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Senior qualifies 
for U-17 national 
table tennis 
team. 

SPORTS 23
Reporter 
investigates 
California recall 
elections and 
their flaws. 

OPINION 10
Guidance 
prepares for 
in-person senior 
counseling. 

SCHOOL SCOPE 16

The school is changing 
its customary Homecoming 
court elections of a Home-
coming king and queen to a 
genderless process, honoring 
two students of any gender 
as Homecoming monarchs 
and, in the case of princes 
and princesses, Homecom-
ing royalties. 

Some students inter-
viewed by The Falcon said 
they agree that this change 
will promote a more inclusive 
and open environment.

“We always wanted to 

make Homecoming gender-
less,” spirit commissioner 
Sadaf Sobhani said. “But 
it never happened because 
there’s so much conflict with-
in the student body saying 
that they wanted the labels of 
princesses, princes, kings and 
queens.”

This year, however, the As-
sociate Student Body (ASB) 
pushed through with a new 
homecoming plan because, 
given the drastic changes 
made throughout the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, students 
should be expectant 

Confusion 
common in 
campus return

COURT BECOMES GENDER NEUTRAL QUAD DAY PARTICIPATION INCREASES 

As senior Kaylie Wong 
stood under the awning in 
front of the cafeteria waiting 
to start the Senior All Girls’ 
Dance practice on Aug. 14, 
she worried that after a year 
and a half of completely vir-
tual events, people wouldn’t 
show up. However, her wor-
ries began to ease as she saw 
over 50 girls stream in, armed 
with water bottles and eager 
to learn the dance by senior 
quad day on Sept. 24.  

For the first time since the 
2019-2020 school year, the 

school will host quad day dur-
ing the week of Sept. 20-24. 
Each day will feature a differ-
ent grade during lunch in the 
quad, during which they will 
perform a skit, hold various 
dances from K-Pop to stunt 
and host performances by the 
Color Guard and Drumline. 

As announced by Spirit 
Commission during Food 
Truck Fest, the theme for 
Homecoming is “Childhood 
TV Shows.” The freshmen re-
ceived “Teenage Mutant Ninja 
Turtles,” sophomores received 
“Fairly Odd Parents,”

Freshman Aneri Shah scoured the sci-
ence building for her biology class on the 
first day of school. She frantically compared 
passing room numbers with the campus 
map set as her lock screen —  a tip she had 
learned from an upperclassman. 

Although she was anxious to get to class, 
Shah reveled in the energy among the crowd 
of bustling students — a feeling she hadn’t 
experienced since seventh grade. 

“It’s so surreal,” Shah said. “Sometimes, I 
have to pinch myself to remind myself I’m 
actually on campus.”

After a year and a half of remote learn-
ing, many underclassmen have struggled to 
readjust to in-person school and are now 
experiencing the typical confusion — and 
excitement — of finding classrooms and 
forming in-person relationships with teach-
ers and peers. 

Student engages in diverse interactions
Because Shah came from Rolling Hills 

Middle School in Campbell, she found 
it difficult to find a friend group, as social 
circles in Saratoga are typically formed in 
Redwood Middle School. She noted that the 
Back to School Social helped her break out 
of her shell.

“I haven’t really started to make a friend 
group yet,” Shah said. “I’ve mostly been fo-
cused on surviving the beginning couple of 
weeks, but as time goes on, I’ll try just walk-
ing up to new people.”

While Shah had originally expected each 
grade to form their own bubble, she was
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Mohnike retires after 30 years

When assistant principal Kerry Mohnike 
started teaching here 30 years ago, much of 
present-day Saratoga High did not exist. 

There was no state-of-the-art science 
wing. There was no football stadium, let 
alone lights on its field. The McAfee Center 
was not yet built, and there was no black-
box theater. Many of the trees on the quad 
were young and nowhere near their current 
height.

 In her years working as an English 
teacher and administrator, Mohnike saw the 
school grow from just 850 students with a 

Caucasian majority to 1,450 at its peak with 
an Asian majority as the school is now clos-
er to 1,250 students.

On Sept. 7, Mohnike retired with 20 
years of teaching English and 10 years as 
an administrator under her belt. The previ-
ous Friday, dozens of staff members showed 
up to wish her well at a surprise retirement 
party.

“I got to a place where I was almost old 
enough to retire,” Mohnike said. “I’m going 
a couple years early. It’s time for new people 
to come in and do new things.”

Mohnike mentioned that she feels
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Senior Derek Hsu is 
thrown into the air during 
stunt practice on Sept. 6 in 
preparation for Quad Day.
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Club Rush | Seniors Michelle Jiang and Brooke Huynh raise signs for the Gender-Sexuality Alliance (GSA) club 
on Sept. 2 during the service and cultural Club Rush Day in order to attract students to join their organization.District updates GPA policy for the Class of 2025

— Viraaj Reddi

On Aug. 30, the administration announced an updated 
GPA policy that will be in effect starting with the Class of 
2025. The updated policy will standardize GPA calculations 
between Los Gatos High and Saratoga High. 

Saratoga’s previous GPA calculation policy did not weigh 
honors or AP courses taken outside the district on a 5-point 
scale, and any accredited course could be added to a stu-
dent’s transcript by request.

The updated policy, however, will weigh any outside AP 
and Honors courses on a 5-point scale — excluding com-
munity college courses. In addition, courses taken outside 
of the school can now only be added to a student transcript 
if the course is necessary for graduation or fulfilling Univer-
sity of California or California State University application 
requirements. 

School investigates the Screener-19 QR code prank 

— Selina Chen

When students arrived on campus on Sept. 7 and tried 
to scan the Screener-19 QR code, they found themselves re-
directed to a photo of Remy, a cartoon rat from the classic 
children’s movie “Ratatouille.”

They soon discovered that a fake paper QR code had been 
taped over the laminated one.

Six English rooms in the 000’s wing were impacted by 
the prank, according to assistant principal Brian Thompson. 
Science teacher Kristen Thomson also found fake QR codes 
posted outside the science building and the media arts build-
ing, while students reported similar incidents elsewhere. It is 
unknown how many total rooms were impacted.

The administration doesn’t yet know who was respon-
sible for the prank, but Thompson asked teachers to move 
their Screener-19 QR codes to the inside. “It's an ongoing 
investigation right now,” he said.
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SHS will offer senior SAT, junior PSAT on campus

— Sara Bright and Alexander Kan

The school is offering the SAT to all seniors to support 
those who were unable to take it at a national testing site. 
The test will take place during the school day on campus on 
Thursday, Oct. 28, from 8 a.m. to 12 p.m. Students can regis-
ter online by Sept. 17 for a cost of $75.

Additionally, the PSAT will be offered on Oct. 16. Unlike 
pre-COVID-19 years when sophomores and juniors were 
both able to test, this year’s PSAT is only offered to juniors. 

Parents can proctor the exam only if their children are 
not registered to take the test and if they are cleared by the 
district office.

FALCON // TARA NATARAJAN

 When students returned to in-person instruction 
on Aug. 12, over 60 percent of them had not been on 
campus in the past year — or ever. Many were un-
familiar with the protocols put in place during the 
phased reopening at the end of last semester, only 
some of which still remain.
 Now, in response to the rampant surge in 
COVID-19 cases due to the spread of the Delta vari-
ant, the district has developed a comprehensive set of 
protocols and guidelines to be enforced immediately 
in the event of an active case on campus.
 Similar to last year, students must fill out 
the Screener-19 health questionnaire 
before periods 1, 2 and tutori-
al. If students receive a red 
check mark, either from 
reporting COVID-19 
symptoms, testing pos-
itive for COVID-19 
or quarantining 
with COVID-19 
patients, they must 
immediately re-
port to the health 
office. 
 Recently re-
tired assistant 
principal Kerry 
Mohnike said that 
Screener-19’s “dig-
ital record-keeping 
can also help [school 
administrators] better 
monitor the campus.” 
 The school is also using 
E-Hall Pass, which was imple-
mented in the spring to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19 by replacing paper 
passes with electronic ones. Mohnike said the system 
is being used primarily as a means to streamline the 
hall pass system.
 “Once users get past the learning curve of using 
the system, [E-Hall Pass] provides convenience for 
things like restroom passes or text reminders for 
off-campus appointments and other uses,” Mohnike  
said.

 The school is still enforcing an indoor mask man-
date for all students — in adherence with a coun-
ty-wide policy issued Aug. 2 — but the outdoor mask 
mandate and social distancing measures  are no lon-
ger in effect, said assistant principal Brian Thompson. 
The California Department of Public Health (CDPH) 

and the Santa Clara County Office of Education (SC-
COE) removed these requirements because of the 
high number of vaccinated people in Santa Clara 
County.
 In addition to requiring mask coverings inside 
classrooms, the indoor mask mandate applies to club 
meetings and indoor sports as well, excluding athletes 
who are actively participating during practice and 
games, Thompson said.
 He added that the CDPH and SCCOE guidelines 
were designed to “provide safety for all variants of 
COVID-19.”
 Although there were some cases of student infec-
tions during hybrid learning last spring, there have 

been no outbreaks as of early September. 
Brian Safine, the director of human 

resources for the district, said 
approximately 96 percent of 

school staff are vaccinated 
for COVID-19 and all 

unvaccinated staff are 
being tested weekly 
starting Aug. 30, un-
der an executive or-
der signed by Gov. 
Gavin Newsom. 
Because the Pfiz-
er-BioNTech vac-
cine was recently 
fully approved by 
the FDA, there is 
also a possibility 

that the state will 
eventually mandate 

student vaccinations, 
Thompson said. 

 In the case of any positive 
or close-contact COVID-19 

cases, the school is following 
the response protocol outlined by 

Santa Clara County Department of Public 
Health (SCCDPH). The plan requires symptomatic 
students and staff to quarantine for 10 days, regard-
less of vaccination status. 
 Students who are in quarantine will communi-
cate with their teachers and complete assignments 
through Canvas, while teachers in quarantine will 
have substitutes in class until they can return to cam-
pus.
 If the school site has COVID-19 outbreaks, that 
data will be shared with the CDPH and SCCOE, 
which make decisions about school closure based on 
COVID-19 data within the county. If the school sud-
denly has a COVID-19 outbreak on campus, a short 
closure and temporary return to remote learning is 
possible, Thompson said. 
 In light of the rise of the Delta variant, Thompson 
urged students and staff to continue taking safety pro-
tocols seriously and assume everyone is not vaccinat-
ed.
 “Our community has been great with following 
COVID-19 protocols,” he said. “Our school admin 
is thankful to our students, staff and parents for fol-
lowing the COVID-19 protocols designed to keep our 
community safe.” u

Although there were cases of 
infections during hybrid learning 

last spring, there have been no 
outbreaks as of early September.
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16 students opt in for district's 
new alternative online program
BY NikhilMathihalli
& HowardShu

BY NidhiMathihalli
& NilayMishra

This year’s new bell schedule has re-
sulted in many changes, including a later 
start time of 8:30 a.m., 90-minute periods, 
30-minute lunches and 10-minute passing 
periods. Tutorials now only occur on Blue 
Days, with 14 tutorials dedicated to Advi-
sory modules on topics such as consent and 
sexual harassment.

But student and teacher reactions have 
not been positive. In a student Facebook 
poll with 64 respondents, 75 percent had a 
strong opinion on the matter, of which 85 
percent did not like the new schedule.

As an officer of three clubs, including 
the math club, junior Stuti Agarwal was 
one of the students who didn’t like the new 
schedule. She believes that these changes 
will heavily impact clubs meetings 
and the activities. One such ex-
ample is the High School CaML, 
a math competition that takes 30 
minutes and in the past has oc-
curred during lunch, but may be 
harder to host with the shorter  
lunch.

Agarwal thinks the previous 
35-minute lunch schedule better 
fits clubs’ needs. Although the to-
tal length of lunch is the same this 
year, the interruption of the bell five min-
utes earlier has been disruptive since “when 
the bell rings, everyone has a mentality to 
get up and go to their next class,” Agarwal 
said.

Senior Jeffrey Hu, who is involved in 
several STEM clubs, said the older schedule 
was better suited for his needs as a student.

Hu said the decreased lunch time may 
cause difficulties in conducting certain 
time-consuming labs, such as the science 
club’s signature liquid nitrogen activity, a 
yearly demonstration on instant freezing 
using nitrogen.

On the other hand, Hu recognizes that 
the longer passing periods give club activi-
ties an opportunity to finish their work and 

still have students make it to class.
Another component of the schedule 

that Hu finds inconvenient is the new sys-
tem of tutorials. Tutorials now occur only 
on Blue Days, limiting students’ ability to 
interact with teachers and fellow students.

Hu used to grab a snack during the dai-
ly tutorial because it kept him more active 
and engaged throughout his classes, but on 
Red Days, he often goes through the day 
hungry. Among other things, he also used 
tutorials to get ahead on homework assign-
ments, which is now work that he has to 
complete after school at home.

While Hu acknowledges the impor-
tance of Advisory sessions on Blue Days, 
he thinks they should not limit teachers’ 
accessibility. “Last week, I was not able to 
see any of my teachers during tutorial,” Hu 
said. “But after the first few weeks the ses-

sions are staggered, so it should 
not be a problem.” 

The main positive Hu sees in 
the new schedule is the later start 
time. This was the main factor in 
implementing the state bill that 
will come into effect for the 2022-
2023 school year, which makes it 
mandatory for high schools to be-
gin after 8:30 a.m. 

Some teachers, including En-
glish and Journalism teacher Mike 

Tyler, also dislike certain parts of the new 
schedule. 

“The inconsistent lunches are probably 
my least favorite thing,” Tyler said. “There's 
no perfect schedule, but in ranking the 
things that I would love to see in a better 
schedule, I would like lunches to be at a 
more similar time. In particular, the Blue 
Day lunches this year (starting at 12:25) 
feel very late.”

Tyler is still hopeful that the schedule 
can be changed in the future. “I get the rea-
soning behind the schedule changes,” Ty-
ler said. “But I’m not a huge fan of certain 
parts of it. It'll be interesting to see what the 
feedback is for this schedule and how the 
district makes its adjustments.” u

While almost all students are on campus 
and in their seats when the first-period bell 
rings this year, senior Noora Fayad is one of 
16 in the district who have opted to contin-
ue with online education at home because 
of the pandemic. 

Fayad and the others are enrolled in an 
online Independent Study (IS) program.

Approved by the district board in Au-
gust, the IS program includes a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous online in-
struction. Students in the program  earn 
letter grades and credits comparable to 
in-person classes.

The decision passed in accordance with 
the California Department of Education’s 
Assembly Bill 130, which requires an IS 
option to be available during the 2021-
2022 school year for any student state-
wide whose health would be put at risk by 
in-person instruction, as determined by a 
parent or guardian.

Students in IS meet with California 
state-certified teachers through Edgenuity, 
a company that helps create a virtual sched-
ule for those with online learning and pro-
vides a platform for IS students to do their 
coursework. The teachers are not teachers 
from Saratoga or Los Gatos High.

A typical school day schedule for an IS 
student is similar to that of an asynchro-
nous Wednesday in the 2020-21 school 
year schedule. Students can access their 
assignments at any time and work at their 
own pace. There is no bell schedule, and 
students just have to stay at a fast enough 
pace to complete their work and earn cred-
its for the course.

Fayad chose to continue her education 
online rather than in-person, because of 
the risk COVID-19 variants pose to her 
and her family — especially because her 
dad has been working with COVID-19 pa-
tients. 

“I would hear him talking to them via 
telemedicine and hear them coughing over 

video chat trying to communicate their 
symptoms and how they are feeling,” she 
said. 

Since IS students are still part of LG-
SUHSD, they can also participate in any 
in-person extracurricular activities at 
school, including sports and clubs through-
out the school year despite being in online 
learning

Although it varies depending on the 
course, synchronous sessions may oc-
cur through classroom discussions, small 
groups or one-on-one instruction. 

“Each teacher runs the program unique 
to their design, similar to traditional 
in-person teachers,” said Jamal Splane, who 
is directing the district’s IS program. 

Parents and guardians can request a 
student-parent-educator conference to 
ask questions before making the decision 
about enrollment or disenrollment in the 
program. 

Currently, students with an Individual-
ized Education Plan (IEP), a program de-
veloped to ensure specialized instruction 
for students with an identified disability, 
may not participate in IS unless the stu-
dent’s IEP specifically provides for it.

Despite many students in the IS pro-
gram missing certain aspects of in-person 
school, Fayad said she is at peace with her 
decision. 

"I miss seeing my friends every day, but 
simultaneously I feel as though I have a 
moral obligation to stay home," Fayad said. 
"I hope that the independent study pro-
gram just runs smoothly." u

Agarwal

Students and teachers criticize 
'inconvenient' new bell schedule

surprised by the diversity of students with 
different cultural and academic back-
grounds all interacting through shared 
activities. 

“I think [the community] is amazing, 
colorful and diverse,” Shah said. “It’s defi-
nitely not how Disney portrays it, with 
cliques separated by jocks, nerds and cheer-
leaders. Everyone’s just one giant group.”

Shah also missed the lively elements of 
in-person school: walking to classes and 
having teachers to prevent her from dozing 
off — something she said “wasn’t feasible” 
last year over Zoom. 

Freshman Urvi Iyer has also enjoyed the 
return to in-person learning, specifically the 
convenient access to teachers through tuto-
rial periods, as last year in remote learning, 
only her math teacher offered office hours. 
She’d often have to contact teachers via 
email for any questions, which was incon-
venient because they “wouldn't respond for 
a while.”

Another in-person school plus, Iyer said, 
is the readily available breadth of extracur-
riculars. During club rush, Iyer joined the 
Females for Finance club, and is considering 
joining the Girls Who Code and Art Clubs.

Additionally, she enjoys being involved 
with high school athletics. Iyer has played 
basketball since 4th grade, starting with 
intramural basketball at her elementary 
school, then middle school NJB and AAU. 
She now looks to “play for real” on the SHS 
team this winter, and is excited for the sea-
son to start.

In the meantime, she currently plays 
goalie on the JV water polo team. Though 
she has no prior experience with the sport, 
she said practices and games have been fun, 
especially with their first 10-1 win against 
Santa Teresa on Aug. 31.

“It’s really exciting to be in-person and 
experience everything instead of just sitting 
behind a computer screen,” Iyer said.

For sophomore Kayla Jung, virtual learn-
ing offered more leeway for scheduling her 
day, allowing her to wake up later and work 
at her own pace. Jung said last year was the 
only year in which she was truly happy, as 
she felt more aware of herself without the 
influence of others around her.

“Usually, you act the way people around 
you act,” Jung said. “Socially, online school 
felt like kimchi being fermented off to the 
side rather than vegetables interacting in 
a saucepan together. You develop on your 
own this way and become more indepen-
dent.”

Jung thinks some sophomores are having 
identity crises from the year they lost. 

“We’re not freshmen, but we're not soph-
omores either,” Jung said. “Mentally, as a 
sophomore, I should know the campus a 
little. But when a freshman asks, ‘Do you 
know where this thing is?’ I'm like, ‘I don't 
know either.’”

For Jung, in-person communication has 
been challenging because she didn’t talk 
much with other students over quarantine. 
Despite her introversion, Jung has tried 
stepping out of her comfort zone by joining 
the girls’ cross country team. 

“I adapt to things relatively easily, so I 
don’t think the identity crisis is too much to 
be worried about,” Jung said. “We just need 
to give ourselves time to get used to it.”

For junior Apoorva Talwalkar, the year 
lost to distance learning elicited a mix of 
reactions. Currently, she feels like in-person 
school is an “alternate reality” completely 
different from her freshman year experi-
ence.

She said she also feels like she missed out 
on significant high school experiences. To 
make up for lost time, she is actively joining 
more school activities, such as Homecom-
ing quad day groups. 

“I never got the sophomore year I was ex-
pecting and I’ll never be able to go back in 
time and get that back,” Talwalkar said. “So 
for the first time, I’m participating in hoco 
deco and, in general, trying to have more 
school spirit so I can make the most of the 
time I have left at Saratoga.”

While Talwalkar has enjoyed being 
face-to-face with others on campus, the 
increased workload of junior year coupled 
with the loss of Wellness Wednesdays has 
posed challenges in staying on top of all her 
work.

Although she still goes to sleep at around 
11:30 p.m. each night, Talwalkar has found 
herself having to wake up around 5 a.m. — 3 
hours earlier than during online school — 
to complete homework she was too burned 
out to do the night before. 

To cope with the stress of the heavier 
workload, Talwalkar has been hanging out 
and studying with friends, as they always 
make her laugh and take her mind off the 
pressure for a bit.

Having spent junior year over Zoom, 

senior Weilin Sun said the online environ-
ment alleviated a lot of the stress associated 
with the grades, since teachers weren’t as-
signing as much work.

As a result, Sun said the senior body has 
become “more optimistic” than senior class-
es of previous years. However, he also ob-
served a greater level of immaturity among 
himself and others in the Class of 2022.

“I feel immature, like I didn't die junior 
year,” Sun said. “Sometimes I see juniors at 
Safeway and they're supposed to be strug-
gling, but they still act like freshmen. I don’t 
get how they still have energy.”

In terms of school social events, Sun said 
he attended “pretty much all the dances pos-
sible” when he was an underclassman, so he 
doesn’t feel like he missed out on much his  
junior year.

Regardless, he said he’s excited for the 
year. “I’m happy to be back full time in-per-
son because it’s my senior year, and I don’t 
want to miss out,” Sun said. “I’m looking 
forward to the senior year event and having 
fun this year.” u

TALISMAN // ISABEL LEE

Senior Giulio Morino-Bianzino explains icebreakers at the Back to School Social on Aug. 13.

BACK TO CAMPUS
continued from pg. 1

“I would even hear the 911 
calls to get the ambulance to 
take patients to the nearby 
ICUs.”

SENIOR    Noora Fayad
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juniors receiving “Scooby Doo” and 
seniors receiving “Phineas and Ferb.” 
The teachers will also participate in 
quad day, with the theme of “Looney 
Toons.”

While most suspected that partic-
ipation would drop once returning 
back to in-person school, there has 
been an increased participation in 
school sponsored activities, specifical-
ly quad day.

“It’s almost the exact opposite 
for us,” senior choreographer Kaylie 
Wong said. “We have over 50 sign ups 
for all girls dance and over 20 for all 
boys dance which surpassed all of our 
expectations.”

Similarly, the junior class office has 
not only high dance participation, but 
also significantly higher skit partici-
pation. Their freshman year only had 
one skit writer compared to this year 
with 15.

Junior class president Allison Tan 
credits this to not only the interest in 
getting involved in school events again 
but also the greater pressure of being 
upperclassmen. 

This trend of high participation has 
been consistent through all the grade 
levels, even freshmen who traditional-
ly have the lowest turnout had a higher 
participation rate compared to previ-
ous years. However, COVID-19 has 
still hindered a few from participating 
in homecoming.

Freshman class officer Saejel Thom-
as also found that a lot more freshmen 
were interested in being involved with 
homecoming but chose not to partici-
pate due to COVID-19.

“Some kids were uncomfortable 
being in those big groups,” Thomas 
said. “If COVID wasn’t there, it would 
have also been a lot easier to have more 
people and make it more interactive.”

Contrastingly, sophomores have 
found that COVID-19 hasn’t signifi-
cantly affected their quad day in any 
way. The sophomore's primary strug-
gle was informing fellow sophomores 
about what quad day is and what it 
entails as they have never been part of 
quad day before.

“After more people started hearing 
about it, it became a lot easier,” Chu 
said. “But in the beginning, it was hard 
[spreading the news] about it since no 
one had even heard of quad day be-
fore.”

The return back to in-person 
school has stimulated many to hone 
in on their school spirit, not only in 
terms of participation but also in their 
enthusiasm for the activities they do.

“A lot of people are more willing to 
show up to practices, and all the cho-
reographers are on top of things,” said 
Tan. “It [has] really helped our class 
office organize things better.” u

On Aug. 5, Bay Area news station KQED 
ran a segment alleging that Los Gatos High 
School’s El Gato newspaper’s current teach-
er adviser, Doug Garrett, prevented his stu-
dent journalists from reporting on the alle-
gations of the school’s rape culture during 
the 2020-2021 school year. 

Since June 2020, Los Gatos High School 
has been going through a #MeToo sexual 
assault reckoning, prompted by an Insta-
gram post from former student Mia Lo-
zoya, which sparked a series of similar story 
discussions all across the LGHS communi-
ty. 

The 7-minute newscast gathered infor-
mation from six alumni of the El Gato staff, 
including the class of 2021 alumna Alaina 
Fox.

Fox had been on El Gato staff from 
sophomore to senior year, when she served 
as an editor-in-chief of the paper.

According to Fox, the stories Garrett 
allegedly attempted to shut down included 
an editorial on the school’s culture of sexual 
harassment, a staff editorial criticizing the 
school’s sex education curriculum and an 
investigative piece on the school’s football 
team’s alleged rape culture.

Garrett later told Fox that he believed 
if published, these stories would cause too 
much controversy among students and 
teachers. 

Garrett did respond to The Falcon’s 
questions about the situation or the ques-
tions from KQED. Other journalism stu-
dents contacted by The Falcon also declined 
to comment.

In an interview with The Falcon, Fox 
said that one of her first experiences with 
the alleged censorship was when she was 
writing a sex education staff editorial. De-
spite the staffers “overwhelmingly” voting 
in favor of the editorial, Garrett ended up 
asking her to redirect the story entirely.

During this time, Fox explained, multi-
ple staffers already had a hunch that Garrett 
was actively rejecting all stories investigat-
ing the school’s rape culture, football team 
or both. To Fox, seeing the comments Gar-
rett left on her story only confirmed their 
growing suspicions.

“[Garrett] demanded a total rewrite, 

which I couldn't even do and my editors 
had to step in for because I was too upset,” 
Fox said. “And instead of criticizing the 
current sex education, the article had to be 
like, ‘Hey, look at this other sex education, 
instead.’”

Fox said that when she had received the 
notification about the rewrite during her 
second period class, she “started crying” 
out of anxiety.

“I felt so weak crying about it. I felt like 
he'd see it as a sign of weakness or as an in-
vitation to just push me around further [to 
kill the story] until I broke,” Fox said.

While watered-down versions of the staff 
and opinion editorials were later allowed to 
be published, the investigative piece was al-
legedly permanently shut down by Garrett 
and had to be published extracurricularly 
and anonymously through Patch.com, an 
online news platform where community 
members can submit articles on local news.

The piece, published on March 23, 2021,  
was written about a sexually explicit hand 
gesture that players on the Los Gatos foot-
ball team used on and off the field. Dubbed 
“two-in-it,” the gesture has a contested ori-
gin, but many students have said that it had 
meant to allude to anal and vaginal pene-
tration. 

Fox said that the censorship she saw was 
not only very difficult to comprehend jour-
nalistically, but also psychologically. 

Before her relationship with Garrett 

started becoming strained, she was “real-
ly close” to him and “probably spent more 
time with him than her parents” during the 
year. After viewing the messages, however, 
she said she began to feel “terrified” of go-
ing to class.

“The thing is, Mr. Garrett was someone 
I really trusted and looked up to a lot. And 
I had so much faith in him. This felt like a 
slap in the face.” Fox said. 

Fox explained that, although the story 
censorship was the tipping point, a lot of 
her emotions stemmed from a sense of fear 
and betrayal from a teacher she had always 
appreciated.

“I know that there will always be some 
who don't care. But I expected there to be 
people who did care. And he was one of 
them,” Fox said. u

KQED report: LGHS newspaper journalists 
stopped from covering controversial stories

of a non-traditional school year, she said. 
Though having Homecoming kings and 
queens is a tradition, ASB wanted to change 
the court to be more inclusive for future 
students. 

“I know in the past, some people were 
hesitant to nominate other people because 
of them being afraid to match with another 
partner that they're not comfortable with, 
so this new rule makes people more com-
fortable,” Sobhani said. “I feel this is better 
because it's more inclusive to our commu-
nity.”

The ASB went through multiple adjust-
ments in order to make this change, includ-
ing acquiring brand new sashes that say 
Homecoming royalty instead of king and 
queen.  

“When we presented our idea to the stu-
dent body, they were a little upset because it 
was a tradition to have kings and queens,” 
Sobhani said. “But when we told them that 

we wanted to improve for the future classes, 
they were understanding.”

Students who are a part of the LGBTQ+ 
community are excited about this new 
change. 

“We need to be more inclusive, and 
when everything is really gendered, it 
makes those who either don't have a speci-
fied gender —  anyone who isn't under the 
binary gender spectrum — feel uncomfort-
able,” said junior Dragon Neal, who uses 
they/them pronouns. 

Sophomore Sage Szenda, who uses he/
they pronouns, said he appreciates the 
school evolving and changing with the rest 
of the world.

 “It's important because there are a lot 
of people who are now realizing how the 
LGBTQ+ community affects people,” he 
said. “Having your sexuality or your gender 
is like having a race that you're born with. 
You're not allowed to change it, and if you 
try to, it's going to make you extremely mis-
erable.”

Szenda said that he knows there are 
some people who may not be as aware of 

the LGBTQ+ community as others, and be-
ing able to expose the student body to this 
community makes it easier for the students 
to accept people. 

In addition, Szenda also believes that the 
ability to be recognized as your preferred 
gender is extremely validating for people 
who are part of the LGBTQ+ community 
and further stimulates self-expression.

“Modifying this long-standing rule of 
gender-based kings and queens allows the 
school to change with the rest of the world 
and include diversity within students,” 
Szenda said. u

QUAD DAY
continued from pg. 1

“We need to be more 
inclusive... Having your 
sexuality or your gender is 
like having a race that you're 
born with."

JUNIOR    Dragon Neal

COURT
continued from pg. 1

Graphic by ATREY DESAI

"Instead of criticizing the 
current sex education, 
the article had to be like, 
'Hey, look at this other sex 
education instead.'"

FORMER EL GATO EDITOR    Alaina Fox

“I'm looking forward 
to experiencing 
Homecoming week 
for the first time and 
am really excited.”

sophomore Taylor Chu

What are you 
looking forward 
to the most for 
Homecoming this 
year?

togatalks

junior Anand Agrawal

“I'm looking forward 
to finally performing 
in front of the crowd 
again and getting the 
students involved.”

Graphic by ANJALI PAI

BY MeherBhatnagar, AtreyDesai
& AnoukYeh
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During a class in August, new comput-
er science teacher Jarvin Bayona purposely 
misspelled “system.out.println” during a 
demonstration without capitalizing the “s.”  
 Although an unusual method of teach-
ing, he expected his AP Computer Science 
class students to be attentive enough to 
catch this mistake, as well as other mistakes 
through the class. 

After five years of teaching at Bay Area 
schools including Lafayette Intermediate 
School, Liberty High School and Sobra-
to High School, Bayona is teaching both 
computer science and math this year at the 
school. 

He teaches two periods of AP Comput-
er Science and one period of Precalculus 
Honors — all on Red Days. His arrival here 
bumped the school’s number of AP CS class-
es to five, allowing more students to take it.

In all of his classes, Bayona said his goal 
is to increase student engagement and ex-
citement by introducing activities that allow 
students to interact with his lessons.

His emphasis on making his lectures in-
teractive and exciting comes from his expe-
rience as a student. 

“I thought about going into teaching be-
cause of how often I found myself helping 
my classmates with their schoolwork,” Bay-
ona said. “Then, in high school, I solidified 
the idea that I wanted to go into teaching 
math specifically because I had a very influ-

ential teacher.”
Bayona remembers one of his math 

teachers going on tangents unrelated to the 
content of the lessons, which made the class 
entertaining although “the teaching wasn’t 
the best.” 

“He was a very colorful teacher that made 
learning in the classroom fun,” Bayona said.

When deciding to go into teaching, Bay-
ona initially planned on just teaching math-
ematics after graduating with a math defree 
from UC Santa Cruz. 

However, a computer science teach-
er's sudden departure from Sobrato High 
School pushed Bayona into the role, leading 
him to now teach both math and computer 
science at Saratoga.

“It was hectic trying to get used to the 
new curriculum, but I wanted to make sure 
that the school was successful in getting the 
students the education that they desired,” 
Bayona said.

Sophomore Owen Chang, a student in 
Bayona’s AP Computer Science class, said 
he really appreciates and enjoys the teacher’s 
effort to make classes fun and interactive.

“After lecturing us on the properties of 
a function, he did an interactive coding us-
ing BlueJ where he told us the goal of the 
code and was open to suggestions on how 
to write it,” Chang said. “As soon as he start-
ed, the classroom became lively as everyone 
started to suggest ideas.” 

In line with his goal to make students 
feel more at home, Bayona also plans to 
personalize his classroom with anime and 

game-related decorations. 
Outside of teaching, Bayona spends time 

playing his favorite games, Battlefield and 
Dota 2, and is an anime fan. 

Chang said the combination of Bayona’s 
passions and in-class activities allow stu-
dents to participate in welcoming classroom 

environment. 
“He makes me want to participate, unlike 

some of my other classes, which are dead si-
lent and only force students to participate by 
assigning a grade to go along with it,” Chang 
said. “I’m sure I will learn everything I need 
to know in Bayona’s class.” u

New English teacher Megan Laws can’t 
remember a time when she didn’t want to 
be a teacher. In fact, she remembers set-
ting up stuffed animals to prepare for her 
next “lesson” at just 3 years old. 

Fast forward to 2021, and she is now 
teaching both freshmen and sophomores 
here after seven years of teaching at Scotts 
Valley High School. Laws started UC 
Santa Cruz as a Kinesiology major, but 
soon realized she enjoyed proofreading 
her friends’ English essays more than her 
own coursework. She decided to switch 
her major to English and graduated with 
honors with a degree in Literature. 

 During college, Laws also worked as 
an autism therapist, a job in which she 
pursued nontraditional teaching meth-
ods. Laws chose this job because of her 
passion for teaching and helping others. 

“My job was a bit challenging because 
the children I worked with struggled to 
regulate their emotions and sometimes 
took out their frustrations physically on 
me,” Laws said. “However, I saw a lot of 
growth in the children I worked with, 
and the milestones I saw the kids achieve 
made my job feel very worthwhile.” 

This experience made her realize that 
every individual has their own unique set 
of needs, which helped her become more 
understanding toward all her students. 

To help students feel more comfortable 
at Scotts Valley High, Laws had non-tra-
ditional seating with couches, chairs, bar 
stools and floor seating, which helped 
even the most “squirrelly students” be 
more productive. 

“When I was in high school and col-
lege, my favorite place to get homework 
done was in coffee shops, so I try to bring 
that vibe to my classroom because it 
makes me happy,” she said.

At Saratoga, Laws has an organized, 
calm and colorful classroom, which helps 
her feel less stressed when she has a lot 
going on. 

Sophomore Andrea Gulesserian, who 
is in Law’s sixth-period class, finds the 
class engaging because Laws encourages 
students to share their opinions and learn 
how to work together.  

“I really enjoyed the group stations 
where we investigated the teacher and her 
classroom because we got to learn more 
about Ms. Laws,” Gulesserian said.

Laws focuses on a student-centered 
teaching style because she believes stu-
dents learn the best when they are active-
ly involved learning. Students have sev-
eral interactive projects and assignments 
throughout the year, allowing them to 
improve on their collaborative skills.

“I keep teaching because of the joy that 
I get out of teaching students and g, help-
ing them grow as learners and watching 
them discover their passions,” Laws said. 
“I try to share this joy with my students in 
how I teach my subject.” u

Former autism therapist 
hired as English teacher
BY SanjoliGupta
& KavyaPatel

     

In her more than two decades of teach-
ing, Mollie Hicok Parker has only ever 
taught at one school at a given time — until 
this year.

Teaching English 12 at Saratoga High on 
Red Days and freshmen at Los Gatos High 
on Blue Days means double the number of 
classrooms, new faces to learn and depart-
ment meetings. 

Although Hicok Parker knew what the 
role would entail when the district hired 
her, she has still faced a steep, but enjoyable 
learning curve to this new style of teach-
ing. It’s not uncommon for Hicok Parker 
to momentarily forget which school she’s 
teaching at for that day or which school 
she has to attend a meeting at. She said she 
has found it difficult to manage two differ-
ent sets of keys, classroom setups, schedule 
changes and staff members to introduce 
herself to. 

Regardless, she said she has been cher-
ishing this new teaching experience and all 
that she is learning from it, saying that she 
finds it interesting to see how the school 
district operates on both sites simultane-
ously. 

Hicok Parker attended Westminster 
College, where she majored in English and 
minored in Communications and Women’s 
and Gender studies. She further developed 
her love for English literature while study-
ing abroad on the Crenshaw Scholarship 
at the University of Winchester in the U.K. 
during her junior year. 

After returning to the States and receiv-
ing her degree, she started tutoring at a 
writing lab in her college. 

Upon graduation, she continued to tu-

tor students from Central-American mi-
grant farming families in Watsonville and 
soon began to teach as a substitute teach-
er in the North Monterey County Unified 
School District, later becoming a middle 
school teacher there. 

She drew on her experiences organizing 
drama productions, volunteering at wom-
ens’ centers and organizing fundraisers, 
speaker series and colloquiums when she 
decided to become a teacher. 

“A huge part of teaching is being able 
to communicate with people and organi-
zations, so honing these skills early on re-
ally helped build my passion for teaching,” 
Hicok Parker said. “Helping students un-
derstand how to write an essay or under-
stand a text was the catalyst to my current 
career.”

Before this year, Hicok Parker had spent 
her years at North Monterey County as a 
middle school teacher. 

Accepting the position at the LGSUHSD 
district allowed her to make the transition 
to high school teaching that she had want-
ed to for a while.

One difficulty with her split schedule is 
that she isn’t available for tutorial on Blue 
Days for her seniors, but she has tried to 
find alternative modes of communication 
such as email with them.

Despite the difficulties of teaching at 
two schools, Hicok Parker is optimistic 
about teaching at Saratoga and has high ex-
pectations for her students.

“I hope that students experience 
thought ful discussions that lead them to 
consider the world outside of Saratoga,” she 
said. “I hope they find their voice and de-
velop it through both writing and speaking 
— and listening. Sometimes we forget that 
part.” u

New English 12 teacher splits 
time between SHS and LGHS
BY ApurvaChakravarthy
& TaraNatarajan

BY SamBai
& VickyBai

Bayona uses inventive ways to engage students

New teacher Jarvin Bayona smiles for the camera in a chicken costume back in high school.
Courtesy of JARVIN BAYONA

“I'm looking forward 
to getting to yell at 
people in-person 
during socratic.”

senior Catherine Kan

What are 
you looking  
forward to 
in in-person 
English?

togatalks

senior Emma Foley

“I'm looking forward 
to in-person 
discussion where I 
can explore various 
topics in-depth.”

sophomore   Shyla Bhandari

“Being able to 
actually have a in-
person conversation 
where you can have 
an actual voice.”

“I keep teaching because of 
the joy I get out of teaching 
students.”

TEACHER    Megan Laws
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Labs and demos highlight  
new AP Physics C course

Construction benefits robotics

 After entering the robotics room on 
a rainy day in December 2019, team 
members were unsurprised to see the pool 
of water that had collected in the middle of 
the floor. 
 For years, leaky roofs, a lack of space and 
poor insulation, among other problems, 
were unfixed due to a lack of funding — 
until the construction of the new robotics 
buildings began in 2020.
 Funding came from Measure E, a 
local general obligation bond that raised 
$99 million in 2014 for use in campus 
improvements at both Saratoga and Los 
Gatos High Schools. 
 Over the years, Measure E funds have 
been used to build the music building, 
renovate the basketball courts and 
construct the Wellness Center, among 
many other projects. 
 Some of the changes the 900 wing 
underwent under Measure E include 
upgrading the HVAC system, adding 
a working sink and built-in cupboard,  
beefing up insulation, expanding 
whiteboard space and constructing new 
double doors. 
 Though the square footage of the 900 
wing remained the same, many of the 
staff and students are reacting well to the 
renovations. 
 “I’m excited that students have a nicer 
place to enjoy and work,” said parent 
Sheeba Garg, a longtime adviser to the 
robotics club. “All the upgrades are great 
and I’m looking forward to this coming 
year in our new space, with students back 
in the room again.”
 Another perk of the building changes 
is that all four robotics teams are now 

able to work in one large space instead of 
in different rooms around the campus, 
making it easier for students to collaborate 
with other teams. This leads to a sense of 
community within all five MSET teams. 

 The accompanying building that used 
to be used by robotics to store the field has 
been converted into a science classroom.
 Despite the upsides of the Measure 
E renovations, the transition from a 
year of virtual meetings and temporary 
accommodations to in-person meetings 
at a stable location will take some time for 
students to adjust to. 
 For example, students will need to make 
some adjustments to their work habits, 
while advisers need to ensure all students 
are following the proper safety guidelines 
at all times. 
 Nonetheless, club members have been 
reacting well to the improvements.
 “The new building is a really awesome 
privilege to the team, and the renovations 
were really thought out well in terms of 
making the best workspace,” club president 
Sajiv Shah said. “Having our own dedicated 
space is a huge benefit for the robotics team, 
and the walls aren’t falling apart now.” u

BY AtreyDesai
& HannahLee

As senior Jocelyn Li walked into 
class on Aug. 27, she saw AP Physics C 
teacher Matthew Welander preparing for 
a projectile motion experiment. Li was 
eager to finally perform in-person science 
labs using the PASCO SPARKvue software 
— a data collection and visualization 
application — and a Mini Launcher, a 
highly accurate metal sphere launcher.

“We got to use fancy 
equipment that we didn’t use 
last year like photogates and 
projectile launchers,” Li said. 
“It’s like the AP Physics 1 motion 
lab except for more advanced 
equipment, so it was cool to build 
off of previous knowledge and do 
more advanced concepts.”

AP Physics C was added as 
a course this year and is taught 
by Welander, the current AP 
Physics 1 and 2 teacher. The class is split 
into a semester-based schedule much like 
the other AP physics course: Physics C 
students learn about mechanics in the first 
semester, and electricity and magnetism in 
the second. Because this is the first time the 
curriculum has been taught at the school 
and requires knowledge in a specific area of 
physics, Welander had to put in extra time 
and effort over the summer to prepare the 
material and ensure the class’s success. 

“Back in February when I found out that 
enough people signed up for it, I started 
watching College Board review videos that 
they’ve created,” Welander said. “Later in 
the spring, I started searching out labs that 
we could do in the class that were distinct 
from Physics 1 and 2.”

After figuring out a basic outline for the 

course, Welander compiled a list of labs 
that they would perform over the course of 
the year, started purchasing lab equipment 
and textbooks and began writing the 
lecture notes. Instead of going to a training 
seminar that was canceled due to the lack of 
participants, Welander did the first few labs 
by himself to ensure that the instructions 
were at the level of detail his students need.

Although preparing the new curriculum 
was a lot of work, Welander felt that it was 
rewarding and would set himself up for 

success in subsequent years.
“It definitely is time consuming 

and a bit stressful when there’s not 
a lot of time left for yourself, but at 
least you know that the time you 
put into it will pay off,” he said. 

The extra effort Welander 
dedicates to the class has not 
gone unnoticed by his students. 
Li especially likes Welander’s 
approach to teaching in both 
physics courses, adding that it is 

“clear and concise.” Welander typically 
lectures in class with slideshows and assigns 
free-response questions, lab handouts and 
textbook problems during class for extra 
practice.

As the school year kicks in and Physics C 
students begin learning about topics from 
kinematics to gravitation in a calculus-
based context, Li is excited to learn more 
about the real-world applications of physics 
in an in-person environment.

“I'm looking forward to the class 
because it will be more fun than last year; if 
we actually stay in person, then we can do 
actual labs and hands-on demonstrations,” 
Li said. “This lab made me realize that 
physics is very involved in the world 
today and that the calculations we do are 
surprisingly accurate.” u

MEASURE E GENERAL OBLIGATION BOND RESOLVES 
LEAKS, OTHER ISSUES IN REMODELING OF 900 WING

“The new building is a really 
awesome privilege to the 
team, and the renovations 
were thought out well in 
terms of making it the best 
workspace.”

SENIOR    Sajiv Shah

BY SamBai
& NicoleLu
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comfortable and secure in her de-
cision to leave now, as the school 
is filled with “great leadership, stu-
dents and teachers.” Mohnike did 
not feel “as needed” as she did in 
years past.

Replacing Mohnike on the ad-
ministration team will be Abra 
Evanoff, an experienced adminis-
trator and former English teacher. 
Mohnike’s responsibilities as assis-
tant principal will be split among 
Evanoff and the other three ad-
ministrators: assistant principals 
Matt Torrens and Brian Thomp-
son and principal Greg Louie. 

“Evanoff is rock solid. You guys 
are going to be really happy and 
lucky,” Mohnike said. “And that’s 
how it makes it easy to leave.”

She began her career as an En-
glish and journalism teacher here 
in 1991. It was her first full-time 
job, and she immediately fell in 
love with the school, its students 
and the community.

“I’m the kind of person who 
really wants to dig my roots in 
and be a part of a school for the 
duration,” Mohnike said. “I didn’t 
want to go round and round back. 
I knew a good gig when I saw it.” 

In her three decades, she went 
on to hold numerous leadership 
roles and be a part of most areas 
of the school. 

Besides teaching almost every 
English subject, Mohnike helped 
start the Media Arts Program in 
2007 to give students an alter-
native school-within-a-school 
option, led the school’s WASC 
(Western Association of Schools 
and Colleges) accreditation effort, 
was English department chair and 
participated on multiple ad hoc 
committees to help better stu-
dents’ experience.

Although Mohnike immensely 

loved working at Saratoga High, 
her future at the school was initial-
ly not guaranteed. In the first few 
years, student enrollment num-
bers were so low — around 850 
students at the time, according to 
Mohnike — that the school board 
was considering closing down the 
school and enrolling all Saratoga 
High students at Los Gatos High 
School. Mohnike feared she would 
be laid off due to the enrollment 
crisis, but the Saratoga communi-
ty was adamant on having its own 
high school, the school grew and 
Mohnike kept her position and 
never looked back.

She said that she loved the 
collegial environment of the staff 
and hardworking student culture. 
Mohnike noted that, at Saratoga, 
teachers did not need to deal with 
issues many other public schools 
face, such as behavior issues and 
truancy; this allowed teachers to 
devote all their effort to teaching.   

"If you come here to teach, you 
get to teach — you don't have to do 
other things like classroom man-
agement,” Mohnike said. “I loved 
brainstorming and creating les-
sons with my colleagues, and then 
delivering lessons and then seeing 
the sparks go off.”

Mohnike believes that Saratoga 
High has a “special group of stu-
dents” — students who are genu-
inely passionate and motivated. 
Mohnike and the teachers have 
faith that these students, regard-
less of career path or interests, 

will be successful in their years to 
come.

“Most of the students already 
have a passion for a career path or 
something,” Mohnike said. “That 
drive among the students has al-
ways been there ever since the first 
day I started here.”

Mohnike said now was the per-
fect time to retire, and she plans to 
pursue her other interests, includ-
ing the dream of selling screen-
plays she has written. 

As an administrator, Mohni-
ke worked long nights and had 
little time to write screenplays or 
pursue other passions, so retir-
ing allows her the time necessary 
to carry out both the writing and 
business aspects of screenwriting, 
such as traveling to Los Angeles to 
pitch her ideas.

“In retirement, not only can 
I write, but I can actually do the 

things you need to get a script 
sold,” Mohnike said. 

One of the first movie scripts 
Mohnike plans to sell is based on 
the life-story of the school’s retired 
librarian, Tibor Szalay (also hus-
band of Nada Macesic, a classified 
staff member), who escaped from 
the Iron Curtain in Hungary. 

Colleagues said Mohnike leaves 
a big legacy as she retires, not just 
on the campus as a whole, but also 
on the individual students she 
taught. 

Guidance counselor Eileen Al-
len, who was in Mohnike’s junior 
year English class and has now 
been partnered with Mohnike for 
five years, called Mohnike a life-
long learner. 

“I tell people this all the time 
— she was probably one of the 
top three teachers I have ever 
had. She’s always been a passion-

ate teacher, and very warm and 
approachable,” Allen said. “She 
fostered really interesting conver-
sations in her classrooms.”

Mike Tyler, who took over 
Mohnike’s position as journalism 
adviser when he joined Saratoga 
High in 1996, called Mohnike a 
mentor for the entire English de-
partment. 

“She’s very student-centered, 
and I really appreciate that about 
her,” Tyler said.

Mohnike said that she will 
greatly miss the day-to-day inter-
actions with her colleagues and 
students, and hopes to remind 
students to learn to follow their 
own path without the “race to no-
where” mentality. 

“Be kind to one another,” 
Mohnike said. “Life is challenging, 
but if people operate out of kind-
ness, they can go a long way.” u

Former assistant principal Kerry Mohnike and STEM and Chinese teacher Sara Tseng laugh in the hallway  out-
side the wellness center during Mohnike’s surprise retirement party that was hosted  on Friday, Sept. 3.

After working with assistant principal 
Matt Torrens as part of the Leadership class 
for the past three years, senior 
class president Apurva Chakra-
varthy felt a mixture of excite-
ment and nervousness upon 
meeting his replacement, Kristen 
Cunningham.

When meeting her for the first 
time during the summer over 
Zoom, Chakravarthy had no idea 
what to expect. She had heard 
good things from ASB president 
Derek Hsu, who was part of the 
interview process for the role, but didn’t 
know anything else about her. However, im-
mediately after their first meeting, Chakra-
varthy knew that she would enjoy working 
with Cunningham after seeing “how kind, 

passionate and understanding” she was. 
“I absolutely loved working with Mr. Tor-

rens, but when you've been with one teach-
er for so long, you develop certain ways of 

doing things,” Chakravarthy said. 
“With Mrs. Cunningham, it's like 
‘I’m new and I don’t know every-
thing yet, so we can try new things 
if we want to,’ which is a really nice 
mentality to have.”

Before coming to Saratoga, 
Cunningham worked as both a 
teacher and counselor for 20 years 
at various schools including Val-
ley Christian, Creston Elemen-
tary and the Los Altos Christian 

school. After graduating from Monta Vista 
High School, Cunningham went on to pur-
sue an English degree at UC Santa Barba-
ra before earning a teaching credential and 
masters in Education. 

She recently began pursuing an adminis-
trative services credential through an online 
program at San Diego State University.

In addition to facilitating the Leadership 
classes, forwarding questions from students 
to the administration and emailing relevant 
ASB and class office announcements to the 
SHS community, Cunningham also teach-
es a period of Strategic Learning, an online 
class that teaches students learning skills like 
effective note taking and testing strategies. 

“The students are awesome and my love 
for event planning is definitely getting put 
to use,” she said. “So many of the staff have 
been welcoming and helpful to me as I've 
transitioned into this new role.”

Because this is Cunningham's first year 
as a staff member, Torrens is still working 
closely with her and the rest of the Leader-
ship team to make a smooth transition. As 
the school year kicks into full swing and 
Cunningham settles into her role as activi-
ties coordinator and teacher, she looks for-
ward to meeting more students on campus 
and helping student leadership reach its 
fullest potential.

“The SHS Leadership students are a re-
markable group of young people,” Cunning-
ham said. “In the few events we've held so 
far this year, they have worked so well to-
gether and truly have demonstrated a ‘team-
work makes the dream work’ mentality.” u

Cunningham

BY NicoleLu

Abra Evanoff, an administrator and 
former English teacher with over 20 years 
of experience in education, has joined the 
school’s administrative team. 

She will fill the spot left vacant by the 
retirement of longtime assistant principal 
Kerry Mohnike.

Evanoff earned her undergraduate dx-
egree at San Jose State University and is 
currently pursuing her Doctorate in Educa-
tional Leadership (Ed.D.) at St. Mary’s Col-
lege. She first began working as an English 

teacher in the San Lorenzo Unified School 
District.

“When I was an English teacher, 
a female assistant principal came 
to me and said, ‘You'd be a really 
solid administrator — you’re made 
for it.’” Evanoff said. “I wasn’t sure 
at first, but she nudged me some 
more, and I thought, ‘Okay’.”

 She worked as an assistant 
principal from 2008 to 2013 there 
before transferring to Campbell 
Union High School District, where 
she served in various leadership 
roles including student services director, as-

sistant principal and principal.
“I love teaching but also love 

the other side of helping run the 
school, knowing that I always have 
the ability to step in and make sure 
that everyone has a safe and com-
fortable campus,” Evanoff said. 
“I take pride in the public service 
work of this role.”

Evanoff will be assisting the 
guidance department this year 
along with several other roles. 
Along with helping support stu-
dents’ social and emotional needs 

on campus, Evanoff ’s current projects also 

include things like setting up the PSAT, SAT 
and English Learner Proficiency Assess-
ments, she said. 

The warm welcome and kind gestures 
she received from people at SHS made her 
first week here extremely exciting, especially 
getting to work with Mohnike for a couple 
of weeks, Evanoff said.

“We hit it off right away and I adore 
her,” Evanoff said. “I know it’s big shoes to 
fill. For my first year, I will watch and learn, 
then I’ll see what you guys need from me. I 
don't know if I'm ever gonna fill [Mohnike’s] 
shoes, but my goal is to walk right beside 
them.” u

BY SaraBright
& AtreyDesai

Evanoff

MOHNIKE
continued from pg. 1
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Abra Evanoff joins SHS as assistant principal

FORMER VALLEY CHRISTIAN HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELOR TAKES OVER LEADERSHIP ROLE FROM MATT TORRENS

Immediately after their first 
meeting, Chakravarthy knew 
that she would enjoy working 

with Cunningham.

Admin team hires Cunningham as activities director

“That drive among the 
students has always 
been there ever since 
the first day I started.”

ADMIN  Kerry Mohnike
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PRO: Draft tests put 
emphasis on learning

CON: New testing format 
harms students in long run

Graphic by LYNN DAI

With in-person learning be-
ginning to resemble what school 
looked like before the pandemic, 
it would be expected that testing 
would revert to normal, closed-
book testing.

Several math teachers in AP 
Calculus AB and AP Statistics, 
however, are now adopting a 
rough/final draft system for tests 
in order to ease the transition 
between remote and in-person 
learning. 

Students complete a “rough 
draft” of their test in class for 
participation credit, and have the 
opportunity to revise this version 

at home in an open-
book, open-note 

system and 
turn that 

“ f i n a l 

draft” 
in for 

test credit.
While such a 

system may appear to 
be helpful to students stressed 

out with other classes and extra-
curriculars, it diminishes the pri-
mary objective of academic class-
es: to teach students to absorb the 
knowledge taught in class and 
independently apply that content 
in a testing environment. 

Last year in remote learning, 
it was common knowledge that 
cheating was extremely preva-
lent. The rough/final draft policy 
intends to help level the playing 
field between hybrid and remote 
students. 

Clearly, this is unfair to the 
students in other AP-level class-
es under stricter test policies who 
are forced to work much harder 
in order to achieve the same or 
lower scores as students in classes 
that use the rough/final draft for-
mat. 

In addition, they may feel dis-
couraged after putting in hours of 
effort only to see their peers easily 
achieve equal or higher scores. 

This contrast becomes more 
pronounced when the same 
course is taught by a teacher who 
uses the rough/final draft test for-
mat and another one who doesn’t. 

Students taking the rough/fi-
nal draft versions of the tests may 
have higher grades than those 
taking closed-book tests, even if 
they don’t understand the mate-
rial as well.

Throughout the school year, 
they are given the opportunity 
to absorb the material through 
the help of teachers, classmates, 
assignments, projects, labs and 
textbooks. 

The purpose of a closed-book 
test is to encourage students to 
take responsibility for their own 
learning and make sure that they 
know the material themselves. 
This is especially important in AP 
classes, where students must re-
flect this knowledge without any 
external aid in a nationwide stan-
dardized exam in May.

By relaxing the usual stan-
dards of testing, teachers are 
inadvertently creating an atmo-
sphere where students may feel 
comfortable slacking off or post-
poning their studying until their 
AP exams at the end of the year.  

In particular, if the rough/final 
draft system incentivizes students 
to cram all the knowledge in a 
short amount of time, they will 
not have achieved the requisite 
mastery of the subject material 
that harder courses require. 

By being allowed to slack off 
now, students may find that their 
entire learning trajectory has 
been slowed down. 

Even if they took an AP course 
in high school, they may even 
need to retake it as an introduc-
tory, first-year college course if 
they do not pass the AP exam or 

demonstrate a sufficient mastery 
of the material. 

Furthermore, many of the 
topics in classes such as AP Cal-
culus AB and AP Statistics are 
fundamental concepts that are 
used throughout higher studies 
of math and science. 

For example, most natural sci-
ences use many concepts from 
statistics to analyze data collected 
from experiments. 

Additionally, students require 
a solid understanding of calculus 
to progress in math and physics 
in many technical college majors. 

While many students scored 
high on the actual AP exams de-
spite tests during online learning 
being open-book, students need 
to solidify their knowledge and 
be prepared for the usual rigor-
ous closed-book tests. 

The rough/final draft system 
could result in students not fully 
benefiting from the class’s con-
tent and earning lower AP scores 
in May.

Despite these risks, some 
teachers believe that by reducing 
the stress and pressure of exams, 
students will be able to appreciate 
the subject more and learn for the 
sake of learning itself. 

Often, learning the subjects is 
a last priority for students, and 
they are not able to delegate a 
sufficient amount of time to the 
class. 

Hence the new testing format 
itself does nothing to enhance the 
learning experience. It just pro-
vides them an excuse to do less 
work for a given class.

Additionally, by setting stan-
dards where students can score 
higher on tests more easily, the 
grade difference between lazy 
and studious students has be-
come negligible. 

Traditional tests were imple-
mented to test students on their 
application of the knowledge they 
were supposed to have learned. 
However, the rough/final format 
forgoes this and removes incen-
tive for studying. 

In order to preserve fair grad-
ing and ensure that students are 
learning the material of the class, 
closed book tests should be once 
again used in all classes. u

BY NilayMishra
& BenjaminLi

In the stressful era of online 
learning, the novel rough/final 
draft testing format has revolu-
tionized test-taking. 

In this system, students take the 
test during class as a rough draft 
graded on completion; they then 
revise their rough draft with an 
open-book policy to be submitted 
as a final draft for test credit. 

This new form of testing is, 
without a doubt, better than the 
standard, closed-book form. It 
prioritizes learning rather than 
grades, and gives students more 
chances to do well.

The rough/final draft system 
allows students who want to gen-
uinely learn the content to prove 
their understanding, while also 
offering a second chance to those 
who don’t test well under pressure 
and prefer to do a test at their own 
pace in a more comfortable set-
ting.

This format undeniably reduces 
the difficulty of testing; it gives an 
easy out for people who don’t un-
derstand the content. Those who 
instantly write off the new format 
miss the point: this system is sup-
posed to reduce testing difficulty.

Tests and grades are imple-
mented to reflect a student’s abili-
ty, but in most cases, it doesn’t just 
end there. Grades, and by exten-
sion, tests, determine the college 
someone goes to and the kind of 
life they get to live. 

For that reason, it’s complete 
nonsense to use traditional testing 
as a way to measure future success, 
especially because test taking is far 
from an equitable way to deter-
mine competency. 

Testing should not be the pri-
mary factor in determining some-
one's success in life, so giving more 
people a chance to succeed is a 
good thing.

Students still have to attempt to 
complete the test in class, and for 
the students who write nonsense 
and then do it all at home, they 
probably won’t do well on AP tests 
and other standardized tests. 

Students who put in genuine 
effort  into their studying will be 
rewarded when they take closed-
note tests in the future, as they will 

be equipped with the study skills 
to succeed without the crutch of 
notes or online resources. Aca-
demic integrity violations were 
a rampant issue during online 
learning, though hardly an un-
precedented one. 

When they were presented 
with easy opportunities to cheat, 
many students unfortunately took 
it without a second thought, espe-
cially those in competitive schools 
such as Saratoga High. 

This format essentially elimi-
nates cheating as it places students 
on an even playing field and helps 
alleviate the stress of time limits 
— the exact pressure that causes 
students to cheat in the first place.

In all likelihood, our future 
jobs will be nothing 
like a high school 
course. There 
won’t be 
tests or 

home-
work. 

The new 
test format takes 
emphasis away from 
grades and puts it back on 
learning, a worthy goal. With a 
solution at hand, there’s no sense 
in rejecting it just because previ-
ous generations of students didn’t 
get this improved system.  

High schools have to lead the 
way by being open-minded to a 
new mode of assessment — one 
that encourages self-motivation 
and a genuine interest in learning. 
Some colleges may eventually get 
on board but change takes time. 
This is the perfect place and time 
for us to start. u

BY MichaelFok

Install 'No right turn on red' sign at Herriman intersection
Not many of us enjoy being late 

to school, especially if it happens 
regularly. But it’s so much worse 
when you leave 30 minutes before 
school starts, only to be delayed by 
flawed traffic laws favoring those 
from a different part of town.

Buckle up for some metaphors 
and allow me to explain. It’s story 
time.

The traffic flow from Sarato-
ga-Sunnyvale Road to Herriman 
Avenue is a logistical nightmare 
in dire need of fixing: Cars turn-
ing right are free to turn whenever, 
consequently blocking cars turn-
ing from other directions. The fix:  
Traffic officials should place a “No 
Right Turn on Red” sign at the in-
tersection of Saratoga-Sunnyvale 
and Herriman Avenue.

Picture this scenario: A typical 
hard-working, sleep-deprived ju-
nior named Greg lives far up on 
Pierce Road and leaves well before 
school starts. He turns onto Sara-
toga-Sunnyvale Road and drives 

into the slow-moving left turn line 
to get onto Herriman Avenue, the 
only point of access to the school’s 
parking lot. As Greg patiently 
waits for the traffic signal to dis-
play a green left arrow, cars from 
the opposite direction turn right 
and spill onto Herriman Avenue. 
That line is also long, but it con-
tinuously moves as each car ag-
gressively manages to shove them-
selves onto Herriman.

When Greg’s light finally turns 
green, he discovers a dire situa-
tion: Only two cars managed to 
turn left because cars turning right 
backed up the entirety of Herri-
man. When space finally opens up, 
Greg hurriedly attempts to turn 
onto Herriman. But Kyle — a stu-
dent from the right-turning part 
of town — speeds onto Herriman 
and leaves Greg in his dust. Greg is 
stuck with no option but to move 
as close to Herriman as possible, 
blocking the intersection.

Greg then begins a steady 
stream of honking at Kyle. Eventu-
ally, the cars Greg is blocking pick 

up on the musical beat and begin 
their own chorus of honks, albeit 
much louder. A couple shouts even 
flare throughout the orchestra.

Then, the finale arrives. A sym-
phony of sirens plays from an 
officer’s motorcycle at the inter-
section, waiting to ticket the un-
fortunate student or parent who 
was forced to block the intersec-
tion because of the poorly planned 
rules. 

I’ve seen this scenario play out 
twice this year already, and it’s 
been less than four weeks since 
school started. Those turning left 
have to leave their homes ridicu-
lously early in order to get to the 
school parking lot at a reasonable 
time — turning right on to Herri-
man via Saratoga Avenue is virtu-
ally impossible due to the backed 
up traffic from Redwood and Sa-
cred Heart. 

Those turning right don’t have 
to leave early; instead, they can 
abuse their ability to squeeze onto 
Herriman to loot prized minutes 
of extra sleep.

It’s only fair that everyone waits 
their turn. If a 'No right turn on 
red' sign were installed at the in-
tersection, each directional flow of 
traffic would have a fair shot and 
amount of time to get onto Herri-
man. 

The effects will be a bit drastic 
at first. Those turning right might 
suffer from some traumatic shock; 

they might be late a couple days or 
lose some minutes of sleep. On the 
bright side, those turning left will 
be overjoyed.

It’s a small price to pay for fair-
ness. Eventually, all will settle and 
the intersection with Herriman 
Avenue will become a fair cross-
road between two flows of heavy 
traffic. u
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Cars are stuck waiting at the intersection between Saratoga-Sunnyvale 
Road and Herriman Avenue on Sept. 9 during the morning  rush traffic.

BY ShaanSridhar
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The staff of The Saratoga Falcon is com-
mitted to objectively and accurately rep-
resenting the diverse talents, cultures 
and viewpoints of the Saratoga High 
School community.

The Saratoga Falcon is published 12 
times per year by the Advanced Journal-
ism classes of Saratoga High School, 
20300 Herriman Ave., Saratoga, CA 
95070. Views expressed in The Saratoga 
Falcon are those of the writers and do not 
necessarily represent the opinions of the 
administration, faculty or school district. 

STAFFPOLICY

MISSIONSTATEMENT

Students may recall a won-
drous feeling of freedom upon 
hearing the bell ring at the end of 
second period on Friday during 
the first week of school, signaling 
the start of tutorial.                        

Most students then remember 
the sudden drop in their stom-
ach when their second-period 
teacher proceeded to inform the 
class that all students had to stay 
inside for the next 40 minutes to 
watch a presentation about Title 
IX — what even is Title IX, many 
surely thought, and why is it in-
truding on our precious time?

That’s not the reaction teach-
ers and administrators should 
want the important topics cov-
ered in tutorial lessons to have. 
Even given the difficult circum-
stances caused by the entire 
school’s sudden return to in-per-
son education, there’s no denying 
that the implementation of Title 
IX education got off to a slow 
start this year.

We want to emphasize that 
gender equality and sexual vio-
lence prevention are extremely 
important topics, and the dis-
trict’s goal of addressing these is-
sues through its tutorial program 
is commendable. 

That being said, these are top-
ics for which education should 
be handled with extreme care 
— which, with the current im-
plementation of the advisory les-
sons, isn’t happening.

In short, cramming students 
into classrooms following sec-
ond period and forcing them to 
listen to a webinar from a lawyer 
in Tennessee isn’t as effective as 
other potential approaches.

The purpose of the effort, no 
doubt, is to help students apply 
Title IX knowledge to support 
themselves or their peers in the 
event that they recognize or ex-
perience sexual harassment. 

The effectiveness of the advi-
sories rely solely on whether stu-
dents who’ve already finished a 
90-minute class willfully choose 
to pay attention to a lecture on 
Zoom for almost an hour. This 
is like teaching a module about 
intruder lockdowns without any 
applicable drills or practice. 

Students went into the Blue 
Day Friday expecting the tutorial 
to be a relaxing break with peers 
and a chance to ask teachers for 
help — only to find they were 
watching a 40-minute Zoom lec-
ture. 

It’s only natural that this 
caused resentment; instead of 
listening, many students were on 
their phones, working on other 
assignments or taking a nap. 

As a result, only those who 
were already invested in Title IX 
issues likely paid attention to the 
presentations, while the other 
90 percent of students — those 
who most need to pay attention 
— had no incentive to listen. It’s 
essential for Title IX education 
to reach those who aren’t already 
acutely aware of the problem and 
likely tuned out. 

Not only does this lead to a 
general student consensus re-
garding the presentations as a 
chore — especially since the Ti-
tle IX presentations take time di-
rectly away from tutorials — but 
it can also foster more antago-
nism against the policies being 
implemented in spite of their ex-
treme importance. 

Annoyance at being forced 
to listen to official presentations 
during what should be free time 
can easily transfer to dismissal 
of the content itself: not taking 
policies seriously, antagonism 
toward faculty who are trying to 
combat the issue or, most harm-
fully, invalidating victims of 
gender discrimination or sexual 
violence. 

Since the two consecutive we-
binars in August, there has been 
no further action to reinforce 
the Title IX presentations. In an 
ideal world, students would ful-
ly retain what they learn during 
a presentation, but realistically, 
students aren’t going to keep vig-
ilant without, at the very least, 
occasional reminders.

Despite the shortcomings of 
this year’s Title IX education, we 
see important signs the issue is 
being taken seriously — for one, 
the administration took a neces-
sary step in the right direction by 
introducing a licensed therapist 

on campus this year. The impor-
tance of these efforts cannot be 
understated.

However, given that the school 
has already dedicated resourc-
es to this education initiative, it 
can more effectively use them by 
generating more sincere interest 
through announcements and 
informational posters around 
the school, or even conducting 
a Breaking Down the Walls-style 
school-wide activity dedicated to 
engaging students with deeper 
knowledge and equipping them 
with the skills to respond to this 
issue as it appears in their lives or 
the lives of their peers. 

A dedicated activity of this 
calibre would avoid rushing 
through the details and provide 
a more intimate and constructive 
environment, through group dis-

cussions and lessons, for students 
to fully internalize the concepts. 
Many students will need to learn 
about the issues in a more im-
mersive, experiential way to truly 
understand them. 

So while the sentiment be-
hind the current Title IX presen-
tations was admirable, the school 
can be more effective in address-
ing these issues. 

The way to educate students 
isn’t through a vaguely proce-
dural recorded lecture — we’ve 
already had enough of Zoom to 
last a lifetime. Ultimately, these 
issues — pertaining to our gen-
eration’s fundamental under-
standing of respect and equality 
— are of the utmost importance, 
and the school should dedicate 
the time and effort necessary to 
reflect that. u

Title IX discussion: too big for tutorial

This year, the school board 
elected to change the bell schedule 
in order to shore up the instruc-
tional minutes at both Saratoga 
and Los Gatos, among other rea-
sons. Although well-intentioned, 
from a student’s perspective, the 
new bell schedule limits produc-
tivity and instead creates a new set 
of issues: most notably, inconsis-
tencies across Red and Blue Days 
and irregular passing times. (Blue 
Days are periods 2, 4 and 6; Red 
Days are periods 1, 3, 5 and 7.)

The previous in-person bell 
schedule had more regularity;  5th 
and 6th period ended at the same 
time — a far cry from the post-
COVID-19 bell schedule, where 
periods do not align. 

Inconsistency in the schedule 
between different days leads to 
trouble for many students who 
participate in extracurricular ac-
tivities or who hold jobs after 
school. School days not only end 
at different times (a 30-minute dif-
ference between the end of 5th and 
6th across Red and Blue Days), but 

with the alternating Red and Blue 
Days, every day of each week inev-
itably has a different ending time 
— a huge burden for students with 
long-term commitments. 

The new bell schedule also 
has tutorials only on Blue Days, 
limiting student interaction with 
teachers and time to ask questions 
outside of class. For Red Days, 
the new schedule has a 25-minute 
quasi-tutorial between 1st and 3rd 
period: a 10-minute announce-
ment period and a 5-minute break 
followed by a 10-minute passing. 

To students, these new time al-
lotments — seemingly just a ban-
daid to address state-mandated 
educational minutes requirements 
— are unnecessarily convoluted. 
For one, announcements rarely if 
ever take 10 minutes — the ASB 
generally finishes announcements 
within 2 minutes, resulting in stu-
dents sentenced to 8 minutes of 
wasted time where they’re being 
detained like prisoners in a hold-
ing cell. 

The 5-minute break is also 
non-existent, as students must use 
that time to get to and prepare for 

their next class. In the end, the 
time between 1st and 3rd is wast-
ed; students would be better off if 
some of the tutorial time on Blue 
Days was allocated to Red Days so 
that both days would have a prop-
er tutorial. 

Additionally, the 10-minute 
passings between every period, as 
opposed to the previous 5-minute 
passings, are illogical. Although 
the district’s rationale for the 
10-minute passing is attributed 
partly to the needs of Los Gatos 
students, who need the extra 5 
minutes to get to class due to the 
size of its large campus, SHS stu-
dents do not need that extra time 
to get to class. 

Ten minutes isn’t enough time 
to do any meaningful work or to 
socialize and instead causes stu-
dents who come to class immedi-
ately facing five minutes of monot-
onous nothing. In fact, students 
who otherwise wouldn’t be late to 
class might actually be tardy, as 
most students now do not imme-
diately go to class the moment the 
passing bell rings, instead choos-
ing to meander around campus 
like lost sheep, listlessly losing 
track of time until they flock into 
the classroom door 2 minutes late. 

Due to some teachers working 
at both schools, any changes made 
to fit the needs of SHS students 
will also affect Los Gatos, so the 
schedule needs to be the same. As 
a result, there is no adequate solu-
tion to address the wasted time 
for SHS students for this current 
school year. 

Ultimately, the new bell sched-
ule needs to be revisited based 
on teacher, student, and paren-
tal input. Maybe next year, with 
help, the school board can get the 
schedule right or at least make it 
better. u

New bell schedule inconsistent and confusing
BY EthanLin

Inconsistency in the 
schedule between 

different days leads to 
trouble for students 
who participate in 
extracurriculars.
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As a seasoned senior with less 
than two years of experience of  
in-person school, I’m obviously 
the most qualified person to give 
you advice to survive high school. 

If you don’t know me, here’s 
a little background: My name is 
Harshini. I’m a senior, and if you 
have one conversation with me, 
you’ll quickly learn that I’m very 
sarcastic.

This brings me to my first piece 
of advice for underclassmen: Try 
not be sarcastic. 

Trust me. It’ll get you nowhere. 
Your friends will hate you. Your 
teachers will hate you. You will 
hate yourself. That’s a guarantee. 

I’m only partially joking. The 
secret to coasting through high 
school is remembering that the 
majority of your classmates are 
barely functioning on three hours 
of sleep. You should always as-
sume that no one will have the 
brainpower to comprehend your 
sarcasm.

On that note, here’s my second 
piece of advice: Learn to take naps. 

If you take an academically 
intense path, I guarantee you’ll 
be up past midnight every night 
studying for some test or writing 
some newspaper story that you 
said you would get in the week 
before (exhibit A: this one). Naps 
are a sure way to make sure you get 
the Harshini-recommended daily 
minimum of three to four hours of 
sleep daily. 

But a word of caution: This ap-
proach could either make or break 
your high school career. I cannot 
count the number of times that 
I’ve slept through a sports practice 
or a work shift or a speech and de-
bate meeting (I showed up 30 min-

utes late to practice today). 
Naps are like a drug: Once you 

take a hit, you won’t be able to quit. 
So this advice is really only helpful 
if you can consistently wake up to 
alarm clocks.

Tip #3: Buy an alarm clock or 
set alarms on your phone.

Another fun fact about me: I’m 
always late. Getting tardies has 
become an 8:30 a.m. ritual; every 
single morning, I walk into class 
and hand my teacher a pink slip. 
At this point, my first and second 
period teachers have come to ex-
pect no less from me.  

But the thing about being late 
is if you do it enough times, you’re 
going to get a detention. And I will 
say, detention is not fun. 

Fortunately, I didn’t have to 
deal with detention during online 
school, but I still have nightmares 
about the seemingly endless hours 
spent in Mr. Dwyer’s detention 
room from my underclass days. 

I hate sitting still and doing 
nothing. It stresses me out. I need 
to constantly be writing or work-
ing or studying; detention was my 
personal hell. 

Imagine three hours of doing 
nothing in tense silence, all alone 
with your own thoughts and Mr. 
Dwyer looking at you like a Ma-
rine drill sergeant.

Long story short: If you’re go-
ing to be late, make sure you limit 
it to five tardies to avoid getting 
detention on your sixth. 

I have a lot more advice that 
quite frankly you also shouldn’t be 
listening to, but here’s the bottom 
line: I’ve screwed up a lot in high 
school. I’ve learned my lessons. 
I’ve grown. Everyone does. 

Just remember to be kind to 
yourself because if I’ve survived, 
you will too. u

The ring from the primitive 
work handset pierces the silence 
in the back of the house. I press 
the green button twice: once to 
answer the call and again to put 
it on speaker. I set the handset 
next to my magnetic screw mat 
and begin to speak: “Thank you 
for calling uBreakiFix, what can I 
fix for you today?”

This summer, I worked as a 
technician at uBreakiFix, a chain 
of tech repair shops in the Bay 
Area. I had wanted to work at the 
shop for a while but never had 
the time, so as soon as AP tests 
wrapped up, I scheduled an in-
terview. 

Not only did the work seem to 
align perfectly with my interests, 
but two of my friends also work 
there. 

Luckily, I got the job, and on 
my first day of work, I walked into 
the shop excited to start working 
on phones but nervous about in-
teracting with customers. 

I was thrown into the thick of 

it immediately: an 8-hour shift, 
opening and closing the store 
with two other technicians. 

The first phones I fixed were 
iPhones. I found that repairing 
newer iPhones was a straightfor-
ward process. 

For a screen replacement, the 
two screws at the bottom need 
to be removed before the screen 
can be pried up. Unscrewing 1 or 
2 metal brackets reveals the flex 
cables that connect the screen 
and battery to the motherboard, 
which can be unplugged like sep-
arating two legos. 

The new screen can be in-
stalled by simply reversing the 
entire process: Plug flex cables 
back together, screw in metal 
bracket, close screen and finally 
screw in screws at the bottom. 

After doing a few iPhones, I 
could fix a screen in just 15 min-
utes. 

The idea of working 8-hour 
shifts seemed brutal at first, but to 
my surprise, my first day of work 
flew by. So did the second, and so 
did the third. 

All the while I was making 
around $15 an hour.

Helping customers at the front 
desk, however, quickly grew tir-
ing. 

It was frustrating to have to 
drop everything that I was doing, 
holler “we’ll be right there” to the 
customer waiting and have to talk 
to them. 

Occasionally, I’d help the odd 
customer who was friendly and  a 
pleasure to talk to, but there were 
not enough of those interactions 
to make working the front desk 
enjoyable. 

Despite this, fixing phones be-
came therapeutic for me; keeping 
my hands busy really made the 
time fly. 

I kept all of the boxes for the 
parts I used in a pile next to my 
work area to keep track of how 
many phones I fixed each day. 

Depending on how busy and 
what kind of repairs I did, I fixed 
anywhere from four to 12 phones 
a day. 

Although, on slower days, I’d 
be glad for the free time, a part 
of me would always be dismayed 
at not being able to topple double 
digits that day.

Plus, it helped that I had amaz-
ing coworkers, all with similar 
interests. I liked the job so much 
that I’m staying on for the school 
year part time. 

If you happen to drop by for 
a tech repair, do me a favor and 
be one of those customers who’s 
actually nice. u

Senior’s high school 
survival guidelines

Whenever I think about as-
trology, I always envision Profes-
sor Trelawney from Harry Pot-
ter. I imagine an old, tremulous 
woman rambling on about crys-
tal balls, then looking into a cup 
of tea leaves and telling me that 
I have the Grim (insert spooky 
voice). 

Professor Trelawney taught 
Divination, but it’s close enough 
to astrology, which is the study 
of celestial bodies and how they 
reflect in our lives. 

Like Harry and Ron, I had a 
very shallow knowledge of as-
trology, but like any curious 
Ravenclaw, I was willing to give 
it a shot.

I decided to try out horo-
scopes, a branch of astrology 
that attempts to predict the 
future. 

For an entire week, I 
read my daily horoscope 
on Vice.com, and I found 
that its predictions were 
— at best — only some-
what true. 

I first started reading 
my daily horoscope on a 
smoky Sunday morning. 
According to that day’s horo-
scope, I would better understand 
my need for rest, “connect with 
my roots” and, best of all, have 
some “flirtatious fun.”  

To my surprise, the horoscope 
was somewhat accurate. I rested 
and “connected with my roots” 

by watching my childhood car-
toons the entire day. 

However, I didn’t really have 
any “flirtatious fun” as the horo-
scope predicted. 

What a disappointment. 
In the following week, I set-

tled into a routine: I would read 
my horoscope in the morning, 
go about my day, then read it 
again at the end of the day, tak-
ing notes of what came true and 
what didn’t. 

At the end of my experiment 
with horoscopes, I had mixed 
feelings. The predictions were of-
ten extremely vague, open to so 
many interpretations that they 
essentially could apply to any-
one. 

One horoscope said that, 
during my day, “easy energy 
flows around” — what does 
that even mean? I could think 

of plenty of different interpreta-
tions of that. 

It could mean that I hang out 
with some easy-going friends, or 
I can go easy on myself and relax 
during the day. The horoscopes 
simply predicted a wide vari-
ety of things in hopes that one 
would come true. 

On most days, only one or 
two predictions came true, while 
the rest were completely off. And 
on the days where the horo-
scopes were shorter than usual, 
they generally failed to make a 
single accurate prediction. 

Many of the horoscopes held 
some truth to their predictions, 
which I attribute to the Barnum 
effect — the  tendency to accept 
information as true, even though 
the information is so vague that 
it becomes entirely worthless. 

I’m sure we’ve all experienced 
that when taking online per-
sonality tests.

But I found that reading 
my horoscopes at the end of 
each day helped me recap 
the day’s events and think 
about all that happened. 

It was sort of like journal-
ing, but faster and easier, with 

a baseline to bounce the events 
of the day off of. 

In the future, though, I don’t 
think I’ll be reading any horo-
scopes again; astrology is defi-
nitely a pseudoscience.

But who knows, maybe some-
day I’ll have that “flirtatious fun” 
I was promised. u

Horo-scoping out my future
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California recall system flawed
California governor recall elections, such 

as the one Newsom faced on Sept. 14, are 
simply political maneuvers by a minority 
of overzealous conservatives in a predomi-
nantly blue state. Given the ease of starting a 
recall, they occur with astonishing frequen-
cy. Not only does this repeatedly distract 
the incumbent governor from running the 
country due to the risk of being removed 
from office, they also impose a significant 
cost on both the state and the governor.

Regardless of individuals’ opinions on 
the incumbent governor’s policies, he was 
elected to as governor in a fair, democrat-
ic manner. The same cannot be said of the 
upcoming recall election, regardless of its 
result. At its very core, the election is unjust 
and unconstitutional in spirit if not in fact.

First, starting a recall 
election in Califor-
nia is too easy — or-
ganizers of the recall 
need the signatures of 
only 12 percent of vot-
ers from the most 
recent election, 
which is far less than 
the percentage re-
quired in other states. 
In fact, every Califor-
nia governor who has 
served over the past 60 
years has faced a recall 
effort. A total of 55 gov-
ernors have faced a recall elec-
tion, and there have been a total of 179 recall 
attempts against publicly elected officials in 
California.

Despite the anti-Newsom feelings stem-
ming from his controversial handling of the 
pandemic and his supposed hypocrisy, we 
should consider whether this was enough 
cause for a recall effort. Most removals of 
an elected public official, such as the presi-
dent, can only occur if the official commits a 
crime relating to their duties in office.

By making recall elections easy to start, 
the state continually puts its officials at se-

rious risk of being removed from office for 
what are generally mild infractions. It is 
difficult for an incumbent governor to have 
88% support — no governor has avoided a 
recall since its introduction in 1917.

As an analogy, imagine if the president 
could face an impeachment trial if only 12 
percent of U.S. voters want them replaced. 
Even presidents such as Abraham Lincoln, 
and George Washington never had more 
than 88 percent approval from the public. 
The existence of political factions and par-
ties makes it difficult for any candidate to 
have nearly unanimous support.

While most governors leave office un-
scathed, recalls should be saved for situa-
tions where the governor has clearly abused 
his position of power, committed a serious 
crime or both.

Additionally, voter turnout is always 
relatively low in off-cycle elections. The 
current format of the recall is such that the 
minority who support the recall are more 

likely to vote, which will skew the 
election disproportionately in 

their favor. 
Furthermore, vot-

ers in off-cycle elec-
tions generally skew 
older, whiter and 
more conservative, 

a rec ent study led by 
the University of Cal-

ifornia, San Diego, 
found. These issues 
are inherent to any 

off-cycle election, how-
ever, and cannot be easily remedied.

The frequency of recall elections also dis-
tract the incumbent governor from dealing 
with more pressing issues that have been 
plaguing California for decades, such as 
homelessness and a high cost of living. In-
stead of doing their job, their attention and 
tens of millions of dollars are diverted to 
winning an election. Regardless of the out-
come, this is inefficient.

One solution to these issues would be to 
reduce the frequency of recall elections by 
increasing the percentage of voter signa-

tures required to put the recall into motion. 
States such as Kansas and Louisiana require 
40 percent and 33.3 percent, respectively, 
and have far fewer recalls.

Another issue is the format of the recall. 
Voters first must decide whether the incum-
bent governor should be removed from of-
fice. If so, they then select one of the several 
candidates seeking to replace the incumbent 
as the next state governor. On Tuesday’s 
election, there were 46 potential candidates. 
As long as a majority of voters cast their 
ballot to remove him, the candidate for re-
placement with the most votes on the ballot 
among the remaining becomes governor.

Voters not being allowed to select the 
incumbent governor in the second question 
is a crucial flaw. Despite the fact that some 
voters plan to try and bypass it, the rule that 
the incumbent candidate’s name cannot oc-
cur in the second question is outlined in the 
official rules of the recall election.

Already afflicted by a lack of voter turn-
out, the election only requires candidates 
to gain the support of a minority of voters 
in order to oust and replace the incumbent 
governor. In a way, the election is always 
a challenge for the incumbent before any 
votes have been cast.

Winning a recall election is too high a bar 
for a governor to achieve, even democratic 
ones in a largely blue state with 64 percent 
of votes in the 2020 election going to Biden 
and Harris. Instead of defeating any individ-
ual candidate, he or she must defeat all of 
the potential candidates combined.

There is an incredible power imbalance, 
with anti-recall votes being as much as six 
times as powerful as recall votes. The cor-
nerstone of any democratic election is to val-
ue the thoughts and opinions of each voter 
equally. This is being neglected in the recall 
election. In fact, that would make the elec-
tion simply unconstitutional. The Supreme 
Court Case Wesberry v. Sanders ruled that 
all votes must be considered equally when 
electing a representative to the Congress.

In a way, the recall election is just a pow-
er grab by Republican minorities to under-
mine Newsom’s influence and power. At 

nearly every level of the recall system, the 
organizers of the recall gain an advantage.

 Due to inherent flaws in the California 
recall system, it’s highly possible that an 
incumbent is removed from office and re-
placed with another, less popular governor. 
And provided that no crime was committed, 
replacing an incumbent with a candidate 
that far fewer people have voted for through 
the recall process is undemocratic and, at its 
core, unconstitutional. u

BY NilayMishra

#FreeBritney: Conservatorship, a civil rights issue
In 2007, pop superstar Britney 

Spears shocked the world when 
she suffered a series of public 
mental breakdowns. Spears’ errat-
ic behavior included spontaneous-
ly shaving her head, driving with 
her infant son in her lap, smashing 
a paparazzi’s car with an umbrella 
and refusing to surrender her chil-
dren in a police stand-off.

Various media outlets pub-
licized her mental health crisis, 
which went down as one of the 
most notorious celebrity scandals 
of the era. By the end of 2008, the 
singer’s father, Jamie Spears, suc-
cessfully petitioned the court for 
a temporary conservatorship over 
his daughter’s financial, legal and 
personal affairs due to her unsta-
ble condition. The conservator-
ship, which granted Jamie Spears 
and his co-conservators almost 
complete control over his daugh-
ter, was extended indefinitely soon 
after and has been in effect since.

In 2019, the #FreeBritney 
movement gained traction online. 
Thousands of fans advocated for 
Spears’ freedom through social 
media campaigns and a Change.
org petition that received over 
300,000 signatures, and in 2021 
The New York Times released the 
explosive documentary “Fram-
ing Britney Spears.” Spears finally 
spoke out about the situation this 
year, requesting a judge to end the 
conservatorship. She was granted 

the ability to choose her own law-
yer, and the case against her father 
was set in motion. Although her 
father resigned as conservator of 
Spears’ personal affairs in 2019 and 
has recently stepped down as her 
financial conservator, Spears still 
isn’t free of her conservatorship 
— her father was replaced with 
care manager Jodi Montgomery in 
2019 and Spears will be appointed 
a different financial guardian, who 
is unknown at this time.

Britney Spears’ fight for free-
dom isn’t just a turning point for 
the singer — it is a landmark case 
and an unprecedented opportuni-
ty for the approximate 1.3 million 
adults currently living under the 
control of court-ordered conser-
vatorships to have their situation 
brought to light.

The publicity around #FreeB-
ritney revealed heinous civil rights 
violations disabled individuals 

often face at the hands of their 
conservators. Attorneys from the 
American Civil Liberties Union 
and other civil rights groups and 
practices have been advocating 
against conservatorships behind 
the scenes for years, and the Brit-
ney Spears case has given them an 
opportunity to campaign in the 
public eye.

While Spears’ diagnosis is un-
disclosed, a court can only grant 
conservatorship upon identifica-
tion of a serious physical, psychi-
atric, developmental, intellectual 
or age-related disability. A con-
servatorship places the individual 
under partial, or in Spears' case, 
complete control of their designat-
ed guardian.

According to ACLU disability 
rights attorney Zoe Brennan-Kro-
hn, Spears’s father and his co-con-
servators restricted almost all as-
pects of his daughter’s autonomy, 

while profiting from her $59 mil-
lion estate. The kind of control a 
conservator holds can often lead 
to financial, emotional or physical 
abuse. Additionally, it is extreme-
ly difficult for an individual to le-
gally exit conservatorship, since it 
can only be lifted by a court order. 
That said, the arrangement strips 
disabled individuals of their civil 
rights and liberties, which makes 
it a pressing civil and disability 
rights issue.

 Conservators are given the 
benefit of the doubt as the system 
assumes benevolence and good-
will on the guardian’s part, which 
oftentimes is not the reality. Dis-
abled individuals are already four 
to ten times more likely to be vic-
tims of abuse or neglect— placing 
them in a situation where they 
have no autonomy is dangerous 
and unnecessary. The disabled of-
ten are denied basic freedoms on 
the basis of their condition.

A common argument in favor 
of conservatorships is that con-
servatees with physical and men-
tal disabilities may not be able to 
make the best decisions for them-
selves, and they need someone else 
to choose on their behalf.

However, there are many solu-
tions outside of total conservator-
ship. Supported decision-making, 
according to the ACLU, is a pro-
cess that allows disabled individ-
uals to make their own decisions 
with the support of a trusted and 
legally appointed advisor. It helps 

the individual retain their rights 
while receiving the help they need. 
This option has been gaining pop-
ularity as a safer alternative to 
conservatorship. Other options 
include powers of attorney, joint 
bank accounts, healthcare surro-
gacy and community living.

All of these arrangements en-
courage autonomy while simul-
taneously providing necessary 
support. Limited conservatorship 
should be an absolute last resort. 
There is no real excuse to trample 
an individual’s rights due to their 
disability; it places them in a dan-
gerous situation that is extremely 
difficult to escape and imposes a 
subhuman status upon them.

When every aspect of a per-
son’s life is controlled by another, 
self-advocacy is overwhelming-
ly difficult, which is why Britney 
Spears’ public bid for freedom 
counts for more than just herself: 
It shines a spotlight on upwards of 
a million disabled individuals liv-
ing under harsh conservatorships 
and conservator abuse.

Bringing the previously ignored 
problem into the public eye has the 
potential to lead to increased ac-
tivism and pushback against con-
servatorships, especially for those 
who have neither the publ i c ity nor 
the resources available to Spears. 
Britney Spears’ fight is not an iso-
lated celebrity issue — it should be 
a milestone for civil liberties for 
disabled individuals, an even more 
important movement. u
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On June 8, “It’s a Small World,” the 
attraction where dolls representing 
different cultures dance and sing in 
harmony, brought me to tears (I was 
grateful that everyone had to wear 
masks so that I didn’t scare too many 
toddlers away). 

Though it was my sixth time rid-
ing the attraction in Disneyland, 
those 15-minutes triggered one of the 
deepest revelations that I’ve had in 
my 16 years.

This trip to Disneyland was my 
family’s first one since the pandem-
ic began, and we hoped the outside 
world would not have changed much.  

Although I tried to attain this 
long-awaited sense of normalcy, 
truthfully, nothing was the same any-
more, including the meaning behind 

“It’s a Small World.” 
After 40 minutes 

of standing in line, 
I stepped into 

a cabin that 
slowly began 

to float me 
t h r o u g h 
r o o m s 
f i l l e d 

with vi-

brant colors. Some dolls were holding 
hands. 

Some were skating. Some were 
playing their instruments, others 
waving at each other, standing on the 
same platform. Every doll was proud 
and joyful. 

Gradually, the dolls blended into 
one serene image, which left me in 
shock. I found myself swallowing 
hard and trying to digest what I saw. 
At that moment, I realized that I com-
pletely forgot about the possibility  of 
peace in the past two years. 

During the ride, my mind traced 
back to lockdown when the so-called 
China virus rumor started to spread. 
Then, Black Lives Matter protests be-
gan in June 2020. 

People gathered in front of the City 
Hall, kneeling for justice. Partisan and 
cultural divisions widened, the chaos 
in the election, followed by the storm-
ing of the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, hate 
crimes against Asian American and 
Pacific Islanders, Texas losing pow-
er in a freak snowstorm, massive 
droughts in the West, followed by de-
structive wildfires, etc. 

Everything seemed to be falling 
apart. 

The painfulness of every new trag-
ic headline made me resilient, but 
also emotionally numb. 

It would be an understatement to 
say it was depressing that while we 
can be “dancing” together in unity, 
people were kneeling on the ground 
behind police cars, struggling to 

breathe, breaking windows, sending 
dehumanizing comments on social 
media and begging for food and wa-
ter. 

It isn’t the mountains and rivers 
that divide us but our inner hostility 
and the “bubbles” that we each live 
in, shielding us away from forming 
empathetic connections with people 
around the world. 

I had accepted a world of fading 
colors, but the ride encompassed a 
vibrant dream of acceptance that we 
should all continue to fight for. 

It’s an idealized world, but one we 
long for, where friendships and smiles 
seem so pure and the world united 
without any trace of war, hunger, and 
poverty. It really was a dream-come-
true. 

“It’s a Small World” is more than 

a ride that gives you a crash course 
on all the various cultures across the 
world. 

Rather, it resembles the hope from 
childhood that many of us have for-
gotten — one that we desperately 
need in order to face life once again 
after the pandemic. 

“There is just one moon
And one golden sun
And a smile means
Friendship to everyone
Though the moun-

tains divide
And the oceans 

are wide
It ' s 

a small 
world 
af ter 
all.” u

Ci-sees 
Disney

Cici Xu

For mountain bikers, their first 
time riding a flowtrail, a constant 
downhill ride usually containing 
technical switchbacks (i.e.,hairpin 
turns), is a harrowing experience. 
Attempting it in Switzerland is a step 
further.

In the beginning of summer, I was 
introduced to mountain biking by 
friends who encouraged me to join 
them on rides. Despite not owning 
a proper mountain bike, it took just 
three rides for me to get hooked. 
I soon saved enough money from 
a part-time job to purchase a du-
al-suspension, carbon-frame moun-
tain bike from someone selling it on 
Craigslist.

When my family traveled to Swit-
zerland over the summer, the oppor-
tunity to bike in such a mountainous 
country was too great to pass up. Af-

ter a couple days in Zurich, a 3-hour 
train ride to Zermatt took us to the 
foothills of the Alps. Upon our arriv-
al, we stopped at a bike shop, where I 
promptly rented a Specialized Enduro 
bike, which was even better designed 
for terrain than my own.

It was only after I made the climb 
to the flowtrail trailhead that I real-
ized that cable cars were making the 
journey to the top of the trailhead for 
a small fee. While the climb was in-
strumental to obtaining a better lay-
out of the land, it took up riding time, 
a valuable commodity.

The flowtrail at Sunnegga is one 
of the most popular flowtrails in the 
world. Upon entering the trail, I un-
derstood why. 

At every turn, the foothills of the 
valley gave me the impression of nar-
rowly clinging onto the edge of a cliff. 

By the time I reached the end of 
the trail, I decided that I would be 
spending the two days I had left in 
Zermatt riding. By the time the next 
morning had come, I had adjusted 
my tire pressure, bought a cable tick-
et and made my way to the top of the 
trail intersection.

During the second ride, the natu-
ral beauty of the alpine mountains in 
the south was even more exceptional. 
Although a cow nearly derailed me 
while I wasn’t paying attention on a 
trail intersecting a pasture, the trail 
itself was a surreal experience. Rid-
ing on these trails offered views of the 
surrounding alpine summits, and a 
sense of adrenaline while traversing 
the steep cliffside.

After returning to California and 
riding on local trails, it's easy to miss 
aspects of the Swiss environment that 
are hard to replicate anywhere close 
to the Bay Area. Despite living near 
Santa Cruz and its intense mountain 
biking culture, Switzerland carried a 
different vibe and emphasis on the 
sport. 

While the cycling trip nearly in-
volved getting overrun by cattle, it 
was arguably the most captivating 
ride of my life. I’m unsure of where 
I’ll find myself riding in 
the future, but as a moun-
tain biking cap-
ital, Switzer-
land is the 
metric. u

Sin(ic) 
cycling

Sina Salehi

A Disney miracle: reminiscing on 'It’s a 
Small World' and traveling through time
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It was supposed to be a pleasant 
family vacation: a 10-day visit to 
Pittsburgh, where my older brother 
attends college at Carnegie-Mellon 
University. 

Flying to a side destination on 
our way back to California, we made 
our way to the last destination: Tex-
as. Unfortunately, the unbearable 
100-degree heat and stifling humid-
ity hindered our ability to enjoy ad-
ventures in the jam-packed cities of 
Austin and Dallas.

By the time our Texas trip was 
over, we were looking forward to 
our 8 p.m. flight home — home-
sickness and heat exhaustion had 
settled into all of us throughout our 
vacation. 

After a final meal under the 
piercing Dallas heat, we drove our 
rental car over to the airport.

We quickly realized that we 
shouldn’t have taken the toasty 
weather for granted — what start-
ed as an unexpected drizzle erupted 
into an enormous downpour. Cars 
slowed to a halt on the highway, but 
our Honda Civic treaded forward 

through the tempestuous condi-
tions.

Luckily, we made it to the airport 
just in time for our flight — or so we 
thought. 

After a quick glance at the flight 

schedule, we saw that our flight had 
been delayed, along with numerous 
other flights to and from Dallas. 

We strolled through the security 
checkpoint and settled down at our 
gate for the evening. 

We knew it would be a while 
before our flight took off, but we 
thought our situation wasn’t too 
bad — at least our flight hadn’t been 
canceled entirely.

We were wrong.

What followed was a chaotic 
mess of gate changes and delays, 
sprinting around the airport in cir-
cles like headless chickens. 

After five hours of uncertainty, 
a worker for American Airlines ap-

peared at 1:30 a.m. and announced, 
“This flight has been canceled.”

A cacophony of nervous chatter 
exploded as passengers frantically 
rushed to the already mile-long line 
to reschedule their flight. We imme-
diately scanned our phones for the 
next flight — all of which were fully 
booked.

A sense of panic and hopeless-
ness flooded over us as we sunk 
into our chairs. We were essentially 

stranded in Dallas: no flight, no ho-
tel, nothing. Despite the setbacks, 
we eventually devised a master 
plan.

After an all-nighter at the air-
port, we set off on an Uber at 6 a.m. 
to a nearby rental car center, with 
none available at the airport. 

As the doors were just opening 
to customers, we burst in and se-
cured a rental car.

We hurried back to Austin in 
just three hours, and my parents 
rotated in the driver’s seat to catch 
up on sleep. Every so often, we 
checked on Austin’s weather — it 
was looking promising.

We had booked a new 2 p.m. 
flight back home, and when we ar-
rived at the airport, we had faith in 
our plan. 

Austin had a much calmer group 
of travelers, not distressed by the 
cancellations and delays in Dallas.

At last, our plane arrived. To say 
that we were relieved is an under-
statement. After a night of chaos, 
we finally boarded our flight and re-
turned to the comfort of our home.

Of course, we hadn’t planned for 
all these setbacks. Still, reflecting 
back, I’m glad that it happened to 
me. I’ve gained a newfound appre-
ciation for what I call home, and 
plus — I know exactly what to do 
the next time I get stranded at the 
airport. u

Jason-chasin 
flights

Jason Cheng

A turbulent night at the airport
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Senior Cici Xu went to Disneyland during the summer and revisited memories.

Junior Jason Cheng's visit to Texas was hindered by bad weather conditions.

Travel Checklist

“It was really fun being able 
to go travel to new cities 
and visit colleges this 

summer. Especially after 
being stuck in lockdown for 
so long, seeing new places 

was so much fun and a great 
change of pace!”

- Emily Eckerman (12)

“It was definitely fun to get 
a beautiful change of scen-
ery after spending a year 
staring at Zoom screens. I 
was a little overwhelmed by 
the amount of people there 

though.”

- Luke Wang (11)

“It was wonderful to see so 
many people outside and en-
joying themselves again. I also 
noticed that a lot of people 

from Saratoga went to Hawaii, 
and I even saw a couple 

people I knew.”

- Samik Pattanayak (10)
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In what felt like a fever dream, junior 
Brandon Ngo spammed his Twitch chat 
stream in excitement. 

Two of his favorite artists, Synthion and 
HYPERLOCK, unexpectedly showed up at 
his online music festival in late July. 

“Both online and real-life friends were 
checking out the stream,” Ngo said. “It was 
extremely exciting.”

Online music festivals, which are usu-
ally streamed on YouTube, Twitch, Discord 
or other sites designed for streaming audio, 
are composed of a lineup of artists like Ngo 
who play uninterruptedly throughout these 
events. 

Ngo has created two electronic DJ sets 
for online music festivals: Season-
fest and FASTIVAL. 

Seasonfest was streamed on 
YouTube and Twitch in both au-
dio and video format, while FAS-
TIVAL was streamed through a 
custom website, urlfest.com, and 
exclusively featured songs above 
160 beats per minute. From view-
er donations, Ngo and other art-
ists fundraised over $50 for the 
COVID-19 Relief Fund. 

“Originally, we weren’t plan-
ning to open donations since it 
was something we were just doing for fun, 
but after some consideration, we thought it 
would be a great idea to make something 
more out of the fest,” Ngo said. 

To prepare for his set at Seasonfest, 
Ngo started mixing songs together in May 
through Ableton, a digital audio worksta-
tion. 

“I had learned about Ableton a week 
before starting my set,” Ngo said, “so I threw 

in a bunch of my favorite songs I felt pas-
sionate about into a compressed DJ set.” 

Ngo’s DJ mixing journey started last 
spring in lockdown when he transcribed 
some of his favorite anime soundtracks to 
the piano. Tackling this helped Ngo gain 
a foothold on other difficult projects, like 
making DJ sets, that he wanted to work on. 

He found that the extra time in quar-
antine also helped him explore his musical 
taste and boosted his creative process. 

“Before quarantine, my music taste 
centered around loud, powerful drops, but 
as I've discovered new artists, I prefer to fo-
cus more on lyrical storytelling,” Ngo said. 

Inspired by artists like Porter Robin-
son, whose struggles with his own creative 
process were something Ngo deeply identi-
fied with, Ngo tried producing his own song 

for the first time. 
Gradually, he decided to tran-

sition his song into a DJ set in-
stead, as “the main message and 
tone of the song was something he 
couldn’t resonate with.”

He described the process as 
tedious but rewarding. 

First comes song selection, 
wherein Ngo thinks about what 
songs and transitions would mash 
up well and looks to connect songs 
with similar tempos and the same 
key signature. 

After selecting songs, Ngo uploads mu-
sic files into Ableton and edits them by ad-
justing the tempos of the songs to match or 
find places to fade in or out of a track. 

Finally, he adds little snippets of songs 
or extracts vocals from one song to layer 
onto another. 

Because Seasonsfest also supported 
a video display, Ngo decided to record the 
landscape as he was driving for the back-

ground of the set. 
“Because of my set’s fast tempo, I aimed 

to clip fast-moving landscapes, which took a 
bit,” Ngo said. “After that, I added the audio 
and later some spinning objects for aesthet-
ic, which took eight or nine hours to render.” 

Ngo said that the hours put into pro-
ducing the DJ sets were ultimately worth it 
because of the immense support he ended 
up receiving from family and friends. 

“The highlight of the day was the reac-
tion to my Seasonsfest set,” Ngo said. “Near-
ly everyone actively participating in the 
event complimented my set, saying it was 
the best one of the festival, which gives me a 
strong sense of pride about my work.” 

Ngo finds music to be his medium for 
self-expression. To him, music is the most 
interactive outlet to accurately convey his 
emotions and messages.

“Like how characters in literature or TV 
shows can be self-projections of a creator, 

music expresses the artist through messages 
or characteristics in the music, ” Ngo said. 

Ngo’s enthusiasm for music also branch-
es to the high school marching band, where 
he plays the vibraphone and marimba. Band 
has helped Ngo form a family of others who 
share his same passion for music. 

Ngo hopes to make more sets and even 
produce his own music in the future. While 
he would like to pursue music production 
as a career, he feels that it's difficult as an in-
dependent artist to gain enough traction to 
make a living wage.

For now, Ngo plans to work on music as 
a side project and hopes to inspire others to 
make music in the same way that his favorite 
artists have inspired him. 

“Music has had such a deep influence 
on the way I live life — by making music, 
I feel that in a way, it's thanking my inspi-
rations for what they've done for me," Ngo 
said. u

Junior DJ performs during online music festival 
BY VickyBai
& ArnavSwamy

Courtesy of BRANDON NGO

Junior Brandon Ngo streamed his favorite track during Seasonsfest music festical on Twitch 
in late July in which his friends and other artists came to support him and his artwork. 
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Normal Girl
SZA

Old but gold. This song exempli�es the 
themes of not �tting in, something we all 
relate to coming out of a year in isolation. 
Check out “Prom” if you enjoy SZA’s work.

18
Jeremy Zucker

“18” personi�es high school love through 
the 2000s rock guitar that depicts the rebel-

lious nature of teenagers, bringing the 
angsty high school experience to life. 

FEEL SOMETHING DIFFERENT
Bea Miller, Aminé

A groovy track with the upbeat energy of 
the four-on-the-�oor drum pattern. The chill 

bars and sassy vocals create the 
perfect boost for a monotous school day.

six speed
ROLE MODEL

We can’t make a playlist without a sad song. 
ROLE MODEL pours his soul out through his 

despairing lyrics and piano instrumental. 
Great for post-exam tears. 

High School Me
Sasha Alex Sloan

Sloan has a message for all of us teens: 
although high school is such a small part of 
our lives, the memories we take with us will 

shape who we become in the future.

STAY (with Justin Bieber)
The Kid LAROI, Justin Bieber

This ‘80s-inspired synth pop banger has ex-
ploded to the top of the charts. You can’t go 
wrong with a stacked �eld of talent for the 

perfect dance energy.

Are You Bored Yet?
Wallows, Clairo

A question I ask myself every day. This song 
gives o� the vibe of catching a sunset, and 

the laid-back, catchy chorus makes it a 
soothing escape from reality.

If You’re Too Shy (Let Me Know)
The 1975

The band delivers its trademark rock sound 
through a simple yet catchy hook. This song 

is a great con�dence booster to ask your 
crush out to the next dance. 

cotton candy
YUNGBLUD

A symbol of rebellious summers. The 
punk-rock voice juxtaposed with the vibrant 

and animated instrumental 
embodies the freedom of super�cial love.

Hit Me Up
Omar Apollo, Dominic Fike, Kenny Beats

The bouncy guitar and bass combination is 
the ideal balance of relaxed and hard deliv-
eries. This song has positive vibes that will 

have everyone hitting you up.
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I hate the winter, and I can’t stand the 
cold. Apparently Lorde feels the same way. 

When “Solar Power,” the �rst single from 
Lorde’s latest album, dropped on June 10, I 
knew the album would be the perfect way to 
end the summer. 

A�er four long years of silence, Lorde 
came through with another revelation of 
an album: “Solar Power,” which was ful-
ly released on Aug. 20. 
With 12 songs, two bo-
nus tracks, and a style 
reminiscent of an ex-
travagant, isolated beach 
vacation, the album 
captures the essence of 
a New Zealand summer. 

�e album opens with 
“�e Path,” a nostalgic, 
mellow track. �rough 
a metaphorical “path” 
from the sun, Lorde em-
phasizes her desire to 
�nd clarity. �e layered vocals and minor 
key rifs help to build the ominous tone of 
the song and emphasize the uncertainty that 
the singer feels throughout her journey to 
wellbeing and happiness. 

Like many songs in the album, “�e 
Path” tells a story about a character that 
Lorde creates. �is character embodies a 
mockery of modern day “wellness culture” 
and the super�cial practices that it entails. 
Songs like “California” and “Mood Ring” tell 
similar stories, touching on topics like spiri-

tuality and astrology. 
Along with the social commentary that 

Lorde weaves seamlessly into her music, the 
track list is riveting, regardless of the mean-
ing behind the songs. Listening to the album 
in order is like watching a sunrise, beginning 
with upbeat but calming instrumentals and 
ending with slower, more dramatic songs.  

�e airy, summery tone is one of many 
things that sets this album apart from Lorde’s 
prior albums. While Lorde is popularly 

known for her gut-wrenching 
heart-break anthems, “So-
lar Power” has a unique vibe 
that features optimistic songs 
about the future — the vocals 
are gentle and playful, and the 
music brings a sense of tran-
quility. 

While many critics hav-
en’t taken well to this change 
of pace , with �e Guardian 
saying that some songs sound 
“undernourished,” Lorde’s new 
style only proves that she can 

be multi-faceted, and that she has scores 
(pun intended) of diverse music waiting to 
come in the future. 

All of Lorde’s tactics contribute to the 
e�ectiveness of “Solar Power,” which can 
transform any gloomy day into the perfect 
summer morning. 

I plan on listening to the album through-
out all of fall and winter as well, so if you 
ever hear it blasting in the parking lot, feel 
free to come join me for some highly bene�-
cial carpool karaoke. u

Music of 2021

Indie rock artist Lucy Dacus recently 
returned to making music a�er a 3-year 
hiatus, venturing to new genres and topics 
in her newest album, “Home Video”, which 
was released on June 25th, 2021.

Dacus’s album consists of 11 deeply per-
sonal tracks, exploring her teenage years, 
friendships, identity as a queer woman 
and complicated relationship with religion 
through the lens of growing up in a small 
town.

 Most audiences might recognize her 
from the single “Night Shi�” from her al-
bum “Historian.” One of her most cele-
brated lyrics is this song’s outro, in which 
she sings, “You got a 9 to 5, so I’ll take the 
night shi� / And I’ll never see you again if 
I can help it.” �rough this project, Dacus 
established herself as a talented lyricist, as 
many of her fans enjoyed both the simplicity 
of this song’s melody and her ability to de-
scribe complex feelings in an uncomplicated 
and relatable way.

Unlike Dacus’s past projects, “Home Vid-
eo” is shorter and more direct. She employs 
a tighter rhyme scheme, which is re�ected 
in the opening track, “Hot and Heavy,” a 
song that delves into feelings of hometown 
nostalgia. On this track, she sings, “being 
back here makes me hot in the face.” �is 
line not only describes her mixed emotions 
about returning home, but indicates that 
writing this album forced Dacus to recall 
painful and humiliating memories. 

�e word “hot” foreshadows the dra-

matic challenges in her life that are collec-
tively addressed later in the album, such as 
grappling with her religious upbringing and 
heartbreaks. �e listeners experience the 
hardships alongside her through the mel-
low, rhythmic musicality and emotionally 
engaging lyrics. 

 Dacus also disclosed that this album 
was written di�erently than her �rst two: 
She used to write songs about more generic 
events in her life, but most of the tracks on 
“Home Video” are about a speci�c moment 
that greatly impacted her.

One of the central themes of the album is 
friendship, and the track, “Cartwheel,” tack-
les how relationships grow apart as people 
mature and change. 

Dacus’s choice to use only guitar and vo-
cal harmonies as backing tracks allow her 
intense lyrics to shine even brighter, and 
embody a sense of loneliness.

Another track, “Christine,” discusses 
Dacus’s commitment to her existing friend-
ships. She sings “but if you get married, I’d 
object / �row my shoe at the altar and lose 
your respect.” �e image of her drastic at-
tempt to save her friend from an unhealthy 
relationship gives this otherwise calm song 
another layer. 

One of the more serious songs on the 
album is a raw piece entitled “Triple Dog 
Dare” that describes Dacus’s struggle with 
her queer identity while being raised Chris-
tian. Dacus deals with feelings of guilt and 
regret before ultimately choosing to run 
away. Her decision to repeat the ending 
phrase as the instrumental grows quieter al-

lows listeners to internalize the last, impact-
ful line: “Nothing worse could happen now,” 
ending the album in a re�ective, depressing 
tone.

Unfortunately, this album has not been 
as well received as her previous album, “His-
torian.” Some critics argued that the intensi-
ty and passion that was present throughout 
her past two albums only appeared in two or 
three tracks on “Home Video.” Although it 
was more concise than her previous albums, 
Dacus lost a lot of her signature sound by 
transitioning away from alternative rock 
and towards indie-pop. I appreciated this al-

bum as much as “Historian” and it deserves 
a 3.5 out of 5 Falcons. �is album feels like 
a glance into her childhood, with the same 
warmth, personality and vulnerability you 
would expect from a piece of work titled 
“Home Video.” 

�e album is also versatile enough to ca-
ter to many di�erent tastes, with songs that 
are both energetic and emotional. Listen-
ing to this album leaves fans with a hopeful 
takeaway – even if thinking about the past 
is sometimes di�cult, they’ll eventually be 
able to look at memories with fondness and 
even grow from them. u
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“I am not hip-hop. I am Tyler,” musical 
sensation Tyler, the Creator said in 2016 as 
a response to only being nominated in the 
rap category for the MTV Music Awards. 
His new album “CALL ME IF YOU GET 
LOST” was released on June 25, and 
proves his musical versatility.

�roughout the metaphorical master-
piece, Tyler embraced his alter ego of “Ty-
ler Baudelaire” as an homage to Charles 
Baudelaire, a famous romantic French 
poet in the 19th century. Both Baudelaire 
and Tyler are known for their explicit 
works of art and have a shared tendency 
to compare contrasting ideologies like ro-
mance and realism, love and hate, as well 
as beauty and death.

“CALL ME IF YOU GET LOST” doesn’t 
follow one theme; it tells a visceral story of 
chaotic events in his life while embracing 
multiple themes: loss, romantic yearning, 
Tyler’s world-wide success and gratitude.

Tyler attracts fans with his unique style 
of authenticity and hilarity, exempli�ed in 
this album through the comedic interludes 
and unique musical styles with elements of 
hip-hop, R&B, pop, jazz, soul and reggae.

�e song “LUMBERJACK,” in a eu-
phemistic sense, describes his gratitude 
for being born, which is emphasized by 
the song’s lyrical imagery; “BLESSED” is 
a comical interlude that demonstrates Ty-
ler’s appreciation for his good fortune.  

My favorite song from the album, 
“SWEET / I THOUGHT YOU WANTED 

TO DANCE,” is a musical �ex of Tyler’s 
melodic range, ability to create captivating 
lyrics and reggae rhythms. �is 10-min-
ute song captures the theme of romantic 
yearning and re�ects the genres of hip-
hop, R&B and reggae, blending authentic-
ity and musical capability.

�is album is also melodically fasci-
nating because of the range of styles and 
feature artists Tyler meshes together. He 
works with artists like Lil Wayne, Lil Uzi 
Vert, Ty Dolla Sign and Pharrell Williams, 
who each have a distinct style. Lil Wayne’s 
instrumental development in hip-hop sec-
tions, Lil Uzi Vert’s hype, Ty Dolla Sign’s 
savvy songwriting and Pharrell Williams’s 
musical diversity blend together in a fasci-
nating and unconventional way.

�e album is meant to portray a 
multi-dimensional story that is up to lis-
teners’ interpretation. Whether you’re in 
the mood for complex lyrics or simply a 
catchy beat, “CALL ME WHEN YOU GET 
LOST” is de�nitely an album worth listen-
ing to. u

Lorde’s ‘Solar Power’: a 
breath of fresh summer air

Lucy Dacus’s album ‘Home Video’ displays versatility
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Tyler the Creator’s ‘CALL ME 

IF YOU GET LOST’ excites
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Lucy Dacus sings performs at the Brooklyn Sunday show in the Williamsburg Music Hall.
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After his first meeting of the year with 
guidance counselor Frances Saiki on Aug. 
16, senior Nikhil Kapasi exited her office 
feeling as if a weight of uncertainty had been 
lifted from his shoulders.

“It was nice having more clarity and just 
walking in and chatting with her,” Kapasi 
said. “I remember the senior check-in eas-
ing my stress because I was assured that 
there’s someone I can just walk to and ask 
questions about anything.”

 As students and faculty members gear 
up for a completely in-person school year, 
the school’s four guidance counselors — 
Eileen Allen, Saiki, Alinna Satake and Mo-
nique Young — are especially enjoying 
meeting with students after nearly two years 
of being online.

For the Class of 2022, counselors have 
been making up for the lost interaction 
by providing options to meet in person to 
discuss the college application process, like 
scheduled in-person appointments, while 
also maintaining an online presence.

For example, after finding relative suc-
cess in utilizing remote learning technology 
during the pandemic, all four counselors 
have decided to continue uploading rele-
vant and important information into Can-
vas modules.  

“COVID-19 took away a lot of agency for 
all of us, and I feel like it's my job to help 
provide space for students to reclaim as 
much independence and agency as possi-
ble,” Satake said. “Feedback forms from oth-
er people in their lives, parent statements, 
reflection questions, resumes — all of these 
help us provide accurate information about 
our students.”

Though unconventional, the online na-
ture of last year allowed students and coun-
selors alike to have more flexibility with 
meetings. 

“Even last year, I loved having remote 
meetings with kids,” Satake said. “They got 
to decide when they wanted to see me, and 
I felt like I got to glimpse through a window 
into their at-home lives. I've definitely taken 
meetings with kids who are in the car on the 
way to an extracurricular or having a late 
lunch  at the Burger Bar.”

This increased accessibility, both online 
and in-person, has helped the guidance 
counselors address new challenges seniors 
are facing with the college application pro-
cess.

Due to continued low standardized test-
ing center availability, some colleges decid-
ed to go test-blind or test-optional when the 
pandemic first hit. 

Though some colleges only made this 
feature available for applicants in the 2020-
2021 application cycle, others have become 
permanently test-optional, a phenomenon 
that Satake believes is “great and important 
work.”

Because of this, many students are now 
deciding to apply to schools that they usual-

ly wouldn’t consider, causing a considerable 
increase in the number of applications at 
most universities.

In fact, colleges of all ranges of selectiv-
ity saw record-high applicant numbers last 
year. 

Some like Harvard University had to 
delay admissions release dates, while oth-
ers like UC Berkeley and Purdue Universi-
ty struggled to find sufficient dorming and 
class offerings.

The guidance counselors have adjusted 
their application strategy accordingly, with 
each counselor urging their students to ap-
ply broadly and include choices other than 
the same 25-30 top schools that seniors here 

tend to gravitate toward.
Their efforts have not gone unnoticed: 

As seniors continue to check in with their 
respective counselors, the general sentiment 
among them is that the help of their coun-
selors has greatly alleviated the stress and 
confusion caused by the upcoming admis-
sions process.

“It was just nice knowing that there's 
someone there who's willing to help you,” 
Kapasi said. “I know our counselors have al-
ways been there for the past four years, but 
it's nice to have someone who you can turn 
to for questions and be your second set of 
eyes on things. It’s helpful to just know that 
someone is there.”u

BY NicoleLu
& SarahZhou

 Guidance counselor Monique Young works in her office on Aug. 31 to prepare for a meeting.  
“I remember the senior 
check-in easing my stress 
because I was assured that 
there’s someone I can just 
walk to and ask questions 
about anything.”

SENIOR    Nikhil Kapasi

FALCON // SANJOLI GUPTA

Before the pandemic, junior Shannon 
Wang barely had the motivation to pursue 
her interest in animation and digital art, 
much less imagine that she would be teach-
ing it to other people. 

Now, she has transformed her passion 
into Draw for a Cause, a nonprofit that 
fundraises for various causes through 
art commissions.

 The organization launched its 
website on Aug. 3.

While Wang has been draw-
ing traditional and digital art 
for six years, she didn’t find 
the courage to reach out to 
others who shared her pas-
sion until the COVID-19 
lockdown. 

“There are so many peo-
ple who have different tal-
ents and different interests. 
It's hard to find someone 
who has the same passion as 
you,” she said.  “But be-
cause of COVID, I had the 
motivation to experiment 
with art online, learn to be 
more responsible and interact 
with more people.”

Wang founded Draw 
For A Cause after her sis-
ter, class of 2019 alumna 
Cheryl Wang, now a ju-
nior at Wellesley College, 
encouraged her to par-
ticipate in more extra-
curriculars and develop 
leadership skills. 

She recalls her sister 
waking her up at 2 a.m. 
and reprimanding her to fin-
ish her artwork. 

Since then, Wang has de-
veloped her nonprofit to sup-

port causes that she cares about, such as 
Girls Who Code, the Animal Humane Soci-
ety, The Trevor Project, Bread for the World 
and Black Lives Matter.

Draw For A Cause allows clients to com-
mission artists over Discord after agreeing 
on a cause to support. The commissioner 
first pays Wang, who keeps the money until 

the artist finishes their 
artwork. After the 

artwork is 
finished, 

art-

ists are paid 15% of the commission and the 
rest of the commission profit is donated.  
In case any issues arise, Wang keeps a record 
of receipts, which allows clients to 
be refunded. 

Wang said the most common 
pieces of art so far are original 
characters, or OCs, which are 
characters modeled after the com-
missioners themselves or a digital 
character they like.

Although most of the pieces 
showcased on the website are dig-
ital anime, there have also been 

commissions for semi-real-
istic or realistic art-

works.
One of the ear-

liest difficulties 
Wang faced was 
spreading the word 
about her nonprof-
it. 

After she had 
finished setting up 
the website, Wang 
started reaching 
out to people she 
had met online 
through art and 
animation re-

lated Discord 
servers to 

help ad-

vertise the nonprofit. Wang said she put a lot 
of trust in the people she’d developed close 
relationships with online, which was  vital 

to the progress and growth of her 
organization. 

So far, Draw For A Cause has 
five co-founders who go by Sofa, 
Lyra, Beanie and Tsuri, along with 
Wang, whose alias is Alyelle on the 
website. 

Junior Cindy Chang joined as 
an artist, and senior Shani Chiu 
and juniors Panisa Kachinthorn 
and Minsui Tang have applied as 
artists. 

Because the website only recently 
launched, there are still over 25 open posi-
tions for artists.

Despite her busy schedule with in-per-
son learning, Wang is thankful for her orga-
nizers, who help her manage the nonprofit 
and social media sites.

Additionally, Wang and the officers have 
organized a cause of the month to bring 
more awareness and support to current is-
sues. 

This month, Draw For A Cause is donat-
ing 80% of its commissions to the Afghani-
stan Emergency Fund in light of the recent 
Taliban takeover in Afghanistan.

“It's very, very severe. A lot of people are 
getting hurt, people are getting taken away 
from their families,” Wang said. “I take that 
cause really seriously and I'm really hoping 
to raise money for the cause.”

Presently, two of the eight commissions 
for OCs have been completed so far, raising 

over $100 worth of charity funds. 
Wang is hoping to raise $1,000 with-

in a year, a goal she deems attainable 
based on current trends. 

"We still have a lot to figure out,” 
Wang said. “You never know if the 
website may die down, but since 
we're at a strong start, I'm hoping 
we can achieve that goal.”u

BY LynnDai

DRAW FOR A CAUSE: SHANNON WANG HOSTS ART COMMISSIONS TO PROMOTE CHARITY DONATIONS

Wang

Courte
sy of S

HANNON WANG

Junior expands love for digital art through non-profit

Guidance counselors transition to in-person meetings
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To prepare for the in-person fall semes-
ter, AP Calculus BC teacher PJ Yim brain-
stormed multiple ways to help students who 
had fallen behind during the past year on-
line. After careful consideration, he decided 
to implement days without planned lessons, 
dedicated only to answering any questions 
students would have.

“I‘m trying to ease them back into physi-
cal school,” Yim said.

Because of the learning gaps created by 
the previous year of online school, teachers 
have had to work harder to get students ac-
customed to current course materials. As a 
result, some teachers modified their teach-
ing and testing procedures to help students 
fill holes left from learning losses. 

In addition to setting aside a few days 
throughout the year to help students ease 
into the course, Yim has also integrated  
daily quizzes from the remote learning cur-
riculum into his in-person curriculum. He 
believes a quick one or two problem quiz 
on the most recent class material may make 
feedback more accessible and, in some cas-
es, even replace a big chapter test.

Besides modifications to testing proce-
dures, Yim has carried over another portion 
of online learning to improve student per-
formance: video lectures. 

To accommodate for last year’s short-
ened online learning periods, Yim creat-
ed video lectures and assigned students to 
watch them for homework to maximize the 
use of class time, and he plans to continue 
doing so in-person.

“If you teach the introductory por-
tion online, almost everybody can get that 
squared away, so I’m able to just focus on 
really intricate and hard examples in class,” 
Yim said. 

Another modification Yim carried over 
from remote learning is his class’s modified 

grade weights. By keeping the 5 percent in-
creased participation grade weight from re-
mote learning, Yim hopes to reduce student 
grade stress and encourage students to par-
ticipate more in class, which will help them 
build mastery of the material. 

Junior Luke Wang, who is currently tak-
ing Yim’s AP Calculus BC class, said the 
modifications Yim has implemented into 
the course have made the transition smooth-
er. He said that the daily quizzes encourage 
him to fully internalize the material and re-
view daily, as opposed to his usual habit of 
studying last minute for assessments.

“Online learning made me forget I actu-
ally had to pay attention and focus in class 
instead of dozing off,” Wang said. “It also 
made me forget the difficulty and course 
load of a regular school year since online 
tests and course loads were much easier 
than in-person learning.” 

Likewise, AP Calculus AB and AP Sta-
tistics teacher Jennifer Mantle has adopted 
testing procedures from remote learning 
in order to help students catch up on the 
material. These adapted procedures come 
in the form of daily quizzes which replace 
mid-chapter quizzes, along with a “rough 
draft and final draft” system for chapter 
tests. 

The rough draft and final draft format al-
lows students to take a version of the test in 
class and make corrections to it for home-
work before submitting both drafts in the 
following class. 

“We wanted to try to reduce the stress of 
high-stakes testing, so we decided to con-
tinue the same procedure that we used last 
year,” Mantle said. “We intend to use these 
modifications all year."

Teachers like Yim and Mantle are willing 
to give these modifications since scores on 
the AP Statistics and AP Calculus AB and 
BC tests did not decrease last year. 

Yim said that, with the exception of two 
students, all of his AP Calculus BC students 
from last year earned a 5 on their AP tests, 
which is on par with results from previous 
years. Junior Thea Fernandes, who is tak-
ing Mantle’s AP Calculus AB class, said she 
felt confident and prepared coming into the 
course this year, and even more so with the 
rough and final draft system for tests. 

Although she prepared for the course 
over the summer by looking through text-
books, solving practice problems and uti-
lizing online resources like Khan Academy, 
she says the current system plays an integral 
component in her learning. 

“I appreciate the rough/final draft system 
because it gives you a chance to go back and 

see what you did wrong,” Fernandes said. “I 
feel like you get a better understanding [of 
the material] due to having another chance 
to see what you did and figuring it out your-
self.”

However, she said the testing procedure 
modification doesn’t seem fair for other 
students in classes operating in the typical 
manner, as she would be complaining if 
another class got this opportunity and she 
didn’t. Nonetheless, Fernandes feels lucky to 
have the rough draft and final draft testing 
format, as it helps her fully learn the course 
material. 

Despite some students thinking cer-
tain learning modifications are unfair as 
the modifications haven’t been uniformly 
implemented across courses, for the time 
being, teachers and students alike have 
reached the consensus that these course 
modifications have served useful in slowly 
filling in learning gaps created from online 
school last year. 

“I’m just doing what works,” Yim said. 
“Maybe two years from now, we’ll go back to 
how the course was taught pre-COVID.” u 

Teachers implement course modifications 
to combat pandemic inflicted learning gaps 
BY ChristinaChang
& MartinXu

In the California Healthy Kids Survey 
(CHKS) administered last December, about 
33 percent of Saratoga High School students 
reported feeling chronically sad or hopeless 
to the point of stopping their normal activi-
ties, while 13 percent said they had seriously 
considered attempting suicide. 

As a way to combat the concerning pro-
portion of students struggling with their 
mental health, the district contracted with 
Talkspace starting this year to provide all 
students with free online access to a li-
censed therapist. In addition, staff and their 
students ages 13 and up can use the service.

The service includes unlimited text, au-
dio and video messaging in addition to one 
30-minute live video session per month 
with a therapist. 

According to Heath Rocha, the district’s 
head of student services, the use of Talk-
space is a response to results of the Califor-
nia Healthy Kids Survey as well as the Social 
Emotional Learning (SEL) survey adminis-
tered last March. 

In the survey, about 15 percent of stu-
dents said that they would not utilize on 
campus CASSY services out of fear of reac-
tions from parents and peers. 

Talkspace is fully encrypted and com-
pliant with the Health Insurance Portabili-
ty and Accountability Act (HIPAA), which 
establishes national standards to safeguard 
sensitive patient information, Rocha said 

Talkspace may offer a more confidential 
and secure alternative to CASSY, since dis-
trict staff are not involved in Talkspace op-
erations and will not know who uses Talk-
space or for what reasons. 

Another potential benefit, Rocha said, 
is that Talkspace services are more flexible. 
Talkspace has licensed therapists available 
up to five days a week and accessible from 
any location with an internet connection. 
CASSY, on the other hand, is in person with 
sessions offered once a week. 

Sophomore Esabella Fung thinks Talk-

space has potential to help students. 
“CASSY is a great place to get resources 

if the situation is temporary, but Talkspace 
would be a better measure for more deeply 
rooted issues,” she said. “It can be accessed 
more conveniently.”

Other students weren’t as sure 
about the effectiveness of the dis-
trict’s Talkspace plan.

“I think programs like Talkspace 
actually increase the stigma behind 
mental health, because the district 
thinks they can just fix a student’s 
mental health issues with an hour 
of screen time with a therapist per 
month,” said junior Adam Xu. “In re-
ality, the reason why so many people 
here suffer from burnout and anxiety 
is the insane academic pressure, which the 
district is not doing much to abate.”

To access the district’s plan, users can go 
to the Talkspace website and sign up. There 

they will be prompted to enter their employ-
er and personal information. 

Students should enter “LGSUHSD stu-
dents” under employer information while 
staff and their dependents should enter 
“LGSUHSD employees.” After signing up, 
users will answer a brief set of questions 
about their preferences and needs, which 
are then used to suggest therapists. 

Talkspace users are provided with infor-
mation such as a therapist’s experience, state 
and license, area or areas of expertise, clini-
cal approach and user reviews with which to 
make their decision. 

All Talkspace therapists have been ac-
credited by the National Committee for 
Quality Assurance and average seven to ten 
years in experience providing therapy. 

Once the user chooses a therapist, they 
may then communicate with the therapist to 
work out a schedule and begin therapy. Us-
ers may also choose to switch to a different 
therapist at any time. 

Support in creating a Talk-
space account can be found at the 
school’s Wellness Center. An FAQ 
is also available on the Talkspace 
website. 

“I believe that every high 
school in the country is experi-
encing significant increases in 
mental health challenges among 
its students. Saratoga High is no 
different,” Rocha said. “Our hope 
is that Talkspace provides an al-

ternative with greater anonymity and access 
to a licensed therapist 5 days a week, as op-
posed to having to wait for a weekly in-per-
son session with CASSY." u

Talkspace provides free online therapy to school
BY VictoriaHu
& BrianSheen
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“CASSY is a great place for 
resources if the situation is 
temporary, but Talkspace can 
be better for other issues.

SOPHOMORE    Esabella Fung

Because of learning gaps, 
teachers have had to work 

harder to get students ready 
for current courses. 

Fung

STUDENTS AND TEACHERS NOW HAVE UNLIMITED MESSAGING AND ONE MONTHLY VIDEO THERAPY SESSION
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Junior Anastasia Panidis sat on the 
bleachers of Archbishop Mitty High School’s 
gym during winter of her freshman year, lis-
tening intently alongside her peers as Father 
James, Mitty's head priest, gave the students 
a sermon. Despite not necessarily believing 
in God, Panidis, who attended Mitty for 
her freshman and sophomore years before 
switching to Saratoga High School this year, 
loved the way Father James preached. As 
Father James wrapped up his sermon, the 
students recited a prayer in unison. Panidis 
mumbled the words incoherently and hoped 
for the best — a reflection of her thoughts 
about the prayer.

Panidis’s time at Mitty, a private Catholic 
high school, caused her to think about re-
ligion in a way she hadn’t before. Both the 
opinions she formed about Catholicism 
and her experience with the faith eventual-
ly prompted her to leave Mitty and enroll at 
Saratoga in the fall, but she was a changed 
person.

A family who cherishes religion
When Panidis was 10 visiting her ma-

ternal grandmother in Italy, she noticed 
a portrait of Virgin Mary on the wall and 
asked her who it was. Shocked at her lack of 
knowledge, her grandmother smacked her, 
shouting, "How dare you!”

This incident, ingrained in Panidis’s 
memory, was one of many during her trip 
in which she felt pressured to subscribe to 
her grandparents’ Catholic religion. Her 
extended family always preached prayer as 
the solution to stresses and troubles, and her 
grandmother expected Panidis to be just as 
religiously devout.

At home, however, Panidis felt freer to 
explore religion and spirituality without the 
scrutiny of her grandparents, who are Or-
thodox Greek on her dad’s side and Catholic 
on her mom’s side. Though both her parents 
were raised as Christians, her mom is an 
atheist and her dad is agnostic. Her parents 
gave her the space to believe in whatever she 
wanted. 

Panidis believes that dis-
tance from her grandpar-
ents along with free-
dom of thought in 
her household 
allowed her to 
make her own 
conclusions 
about the 
world.

“ T h e y 
taught me 
Christian 
values, but 
not neces-
sarily the 
C h r i s t i a n 
God," Panidis 
said. "I knew 
who Jesus was, 
but I didn't know 
who he was. I didn’t 
know much else about 
him.”

Making the move to Mitty
When Panidis applied to Mitty during 

eighth grade at Redwood Middle School, 
she sought access to a better education, a 
private school experience and a space for 

her to flourish in 
ballet — an activi-
ty she had pledged 
her life to. One of 
her other priori-
ties was to explore 
Catholicism and try to 
develop a personal rela-
tionship with God.

She didn't consider herself particu-
larly religious at the time; she believed 
in the idea of a God, but was skeptical 
whether her idea of God aligned with 
traditional Christian beliefs. 

Still, she was interested in learning 
more about Catholicism. It’s a faith 
that’s not only close to her family, but 
has also had “a massive impact on 
history.” She believed immersing her-
self in it would bring her closer to the 
self-image she wanted to achieve.

“I was trying to become a good, 
Catholic, ballerina girl. I told myself I 
was going to get all As, and I was able to do 
all of that," Panidis said.

During her freshman year, Panidis and 
her classmates took religion classes for 90 
minutes two to three times a week. In this 
required freshman course, students stud-
ied biblical text and Catholic history and 
knowledge. 

When she was younger, Panidis went to 
Christian and Catholic events with her fam-
ily in Italy feeling as if she could not name 
or talk about God flippantly. However, the 
community at Mitty allowed a much more 
casual attitude toward Catholicism, which 
pleasantly surprised her. 

Panidis remembers sitting in her first 
religion class and being shocked at how ca-
sually students and teachers talked about 
Jesus.

“At Mitty, it was like, 'Let's talk about Je-
sus today! God's my best friend!'" Panidis 
said.

In particular, Panidis said she enjoyed 
learning about the Old Testament, as the 
stories were comforting and interesting 
“like bedtime stories.”

Seeing hidden hypocrisies
Despite enjoying her 
courses and activities, 

Panidis thought that 
Mitty's disciplinary 

policies contra-
dicted what 

the institution 
taught about 
God and 
Catholicism. 
The dress 
code, she 
said, was 
e x t r e m e l y 
strict and 

seemed to 
target girls: no 

shorts, no tank 
tops, no "ex-

treme" makeup or 
piercings and dress-

es and no skirts falling 
more than 6 inches above 

the knee. 
Panidis was also alarmed by Mitty's strict 

policies on drugs and alcohol. During her 
first semester of freshman year, she walked 
through the hallway after class and saw a girl 
huddled at the side of the hallway, sobbing. 

The girl had just 
been expelled 
after the school 
found out she 
had vaped, Pan-

idis said.
“I thought 

Catholic people 
were supposed to be forgiving," 
Panidis said. "And you're expelling 
this poor girl because she's vaped, 
sure, once? It's just so contradictory 
— it's like, 'Mitty! All are welcome, 
we love you, but you can't wear a du-
rag, or you can't make any mistakes 
— you have to be perfect.'”

Panidis does not know if her ex-
periences at Mitty reflect problems 
with Catholicism or the school 
itself, but the hypocrisy she ob-
served was a significant factor 
in her eventual rejection of Ca-
tholicism and departure from the 

school.

Early-on exclusions
During her time at 

Mitty, Panidis looked 
to strengthen her 
relationship with 
God but found 
her faith slip-
ping. 

B e c au s e 
she was un-
able to so-
lidify her 
belief in 
God, Pan-
idis felt like 
an intruder 
in her school’s 
majority Cath-
olic community 
despite her efforts 
to participate in the 
faith. Friends would 
even point this out to her, 
occasionally saying things like 
"You're not even Catholic" while at mass.

“I felt like an outsider," Panidis said. "I 
thought religion was supposed to be wel-
coming. I didn't find that at all.”

Despite feeling excluded within the 
Catholic community itself, though, Pan-
idis found herself agreeing with the morals 
taught in Catholicism and at Mitty — pri-
marily, the concept of always giving. She 
said that Mitty constantly organized volun-
teer opportunities and outreach programs, 
regularly encouraging students to give back 
to the community. 

Inspired by the school’s teachings, Pan-
idis ended up volunteering at a local Good-
will and helped serve firefighters food for a 
period of time.

“Everything happens for a reason”
As COVID-19 rolled around, Panidis 

found herself spending much more time 
at home with her family. One day, she and 
her mother struck up a conversation about 
religion. Her mother mentioned how her 
grandmother back in Italy still says that 
their family is blessed to not have contracted 
the coronavirus. 

“It's like, what? Does God condemn 
certain people and give them COVID-19?" 
Panidis said. "COVID-19 or not, there's no 
reasoning behind it, and that's what I be-

lieve.”
In the conversation, Panidis’s mother, 

Silvia Perini, also mentioned her thoughts 
about God after her husband’s heart attack 
and quadruple bypass surgery earlier this 
year. 

Panidis said she believed if her father had 
died post-surgery, devout Catholics like her 
grandmother who believe that, under God, 
"everything happens for a reason," would 
have told her to not worry because “he’s in 
a better place" — "a horrifying thing to say," 
according to Panidis.

Panidis continued that if God really had 
a plan for everything, she believed that she 
wouldn’t have had to quit ballet in the way 
she did.

Panidis had been in ballet since third 
grade, after she was inspired by Maddie 
Ziegler in singer-songwriter Sia's "Chande-
lier" music video. 

She dedicated hours and hours to the 
activity for eight years, and only left danc-
ing after suffering a hip injury, undergoing 

two surgeries that forced her to 
leave ballet in May 2020.

“If everything hap-
pens for a reason, 

why didn't I leave 
ballet before I 

had to have 
two hip sur-
geries and 
m e n t a l 
health is-
sues and 
everything 
I had to 
deal with 
because of 

it?” Panidis 
said. “If that's 

God's plan for 
me, I don't want 

it."
Despite this, 

Panidis wishes she 
could have the comfort of  

justifying the turbulence in her 
life by referring to a divine being’s greater 
plan. She's jealous of those who are religious 
and able to believe in God. If she were reli-
gious, she said, the world would be easier to 
walk through knowing a higher power was 
protecting her. 

“I’d have faith that it’s not me, that I’m 
doing my best, but there’s only so much I 
can do because right now, there’s a guy in 
the sky who’s like, ‘OK, I got a plan,’” Panidis 
said. “I could just get all of this if I pray and 
go to church and don’t sin — as long as I’m 
golden.”

Towards the end of her sophomore year 
— still amidst a COVID-19 world — Panidis 
decided to leave Mitty and come back to the 
Saratoga community. She hadn’t resonated 
with the school as much as she’d envisioned, 
preferred public school over private school 
and felt the school had an intense athletic 
culture which she did not fit into anymore.  

Coming back to Saratoga, Panidis found 
a competitive, secular environment with a 
lot more physical freedom and lacking Mit-
ty’s coddling. Aside from not being a Cath-
olic school, Panidis thinks that Mitty and 
Saratoga are relatively the same.

“Aside from the staunch Catholics and 
private school kids,” she added. “I guess I 
just didn’t really like it, and I wanted to ex-
plore different things.” u

BY ShreyaRallabandi

“Religion doesn't 
leave room for being 
open-minded, and 
causes people to 
shirk responsibility.”

junior Kiana Compeau

Is religion 
beneficial to 
society?

togatalks

English teacher Erick Rector

“While religion does 
provide structure for 
a given society, there 
are also historical 
implications.”

senior Christian Li

“On an individual 
level, religion helps 
people find direction 
and purpose, so it's 
often helpful.”
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Held by her godfather, Panidis gets baptized 
at 4 months old, accompanied by 

her paternal grandmother and 
older sister.

A priest presides over Panidis's Orthodox 
Greek baptism, confirmation and 

first communion in 
Massachusetts. 
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When she started high school, Samika 
Agarwal, now a junior,  remembers won-
dering why so many of her friends were ob-
sessed with Urban Outfitters. 

For one thing, all of its products were 
seemingly overpriced. 

Then she began going there on 
shopping sprees with her friends 
— and saw herself genuinely liking 
Urban Outfitters. She’s not sure if it 
was from her own innate interest in 
it or peer pressure.

This phenomenon of teens be-
ing lured to buy from brand-name 
stores like Urban Outfitters has be-
come especially intense on social 
media. Logging into their accounts, 
they often find themselves in the crosshairs 
of highly targeted corporate campaigns on 
platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, 
and the overheated marketing shows no 
signs of abating.

Social media use has exploded over the 
past decade, with the United States having 
almost 80 million people on TikTok and 107 
million people having Instagram accounts.

Senior Maya Vasudev said social media 
influence has contributed to her buying 
habits, specifically through exposing her to 
new trends and popular teenage fashion.

“These trends have pressured me to buy 
things that I’m probably not going to use 
three months later,” she admitted.

Vasudev has observed new trends appear 
every couple of months and students feel 
obligated to follow them even if they do not 
feel personally attached to that particular 
style. Vasudev and Agarwal have seen the 
effect of these influencers’ popularity, such 

as YouTubers Emma Chamberlain, with 
9.88 million subscribers on the platform, 
and Hannah Meloche, with 2.05 million 
subscribers trends, a notable one being the 
VSCO Girl.

The VSCO Girl trend was popularized 
by social media influencers in mid 

to late 2019. They deemed 
a certain style of dressing 
as VSCO, playing off the 
name of a popular pho-
tography app for mobile 
devices. VSCO girls of-
ten wore name-brand 
items such as Hydro 
Flasks, Pura Vida brace-
lets and  Birkenstocks.

Not only did this 
trend increase the 

popularity with social media 
influencers like Chamber-
lain and Meloche, it also 
greatly increased sales in 
these items. One of the biggest 
sales increases was orchestrat-
ed by Hydro Flasks, whose 
sales increased by 239 per-
cent in 2019 according to the 
Daily Mail.

Vasudev has seen the 
effect of these influencers’ 
popularity in boosting sales 
of items. 

“Sometimes you see a 
certain clothing trend or 
brand that a TikToker will 
pose in, and all of a sudden, a bunch 
of people want to buy clothes from 
that store and dress like these influ-
encers,” Vasudev said. 

These ads are not cheap, though. As of 
2021,  TikTokers can earn anywhere be-
tween $200 and $20,000 for a branded video.

What is so effective about these medi-
ums? Agarwal and Vasudev point to how 
these ad campaigns work at a subconscious 
level. Friend groups often buy the same 
items as each other in order to fit in and as 
demand grows, it results in steeper prices 
for the clothing.

As noted in a study done by the Asian 
Journal of Home Science, adolescents tend 
to have their buying behavior more affected 
by social and cultural values, many of which 
have a significant tie to the ideology of their 

peers.
Agarwal said this constant appraisal 

of certain brands from social media and 
friends has contributed to her buying more 
clothes from trendy shops such as a re-

cent Brandy Melville sweatshirt that she 
bought for $60. 

“It’s not that I necessarily need 
them, but other people look cool and 

fancy in them, which makes me 
want to buy clothes from those 
stores,” Agarwal said. 

According to analysis from 
the University of Arkansas, so-
cial acceptance is what makes 
some brands so effective. Teens 

often think that a certain style 
or brand is what allows them 

to be part of a community. 
Additionally, not wearing 
clothes from a certain store 
could be a cause for friends 

making a nonconformist an 
outcast from their group or 

even bullying them.
Many stores have done 

brand sponsorships with in-
fluencers like Charli D’amelio 
and Addison Rae Easterling as 

well as having their own social me-
dia pages. 

One example of this is Dunkin’  
Donuts. Dunkin’  Donuts partnered 
with D’amelio in September of 2020, 
adding an item to its menu nation-

wide called “The Charli.” This cof-
fee is a Dunkin’ Cold Brew with 
whole milk and three pumps of 
caramel swirl. Following this 

news, the Dunkin’  company saw a 
57% increase in daily app downloads, 20% 
sales boost for all cold brew coffees on its 
debut day, and the following day, saw a 45% 
increase in cold brew sales.

Just having a simple thing such as her 
coffee order allowed Dunkin’ to greatly 
increase its revenue. Given the power that 
these influencers hold over their followers, 
it is no surprise that brands are so willing, 
and often desperate, to reach out to influ-
encers in order to increase their sales.

Another example of trend setting due to 
social media influencers is Starbucks, well 
known as a highly popular teen hangout. 
In part, the cool factor of Starbucks comes 

from its sophisticated use of social media.
“Starbucks has become a go-to meet-

up place,” Agarwal said. “When trying to 
choose a place to meet up with my friends, 
it’s one of the first places we look at, espe-
cially since it’s known as a teen coffee place.”

Agarwal also mentioned that when 
she goes off-campus during lunch or after 
school, she often finds that Starbucks is a 
popular option, not just with her peers, but 
also with many other juniors and seniors. 
Even if I leave school just as lunch starts, I 
will walk into Starbucks and find a line of 
people who also go to SHS standing in line, 
she said.

The effects of social media advertising 
that targets teens are something society will 
continue to sort through. And this trend has 
only just begun. 

“I sort of feel a sense of alienation from 
people my age if I don’t follow popular 
trends,” Vasudev said. “However, I hope 
people realize that trends don’t last forever, 
and that we should instead be thankful for 
what we have.” u

BY NidhiMathihalli

Where influencers buy, teens follow

Vasudev

“It’s not that I necessarily 
need them, but other people 
look cool and fancy in them, 
which makes me want to buy 
clothes from those stores.”

JUNIOR    Samika Agarwal
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Popular social media influencer Emma 
Chamberlain casually tells her followers to 
buy her limited merchandise on Instagram.
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Locally owned restaurants bounce back after pandemic

Since California’s June reopening, down-
town Saratoga has transformed from its 
previously deserted state to a brightly lit and 
lively business area, with restaurants like 
Hachi Ju Hachi bustling with activity. 

Hachi Ju Hachi, located on 
Big Basin Way, specializes 
in traditional Japanese 
cuisine. It was hit 
hard by the pan-
demic — fears of 
virus transmission 
exacerbated by ris-
ing anti-Asian sen-
timent were likely 
factors in a sharp de-
crease in business. 

According to research 
from the JPMorgan Chase 
Institute, although sales for 
small businesses suffered a roughly 50 
percent decrease in activity, those owned by 
Asian Americans dropped by 60 percent.

“Lots of customers just stopped showing 
up,” said junior Emerald Suzuki, whose fam-

ily owns the restaurant. “Some were scared 
to catch COVID-19, while others were 
straight-up racist.” As a result, Hachi 
Ju Hachi closed for a few weeks in 
April. It was also forced to lay off all 
its nonessential workers. 

However, business quickly re-
turned after the reopening, 

and Hachi Ju Hachi was 
able to rehire a few 

employees as res-
ervations picked 
up. 

Despite pos-
sible concerns 
about the new Del-
ta variant, Hachi Ju 
Hachi has seen that 

its bottom line is re-
maining steady. 

By juggling her time 
between school, the restau-

rant and extracurriculars, Su-
zuki is able to help around Hachi 

Ju Hachi a few times per week by perform-
ing tasks like cleaning dishes and helping in 
the back.

Phở Hà Nội, which specializes in Viet-

namese cuisine, is a local restaurant owned 
by sophomore Alicia Nguyen’s family.The 

family opened its first restaurant 
in San Jose in December 2016 
and later opened another loca-
tion in Cupertino. Despite de-
creasing in-person dining at the 
beginning of the pandemic, the 
business was able to stay afloat 
with a  large influx of takeout or-
ders, she said. 

“The restau-
rant actually 
did pretty 
well, be-

cause we advertised 
a lot on social me-
dia, to a point where 
our to-go sales were 
meeting goals that 
we would have had 
without the pan-
demic,” Nguyen said.

The restaurant’s In-
stagrams (@phohanoisan-
jose and @phohanoicuperti-
no) each have several thousand followers, 
with some video posts generating over 1.5 

million views.
Besides focusing on their own business 

through increased advertising, outdoor din-
ing options and delivery services, Phở Hà 
Nội also regularly donates food to help out 
other local businesses and workers, a task 
that Nguyen occasionally helps out with.  
Two summers ago, when Phở Hà Nội was 
donating meals to hospitals, Nguyen also 
helped out by packaging and making the 
food.

Though she does not have time 
to help out at 
the restaurant 
on a regular ba-
sis, Nguyen has 
been exposed to 
the pressures 
that come with 
owning a busi-
ness, especial-

ly during hard 
times. 

“I can see the stress in my parents 
if business isn’t doing well, so it definitely 

has an impact on me,” she said. “My parents 
owning a restaurant just helps me appreciate 
a lot more of what workers do.” u

BY VictoriaHu
& SarahZhou

Nguyen
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Imagine a swimmer cutting 
through water with his arms, taking 
deep breaths between each submer-
sion. Imagine the ringing echo of the 
starting pistol, runners’ shoes striking 
the dusty track. 

Now imagine two old men wear-
ing suits and ties, quietly sliding small 
plastic statues across a board. What 
do all of these have in common? Ac-
cording to the International Olympic 
Committee, they are all sports.

Since 2019, there has been talk of 
including chess as a demonstration 
sport (a sport played at an event to 
promote it) in the 2024 Paris Olym-
pics. However, the Olympic Commit-
tee’s verdict in deeming chess a sport 
is flawed: Chess isn’t a sport, and 
should not be featured in the Olym-
pics.

According to Oxford Languages, 
a sport is “an activity involving phys-
ical exertion and skill in which an 
individual or team competes against 
another or others for entertainment.” 

In Olympic sports, there should 
be a direct relationship between the 
physical ability of athletes and the 
competitive aspect in whether they 
win a gold medal, but this correlation 
isn’t present in the game of chess. 

Some may say the mental strain of 
playing chess manifests physically in 
the form of sweating and strain. This 
interpretation of the definition would 
also consider academic competitions 
and videogames sports as well. 

The Olympic Committee also does 
not consider other board games — 
like the ancient Chinese game of Go 
(or weiqi) — as sports. Go is at least 
500 years older than chess, and by 
all accounts more difficult: It wasn’t 
until 2016 that Google’s AI AlphaGo 
was able to beat one of the best Go 
players, Lee Sedol. In comparison, 
the then-reigning chess world cham-
pion Garry Kasparov was defeated by 
the AI Deep Blue in 1997. It doesn’t 
make sense that chess is the sole board 
game recognized as a sport. 

Historically speaking games simi-
lar to chess have never been featured 
in the Olympics. Looking at a list of 
Olympic demonstration sports start-
ing in 1908, you see that most of them 
are regional variations of wrestling, 
handball or football. Deviations from 
the norm are still physical activities: 
Canoeing, gliding an unpowered air-
craft and dueling with wax bullets.

Additionally, there is simply too 
small of an overlap between chess and 
sports fans. Most impressive moves or 
game-ending blunders would simply 
go over spectators’ heads. 

By basing their verdict on a mis-
interpretation of a dictionary defini-
tion and not considering other board 
games like Go as sports, the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee weakens 
their credibility in declaring chess a 
sport. Going as far as to feature chess 
as a demonstration sport in the Olym-
pics is out of the question. u

BY JonnyLuo
& NikhilMathihalli

The Tokyo 2020 Olympic games show-
cased the achievements of many athletes. 
Spectators saw their favorite athletes win 
gold, and record-breaking performances 
took the internet by storm.

After a one-year delay due to COVID-19, 
the 2020 Olympics began on July 25 and 
concluded on Aug. 8. Spectators weren’t 
permitted to attend due to pandemic regula-
tions; however, fans still cheered on their fa-
vorite athletes’ accomplishments from afar. 

This year’s Olympics heralded new 
events: the mixed gender 4x100-meter relay, 
softball, baseball, skateboarding, surfing, 
karate and sports climbing. 

Baseball, softball and karate, which will 
not appear in the 2024 Olympics, were add-
ed this year due to their popularity in Ja-
pan, as the Olympic Committee now allows 
host countries to propose added sports. The 
Olympics heralded nine new mixed-gender 
events in seven sports, which were popular 
with gender equality advocates. 

Team USA took home 39 gold medals, 
the greatest number out of all competing 
countries for the third consecutive Olym-
pic games. Headlining this show-
case of American talent 
was swimmer Caeleb 
Dressel. Dubbed 
the 

“heir to Michael Phelps,” Dressel led men’s 
swimming with five gold medals in the 
men’s 100-meter butterfly, 100-meter free-
style, 50-meter freestyle, 4x100-meter med-
ley relay and 4x100-meter freestyle relay 
events. 

Team USA female swimmer Katie Le-
decky also excelled. Expected to be the top 
swimmer in all her events, Ledecky con-
cluded her Olympic run with two gold med-
als in women’s 800-meter and 1500-meter 
freestyle, and two silver medals in women’s 
4x200-meter freestyle relay and 400-meter 
freestyle. Since her debut in 2012, Ledecky 
has dominated women’s swimming.

Despite a rocky start, the Team USA bas-
ketball teams showed out, with the wom-
en’s team winning their seventh straight 
gold medal and the men’s team winning 
their fourth. The men’s team lacked chem-
istry due to little practice time following the 
NBA’s end-of-season less than a week prior. 

This issue was prominent when the men’s 
team lost two of three exhibition games 
to Nigeria and France. However, the Kev-
in Durant-led team came together to take 
home gold over a French squad led by Rudy 
Gobert.

The USA women’s volleyball team won 
their first ever gold this year, after years of 
taking silver and bronze. This improvement 
is likely due to staffing changes made in 
2012, after the women’s volleyball team re-
ceived retired star Karch Kiraly as their new 
head coach. 

After earning four golds and one bronze 
at the 2016 Rio Olympics, Simone Biles has 
been Team USA’s model for women’s gym-
nastics for the past four years. At Tokyo, 
Biles headlined the Olym-
pics for her 
contr oversial 
dec is ion 

to withdraw from the Olympics due to 
“twisties,” a condition of disassociation that 
prevents gymnasts from completing a skill. 

Unlike the success of other USA teams, 
two-time defending FIFA World Cup USA 
soccer team lost to Canada 1-0 in the 
semi-final round and won the bronze med-
al. 

The team should’ve increased playing 
time for younger players as older members 
were slow in adjusting to new coach Vlatko 
Adonvski.

Aside from Team USA’s Olympic dom-
inance, athletes from other countries also 
showcased talent, including Quan Hongc-
han, a 14-year-old Chinese diver, who was 
barely old enough to qualify. She took the 
world by surprise with her two perfect dives 
and one close to perfect, culminating in a 
record-breaking performance. 

As usual, track and field is one of the 
most popular events — and with Usain 
Bolt’s retirement following his 8-year Olym-
pic career, the event was more unpredict-
able. Italy’s Lamont Marcell Jacobs took 
home the men’s 100-meter gold, a first for 
Italy, and the 4x100-meter relay. 

For most of the Olympics, the USA and 
China were neck-and-neck in the gold med-
al race, ending with Team USA winning by 
one gold medal with the Women’s Volleyball 
Gold Medal win over Brazil. Ultimately, the 
Olympic did not disappoint, and the one-
year postponement didn’t detract from per-
formances. 

The next Olympics will be held in 2024 
in Paris, with big names such as Dressel 
and Ledecky returning and more great per-
f o r m a n c e s w i t h i n 
reach. u

At gymnastics practice, junior Samantha 
Stoiber performs flyaways on bars and back 
handsprings on beams with confidence, but 
when it comes to competition, like many 
athletes, Stoiber faces mental blocks — she 
can’t bring herself to perform skills done ef-
fortlessly in practice. 

High school  athletes like Stoiber identify 
with the struggles they saw in gymnast Sim-
one Biles, at the Tokyo Olympics.  

As she progressed, the skills Stoiber 
learned became increasingly difficult, deep-
ening her mental strain. With her mental 
health affecting her performances, she said 
gymnastics became overwhelming. 

“I just couldn’t perform the gymnastics 
skills,” Stoiber said. “Mental health repeat-
edly affecting my performance kept piling 
up and it got worse, so I ended up quitting 
due to the mental toll.”

Many athletes are accustomed to facing 
roadblocks on the journey to achieving their 
dreams. While some take life-threatening 
risks to get there, others make the decision 
of prioritizing their mental health and safe-
ty. For 2016 Olympic gymnastics champion 

Biles, it was her mental health that took the 
top priority this past summer. 

Biles dropped out of the all-round com-
petition and three of the event finals due to 
suffering a case of the “twisties.” This pos-
es the risk of the gymnast landing on their 
head or neck, possibly resulting in serious 
injuries like paralysis. 

Thus, Stoiber resonated with Biles’ rea-
son for dropping out of the Olym-
pic events. In addition to the twist-
ies, Stoiber said she has also faced 
self worth issues.

“I started doing gymnastics so 
often that I valued my self worth 
based on how I was doing in the 
sport,” Stoiber said. “This sounds 
bad to say, but I was used to win-
ning at first. But when I went to the 
Junior Olympic (JO) program, I 
wasn’t anymore, so it was stressful.”

Junior tennis player Arshi Chawla also 
identified with Biles’ struggles, and was im-
pressed that “Biles put her own well-being 
ahead of any titles or awards.”

Similarly, tennis player Naomi Osaka 
withdrew from the French Open in Summer 
2021 for the same reason. 

Chawla, a fan of Osaka, had followed the 

renowned tennis player when she withdrew 
from the French Open, so her decision was 
less shocking to her.

“I supported Osaka’s decision entirely,” 
Chawla said. “It really just showed me how 
demanding sports are.”

Chawla has also struggled with the men-
tal demands of being on the SHS varsity 
tennis team. She recalls that when she plays 

an unsuccessful match, thoughts 
of what went wrong consume her 
mind.

While Biles’ and Osaka’s deci-
sions shocked and disappointed 
some, they inspired many who 
struggle with mental health. Chaw-
la said famous athletes who speak 
out about mental health play a vital 
role in destigmatizing the discus-
sion of the topic.

“In our competitive environ-
ment, many struggle with mental health 
issues but either don’t know how to seek 
help or are unable to,” Chawla said. “When 
famous athletes are transparent about their 
struggles, it humanizes the effect of mental 
health and allows people to talk about their 
issues because they know it isn’t something 
to be ashamed of.” u

Chess is not an 
Olympic sport Team USA took home 39 

gold medals, the greatest 
number out of all competing 

countries.
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SHS student athletes identify with 
Simone Biles’ mental health struggles 
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Head Coach: Alex Hsueh (new)
Last year’s record: 14-2
Recap: The unexpected death of coach 
Jerome Chung before last year made it es-
pecially challenging. However, the team 
ended up winning most of its games.  
Key additions: Freshmen Leena El-Ash-
mawi, Ava Sadeghi and Cassidy Coghlan, 
sophomores Medha Ravi and Adeena Ka-
dire 
Key Matchup: Fremont
Star Players: Senior Morgan Bettinger, ju-

niors Fiona Feng and Rosie Kline, sopho-
more Ryder Gangemi 
Key losses to graduation: Grace Stuart, 
Grace Green, Morgan Bruun-Jensen and 
Amanda Andary 
League: El Camino
Prognosis: 

The team started the season with a 6-4 
win against Santa Teresa on Aug. 31, a 11-6 
loss against Milpitas on Sept. 7 and a 12-1 
loss against Fremont on Sept. 9. 

The low numbers on the varsity team 

have raised concerns: With only 10 play-
ers, team members have had to adapt to 
all positions, and starters have had to play 
continuously with few breaks. 

Achieving the same 14-2 record as last 
season — where the team only lost two 
league games — will be a challenge. 

“The team has no established goalie for 
varsity,” said sophomore Ryder Gangemi. 
“We often have to switch people out of the 
goal, especially people that never really 
trained to be in that position.”

Although there is still a long way to go 
in the season, the team remains optimis-
tic despite the expected challenges. Junior 
Hannah Baniani understands that team-
work will play an important role in over-
coming these obstacles. 

“Because of our small team, our goal 
this year is to grow together,” Baniani said. 
“If we want to win, it will take all of us to 
be on our best game this year.” u

           
               — Mitchell Chen

Head Coach: Michael Fleming
Last year’s record: 8-4
Recap: League playoffs were canceled due 
to state-mandated COVID-19 restrictions. 
With a short-staffed team, starters were 
forced to play without much rest time and 
did not perform as well as they had liked. 
Key Matchups: Wilcox, Lynbrook 
Team Captains: Seniors Marcus Kuo and 
Kendal Jarvis
Star athletes: Seniors Marcus Kuo, Kend-
al Jarvis, Jaime Fernandez De Ponte, Chris 
Wu, Kian Kwa and Andrew Hong
Key losses to graduation: Dylan Overby
League: El Camino League
Prognosis: 

Coach Jerome Chung had been the 
boys’ coach during the 2019-20 season, 
playing an essential role in the boys’ suc-
cess. In the month before the 2020-21 
season, he had passed away unexpectedly, 
leaving a major loss for players. A former 
coach, special education teacher Courtney 

Crase, stepped in as the temporary coach. 
After Crase declined to return for this sea-
son, the boys are playing under the guid-
ance of new coach Michael Fleming, who 
formerly coached Fremont High 
School’s boys’ water polo team.

Riddled with COVID-19 
scares and game cancellations 
during the 2020-21 season, the 
team is looking to have a normal 
season this year. Last year, due to 
the pandemic, the typical fall sea-
son was postponed until spring.

“Last year our season was real-
ly compressed,” senior Chris Wu 
said. “We had no preseason and 
many of us had just finished swim season.” 

Many athletes who participated in 
swimming, a Season 1 sport (non-con-
tact or minimal-contact sports that the 
district allowed to resume first during the 
pandemic), were forced to participate in 
back-to-back seasons with only one week 

in between, meaning less time to recover 
and rest. 

At the same time, it also meant more 
conditioning and preparation, which al-

lowed the players to get a head 
start on the season, senior co-cap-
tain and league MVP Marcus Kuo 
said.

During the 2019-20 season, 
the boys won league champion-
ships and made CCS for the first 
time in five years, but were elimi-
nated in the first round. 

They are looking to make an-
other appearance in CCS this year 
while also repeating league cham-

pionships.  
“This year we have more time and we’ll 

be able to incorporate a lot more into what 
we’re able to do as a team,” Wu said. “For 
example, we have been bringing back 
many of the plays as well as general team 
synergy that we had with Jerome.”

During the preseason, the boys beat 
Leigh 13-11 on Aug. 27 and Santa Teresa 
15-4 on Aug. 31. Additionally, they kicked 
off the regular season with a 19-6 victory 
against Milpitas on Sept. 7 and a 17-6 vic-
tory against Fremont on September 9. 

Part of the success can be attributed 
to Fleming’s more hands-off approach to 
coaching the team. 

Kuo emphasized their new coach’s fo-
cus on allowing the seniors to practice 
plays they’ve had in the past. 

With such a senior-heavy lineup, much 
of the responsibility will fall to the under-
classmen once the seniors graduate.

“Being able to develop the juniors and 
underclassmen to make sure that the pro-
gram can continue to have success after 
we graduate is something we’re going to 
continue to work on during practice,” Kuo 
said. u

 
                                           — Jonathan Li

Head Coaches: Danny Moon (girls) and 
Ian Tippetts (boys)
Last year’s record: The team did not run 
any official meets.
Recap: The girls and boys cross country 
teams ran together in a shorter season last 
year due to COVID-19 restrictions.
Key Meets: League Meet at Crystal 
Springs on Nov. 2
Star Players: For the girls, sophomore 
Sara Bright, junior Elizabeth Stoiber, ju-
nior Elsa Blom, junior Isha Goswami and 
senior Amoli Vanavadiya; for the boys, se-
nior Harrison Dance, sophomore George 
Hu, junior Anand Agrawal, and junior 
Wasil Khan 
Key Additions: Freshman Anisha Rahut 
and Hillary Gonzalez (girls), Caleb Yu and 
Pranav Rajan (boys)
Key Losses to Graduation: Kristen Hung, 
Charlotte Shewchuck (girls), Niyanth Rao 
and Bryan Young (boys)
League: De Anza
Prognosis:

After a shortened season last spring 
without official meets, the cross country 
teams are enjoying a fresh start this 2021-
22 season. Coach Danny Moon will lead 
the girls’ team, and Ian Tippetts will con-
tinue to coach the boys’ team.

Last year, both teams were limited to 
competing with one or two other schools, 
many of whom had no JV teams.

“We had races inside the school last 

year around the campus, which was fun,” 
said senior Amoli Vanavadiya, a co-cap-
tain for the girls’ team. “Still, it’s nice to 
come back this year with more variety.” 

While the boys’ team has seen a de-
crease in participation from the 2019 
season, with only 18 runners in total be-
tween JV and varsity, the girls team has 53 
runners, a number that roughly matches 
pre-pandemic levels of participation.

“We have a really solid team this year, 
especially on varsity,” said junior Elizabeth 
Stoiber, another one of the girls’ co-cap-
tains. A majority of the juniors who made 
CCS in freshman year, including Stoiber, 
junior Elsa Blom and junior Isha Goswa-
mi, have returned this season.

On the boys team, star player and 
co-captain Harrison Dance continues to 
lead by example. Dance placed third for 
the 1600 meter with a time of 4:12 during 
the 2021 track season’s CCS Finals. 

New key additions to varsity like soph-
omores Sara Bright and George Hu, who 
ran cross country during the restricted 
2021-22 seasons, and freshmen Anisha 
Rahut, Hilary Gonzalez, Caleb Yu and 
Pranav Rajan, have strengthened the team.

Currently, girls’ practices involve a 
mixture of 3 to 5-mile runs, including 
core workouts. Boys’ practices have im-
plemented weight training and 7 to 9-mile 
weekend runs.

“For our returners, the goal is for them 

to get faster,” said Kathy Tippetts, the as-
sistant boys’ coach. “A lot of them have put 
in the miles over the summer and you can 
already see that.” 

To get athletes back in shape, work on 
speed through interval workouts is a pri-
ority for both teams.

Both teams anticipate masks to be rec-
ommended during meets for anyone not 
actively participating in races. 

They are also continuing to host com-
bined team nights, to encourage team 

bonding.
“I just want them to enjoy running,” 

Kathy Tippetts said. “That’s the goal — to 
push these kids to become lifelong run-
ners.” 

The girls team ran their first meet at-
Lynbrook high school on Tuesday Sept. 7. 
The boys ran their first meet at San Fran-
cisco’s Lowell Invitational on Saturday, 
Sept. 11. u

        — Sarah Bright and Carolyn Wang

TALISMAN // SAACHI  JAIN

Girls’ cross country seniors compete at the 2.23-mile-long Lynbrook meet on Sept. 7. 

CROSS COUNTRY SET TO MAKE A STRONG COMEBACK

GIRLS’ WATER POLO TEAM IS OPTIMISTIC DESPITE CHALLENGING SEASON AHEAD

Head Coach: Jatin Sharma (returning)
Last year’s record: 6-3
Recap: The team had a small roster of 12 
players after losing players to other sports 
while seasons overlapped last spring.
Key Matchups: Los Gatos, Palo Alto, 
Homestead
Star Players: Seniors forward Rima Chris-
tie, left full back Olivia Kinoshita, goalie 
Nandini Desai
Key losses to graduation: Defender Gwen 
Oberhauser, forward Vivica Gandhi
League: El Camino Division 

Prognosis:
Players have been enjoying being back 

on the field, hosting bonding events such 
as secret buddy exchanges at meets and 
having senior night. 

Senior co-captain Rima Christie said 
that the main difference between this sea-
son and last year’s season is that masks 
are no longer mandatory during games. 
Masks hindered player performances last 
season, making games tiring. 

 Last season, there were only 12 players 
on the team, due to COVID-19 and loss of 

players to other sports. 
This year, both the varsity and the JV 

teams are larger than previous seasons. 
“We have a lot of seniors so there’s a 

lot of maturity and leadership exemplified 
within our team,” senior co-captain Nand-
ini Desai said. 

The team has been working hard for 
the past month through conditioning and 
drills everyday for two hours. 

The team’s goal is to make the playoffs 
and win CCS. When the actual season 
starts, the team is going to have roughly 

two games a week with practices on every 
other day. 

Although the team has had challenges 
with chemistry and finding suitable for 
players, they are all committed to working 
hard.

“Our team is coming together and we 
definitely do our best to make everyone 
feel comfortable,” Desai said. “Our team 
isn’t that big, which is really nice to just 
bring everyone together.” u

                — Kavya Patel and Ariel Zhou

FIELD HOCKEY TEAM BONDS, WORKS ON IMPROVING TEAM CHEMISTRY

BOYS’ WATER POLO TEAM LOOKS TO BE REPEAT LEAGUE CHAMPIONS

Kuo
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After a condensed season in February 
due to the pandemic, the girls’ varsity golf 
team has reunited for the current fall sea-
son, with an abundance of new players and 
fewer veterans. This season will 
be used for rebuilding, according 
to head coach David Gragnola, as 
most of the team is unaccustomed 
to playing competitively. 

Gragnola will be more cautious 
about the team’s performance in 
upcoming games. According to 
him, the team has many inexpe-
rienced players, which will mean 
a few high scores during matches.

The team lost two key travel 
players to graduation last season: Jane Loo 
and Ananya Sekharan. They have been re-
placed by freshman Sarah Lim (#1) and ju-
nior Ananya Seth (#6).

Lim is a valuable addition, as Gragno-
la expects the freshman will “be a top ten 
player in the league this year.” Lim regular-
ly competes in tournaments and is a pro-
lific player who shot up to the number one 
starting position during tryouts.

Senior Savannah Lin, who is second in 
the lineup this year and has played on the 
travel team since her freshman year, is op-
timistic about her final year on the team.  

“I’m happy that we all get to be together 
for the second time this year after Febru-
ary’s season,” she said. “I think we’re defi-
nitely more bonded as a team.”

Lin said that the team’s main goal this 
year is to beat Los Gatos. The two teams have 

a running rivalry, and Gragnola makes it a 
regular point that defeating Los Gatos is an 
important goal. Most of the other matches 
will prove to be a challenge for the newer 
members of the travel team. Palo Alto and 
Lynbrook are elite teams that will probably 
win against Saratoga this year. This year is 

a “rebuilding year,” during which 
many newer players will develop 
their game, Gragnola said. 

“Beating Los Gatos is the one 
thing we absolutely have to do,” 
Lin said. “Most of the travel team 
is relatively new, and that’s going 
to be troublesome for at least the 
first few matches.” 

As a senior, Lin is looking 
forward to team bonding events 
much more than actual matches.

 “All of my teammates from freshman 
year have graduated, so it’s just me now. 
But I’m most excited for the team-bonding, 
because seniors get to plan most of it,” she 
said. “Things like Secret Buddies and se-
nior banquet are really the highlights. I’ve 
played with the team for four years and I’m 
very lucky to have done so.” u

The Falcons fell in their three opening 
games of the season, with losses on Aug. 26, 
to San Mateo (34-0), on Sept. 2 to Willow 
Glen (14-0) and on Sept. 9  to Westmont 
(48-14).

San Mateo routs Falcons in home opener
After the opening football game at home 

against San Mateo, senior wide receiver 
Parsa Hashemi was left in tears, disappoint-
ed that his senior year season had gone off 
to such a bad start against a team they used 
to beat in preseason scrimmages.

“I’ve been used to losing,” Hashemi said. 
“But I hoped that this season would be 
more promising. [The game] was very de-
moralizing. It was not OK.”

The team has suffered from a lack of 
players at the start of the season. Junior 
backup quarterback Ethan Kung was un-
able to play due to personal circumstances. 
Junior lineman Aarav Badani was involved 
in a car accident earlier in the day and could 
not play in the game (Badani did not suf-
fer any serious injuries). To make matters 
worse, two of the five linebackers — senior 
Ryan Ho and junior Jack Burgess — were 
injured and replaced by receivers.

Hashemi said that the team underes-
timated San Mateo’s skill and took their 
previous scrimmage wins against the op-
ponent for granted. In anticipation of their 
upcoming games, he said that the team 
needed more mental preparation.

“We thought we would win the game,” 
Hashemi said. “I don’t think we realized 
that there are other teams out there that are 
doing the same thing we’re doing. They’re 
being coached too. We need to know what 
we’re up against and stop thinking we’re the 
best team in this league.”

Willow Glen prevails at home
Senior lineman Parker Smith said the 

“score should have been 8-0” in the team’s 
away loss to Willow Glen.

“I think we played super well defensive-
ly,” Smith said. “But we slipped up and let 
them score again in the second half.”

However, Smith said the team contin-
ued to struggle offensively due to a lack 
of players, similar to the situation in their 
opening game against San Mateo.

“We just need more players,” Smith said. 
“We were missing a bunch of offensive line-
men due to injury and a lack of practice.”

Ho and Burgess missed their second 
game this season due to injuries, forcing 
the team to place wide receivers on the of-
fensive line.

“We can’t run the ball without a solid of-
fensive line,” Smith said. “It’s really messing 
our offense up.”

Smith also said the team’s quarterback, 
sophomore Shane Timmons, is still “try-
ing to get his bearings.” The team’s backup 
quarterback, Kung, was still unable to play.

Despite the team’s loss, however, Smith 
thought they played better overall com-
pared to their first game against San Mateo.

“I think we played much better; we 
didn’t go into the game thinking these guys 
were bad,” Smith said. “We went in think-
ing they were solid competition, but they 
tried harder and they won the game.”

Smith said the team would continue to 
“really focus on the little things, especially 
on offense,” in order to put some points on 
the board in their next game against West-
mont on Sept. 9 — which they did.

Navarro scores two touchdowns but team 
loses to Westmont at home

Junior running back Paolo Navarro 
scored two touchdowns in the Falcon’s loss 
to Westmont.

Badani said that the team did well 
during the first quarter, when the score was 
tied 7-7, but “everything went downhill 
from there” — the team’s defense especially 
worsened from the previous two games.

Badani said the Falcons and Westmont 
were equally strong, but Westmont had 
significantly more players, allowing the 
team to be rested and ready to play through 
all quarters of the game. Ho, Burgess and 
Kung all missed their third games. 

Badani said 10 players suffered injuries 
during the game, but it wasn’t clear how se-
rious they were. 

Looking toward the team’s next game 
away against Aragon on Sep. 17, Badani 
said the team wants to work on their offense 
and defensive scheme, making blocks, not 
drawing penalties and limiting errors.

Despite the team’s loss, Badani said he 
was still happy with the game.

“At least we got points on the board,” he 
said. u

Senior looks forward to final season

When she was an underclassmen, senior 
Mahi Ravi had anticipated her junior year to 
be one of the busiest years of her high school 
career. 

However, after opting out of water polo 
after the COVID-19 pandemic hit, Ravi 
found her junior year schedule unexpected-
ly bare.

“Coming home felt empty, since water 
polo had been with me for so long and it just 
wasn't there anymore,” Ravi said. 

Like many other SHS student athletes, 
Ravi opted out of the 2020-21 season for 
fear of contracting COVID-19. As a result, 
she saw her physical fitness deteriorate.

“Since I didn’t have  practices, my only 
form of exercise came from some swim-
ming laps in the pool and following some 
YouTube exercise videos every once in a 
while,” she said.

Likewise, another athlete who opted out, 
junior Maithili Kulkarni, found it harder to 
keep up in practices this fall. Kulkarni re-
turned to the girls’ cross country team.

“Like for any sport, if you miss a certain 
period of time and come back late, it’s hard 
to get back into things,”  said Kulkarni. 

Students who took a break from their 
sports during quarantine also felt an impact 

on their mental health, causing a decrease in 
work efficiency and motivation. 

Ravi said she had trouble focusing since 
she had much more time at home, and — 
counterintuitively — found her sleep sched-
ule pushed back by almost three hours be-
cause of increased procrastinating.

Although student athletes have found 
their schedules more packed this year, many 
have discovered that this forced them to be 
more responsible with their time. 

“Losing two hours every day, I didn’t 
have as much time to waste on YouTube or 
social media, so I got my work done much 

more efficiently,” said Ravi, who rejoined 
the water polo team this year. 

Still, she mentioned many demotivating 
hardships. 

Ravi felt that, as a result of not com-
peting competitively for almost two years, 
practices became a lot harder. 

In her sophomore year, she was on par 
with or faster than her other teammates, but 
since returning, she has found herself lag-
ging and struggling with many sets.

“I definitely felt out of shape doing sets 
— even just of 100‒meter freestyle laps, 
were so tiring,” Ravi said. “Still, since we 
were doing so much swimming, you basi-
cally got back in shape in about two to three 
weeks.”

Although the transition from getting 
almost no exercise at all to playing a sport 
may have been rough, playing with a team 
again helped with motivation.

“Practicing with a team is always really 
nice because you are more encouraged to 
perform at your best and you also get to 
crack jokes and have fun,” Ravi said.

While going back to doing sports after 
the pandemic may have been physically 
difficult, it’s only a matter of time and effort 
before athletes get back into shape.

“Since you’re attending practices every 
day after school, you get back into shape 
pretty soon,” Kulkarni said. u

Athletes return to sports after having a year off

GIRLS' GOLFFOOTBALL

“I'm happy that we all 
get to be together for the 
second time this year after 
February's season.”

SENIOR    Savannah Lin

Senior Savannah Lin hits a shot from the fairway of the first hole at the team's home course.
Courtesy of SAVANNAH LIN

Varsity team starts off their 
season with three tough losses

Courtesy of LORI TIMMONS

The football team lines up defensively against San Mateo during their home opener game.

Lin

BY JonathanSi
& MinsuiTang

BY NilayMishra
& ShaanSridhar

BY AvaniKongetira
& TaraNatarajan
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Crack. 
Senior Henrik Zhang arced the 

small white ball across the table, 
whizzing past the net by mere mil-
limeters. He shouted triumphantly 
as his opponent returned the shot 
too wide, ripping the ball just past 
the edge of the table and conclud-
ing a hard-fought 23-ball rally.

Even in a final match of the 
U-17 National Table Tennis Team 
Trials — one of the most critical 
matches in his entire career — 
Zhang couldn’t help but savor the 
moment and his love for the sport.

“Even though my opponent 
and I were running around the 
table, ripping wide shots against 
each other, I wasn’t even thinking 
about being tired,” Zhang said. “I 
was just like, ‘Yo, this is fun.’”

Zhang went on to win the 
match, ultimately finishing in 5th 
place with a 7-5 record and qual-
ifying for the eight-member na-
tional U-17 team. 

The tournament, held in Pleas-
antville, N.Y., from June 18–21, 
matched top players nationwide. 
Competitors were first split into 
several groups, where they played 
in a round-robin format; winners 
from each group advanced to a fi-
nal stage, and competed in anoth-
er round-robin for national team 
qualification.

Zhang estimates he has placed 
in 100 events spanning 55 tour-
naments in his career, winning 
around $5,000 in prize money. Al-
though most of the tournaments 
he participates in are regional 
or local, Zhang has also traveled 
to places like Florida, Las Vegas, 
North Carolina and New York. 
He is currently ranked 68th in the 
nation among all males and 11th 
among those under 17. 

Zhang’s recent achievements 
have been a result of practicing 
table tennis consistently for al-
most nine years. He began play-
ing when he was just 8 after his 
father, an avid recreational player, 

pushed him to start playing the 
sport. Initially, despite enjoying 
the sport and joining the Spartans 
Table Tennis Club (STTC) in San-
ta Clara, he lacked the motivation 
to compete in tournaments.

“Objectively, I’ve been pretty 
bad for most of my career until a 
few years ago,” Zhang said. “In my 
first tournament, I played pretty 
badly and probably got eliminated 
in the first round.”

Rather than getting discour-
aged by such performances, 
Zhang instead learned to use these 
failures as an opportunity to an-
alyze and focus on areas of im-
provement. He dedicated himself 
to chasing higher caliber players, 
especially Nikhil Kumar, a fellow 
student at STTC and 2020 Olym-
pic table tennis team member. 

“I was highly motivated,” Zhang 
said. “I literally taped a picture 
of Nikhil’s face on the bottom of 
my paddle as a reminder to work 
harder whenever I saw it.”

For Zhang, his main goal is to 
increase his playing speed as his  
table tennis experience has allowed 
him to develop a solid foundation 
in basic techniques. He attributed 
much of his success to his physical 
gameplay — footwork, strength 
and ball placement — which he 
developed through rigorous sum-
mer training regimens.

In 2018, Zhang trained for three 
weeks at a table tennis base in Hu-
bei, China — a huge gym devoid 
of air conditioning, crammed with 
over 100 players around or above 
Zhang’s skill level. Daily playtime 
often exceeded eight hours, with 
two to three hour breaks for lunch 
and dinner. Players adhered to a 
strict training schedule, consisting 
of running, footwork and funda-
mental drills. For example, tables 
were combined together so that 
players had to cover double the 
usual distance. 

Despite being the only Amer-
ican in a gym of Chinese players 
who were in training to qualify for 
the Chinese national team, Zhang 
said he experienced a surprising 

feeling of belonging.
“Training in Hubei was really 

worth it because it showed me how 
pros actually practiced compared 
to me,” Zhang said. “Table tennis 
in China is completely different 
from America; they can actually 
get into universities with the sport. 
They treat it very seriously.”

Inspired by the professional 
training there, Zhang said he ap-
plied some of their principles to 
his own training — in particular, 
their focus on meeting certain 
goals at each practice. 

Zhang tends to target speed 
rather than strength or reaction 
time, prioritizing exercises with a 
jump rope and agility ladder over 
strengthening workouts.

“I go into training with a cer-
tain mindset every time: This is 
what I'm going to work on today, 
and this is all I'm going to focus 
on,” Zhang said. “I feel like if you 
practice one thing first, and you 
keep on building on top of that, 

then it'll be better than doing ev-
erything all at once.”

As his skills have become in-
creasingly polished, Zhang has 
started to appreciate the nature 
of the sport on a more personal 
level as part of the “mental game.” 
Zhang said he used to anticipate 
shots immediately before receiv-
ing it, and reacted based on the 
angle of his opponent’s paddle.

Now, Zhang has grown to enjoy 
solving these positional questions 
by predicting his opponent’s shot 
patterns further in advance, either 
through watching videos of their 
previous games or identifying 
trends among the tactics they used 
in previous points.

“It's sort of like a game of chess 
— you and your opponent each 
constantly ask and answer like you 
how you return a certain ball and 
you have to find different solutions 
as to how you would play it so that 
you can be playing in an advanta-
geous position,” Zhang said. 

Even though much of his jour-
ney has depended on his own mo-
tivation. Zhang recognizes that he 
has received a lot of help to get to 
where he is now. 

He acknowledged his coach-
es — Tian Ye, Tao Wenzhang and 
Sean Lee — who have helped him 
in establishing a solid foundation 
and teaching him the techniques 
needed to reach his current level. 
He also credited his father with in-
troducing him to the sport and his 
constant encouragement.

Although Zhang did not meet 
his goal of qualifying for the 2020 
U.S. Olympic team, he still plans 
on playing table tennis beyond 
high school and refining his skills, 
especially if his future university 
has a table tennis program.

“Even on a day-to-day basis, 
I strive to improve even in the 
smallest way — to never be com-
placent with the status quo and al-
ways continue to improve,” Zhang 
said. u

Following a year of heavy 
COVID-19 restrictions — limit-
ed spectators, masked players and 
shortened seasons — coaches and 
players are excited for a  return to 
normal sports season.

Following a decline in 
COVID-19 cases in California, 
fall sports started on Aug. 15 while 
winter and spring sports will start 
in December and Febru-
ary, respectively. 

“Athletics is such a big 
part of the high school 
experience, so it’s really 
good to see that every-
thing’s back on track and 
people are back to using 
the weight room,” athlet-
ics director Rick Ellis said. 

Many of last season’s 
restrictions have been lift-
ed, including limitations on spec-
tators and the number of extracur-
riculars students can participate 
in. Teams are also no longer re-
quired to sanitize sporting equip-
ment between uses and athletes 
will not need COVID-19 testing 
prior to each game. Though in-
door sports will require masks for 
players, coaches and spectators, 

outdoor sports will recommend 
but not reinforce the rule. In ad-
dition, sports have returned from 
last year’s shortened six-week sea-
son to the standard 12-week sea-
son. 

Ellis believes that with the de-
cline in COVID-19 cases and the 
rise in vaccinations, the removal of 
the restrictions won’t deter student 
safety, citing the 80 percent vacci-
nation rate in Santa Clara County. 

“Statistically, that figure is su-
per significant,” Ellis said. 
“Given those numbers, 
I’m confident about the 
safety of athletes. I feel 
safe and I think students 
feel safe, particularly if 
they’ve been vaccinated.” 

He also said that de-
spite some COVID-19 
variants like the Delta 
and Lambda currently 
circulating, no student 

athletes have expressed concerns 
to him about the virus. 

For junior Emily Lu, a libero 
on the varsity volleyball team, the 
eased restrictions have relieved 
some burdens from last season, 
such as having to sanitize the vol-
leyball after every play. 

Despite the benefits of lifted 
restrictions, Lu said she still has a 

few concerns regarding safety. 
“Having masks off is much 

more convenient when playing 
volleyball, but it feels sort of un-
safe and unnatural,” Lu said. “I still 
keep my mask on just in case.” 

Last year, the football team 
had a rough season with their 
last game canceled due to a play-
er on another team contracting 
COVID-19. They also experienced 
a decreased budget, as protocols 
restricted them from fundrais-
ing, senior wide receiver Parsa 
Hashemi said. However, the eased 
sports restrictions are promising 
for the upcoming seasons. 

“This season has had a pretty 
decent start compared to last sea-
son,” Hashemi said. “The level of 
strictness [regarding COVID-re-
lated protocols] has decreased 
overall which has made us a lot 
more positive as a team on the out-
look of how things will go.” 

For many students, families 
and staff, the current and upcom-
ing sports seasons represent a feel-
ing of normalcy.

“I’m just excited to be back 
as I’m ready to prove everyone 
who doesn’t believe in this team 
wrong,” Hashemi said. “I know I 
speak for all athletes when I say it’s 
good to be back.” u

COVID-19 restrictions ease up
BY StephanieSun
& MartinXu

BY PrestonFu
& AllenLuo

Senior Henrik Zhang prepares to serve in a match at the Spartans Butterfly Open in Santa Clara on June 11.
Courtesy of HENRIK  ZHANG

Lu

Table tennis star qualifies for U-17 national team
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snapshots

When my 5th grade self went into the 
Saratoga library to find my older sister 
Dora, I found her with her friends. Her 
friends took a moment to observe my 
appearance, and then commented, “You 
guys look so similar!”

“No, we don’t,” we replied.
“Yeah, you do,” they retorted. We 

facepalmed in unison.
 People seem to universally agree that 

my sister and I, despite our 3-year dif-
ference, look extremely alike. It’s under-
standable, considering our shared genet-
ics, signature ponytails and black glasses. 

Sometimes teachers will instantly 
recognize that we’re related. Sometimes 
Dora’s classmates ask her if she has a twin 
sister. Once, when I walked down a hall-
way, a stranger walked past and said “Hi, 
Dora!”

It doesn’t help that I also share the 
same extracurricular activities with her. 
I wasn’t forced into her footsteps — my 
interests in math, music and art just also 

happen to be Dora’s interests.
Nonetheless, it can be tiring to live in 

her shadow as her doppelgänger: Dora 
has handed me down clothes, parental 
expectations and even teachers who oc-
casionally call me by the wrong name.

Since she has graduated, there is now 
only one of us on the SHS campus. How-
ever, if you run into us at some point in 
the future and cannot tell us apart, please 
help me avoid an identity crisis by using 
this simple, handy guide to differentiate 
between us. 

#1: Check our height.
I’m taller. It’s taken Dora a year to fi-

nally admit that she won’t catch up.
#2: Compare our hair.
Her hair is mostly straight with slight 

ripples, while mine is wavier and bushier. 
Dora has nice radio wave hair, while my 
hair is more like gamma rays — and just 
as lethal when it comes to brushing out 

tangles.
#3: Check for moles.
Dora has a number of conspicuous 

moles on her face, while I have none. 
#4: Test our memory.
My sister has a great long-term mem-

ory, while I don’t. She still remembers 
the polyatomic ions that she memorized 
three years ago for chemistry, whereas I 
forgot them a few days after taking the 
quiz. Since I have the memory of a blue 
tang fish, my family calls us Dora and 
Dory. Simply ask what we ate for break-
fast two days ago. 

 But beyond these superficial differ-
ences, I am thoroughly my own separate 
person from her. I’m a bit more extrovert-
ed. I play piano and I dance. I can sketch 
still-lifes that are far more realistic than 
my parents’ expectations ever will be. I 
can inhale novels along with the break-
fasts that I forget about two days later.

Hopefully, this list I’ve compiled will 
help any well-meaning (but confused) 
people quickly distinguish between me 
and Dora in the future.

Though I will probably spend my first 
year on campus as “Dora’s sister,” I’m con-
fident that my personality and individu-
ality will allow me to step out of Dora’s 
shadow and cement my own identity 
here. u

Living as my older sister’s doppelgänger

A very cool trick to never have to smile for pictures

Preston Fu and Allen Luo

WAYS TO AVOID COVID-19

Cut off all your friends. Ceasing inter-
action will ensure that you won’t get any 
virus transmissions. 

Ingest Ivermectin. You’ll also get rid of 
any parasites you may have contracted 
from horses.

Stay away from 5G. The faster down-
load speeds will make you more sus-
ceptible to a COVID.exe installation.

Report a runny nose. Screener-19 will 
immediately send you back home.

Get vaccinated. Jokes aside, actually get 
the shot.

Hold your breath. You can’t inhale any 
viruses if you’re not breathing, right?

Become an introvert. Instead of con-
tracting viruses in real life, use them to 
end humanity in Plague, Inc.

Move to Alaska. Maybe you might 
finally bump the population into the 
double digits. 

Wear your mask. A piece of cloth is 
more comfortable than plastic tubing in 
your nose. 

Build your 123Movies collection. Go-
ing maskless in a theater is out of style.

topten

Graphic by MINSUI TANG

I thought we had left behind introduc-
tion slides in 2020, but evidently not: I was 
surprised when the first assignment for two 
of my classes was to do an intro slide.

Easy points to pad my grade, right? 
Maybe it would have been, but as I scrolled 
through my camera roll, I realized that I had 
no (recent) photos of myself with my mask 
off — but honestly, I don’t regret it.

Unless I’m eating, I’ve had my mask on 
in all of my photos, even if my parents or 
some other adult has asked me to take it off. 
It might seem a little silly, but it’s mainly 
because my ability to smile for the camera 
might as well be non-existent.

But my amazing smile-dodging tech-
nique still has a couple flaws I’ve yet to work 
out. With a mask on and with my bangs act-
ing as a natural eyepatch (though they poke 

my eyes), whenever I neglect brushing my 
hair out of my eyes, there’s practically none 
of my face visible. And with my slouch as 
well, I end up looking like an edgy little 
gremlin. 

When some girls at summer camp for-
got my name, they referred to me simply as 
“Emo.” Definitely humiliating, but I proba-
bly deserved it. Even aside from the name 
calling, a noticeable drawback is that if ev-
eryone takes their masks off for a photo and 
I don’t, I end up standing out even more — 
the opposite of what I intend.

There’s also the slight issue of my solu-
tion being rather temporary. Maybe, even-
tually when COVID-19 ends — if it ends — 
I won’t have masks to protect me anymore. 
(And, of course, if it doesn’t, at least I’ll have 
that as my silver lining).

So, maybe the moral of the story is that 
it’s time for me to finally get a haircut and 
get some sunglasses instead to block my 
eyes from the terrible, blinding light of cam-
eras and the horde of paparazzi following 
me around everywhere. But while it lasts, I’d 
prefer to hide behind my mask a little lon-
ger. u

EVER SINCE I CAN REMEMBER, I’VE BEEN COMPARED TO AND MISTAKEN FOR HER

People universally agree 
that my sister and I, despite 
our 3-year difference, look 

extremely alike.

Seniors Bill Yuan and Aidan Costello practice stunts on Sept. 6 for 
their Quad Day performance. Homecoming will be on the week of 
Sept. 19, and the seniors will be performing on Friday.

Senior Kamakshi Shandilya promotes the Crafting Club stand during 
Club Rush on Sept. 2. Academic clubs made their pitches on the first 
day, while the second day was for cultural and service clubs.

Parent volunteers distribute hamburgers and hotdogs at lunch during 
an All-School Barbeque on Aug. 20. 

The girls' cross country team runs during a meet on Sept. 7 at 
Lynbrook High School to kick off the competitive season.

FALCON // ANDREW LIN

FALCON // MINA YEAP

TALISMAN // SAACHI JAIN

FALCON // SELINA CHEN

Knock knock, 
Hu's there?

Victoria Hu

Christo-
grapher

Chris Chen


