at latimes.
com, which gets updated all day. Then I read my favorite
sections of the Los Angeles Times, like the Calendar section, which has entertainment articles.
—Nadine Levyfield, 16, Eagle Rock HS

National Public Radio, msn.com and
happynews.com

I’m the kind of person who wants to stay informed
but doesn’t want to obsess over politicians and local robberies every waking minute. I would hate to be oblivious
about what is going on in the world; however, I’d rather
spend my free time doing something I enjoy. To stay informed enough, I listen to NPR in the car with my mom
and read MSN headlines on msn.com (which are cool
because they give you a wide variety of topics other than
news, like how-to articles).
Occasionally, I also check happynews.com, which
gives you just that—only positive news. The site has
articles about cancer survivors, volunteers, discoveries
of new species, etc. It’s a relief compared to the heavy,
bloody news you normally get from TV.
—Sylvana Insua-Rieger, 15, Beverly Hills HS

CNN and Channel 11 Fox News

I watch the news in the morning before I go to school.
While I’m sitting there eating breakfast, I get to learn
about new things around the world. I watch CNN and
Channel 11 KTTV Fox News. I like watching CNN because I get to know what’s going on around the world.
I like to watch Channel 11 because I get to know what’s
going on in L.A., like what’s going on with famous
people and car crashes and killings.
-—Trayvione Travis, 17, Ofman Learning Center

www.layouth.com

you’ve done it once, please do it again!
Sign up for updates at

layouth.com

Due to technical problems with our Web site over the holidays, we lost our list of subscribers who
had signed up to receive updates about layouth.com. So to make sure you’re alerted when new
material gets posted on our Web site, go to layouth.com and register (even if you registered before). Registration subscribes you to an e-mail list alerting you when new stories are posted on
layouth.com. Your e-mail address will not be shared with anyone.

Step 1: Go to
www.layouth.com
and click on “Log-in”
on the right side of
the screen

Step 3: Complete
registration form

Step 2: Click
“Register”

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

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 Web sites.

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

• Tell us what you think. Like a story,

e-mail us. Hate a story, e-mail us. Let us know how
you think we’re doing. Or vote in a poll.
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continued from page 3

Teens who went
to juvenile court
tell how Scary and
confusing it was

cool to have a P.O. but now it’s really sad
because it’s embarrassing for my family
and some of them are ashamed of me.
Don’t screw up like I did.
Name withheld

I feel sad that all those kids were mistreated when they got sent to juvenile
hall. Even though you make a bad decision, it doesn’t mean you should be treated like you’re not a person. They should
let everyone tell their sides of the story
without getting in more trouble. I hope
that in the upcoming years the system
changes to be more friendly and learns
more about the youths in the system.
Jeremiah Jimenez, Hutchinson MS
(La Mirada)

The article “Scary and confusing” got
me to think about teens. I thought this
was a great story because it shows the
perspective of teens who actually got in
trouble and what they thought about it.
Some were sorry and scared just like
any other child would be, and others
were confused.
I was surprised when I read this because I always thought that the teens
who make trouble were emotionless,
but after reading this I understood them
better. I am sure that other people think
that teens who make trouble will be
troublemakers for the rest of their lives,
but once they read this article I think
their opinions will change.
Sevana Baghdasarian, Wilson MS

I could relate to a juvenile delinquent.
No, I have never been to juvenile hall,
but my mom took me down to the police station because I was ditching zero
period. The police didn’t hear anything
I had to say. They only listened to my
mom. She wanted to send me to El Salvador, but they said no and gave me a
P.O. (parole officer). I now have someone
who watches what I do and makes sure
I’m home after a certain time. If I violate
my parole and I’m under age I will go to
juvy, and if I’m old enough they will send
me down to jail and schedule a court
date for me. Then how many months or
years the judge wants to give me, that’s
how much time I would have to serve. I
feel really embarrassed when I have to
tell people I have a P.O. I can’t really do
anything. At first I thought it was really

The way these human beings are
treated is not right. I don’t care if they
hit, stabbed or even killed a person; they
should not be treated as a slave. They
should be spoken to as a person. I know
that if you commit a crime you have [to
do] time in juvenile hall or even jail, but
they deserve respect no matter what
they did. Say you were the judge and
your son or daughter just stabbed someone, would you talk to him or her as a
human being or a slave?
Name withheld

There’s more to life
than looks
The essay “My sister’s disability”
by Jisu Yoo really inspired me. Over
Thanksgiving, my friend and I decided
not to look our best that next week
and see how people reacted to it. We
wanted to see if our “friends” noticed,
or if people treated us differently. So far,
I’ve realized that I can sleep in during
the morning. I don’t have to spend 10
minutes on my makeup or 20 minutes
just for my hair! I can throw my hair up
and just put any clothes on. Eventually
we will start using mirrors again, but I
kind of like the change. I’d like to thank
you for helping me realize that I should
judge people not on their looks, but on
their personalities.
Alexandra Casstevens, S.O.C.E.S.

A teen chef inspires 
our readers
I thought the article “What’s for dinner?” was interesting because teenagers
in America these days are so lazy. They
usually just go out and get a hamburger
with some fries and a Coke. Sure, some
may prefer fast food over homemade,
but homemade food is made with hard
work from a friend, mom or even dad.
Why is half of America obese? Fast food
restaurants like McDonald’s make their
food taste great, but the stuff that’s in
there is really bad for your health. For
those of you reading this, try to make
your own dinner for once and see if it’s
worth it.
Andrew Su, Wilson MS
I liked the article “What’s for Dinner?” because it made me want to cook
more complicated things without messing up. I know Chris Lee started to learn
how to cook by messing things up, but
he improved and that’s what I’m trying
to accomplish. My mom has been cooking meals for my family and they taste
divine. I have learned some of the more
advanced cooking techniques such as
marinating a steak and seasoning certain
dishes, plus I know how to cook simple
things such as eggs and pancakes. I
think this article is helpful for people
who want to learn how to start cooking
and it helps tell people where to find
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sources that can teach them more complex dishes.
Odin Blanton, S.O.C.E.S.

From the courts of 
L.A. to the NBA
The article “From the courts of L.A.
to the NBA” really inspired me because
I did not know what those players went
through when they were young. The
players worked hard all the way up
through high school to college and then
to the NBA. They really inspired me to
work harder at what I am good at and
give it all I got. Who knows—maybe
someday I’ll succeed in life.
Tyler Brush, Hutchinson MS

Foster youth share
their fears of being
on their own
If a person is in foster care, this
[article] would be good for him or her
to read to find out what’s going to happen. Even if one is not in foster care, it
is still interesting to understand what’s
going on. I think it is unfair to kick
foster youth out on their own. If they
don’t have a family or anyone to support
them, they should not be expected to do
it on their own. This article taught me to
be thankful that I have a family who will
always be there for me.
Shannon Mastopietro, S.O.C.E.S.

For more letters
see our Web site,
www.layouth.com.

www.layouth.com

mail: me and mom
for who she is. She inspires me and
she’s my hero as well. I will always be
there for my mom.
Becky Chavez, Paramount HS

The story that received the most
letters to the editor (by far) was Nattalie
Tehrani’s story about her great relationship with her mom. We were so moved
by your thoughts about your moms (and
dads in a few cases) that we wanted to
showcase some of these letters on a
special page.

“My mom is amazing” has inspired
me to give my auntie more respect even
though we may get in little fights sometimes. I really love my auntie because
if it weren’t for her I would still be in a
foster home. Also, I have fun and my
friends have fun, just like Nattalie and
her friends have fun with her mom.
In conclusion, I will start to be more
respectful to my aunt than I am right
now because my auntie has done so
much for me. I will start to do better in
school and do better at home and do
what she asks me to do.
Randy Haliburton, Paramount HS

Teens love their
moms
The article “My mom is amazing” really touched me because my mom and I
are not really close.
This article inspired me to go try
and fix things with my mom. I always
wanted to have that mother-daughter
relationship. We’ve never had it because
I felt she was always pushing me away.
But I guess I was really pushing her
away.
Domanesha Bernoudy, Paramount
HS
The article “My mom is amazing”
really caught my attention because this
author admits something that most teenagers wouldn’t be brave enough to. The
author sees her mom as a friend and
treats her like one of her own kind.
I would be embarrassed to be seen
with my parents because I have no idea
what they would do to embarrass me.
I’m glad to have parents and I appreciate
what they do for me, but I really don’t
see them as one of my own kind. I can’t
seem to treat them like friends because
I have to respect them. My parents may
not be my heroes, but they’re always
there for me.
Gina Lee, Wilson MS
I really enjoyed the story called “My
mom is amazing” by Nattalie Tehrani.
Her mother inspired her to be the best
person she can be and she encouraged
her to pursue writing. She shows her
mom how responsible she is by not
drinking or doing drugs at parties. I felt
like I could relate to Nattalie and her
story because as I mature, I can start
to figure out my relationship with my
mom. This article made me realize that
my mom’s trust is so much more important than going to a party and drinking

or doing drugs. I have already realized
that my mom is my hero, but this article
encouraged me to tell her, and that made
both of us feel really great.
Jenna Goren, S.O.C.E.S.
I really enjoyed reading the article
by Nattalie Tehrani called “My mom
is amazing.” I could connect with this
article because my mom and I are really
close. By saying “CLOSE” I mean I can
tell her anything. We do argue sometimes, but we just get closer and closer
each day. When I read the article it made
me think about all the good times I have
with my mom, like how much laughter
we have. Just like in the article, I would
like to say, “My MOM is my HERO!” “I
LOVE YOU MOM!”
Julie Angulo, Hutchinson MS
This article is interesting because
I think it is very important that young
people have good communication with
their parents. It is also important because when you have a problem or you
feel confused about what you need to
do to resolve a problem, you can talk
with your mom or dad and together find

a solution. It is important that you can
confide in someone in your family, but
it is most important to confide in your
mom and dad because they are the best
people who can understand and help
you. Confide in your parents.
Maria Aguirre, Cabrillo HS
The article “My mom is amazing”
was really interesting. The girl inspired
me to listen more to my mom and care
more about things. Also, the way her
mom treats her is one of the best ways a
mother can treat her daughter.
This article really inspired me because I like the fact that the girl listens
to her mom. Due to this article I am going to change my ways with my mom
and really listen to her.
Fernando Calderon, Paramount HS
I really enjoyed reading this article
because it reminds me of me and my
mom. We have an open relationship. My
mom and I are really close. Whenever I
go somewhere or do something I tell her.
I can depend on my mom. She helps
me a lot and she’s always there for me
when I need her. I really love my mom

This article reminds me of my mom.
What the mom says is exactly what my
mother would say. Sometimes I would
give up and she would say, “Don’t give
up, just keep your head up.” And she is
like my friend, too. She told me I don’t
have to hide anything from her, that I
can come and tell her just like if she was
a friend. Thanks for writing this article.
Jerry Ford, Paramount HS
My favorite story in this issue was the
one about a girl and her mother. This
story made me realize how much my
mom does for me every day, keeping in
mind that she has a life of her own. This
story really touched me because of the
last sentence. She said that her mom is
a hero to her. I can really relate to this
story because my mother spends most
of her time taking my brother and me to
soccer practice, school and places with
our friends. She doesn’t have to do all
that. She could go shopping for herself
and just leave us at home with nothing
to do. She chooses not to. Looking back
at her accomplishments, she really has
made many sacrifices for my family. I
should take more time to thank my mom
instead of disrespect her. Without her
nagging me about getting off the phone
or computer, I would just waste my time
and be a failure. I’m fortunate to have a
person like my mom in my life.
Chrystelle Simonian, Wilson MS
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Could I be
Rose Queen?
By Samantha Bacic
17, Arcadia HS

E

very year my mom, dad, brother and I
drag ourselves out of bed and curl up on
the couch to watch the Tournament of
Roses Parade. I’m up first, begging my dad
to buy doughnuts. We comment on every
float—good, bad or ugly. I always insist that the Rose
Court float is the greatest. The girls on the Court have
that special “spreading the butter” wave, perfect smiles
and blinding crowns. They always look like delicate porcelain dolls to me; their makeup so precise as if someone
had painted it on. They hold bouquets of roses, which
seem too perfect to be real, and wear ball gowns. I dream
of riding that float.
My mom always talked about how she had made it
into the Top 25 two years in a row and that my dad’s
sister, Judy, was a Rose Court Princess. When I was 7, I
met some Rose Princesses. One fixed a rose sticker on
my shirt and I knew right then that I wanted to be like
her. I wanted to make a little girl’s day by simply handing
her a rose. I know it sounds kinda cheesy, but I felt like
being a Rose Princess was my destiny.
Rose Court tryouts were in the middle of September.
It was finally my chance to try for a spot on that float, in
that ball gown, wearing that outrageous crown. Roughly
1,200 girls tried out for this year’s court, but I thought I
had an advantage because of my family legacy. It was
cool to feel like I belonged somewhere. I didn’t have to
compromise who I was to fit in, the way I felt I had to
when trying out for sports or dance teams.

They want girls who could
be role models

Rose Court members have to present themselves
well, by looking nice and speaking in front of an audience. I was confident that my personality could win the
judges over, and if not that, my smile would definitely do
the trick. It was pretty weird to be judged by a bunch of
strangers, but at least I didn’t have to perform a talent or
model a swimsuit. The tryouts are open to all unmarried
women who live in the greater Pasadena area, and who
are seniors in high school or full-time college students,
with at least a 2.0 GPA. I felt like I had a pretty good
chance. I do a ton of community service, I play sports
and I’m an artist. I also get good grades. The Rose Court
is all about inspiring young girls and being a role model.
That’s what I like doing and I had waited 17 years for
my chance.
For the first day of tryouts I wore a rose-colored
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sweater, charcoal-gray pinstriped slacks, which were
ironed to a crisp, and high heels. I looked in the mirror
as my mom de-linted me and I made sure everything was
just the way it had to be to make the perfect impression
on the judges.
The tryouts were held at the Tournament House—a
huge white house with tons of roses in suburban Pasadena. As my mom pulled to the curb to drop me off I
asked if she was coming with me. It didn’t make me
feel any less nervous when she looked at me like I was
crazy, laughed, and told me that I would do great. She
reminded me that being myself was my best bet.
I thought I was going to faint while I waited in line
for two hours sweating in the 90-degree heat. My hair
kept getting caught in my number “355” tag as I turned
to look at the few hundred other girls in line. I saw only a
handful of other blondes, which was good, because most
of the courts I remembered had a blonde, a black girl, an
Asian girl, a Latina girl and some brunettes.
It was a good hour before I got to sit down and give
my inexperienced-in-high-heels feet a rest. Each girl had
to stay in order by number as people in bright red coats
directed us all over. Last year’s Queen told us that “Everything will be fine if you just be yourself.” This advice
meant so much more coming from her rather than my
mom.
I tiptoed to a seat near the judging panel, careful so
my stupid heels wouldn’t sink into the grass. I had only
30 measly seconds to tell the judges why I wanted to be
in the Rose Court. I stood tall and smiled as I recalled
chowing down on doughnuts watching the Rose Parade
every year, dreaming of the day when I would get a
chance to ride on one of those floats.
I was flattered as photographers snapped photos and
a writer from Los Angeles Magazine interviewed me. We
all waited in line for a photo to be developed and then
got a “goody bag” filled with freebies on the way out. The
first interview was a breeze, and if all of them were like
this, then I felt like I definitely had a shot of making it to
the final seven.
On Tuesday morning my mom text-messaged me
to tell me that I had made it to the quarterfinals. I half
expected it considering how well the interview went and
my family history. The other half of me was screaming
inside. Now that I had made it past the first round anything seemed possible.
The next step was the interview for semifinals three
days later. There were about 250 girls competing for
75 spots. I returned to the Tournament House where I
was led to a small room. About 20 girls waited in “the
room” at one time. It was totally weird to socialize with

girls I was competing against. We introduced ourselves
and smiled as we told each other what schools we went
to. We were super nice to each other’s faces but I knew
once I turned my back I would be carefully examined
from head to toe by every eye in that room. I’m not going to deny that I didn’t size up a few girls, too. Most of
them were pretty, to say the least, but there were a few
who were ridiculously gorgeous. I envied the girls with
dimples and the ones with longer hair than mine. I envied the girls who didn’t need a touch of makeup and the
ones with perfect complexions. We were all mostly the
same height but there were a few who had to be 6 feet
tall. At 5-foot-3, I envied the tall girls, too.
After an hour, a woman called my number and explained that I would have a minute and a half to answer
as many questions as I could. I’ve watched too many
seasons of Survivor, so I knew that a game plan was a
must. I wanted them to know that I played sports and
knew how to work as part of a team, that I was chairman of Assisteens, a local charity group in Arcadia, and
that I was an artist and a writer. I didn’t have anything
scripted; I was going to be myself.

‘What three good-natured
qualities  do you possess?’

The doors opened and I walked to the little red X on
the floor. I crossed my hands behind my back and fidgeted with my ring. The 11 judges were seated in a line
and immediately fired questions at me. My left leg shook
as I tried to answer. They asked me who I admired most
and why. I immediately said that I admired my mom
the most because she had a difficult childhood but she
persevered and was able to pay her way through college.
The second question went along with the “Our Good
Nature” theme of the parade, by asking what were three
good-natured qualities I possessed. I said that I was caring, challenging and confident. I was so nervous that I
said the first three adjectives that popped into my head.
After I finished my interview I noticed the writer from
Los Angeles Magazine. He asked me more questions and
congratulated me on having made it to the next round. It
gave me a huge confidence boost when he said he had a
good feeling I would be returning. But when I got home
I was so worried. I felt like I hadn’t had enough time to
give the impression that I wanted. How were the judges
supposed to get to know the real me in 90 seconds?
Three days later I found out that I was a semifinalist. I had tried to prepare myself for a letdown, so I was
shocked when the letter came. I’m not the type of person
who dreams about becoming famous or going to the
perfect college, but I wanted to be a Rose Princess more

www.layouth.com

Only girls from
these schools
can try out
Students from the following
schools in the Pasadena area
are eligible to compete for the
Rose Court:
Alverno HS
Arcadia HS
Blair HS
California Institute of Technology
Flintridge Preparatory School
Flintridge Sacred Heart Academy
Gabrielino HS
John Marshall Fundamental HS
John Muir HS
La Cañada HS
La Salle HS
Marantha HS
Mayfield Senior School
Pasadena City College
Pasadena HS
Polytechnic School
Rio Hondo Prep School
Rosemead HS
San Gabriel Academy
San Gabriel Mission HS
San Marino HS
South Pasadena HS
Southwestern Academy
Temple City HS
Westridge School

than I had wanted anything in a long time. I began to
walk down the halls at school smiling at everyone while
practicing my wave. I must have looked ridiculous but I
was totally serious about it.
I returned to the Tournament House three days later
and was led to “the room” once again. Waiting the two
hours for the interview to become one of the top 25
was the worst. At the end of this interview, which was
also a minute and a half, the judges asked me a series
of yes or no questions. They asked me if they could cut
my hair (of course they could), if their makeup stylists
would be allowed to put makeup on me (yes), and if I
was prepared for the huge time commitment (definitely).
(As ambassadors for the Tournament of Roses, the court
members participate in community events for several
months and even have to miss some days of school.) I
had answered all the questions from my heart and was
totally honest. I even joked around a little after they
asked me what I based success off of. I said that being
an artist I obviously couldn’t judge success off of how
much money you make. They got a good laugh out of
that. Still, things seemed too good to be true.
The writer from Los Angeles Magazine had sat in on

Part of the reason Samantha wanted to be a Rose
queen or princess was because of her family history.
Above, Samantha’s aunt
Judy sparkled in her tiara
when she was crowned a
Rose Princess in 1979.

As a candidate for the
Tournament of Roses Rose
Court, Samantha was photographed with roses and
her official badge.

my interview this time. He had talked to me after all of
my tryouts and I’m pretty sure he was banking on me
making it to the finals.

Not the ending I  had
hoped for

And then the letter didn’t come. Three days passed
and I convinced myself that they took more time as the
judging got tougher in the later rounds. My mom called
the Tournament House (even though we weren’t supposed to), and the receptionist on the phone confirmed
that number 355 had not been selected.
The first thing I did when I got home from school was
throw away that cheesy gift bag. There was a tiny mirror, some makeup samples that were in the most awful
colors ever, a weird zip-up thing that turned into a tote
bag and a stupid lipstick that tricked you into believing
it was a lipstick, but was actually a pen. I was bitter
and confused. I didn’t understand why I had opened up
and was myself (just like everyone had told me), and it
wasn’t good enough.
What was it that didn’t make me a candidate for the
Rose Court? My mom had always said that the judges

have something specific in mind that they are looking
for. But why wasn’t I what they were looking for?
This New Year’s I watched the parade from the
sidelines on Colorado Boulevard. Although I don’t recommend sleeping on the parade route, I knew this year
would be my last chance to do that. Watching the Rose
Court members wave to me as I was wrapped up in
every article of clothing I owned made me realize how
much I would have missed if I had been selected to ride
the float. While those seven girls were waking up at
the crack of dawn and going to all their events, I was
secretly texting my friends during class asking where
we were going for lunch. While they were eating catered
meals and attending etiquette classes, I got to eat chips
and salsa at my favorite Mexican restaurant with my
family and baby-sit the cutest 2-year-old. I was even able
to finish out the volleyball season and get a varsity letter.
I know it would have been awesome to be on the Rose
Court, but I would have missed out on so many things.
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Whitney High’s dragon boat (6) raced to first place among Division B high schools at the Long Beach Dragon Boat Festival last summer.

Faster than a speeding dragon
By Mel Shin
15, Whitney HS

I

J.A.W.S. (Just Add Water) posed for a group shot after a race at the Long Beach festival.
20
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first signed up for dragonboating in the eighth
grade when my friend Andrea Tseng, who also
founded the club, was the captain. I was looking for a way to exercise, and dragonboating
sounded like fun.
At 6 a.m. on a Sunday morning, I dragged myself out
of bed to go to practice at Long Beach’s Mother’s Beach.
I walked onto the beach, where the murky water smelled
of trash and sewage. The boats looked like long canoes,
not dragon-like at all. (I later learned that dragon’s heads
and tails were only attached to the ends of the boats during festivals and competitions.)
My teammates and I jumped into one of the docked
boats and began rowing around the marina. Practice
was tough. I had to master a whole new vocabulary:
“Hit! Lean out! Feather! Faster recovery!” These commands were shouted by our coach, Kevin Chan, as he
trained us to row efficiently with maximum power and to
strengthen our endurance. The next day, as every muscle
in my body seemed to hurt, especially my back, I was at
a crossroads whether to continue or to quit.
But I stuck with it, and the back pain subsided after
several practices. I began to fall in love with the sport
and feel pride in my team, J.A.W.S. (which stands for
Just Add Water).
www.layouth.com

Mel Shin (fourth rower from the left) helps the team paddle backwards to move the boat into position for a race.

Spending time with my teammates and winning, or
even losing, together is what motivates me to continue
every Sunday. With this year’s 99 sign-ups for the club,
our team has grown from its humble 30-person roster.
With so many new rowers, we had to consider how
the team could practice. A boat can fit about 18 rowers
plus a caller and a steersman. The caller, who sits in the
front of the boat, beats a drum and calls commands to
the rowers, while the steersman stands in the back of the
boat and steers the boat in different directions.
At first, with the sudden growth of our team, it was
difficult to take multiple boats out to practice. But the
problem was solved when some rowers decided to stick
with it, while others quit.
Our two-hour practices are not as grueling as you
might think. There are a lot of fun parts. It’s so satisfying
when the team is dead-on with timing at practice. As we
lean forward and paddle, the power of your teammates
and the boat pulsing forward is palpable. It’s this feeling
that makes the team pull together, feel strong and be
competitive. When our timing is off, we call it “caterpillaring” because when the rowers are each off by a fraction of a second, the paddles move in a wave, the way a
caterpillar crawls.
One of our three captains, senior Joemari Salvani,
always manages to make the team laugh and lift our
spirits. Whether it’s singing a song in a make-believe
language or swearing in Cantonese, Mandarin, Korean,

or Japanese, Joe always brings enthusiasm and spirit to
practices.
When we go out on the water on an early Sunday
morning, surrounded by fog and figures in the mist,
the atmosphere is surreal. We only have the beat of our
caller and the stroke of our pacers to follow in the silent
zone. This atmosphere is calming after a stressful week
at school.
Once, a seal surfaced a few feet away from us, as if
challenging us to a race. My teammates’ faces lit up with
delight and our coach, chuckling, allowed us to follow
the seal. Our eyes were wide with curiosity staring at
the magnificent beast swimming through the water. The
seal’s speed and grace amazed us as we slowly paddled
toward it. But with a quick flick of its long body, the seal
left us in its wake.

it’s  about teamwork

Dragonboating is not all about what happens on the
water. It also stresses teamwork on land. Before practice, all 20 of us are needed to carry the boat into the water. And after practice when we clean the boat together,
everyone has his or her own job. Some get sponges or
buckets; others pump water out of the boat, scrub or
rinse. The whole team works together and depends on
each other just like we do during a race or competition.
Everyone works hard, afraid to disappoint the team.
We’re friendly with the competition, something that

Photos by Billy Taing, 18

can’t be found in many other sports. We frequently share
tents or canopies at festivals, and sometimes even practice with Holy C.R.A.P. (Crazy Rowing Asian People),
a team from Cerritos High School. We’re also friendly
rivals with the Dragonauts, a team made up of students
from Whitney, Gahr, and Cerritos high schools.
An opposing team member once passed by our tent
at a tournament and greeted us with a friendly smile,
curious about the “Powered by Tapioca Express” logo on
the back of our team shirts. Even though we were about
to race each other, we got into a conversation about how
to get sponsorships.
I enjoy participating in a unique sport that people are
immediately interested in upon hearing about it. They
always ask where dragonboating originated. It started
in China. I’ve heard that dragonboats were raced to worship the god of water, or the Zodiac sign of the dragon.
Another story is that the Chinese held dragonboat races
to commemorate the death of the patriotic poet Qu Yuan.
Now, the sport is solely for recreation.
Today, after all that rowing, my right arm is actually
bigger than my left. I’ve learned how to get up early on
Sundays, how to keep from splashing the person in front
of me, and how to ask for sponsorships with confidence.
It was great to win first place in our division last year, but
more importantly, I had a lot of fun.
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What are you doing with the rest of your life?
The health care industry needs you! Health care
offers a variety of jobs and careers, with great pay
and flexible schedules. Whether you plan to start
working right out of high school, or go to trade
school, community college or a university, you
can follow a path directly to a great future.

For more information, check out

www.MakeItInScrubs.com
Funded by a grant from The California Wellness Foundation.

Working for
smiles

How did you recover from that?
My first time ever tying and untying … I was nervous,
but my friend Janet told me, “Don’t be nervous, girl! Just
get up in there and just do it!” My hand was shaking and
I didn’t know how much force to put on there. But after
I did it then I was OK.

Being an orthodontist’s
assistant can be rewarding

By Sylvana Insua-Rieger
15, Beverly Hills HS

W

hen I go for my orthodontist appointments, I
am sometimes seen by assistant Tracy Neely,
30, who always seems like she enjoys propping
open patients’ mouths to rearrange our teeth
to flawlessness. I wondered how she got her
job in Dr. Mario Paz’s office in Beverly Hills, and if she
had always dreamed of a career working with teeth.
What I found most interesting about a career assisting
an orthodontist is that one can go to college for only a
year and make a decent living helping people. My interview with Tracy taught me that a medical career doesn’t
have to take a lifetime to prepare for.
What kind of education is required for those interested
in becoming an orthodontist’s assistant?
In California, I believe that you go to Bryman—you
always see it on TV—and it takes six months to a year.
After you do that you have to go for your license, because once you graduate you’re just called an “assistant”—a dental assistant—but, if you want more money,
you’ll go and take the state board, which is the “practical” and the “written [test].”
[During] the “practical” basically you have to do a
crown and ... a filling. Not on a live patient but on … fake
teeth. If you … take the state board you’re like a registered nurse. So it’s called a RDA (registered dental assistant) instead of just a regular DA (dental assistant).

photo by Sylvana insua-rieger, 15, beverly hills hs

enced what you call burnout. I said, “You know what?
Let me try assisting. If I find that I don’t want assisting,
then I’ll become a doctor.” Then I started working and …
I just loved it. I said, “I can make decent money and live
a good life without having all the stress of a doctor.”
When I was in high school ... I wanted to be a photographer, but my mother was like, “You can’t make
any money in that!” I said, “Well, she’s right.” I always
watched the Discovery Channel and always watched
stuff about surgeries, so I was like, “Why not try that?”
Please describe a day as an orthodontist’s assistant.
You see patients all day. I do regular braces and lingual braces, which are the braces behind [on the inside
of the mouth]. You might be training and answering the
phones, take appointments and help the front desk.
What do you like about your job?
I enjoy when a kid comes in and may not like his
smile … and as treatment goes along, you see him talk
more, you see him smile more, so that’s what I really enjoy. Even adults, they say, “I couldn’t afford braces when
I was a kid,” and then they come in and then they get
their braces. I just like to see people happy.

So basically you do the same job but you get more
money if you take more tests?
Right, if you take more tests. I’m an RDA; I can do
more than a DA. We can do the braces; we can do the
bands [that go around teeth].

What’s the hardest part about your job?
For me it’s when a parent tells their kid, “It’s scary;
you’re going to gag,” so it’s already in the kid’s mind.
They’ve never been in a dental office before, and they sit
there like, “Oh, I’m gonna gag!” And I’m like, “How do
you know?” “Well, Mom told me.” But you may not, and
sure enough they don’t gag, and they’re fine.

Why and when did you decide to become an orthodontist’s assistant?
Actually, I was going to school to be a dentist, and
what happened was I did go to college, and I experi-

When you first became an orthodontist’s assistant,
were you uncomfortable working in people’s mouths
all day?
Yes, I was! Haha!
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But isn’t it gross working around people’s saliva?
I guess ‘cause you’ve done it for so long, you’ve seen
the grossest things you’re gonna see, and smelled the
worst—I don’t even wanna say what, but you get immune to it. When I first started out I was like “Aw, this is
gross!” but after you do it for so long and like your job,
you don’t even pay attention to it.
But sometimes the breath! If it’s too strong, I’m like,
“You gotta go brush or something before I start.”
What’s the income range for this job?
I think a DA who did not go for the state board can
[earn] something between $10 and $11 an hour. An
RDA’s pay can range from $18 to $24 an hour.
What should a high school student do to prepare for
this career?
In [dental assistant] school, they teach you the headneck anatomy … like your teeth, the bones, everything.
Once you learn that in school, you’re equipped enough
to go take the exam (the state board). But if you don’t
have the money to go to school, you have the opportunity to get into an office where the doctor can train you
for a year. So instead of going to school, you’re getting
trained by a doctor and his staff and then you go take the
state board, if you want more money.
Is this a stable job you can keep in the future?
Yeah, I know a woman who’s done it for 15 years.
Even if you decide you don’t want to do this anymore,
you can teach it.
What skills are needed for this job?
Everyone can’t do this. You have to be good with your
hands, memorization and good visualizing of teeth and
movement of teeth. That’s pretty much all you need.
Even though my hands are big, I can still get in there and
do what I have to do. You have to get in there without
breaking the brackets, hurting the patient, or poking
the patient.
In addition to Bryman, dental assistant programs
are offered at Cerritos College (www.cerritos.edu), Citrus College (www.citruscollege.edu) and Pasadena City
College (www.pasadena.edu). For more information,
visit the schools’ Web sites and search the academic programs under health sciences or health occupations.
www.layouth.com

Calling all foster youth
in Los Angeles County
Do you want to let
other teens know what
foster care is like?
Here’s your chance.
L.A. Youth is looking for foster youth ages
14 to 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”
Foster Youth Editor Amanda Riddle (right) works with a writer on his story.

H

Contact Editor
Amanda Riddle at

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

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

H

Got questions?

Turn the
page
to read a
story about
Shimia’s
struggle to
connect with
her family

Go to www.layouth.com and click
on the Foster Youth link to learn
more and read stories written by
foster youth.
January-February 2007 L.A. Youth
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Foster youth perspective

I don’t
need ‘em
My ‘Brady Bunch’ dreams
dissolved when I finally met
my relatives

By Shimia Gray
17, Centennial HS (Compton)

Getting away from drugs,
gangs and other bad
influences helped me
straighten out my life

I

Photo by Libby Hartigan, Managing Editor
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grew up in foster care and never knew my parents. I didn’t
know my relatives either until I was 10 years old, but when I
did meet them we didn’t get along. Even after all these years
I don’t feel like part of the family. But it hasn’t brought me
down. It’s made me more independent because I don’t have
to depend on them. I’ve also met other people, like my auntie, mentors and therapist, who spend time with me and mean a lot to me.
When I was young my older sister Crystale and I moved around
a lot to different foster homes. Every school year waiting by the
gate, there was always someone different picking me up. I started to
wonder who my family was and where I came from. I heard other
people talk about their families and I wanted to call someone my
family, too.
At court I asked my social worker and lawyer about my family
and they always gave me the same reply, “We will tell you when we
know something.” I got tired of hearing this. When I was 10, my
brother Robert, who was an adult, told me he had visited my family.
He gave me the address of my grandmother (my mother’s mom) and
told me that he would take me there one day.
I had watched TV shows and movies and I hoped for them to
be the perfect family like the Brady Bunch. But when I got in my
brother’s car, I suddenly didn’t want to meet them. Around the same
time, I had met my mother for the first and only time and she was
selling me hopes and dreams that my sister and I were going to come
back home, but I knew the truth. I could tell she had a drug problem
and wouldn’t be able to take care of us. I had not liked her, so I felt
that I would not like them.
The visit to my grandmother’s was weird. It felt like starting at
a new school when you don’t know anybody and everyone stares
www.layouth.com

at you. When my brother and I walked
into the living room and sat down, people
started to introduce themselves. “Hi, my
name is Kendra and I am your cousin,”
and so on and so on it went until everyone had introduced themselves. My aunt
said, “Oh my God, we are so glad to see
you. We haven’t seen you since you were
2 years old.” She looked like she wanted
to cry. I told them I lived in a group home
in Rosemead and that I was happy. My
cousins said they were glad to have someone close to their age. I was just trying to
remember their names while they were
talking to me.
During dinner they were loud. At my
group home no one was allowed to talk at
the dinner table. Everyone was staring at
me as they were carrying on their conversations. After a while they started to make
me feel uncomfortable. The only person
who talked to me was my uncle, who told
me that his day was going better because
he got to see me. When dinner was over
my brother asked me if I was ready to go
home. I said yes. I felt disappointed. They
didn’t feel like my real family.

Did they even care
about me?

After that my brother would bring me
over to my grandmother’s house every
weekend. I didn’t look forward to it. I felt
they could have made a bigger effort to
make me feel like family. Everyone would
say hi and then go back to doing their
own thing. I wanted them to treat me like
they wanted to get to know me and at
least give me a little niceness. One time
some of my cousins and I were watching
TV and they were watching something I
didn’t want to watch. I asked them to turn
the channel and they said no because
they had the TV first.
Still, my grandmother’s house was
somewhere to go and something to do.
Living in a group home was frustrating
me. I never got to make any decisions,
like choose when I went to bed, took a
shower or watched TV. The one good
thing was eating at my grandmother’s
house because my grandma makes great
ribs, cornbread, cabbage, mac and cheese
and mashed potatoes.
When I turned 15 I left my group
home and went to live with my sister and
her foster mom, Lisa. I had lived there
for six months when we got evicted from
our apartment and moved into a vacant
house that her nephew was finishing
building. She found out that the walls
were infested with bees, so she made
us stay with our grandmother for two
weeks. It turned out to be a bad decision.

Not having my family has
made me depend on myself.
That’s a good thing because I
can do stuff on my own.
My sister and I told our grandmother
about the house we were living in and
how the walls were infested with bees.
My grandmother reported Lisa to the
system as an unfit foster mother. I had
a meeting with my sister, Lisa and my
social worker. My social worker asked
me if what we had told our family was
true. I was intimidated by Lisa because
she was mean. Whenever she opened her
mouth nothing nice came out of it. So I
said no and I said we wanted to stay with
her. We didn’t think about how it made
our grandmother look like she was lying
about Lisa.
My family thought we were making my grandmother look bad on purpose. They weren’t the same around us
anymore. When we went over there,
everybody said hi but wouldn’t talk to
us. One time my sister tried to give my
grandmother a hug, but my grandmother
motioned for her to move away and said
that she was having a bad day and didn’t
want to be touched. I think my family was
being unfair toward my sister and me. If
another family member had done something to them, they would never have
treated them like that.
Once, when I went shopping with my
cousins, my cousin Ebony told me she
knew everybody’s social security number in the family. So jokingly I said,
“You don’t know mine.” She said, “That’s
because you’re not part of our family.”
When we got into the mall, I didn’t speak
to her. She said, “Are you still mad at
me?” I just rolled my eyes at her. It made
me mad that she said that. So I made a
rule for myself that I wouldn’t speak to
anyone unless spoken to.
Now I feel weird around my family
because they ignore me and my sister.
I only go over there to see my cousin
Kendra, who I like hanging out with
because we have so much fun together.
When I call and say, “Can I come over?”
my grandmother says, “I don’t care” and
hangs up.
Earlier this year, I asked my grandmother why I didn’t get to live with her.
She said she didn’t want me and my sister
living with her for reasons of her own,
which she said she feels she shouldn’t
have to explain. I wasn’t hurt because we
weren’t close, but I was mad because I
wanted an explanation and she wouldn’t

tell me. I felt like she owed it to me
because I was family. I know I couldn’t
have lived with my other family members
because they couldn’t afford to take care
of my sister and me.
Sometimes I wish my family could
have better lives so I could have a family
that has achieved something. All of the
adults finished high school, but they have
never been to college and have low-end
jobs, like working at McDonalds. Some
are also on welfare. I’m not saying I wish
they were rich, but have something to
show for their lives. Every time I visit
them I tell myself, “I hope I don’t have to
live like this.”
I’m lucky though because a year ago
I found my auntie Doe Doe (my father’s
sister), who has shown me kindness and
respect and how family is supposed to
treat each other.
One day in December 2005 I was
bored and looking through my sister’s
stuff. I found unopened letters my dad
wrote my sister and me. I opened one and
there was a phone number at the bottom.
I called the number and my auntie Doe
Doe answered. I asked her if my dad was
there and if I could speak to him. She told
me that he wasn’t but she would pick my
sister and me up the next day to take us
out to dinner.
The next day, she told us that our dad
had passed away a couple months before.
It didn’t affect me much because I never
knew him. She then told us her weekends
were free and that we could come over
any time. I remembered her from when
she used to pick me up from my foster
home when I was little and we’d spend
the day together. Since I remembered her,
I felt more comfortable around her than I
did with the other side of my family.
I had only known my aunt for a week
when she took my sister and me Christmas shopping at the Lakewood Mall. I
was surprised when she did this for us.
My sister got a cell phone and I got shoes
and two outfits. This made me happy. My
foster mom never took me shopping and
I finally had the things that everybody
else had.
I started seeing my auntie on the
weekends. She takes me to the movies
and lets me play on her computer. I enjoy
sitting down and eating dinner with her,
her husband and their grown daughter,

and talking to them. We always take turns
at the dinner table discussing how our
days went. I don’t live with her because
my aunt and her husband said they had
already raised their daughter and didn’t
want to raise another kid.
Meeting my auntie has made me more
confident. When she was teaching me
how to drive I ran into the curb but she
didn’t get mad. She told me learning how
to drive is 50 percent confidence and 50
percent trying. She encouraged me to
keep going when I felt like I wanted to
give up. Now when I am trying to do my
math homework, I think of the advice she
gave me about driving and I complete it.
It also helped me when I recently read
one of my poems in front of 200 people
for a competition.
She’s a role model. She’s done something with her life—she programs computers—and that shows me that I could
have a good life, too. I told my auntie that
I want to be a screenwriter. She told me
she believes that I can do it if I try hard
and put my mind to it. If I told my other
side of the family, they would put me
down and say, “Black people can’t …”
I wanted to live with my family because it sucks being in the system. But
when I look back on things, I don’t wish
my family could have been different. I
feel it was meant for them to be like that.
That’s how God made them.

I’ve learned
something from this

Not having my family be there for me
has made me depend on myself. That’s
a good thing because I feel like I can do
stuff on my own like go places, cook for
myself and pay bills. I know in the future
I’ll be able to live on my own and won’t
need any help from my family.
I’ve also learned you shouldn’t expect
too much because the outcome will be
different. My family couldn’t be compared to the Brady Bunch.
I’m going to continue seeing my auntie Doe Doe because she is a good influence in my life. As for my mom’s side of
the family, the only thing I want them to
know about my life is that I am alive. To
me, my family is just my brother, sister
and my auntie Doe Doe.
My life has been hard, but I got through
it myself. I never gave up because I don’t
want to be broke. I want to be rich and
have everything I want. I hope I reach my
goals. I want to show people that just because you don’t have your family doesn’t
mean you can’t be anything. You still have
yourself.
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Take our survey!
You could

WIN $100

by answering the following questions about mental health.

Teens face many pressures that can lead to feelings of stress, anxiety and depression. There
are different ways teens can get help for their problems, but it isn’t always easy reaching out for
help. Some teens who need help may not reach out for it because they are afraid of what others
may think about them. Others may feel it’s wrong to seek help for their problems. L.A. Youth
wants to know more about what teens believe about seeking help and how to make it more acceptable.
Five entries will be randomly chosen to receive $100. To enter, fill out this survey and mail it
to L.A. Youth. You can also fill out this survey online (check for the link at www.layouth.com).
Please fill out the survey only once on paper or online. To be eligible for the drawing, your name,
address and phone number must be included and all questions must be answered. All information
will be kept confidential. The deadline is Thursday, March 1, 2007.
Mail the survey to:

1) Are you

H L.A. Youth,

Name ______________________________________________________
School ___________________________________

Grade __________

Home street address __________________________________________
City _______________________________________ Zip ____________
Phone (

) ______________________

5967 W. 3rd St. Ste. 301, Los Angeles CA 90036

q Male q Female

2) How old are you? ___

q
q
q
q

Hotline
Chat rooms or Web sites
Doctor
Other (briefly describe) __________________

3) What is your ethnicity?

q White q Black
q Latino/Latina q Asian
q Other (write-in) ___________________
4) What are your current living arrangements?

q Living with parent(s)/adoptive parents
q Living with relatives
q Living with foster parents/in a group home
q Detention center
q Other (write in) ____________________

8) How did your friends, family and
others treat you when they found out
you were having problems?
q They said they’d be there for me
q They encouraged me to get help
q They didn’t take my problem seriously
q They stopped hanging out with me
q They told me to get over it
q They told me I was just trying to get attention
q Other (briefly describe) _________________
9) Place a check mark next to any of

5) Which of the following situations
might cause you to seek help? (Check
all that apply)
q If I felt depressed
q If I felt suicidal
q If I felt really anxious all the time
q If I felt like I might seriously hurt someone else
q If I had a serious drug or alcohol problem
q If I was failing school
q If I suffered a terrible loss, such as the death of
a loved one
q If I experienced physical or sexual assault
q No matter what, I probably would not seek help
6) If you’ve had a problem in the past
that you kept to yourself and did not
seek help, what were the major reasons for that? (Check all that apply)
q Felt I could handle it myself
q Thought I would be a failure if I needed to see a
therapist or psychiatrist
q Was afraid of what my friends would think or do
q Was afraid of what my parents or other family
members would think or do
q Did not know where to go for therapy
q I did reach out for help
7) If you looked for help, where did
you look? (Check all that apply)
q My friends
q My family
q Other adults in my life (teachers, counselors, religious leaders, social workers, probation officers)
q Therapist/Psychiatrist
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To be eligible for the drawing to win $100, please fill in the following information. Your information will be kept confidential. It
is used only to mail checks to winning entrants. The deadline is
Thursday, March 1, 2007.

the following statements that YOU 
agree with: (Check all that apply)
q You should talk about problems only within the
family
q Talking to a friend is better than talking to a
therapist
q Talking to a parent or family member is better
than talking to a therapist
q Therapy can’t really help you with your problems
q Taking medication is just an excuse to keep
from dealing with your problems
q It’s OK for other people to have therapists, but
not me
q None of the above

10) Place a check mark next to any
statements that you feel reflect your
PARENTS’ OR GUARDIANS’ beliefs:
(Check all that apply)
q You should talk about problems only within the
family
q Talking to a friend is better than talking to a
therapist
q Talking to a parent or family member is better
than talking to a therapist
q Therapy can’t really help you with your problems
q Taking medication is just an excuse to keep
from dealing with your problems
q It’s OK for other people to have therapists, but
not anyone in my family
q None of the above

L.A. YOUTH January-February 2007

11) Place a check mark next to any
of the following statements that YOU 
agree with: (Check all that apply)
q Mental illness can be something you inherit
q Mental illness can be caused by bad relationships with your parents
q Mental illness can be caused by circumstances
outside the family, such as stress, problems at
school, friendships or relationships
q Mental illness can be caused by a chemical imbalance in the brain
q Mental illness can be treated with medication
and therapy
12) Place a check mark next to any
statements that you feel reflect your
PARENTS’ OR GUARDIANS’ beliefs:
(Check all that apply)
q Mental illness can be something you inherit
q Mental illness can be caused by bad relationships in the family
q Mental illness can be caused by life circumstances outside the family, such as stress, problems at school, friendships or relationships
q Mental illness can be caused by a chemical imbalance in the brain
q Most mental health problems can be treated
with medication and therapy
13) Where do you think you would
find the MOST support if you had a
problem?
q School
q Family
q Friends
q Other adults (doctors, social workers, probation staff, group home staff, etc.)
q Place of worship
q Other (describe briefly) ___________________
14) Where do you think you would
find the LEAST support if you had a
problem?
q School
q Family
q Friends
q Other adults (doctors, social workers, probation staff, group home staff, etc.)
q Place of worship
q Other (describe briefly) __________________

15) What views about mental health
do you get from the media (TV, radio,
printed articles, Web sites)? (Check all
that apply)
q It’s normal to feel down or depressed sometimes
q If you have a problem, you should talk to a
friend or family member
q If you have a problem, you should get therapy
q There’s something wrong with you if you have a
mental health problem
q Therapists don’t understand what teens are
going through
q Only crazy people go to therapy
16) If you had a problem, which of the
following would you find most helpful
at your school? Please put these in
order of priority from 1 to 5 (with 1
being most helpful and 5 being least
helpful).  
___ A peer-support program where I could talk to
other teens
___ A psychologist so I could talk to a professional
about my problems
___ A teacher who has time to listen
___ A close friend I could trust
___ A listing of resources where I could turn for
help, such as hotlines and clinics that provide lowcost therapy
___ None of the above
17) What would be the best way to
encourage teens to get help when
they have a mental health problem?
Please put these in order of priority
from 1 to 5 (with 1 being most helpful
and 5 being least helpful).  
___ Advertisements to inform teens about the
signs of mental illness, where to seek help and how
to help others get help when they need it
___ Hearing from other teens about how they got
help
___ Hearing from adults about how they got help
___ Helping teens recognize images in the media
that express negative views about people with
mental illness
___ Other (describe briefly) __________________
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reviews: music
CD: Justin Timberlake

CD: Evanescence

FutureSex/LoveSounds

The Open Door

By Eryne Lagman

By Tanya Vazquez

By Charlene Lee

17, Notre Dame academy

17, downtown Magnets HS

14, walnut hs

I

n 2002, he “justified” himself as a bona
fide solo artist, minus the bleached-tip Jeri
Curl and *NSYNC. Now Justin Timberlake
solidifies his status as a pop culture megastar
with his sophomore album FutureSex/LoveSounds.
The first time I heard “SexyBack”—the allup-in-your-ear first single off JT’s second album—I thought it was another techno beat that
I would hate forever, sung by a woman with a
digitized voice. I only began to appreciate its
funky feel after a couple more listens. But I fell
in love with the rest of the album instantly. And
that says a lot, considering I am a former loyal
fangirl of *NSYNC’s rival, the Backstreet Boys.
Justin takes chances with this innovative
album. There are incredible dance tracks, but
also some essential ballads—including a song
with an orchestral arrangement (“Until the
End of Time” featuring the Benjamin Wright
Orchestra). The Timbaland-produced “LoveStoned” is one of my favorites off this album.
The Tim Man works his magic on this track as
the song effortlessly transitions from a catchy,
unstoppable dance beat into a semi-acoustic,
slowed-down ending; I literally got chills the
first time I heard the changeover.
One of the only downsides to FutureSex/LoveSounds is that Justin channels his
*NSYNC persona, with conventional pop lyrics
and predictable beats, on the upbeat “Summer
Love” and the ballad “All Over Again.” Aside
from that, the incredible Mr. Timberlake scores
an A++ with FutureSex/LoveSounds—a definite two thumbs up in my book. Can my big
toes be counted, too?

Justin takes chances with
this innovative album. There
are incredible dance tracks,
but also essential ballads.

I

f you’re an Evanescence fan, then you
probably want to know if the band’s sound
changed now that composer and founding
member Ben Moody left. With the release of
The Open Door, I think you’ll still like Evanescence, just not as much as before.
Fans say that lead singer Amy Lee’s amazing
vocal range creates a melody that can be heard
in the high heavens. But I feel that Lee’s voice
is inconsistent. It’s powerful but when she tries
to reach high notes, it sounds like someone
scratched a chalkboard. I’ve since fallen in love
with Within Temptation’s Sharon Den Adel’s
voice because her voice is more consistent,
softer and sweeter.
The songs on The Open Door jump from
hard rock songs like “Sweet Sacrifice” and “Call
Me When You’re Sober” to soft songs like “Lithium” and “Snow White Queen.” While most of
the songs are too repetitive, I did like “Sweet
Sacrifice.” The haunting minor chords are great
but Lee’s voice breaks way too much, making it
less than the great song it could have been.
I wouldn’t recommend this album to new
Evanescence fans. I strongly believe that a
band’s best music usually comes from its earlier
work and this is one of those cases. If you want
to listen to Evanescence’s best work, check out
Fallen.

With the release of The Open
Door, I think you’ll still like
Evanescence, just not as
much as before.

CD: +44

When Your Heart Stops Beating

T

he debut album by +44, When Your
Heart Stops Beating, isn’t a life-altering
musical experience, nor is it a Blink-182
replacement, even though half of +44 is made
up of former Blink members Mark Hoppus and
Travis Barker. It’s a balanced mix of rock and
punk music with introspective lyrics.
Because +44 has former members of other
bands, I expected to hear songs similar to their
previous work. The first song, “Lycanthrope,”
was disappointing because it didn’t make me
want to press “repeat” immediately, like a good
opener should. But my faith in Blink’s work
kept me listening. While “Little Death” seemed
like a poor imitation of Blink’s “I Miss You,” I
was especially captivated by the soft piano ballad “Make You Smile,” where Hoppus does a
heartfelt duet with Carol Heller, who was part of
the band in its early stages.
“No, It Isn’t” seems to refer to the break-up
of Blink, but any listener can relate to breaking
up. “This desperation leaves me overjoyed/ With
fading lights that lead us past the lives that we
destroy.”
The band’s amazing guitar work definitely
compensated for Hoppus’s still less than mediocre voice. With nearly every track on the album
dedicated to the topic of love and heartbreak,
this album still has the old Blink-182 sound but
without the frat-boy behavior.

This album still has the old
Blink-182 sound but without
the frat-boy behavior.
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Join the staff of L.A. Youth

at the next

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

ay,
Saturdry 10
ua- noon
Febra.m
.
11

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

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

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

