
by LILA COYNE
Arts & Entertainment Editor

The first time Lilah Orlov 
took a test, someone asked 
to see her score. 

After the papers had been passed 
back, laying upside down on the 
desks with traces of red pen bleed-
ing through the pages, a girl whis-
pered to Lilah, “What did you get?”

Before she could answer, the girl 
put her hand on Lilah’s test, pulled 
it towards her across their shared 
desk and peaked at Lilah’s score in 
the upper right hand corner. Lilah 
looked up to see that most of the 
kids around her were repeating 
this ritual, swapping tests or whis-
pering scores into their friends’ 
ears.

Since sixth grade, Lilah has 
struggled to identify whether her 
academic motivation is rooted in 
personal goals or the approval of 
her peers. 

“My motivation has ultimate-
ly come from this place of all this 
peer pressure,” she said. “And I 
think that that’s not ideal, but it al-
so benefited me in the end.”

Students often complain about 
competitive classrooms, but even 
as they recognize the dubious na-
ture of U-High’s aggressive aca-
demic culture, they credit a con-
siderable amount of their motiva-
tion to peer pressure.

When ninth grader Simon El-
lis started high school he was sur-
prised that his classmates were al-
ready thinking about college. 

They calculated potential GPAs 
based on the number of classes 
they were taking and strategized 
about which extracurriculars to 
do. 

“I was talking to somebody in 
history class, and she was like, ‘Oh, 

yeah, I want to go to Yale. That’s 
why I’m doing MUN,’” he said.

Simon has even had friends who 
don’t have Instagram ask to bor-
row his phone, not to watch Reels, 
but to look at uhighdecisions25 

— an annual Instagram account 
where seniors post their college 
decisions.

He said, “There’s a lot of pres-
sure on college, which seems cra-
zy to say as a freshman.”

Senior Isolde LaCroix-Birdthis-
tle has felt a certain amount of 
pressure concerning the college 
process for most of her time at the 
Laboratory Schools, even before 
high school. 

“College has always been a 
thing,” she said “It’s like a looming 
cloud that’s always been there.” 

Isolde struggled as the students 
around her compared grades and 
flaunted their activities. Every 
conversation seemed to lead back 
to college. However, she is ulti-
mately grateful for the intensity of 
U-High’s environment.

“For schooling, being surround-
ed by such smart people, kids and 
teachers, has pushed me to be a 
better student,” Isolde said.

Lilah also feels like the pressure 
has been constructive. Even as she 
wishes her academic motivations 
were separate from her peers, Lilah 
believes that she would not be as 
dedicated without the influence of 
her classmates and U-High’s cul-
ture as a whole. 

“I think that it’s not ideal, but it 
also benefited me in the end, be-
cause I work a lot harder than 
I would have if I was at a school 
where academics weren’t as high-
ly valued,” she said.

Simon thinks it would be less 
stressful if students kept their 
grades and their extracurriculars 
to themselves. But he also can’t 
imagine what that would look like, 
or whether students would still 
succeed.

“I definitely think it pushes peo-
ple to be the best,” he said. “May-
be pushes them to the limit almost 
or pushes them close. That can be 
good.”
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WATCHING THE WORKLOAD.  Some students feel they benefit from the environment of peer pressure at Lab, 
despite stress from advanced classes, mounds of homework and college applications.

Students gain some 
of their motivation 
from peer pressure 

The Cost of Competition
“

I definitely think it pushes 
people to be the best. Maybe 

pushes them to the limit 
almost or pushes them close. 

That can be good.
— Simon Ellis,
ninth grader

”
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GIVING GUIDANCE. Marty Billingsley, a cross country coach and com-
puter science teacher, talks to junior Connor Lane at the ISL Regional 
Championship on Oct. 14.  Ms. Billingsley is in Lab’s Athletics Hall of Fame.

Teachers find deeper connections through coaching
by MAYA GAUHAR

Assistant Editor
It’s 3:45 p.m., and school has 

been dismissed. While many peo-
ple hurry home, P.E. teacher Aus-
tin Warner’s day is only beginning. 

He and his cross country ath-
letes remain on the Midway Plai-
sance, standing clustered togeth-
er in echoing, animated conver-
sation before they begin to warm 
up. The soft, golden glow of the 
school lights flickers as the smoky 
blue sky subtly darkens, marking 
the quiet shift from the school day 
to practice.

For Mr. Warner, being both a 
coach and a teacher allows him to 
connect with students more than 
he otherwise could have. Having 
two roles is a rewarding experi-
ence according to him, and while 
occasionally the overlap of sports 
and school can lead to missed 
classes or minor difficulty with 
time management, it has given him 
the opportunity to develop better 
relationships with students.

Yet Mr. Warner isn’t the only 
teacher who shares these two roles 
— several other teachers through-

out Lab are in the same position, 
and they largely seem to find that 
the benefits of greater connection 
with students outweigh any possi-
ble disadvantages.

“Teaching comes first, here at 
Lab,” Mr. Warner said, “but being 
able to tie teaching in with coach-
ing is important.”

He thinks that having faculty 
as coaches is helpful, and empha-
sized that relationships with stu-
dents are carried from school to 
sports practices.

“Last year I was able to teach 
both 9th and 10th grade P.E. and 
really connect with my students 
as the months went on,” Mr. War-
ner said.

Lisa Kirchhoff, an eighth grade 
humanities teacher and the varsi-
ty volleyball coach, feels similar-
ly. Ms. Kirchhoff finds that players 
who have also had her as a teach-
er share a mutual respect with her 
and come into the gym already un-
derstanding she will be there for 
them.

“I really like being in the same 
building with my student athletes,” 
Ms. Kirchhoff wrote via email. “I 

love when they pop in to my class-
room or to my office during my 
free period or lunch to talk.”

Despite these benefits, there 
are occasional challenges regard-
ing balancing coaching and teach-
ing, particularly because of limit-
ed time.

“As a humanities teacher, I have 
many papers to grade, and when 
we have late games and tourna-
ments, I can feel overwhelmed at 
times trying to keep up with every-
thing,” Ms. Kirchhoff said.

Balancing teaching and coach-
ing isn’t difficult for Marty Bill-
ingsley, a computer science teach-
er and cross country coach, since 
she sees the two roles as some-
what separate. She said coaching 
gives her a variety of ways to inter-
act with students over multi-year 
periods and — like Mr. Warner and 
Ms. Kirchhoff — thinks that sports 
lead to significantly greater con-
nection than teaching alone.

“In the classroom, we only get 
a one-sided view of students,” 
Ms. Billingsley said, “but coach-
ing gives us a multifaceted under-
standing.”
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‘Frankenstein’ film innovates, illustrates novel’s vision

Netflix

FAITHFUL FRANKENSTEIN.  Even as Guillermo Del Toro’s new film adaptation of “Frankenstein” makes chang-
es to the original novel’s plot, it skillfully communicates the source’s meditations on creation and motherhood.

by LIGHT DORHN
Editor-in-Chief

Mary Shelley spent much of her 
life grieving. 

Her mother died 11 days after 
Ms. Shelley was born. Her hus-
band, Percy Shelley, died at 29 
(Ms. Shelley subsequently kept his 
preserved heart in a desk drawer, 
wrapped in sheets of his poetry). 
Their first daughter, Clara Shel-
ley, was born prematurely and sur-
vived only a few days. Their first 
son, William Shelley, died of ma-
laria at 3. And their third child, an-
other daughter named Clara Ever-
ina Shelley, died of dysentery at 3 
weeks old.

Perhaps that’s why “Franken-
stein” has always struck me as a 
story about motherhood. The cre-
ation that occurs in “Frankenstein” 
is not a triumph of science but a 
failure of nurture, a vision skillful-
ly illustrated by director Guillermo 
Del Toro in his new film.

A rather abstract concept of 
beauty underpins the narrative of 
“Frankenstein.” Del Toro’s sets and 
costumes and even actors all radi-
ate a take-your-breath-away kind 
of beauty that at times approach-
es indulgence. Even his idea of hid-
eousness — Jacob Elordi (the crea-
ture) under layers of rigor mortis 
makeup and stitches, ankle-deep 
puddles of blood or a slab of lac-
quered wood with a full human 
nervous system rendered onto it — 
is beautiful. But no one truly em-

bodies “Frankenstein’s” vision of 
beauty like Mia Goth as Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth’s character is an area 
where Del Toro decides to stray 
from the book. In Ms. Shelley’s 
text, Elizabeth is Victor’s blood-re-
lated cousin, whom he marries be-
fore the creature murders her in 
a rageful attempt to enact ven-
geance. In the film, however, Eliz-
abeth (comfortingly non-blood-re-

lated to Victor) rejects his advanc-
es from the get-go, and instead 
develops a love for the creature 
that can be interpreted as either 
romantic or maternal. Victor’s ac-
tions toward the creature are driv-
en largely by Elizabeth in both the 
movie and the book, but Del Toro 
reframes her influence entirely — 
she becomes the only true creator 
in a film obsessed with creation.

It’s a choice that pays off aston-
ishingly. Ms. Goth plays Elizabeth 
not as a victim, but as a visionary 
— someone who recognizes in the 
creature possibility. Their relation-
ship becomes the film’s beating 
heart, an affection that blurs the ro-
mantic and maternal. As Victor de-
scends into something reminiscent 
of post-partum malice, beating and 
berating the creature out of frus-

tration that it can’t seem to utter a 
word other than “Victor,” Elizabeth 
glides onto the scene to hold the 
creature’s hand to her throat and 
whisper, “Elizabeth. See how my 
throat makes sound? Elizabeth.” 

Victor is not the creature’s fa-
ther, not really; rather, he is a failed 
mother. The maternal instinct that 
he lacks — patience, tenderness, 
recognition — is instead present in 
Elizabeth, who assumes the emo-
tional labor of the story, loved by 
both Victor and his creature. That 
indicates a deep understanding 
of Mary Shelley’s meditation on 
motherhood — it’s both a curse and 
a calling, is it not? 

Rather than a cautionary tale 
about scientific overreach, Del 
Toro’s film is something far more 
intimate. It’s the story of a moth-
er who can’t bear to look at her 
child, and a portrait of the impos-
sible weight of creation, and an as-
sertion that every act of giving life 
courts loss.
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mission and editorial policy.
The Midway is an independent newspaper that strives for excellence 

across all of our platforms. We are a student-run newspaper for the 
entire University of Chicago Laboratory High School community. We 
aim to not only represent the multitude of thoughts and experiences 
at U-High but also inform community members through transparent, 
timely and complete reporting. 

In a time when the press is criticized, the U-High Midway seeks to 
inform, educate and serve the community of University High School. 
The Midway is developed and managed by students, for students. 

In every story we write, the Midway should give a voice to the 
experiences of people at U-High. We will report on the people, activities 
and thoughts that make our school unique, striving to include the voices 
we haven’t heard yet.

U-High students have histor-
ically been treated to two 
very different kinds of as-

semblies. In one recent assembly, 
after a long day of classes, students 
filtered into the assembly hall for 
a Google Slides presentation about 
procrastination. As the speaker 
went through the slides, students 
doodled, read and whispered with 
one another. The few paying atten-
tion were rewarded with a hum-
drum, monotone presentation.

Weeks later, in another assem-
bly, a group of students walked in-
to a small classroom, where their 
classmates were presenting about 
artificial intelligence-generated 
images. They focused on the group 
activity, raised their hands to dis-
cuss the prompts projected onto 
the board and left with a better un-
derstanding of how to identify AI 
“deepfakes.” 

In a time of political turbulence 
and with some students feeling un-
safe, regular assemblies, which are 
planned far in advance, should be 
replaced with more engaging as-
semblies to discuss current issues. 
This doesn’t mean we should drop 
all preplanned assemblies, but 
sometimes, it might be better to set 
aside something preplanned in fa-
vor of talking about current events.

By engaging students in assem-
blies that address current events, 
the entire student body can be 
further educated. With situations 
like the incident of racism that oc-
curred Oct. 2 and the increased 
immigration enforcement activity, 
students need a place where they 
can feel safe discussing, as a group, 
what is happening in their own 
lives. Instead of relying on emails 
and websites —  which students 
can easily ignore — assemblies can 
ensure every student understands 
the impact these events may have 

on their lives and the lives of their 
peers. 

While there are Social Justice 
Week assemblies and diversity 
peer workshops, often the issues 
discussed have to do with general 
society or the city as a whole and 
not schoolwide issues. 

When we have assemblies about 
current events, students focus 
more. It’s much harder to disregard 
assemblies about pertinent infor-
mation and discussions than it is 
to ignore repetitive yearly assem-
blies on similar topics. In an as-

sembly where students sign up to 
join smaller groups, more individ-
ual attention can be given to each 
participant and their concerns.

Most importantly, by talking as 
a school together about current is-
sues, we can learn from one anoth-
er. Through active discussion, stu-
dents understand others’ perspec-
tives. This is especially important 
as colleges begin to look for stu-
dents’ ability to engage in proper 
dialogues through new programs. 
As of now, students are forced to 
rely on discussions within individ-

ual classes or among friends, de-
spite the assembly slots available 
during the school year. 

Slideshow presentations aren’t 
effective in instilling understand-
ing of how to combat racism or ad-
dress bullying. This is why it’s time 
to drop the slideshows and instead 
promote assembly formats such as 
Social Justice Week and ArtsFest, 
and aim them at current events. 
We must change assemblies from 
restrictive, pre-determined lec-
tures to robust conversations that 
invite students to participate fully. 

Skip slides; make assemblies engaging
as the
midway
sees it.
This represents the opinion of the 
U-High Midway editorial board.
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“
The creation that occurs in 

‘Frankenstein’ is not a triumph 
of science but a failure of 
nurture, a vision skillfully 

illustrated by 
director Guillermo Del Toro 

in his new film.
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