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Underneath shining lights,
senior Desmond Tarkowski-
Pope.L poses as his mother
gives suggestions. This
modeling collaboration
between mother and son has
helped them grow closer.
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The social media algorithms
arent just filled with harmless,
funny videos. Through them,
students have been exposed to
pervasive and harmful content
about losing weight and body

image.
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Through her recent dance,
South Side native Kia
Smith hopes to reimagine
the traditional narrative of
Christmas. A video of the
rehearsals is available on the

Midway website.

Review seeks to align universi

by SOHANA SCHNEIDER
Editor-in-Chief

The report of the Committee
to Review the Laboratory Schools
was released to parents and fac-
ulty on Nov. 20 with two main ar-
eas of focus on improvement: the
Lab-University of Chicago align-
ment and Lab’s internal challeng-
es. In both areas, the report ex-
plains that, like the University, Lab
should be a place where teachers
teach students how to think, not
what to think. The report is avail-
able to read on the UChicago Of-
fice of the Provost website.

Messages from Paul Alivisatos,
University of Chicago president,
and Ethan Bueno de Mesquita, re-
view committee chair and now in-
terim director of the Laboratory
Schools, stressed that this report
will inform community-wide dis-
cussion and be used to strengthen
Lab in the coming years.

The report states that the da-
ta was collected over six months
through over 300 meetings with
Lab parents, faculty, alumni, ad-
ministrators, and university facul-
ty. The committee also examined
hundreds of emails and thousands
of survey responses.

UChicago wants Lab to have
greater alignment with its mis-
sion, culture and values

While Lab was more close-
ly aligned with the university for
most of the 20th century, over
time, ties grew weaker, Lab gained
more autonomy and priorities be-
gan to differ, the report said.

According to the report, Lab’s
reputation of having an academi-
cally rigorous culture, supposedly
synonymous with the university’s,
has been challenged by some fam-
ilies and teachers.

“They described this as a drift
away from the University's schol-
arly culture and toward a model in

3 key areas of the review committee's report

The review highlights multiple internal and external problems found within Lab. These include:

Class standardization: The review
hopes to address the issues of

class standardization so that
student experiences do not

vary between courses taught by
different teachers. The review
seeks to all students to have a
similar knowledge of a subject after

Ideclogical neutrality: The

review seeks to align Lab with the
University of Chicago in terms of
ideological neutrality. It argues that
the school should not endorse a
specific ideology, and that students
should be given space to come up
with their own ideas on issues as is

University alignment: The review
seeks to bridge the alleged gap
between the university and Lab,
after the two drifted apart as

Lab gained more autonomy. The
review hopes for the university to
offer a "renewed commitment" to

Lab, fitting it properly within the

standard at the university.

students finish the same course.

faculty steering committee, react to the review:

Hailey Purcell,

Junior

which social-emotional and diver-
sity priorities compete with, rather
than complement, academic rigor,”
the report reads.

Jimmy Yu, a junior, said he’s
heard this sentiment from families
at school events he has participat-
ed in, but does not believe that so-
cial-emotional learning and diver-
sity have to be mutually exclusive
with academic rigor.

“I just never really understood
what the argument was when peo-
ple were thinking that,” Jimmy
said.
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You're still taught at a very young age how to

think critically and how to think for yourself,

and the best way to help yourself make your
own opinion is to educate yourself, and |
think something that Lab did very well is

teach you how to form your own opinion.

2

The report emphasized the need
for Lab to share the university’s
value: not just rigorous inquiry but
open inquiry.

The report states, “Stakeholders
described instances where class-
room discussions, materials, or
schoolwide messaging presented
one perspective as settled or nor-
mative, overemphasized certain
categories or narratives, or blurred
the line between education and ad-
vocacy.”

The report says some families
feel Lab is a place where students

Kenny Fournillier,
faculty co-chair

sometimes being told what to
think instead of how to think.

Anup Malani, a Lab parent and
professor at the university, shares
this opinion along with many oth-
er parents. He feels appreciation
for the reevaluation of the student
experience at Lab and the use of
the university’s guiding principles
from the Kalven Report.

“Kids are developing, and they
need to think about things in a
more open way so that they can
come to a conclusion about their
own value system and identity,” Dr.

university's framework.

Hailey Purcell, who has been at Lab since nursery school, and science teacher Kenny Fournillier, the co-chair of the
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We'll need to have tough discussions,
and we'll need to hash things out, and
it might be a case-by-case basis, and
as that happens, then | think we'll sort

of figure it out.
2
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Malani said.

Junior Hailey Purcell said Lab,
especially in early childhood
grades, pushed her to have her
own perspective.

“You’re still taught at a very
young age how to think critical-
ly and how to think for yourself,”
Hailey said. “And the best way to
help yourself make your own opin-
ion is to educate yourself, and I
think something that Lab did very
well is teach you how to form your
own opinion.”

CONTINUED ON PAGE 2

Printouts will be less colorful to reduce $250k cost

Midway photo by Lucy Byrnes

DRAINED OF COLOR. To reduce a $250k expense, printers have been

set to default to black and white. Just last year over 1 million pages were

printed across 100 printers at the historic campus and Earl Shapiro Hall.

by CHLOE TYNDALL
Multimedia Editor

Everybody likes nice, colorful-
ly printed notes, class readings
and club flyers. What few consid-
er is that the colorful ink for these
printouts costs Lab $250,000 a
year. Now, Lab's administration is
aiming to reduce this budget by
changing the default printing op-
tions from colored to black and
white, according to an email sent
to employees on Nov. 11.

Brian Hewlett, director of infor-
mation, registrar and compliance
services, is asking everyone who
prints to be mindful when they're
printing or copying.

“If it's something that requires
color, that's an option; if it doesn't
require color, then that helps save
Lab money and reduces the over-
all amount of supplies that we
use,” Mr. Hewlett said. “That's re-
ally the main hope, to get people
to be more mindful when they're
making that choice.”

The email shared that the 100
printers at the Historic Campus
and Earl Shapiro Hall printed over
1 million pages last year. Mr. Hew-
lett stressed that employees make
up the majority of the printing and
copying jobs, with teachers pre-
paring daily work for their classes.

However, while overseeing the
U-High library printers used by
many students, librarian Shirley
Volk also noticed that club mem-
bers often print large batches. Re-
gardless, she was still surprised by
the total cost of printing.

“When that $250,000 figure
came up, it was really surprising,”
Ms. Volk said.

Last year, the Information Ser-
vices department examined what
to do about the environmental and
budgetary costs of Lab’s printing.
They considered multiple solu-
tions, such as quotas, budgets and
or restricting colored printing op-
tions.

“It seemed like the most sen-

sible one was just to inform peo-
ple, which was what the message
was meant to do,” Mr. Hewlett
said. “Ask them to be mindful, and
then we put in place a default that
makes it easy for people to make
that choice.”

The email gave multiple points
of advice to reduce the impact of
colored printing. This included ad-
vising that any job over 500 pages
should go to a professional print-
er and, when possible, to use digi-
tal documents instead of printouts.

“We want, as a school, to pro-
vide you the environment and the
resources you need to be success-
ful. There'll be other times where
it's an essay or a set of math prob-
lems where you just need anoth-
er copy you can mark up and make
the choice to benefit your learning,”
Mr. Hewlett said, “but also keep in
mind that everything has a cost to
it, and with this, the more mon-
ey you spend in one place, the less
money there is for something else.”



@) news

Students explore democratic soc1allsm

Ideology gives
hope, appeals to

some students

by DECLAN SMITH
News Editor

n Nov. 5, a group of U-High
()students entered school

celebrating a victory that
had taken place over 700 miles
away. With cheers and smiles, they
walked through the hallways, fi-
nally feeling a renewed sense of
hope. They were celebrating that
Zohran Mamdani had been elected
New York City mayor with around
50.8% of the vote.

To them, Mr. Mamdani’s victory
was the culmination of months of
watching online videos they could
relate to, hearing policies they ap-
preciated and feeling a renewed
sense of hope in a polarizing polit-
ical environment.

Democratic socialism is a polit-
ical and economic ideology cen-
tered around providing social pro-
grams using government money,
such as free health care and edu-
cation. Two members of Congress,
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and
Rashida Tlaib, are also members
of the Democratic Socialists of
America. Seattle mayor-elect Katie
Wilson identifies as a democratic
socialist, as does Illinois state Sen.
Robert Peters, whose district cov-
ers the south lakefront, including
Hyde Park. The Democratic So-
cialist Caucus of the Chicago City
Council has six members.

Over the past year, students
have begun to identify with, feel
emboldened by, and agree with
democratic socialism.

Junior Valkyrie Laurence, who
is a member of the Democratic So-
cialists of America, resonates with
the economic aspect of democrat-
ic socialism.

She believes that in a democrat-
ic socialist system, “people, as long
as you're not a billionaire, get more
financial freedom, because now
you're paying less on rent, you're
paying less on education, you're
paying less on healthcare [and]
for food.” Valkyrie appreciated Mr.
Mamdani’s consistency and his
policies, specifically on wealth re-
distribution, appealed to her.

“Following Mamdani’s cam-
paign trail is just seeing a guy
who’s focused on the issues, con-
tinuing to hold the same principles
throughout his whole campaign,”
Valkyrie said.

History teacher Christine Fojtik

Photo illustration by Sinziana Lazar

SOCIALISM SURGE. Interest in democractic socialism has risen in recent years, especially among younger gen-

erations disillusioned with the state of American politics, pronounced wealth gaps and the heightened cost of living.

has noticed this new attitude as a
trend among younger generations.

“I think democratic socialism is
maybe more compelling to young-
er people than it used to be be-
cause there’s less historical mem-
ory of the Cold War,” Dr. Fojtik
said. “Socialism no longer seems
like this completely foreign idea.
It’s not necessarily associated with
this ‘big bad’ Soviet Union.”

Junior Alexander Raudenbush,
who identifies as a democratic
socialist, followed Mr. Mamdani
closely and was surprised by the
number of people supporting the
candidate and his policies. See-
ing someone with similar views to
him in terms of policies made Al-
ex feel hope after his disappoint-
ment with the election of Presi-
dent Donald Trump.

“I was feeling kind of hopeless,
generally, about the political sit-
uation because it was right af-
ter Trump’s inauguration and the
Trump administration was doing
all these really bad, unprecedented
things,” Alexander said, “and then
I think Mamdani’s campaign made
me feel much better about Ameri-
can politics.”

Senior Hayla Shah also followed
Mamdani’s campaign and strongly
agreed with many of his policies.

“I really like that he wants to
make the cost of living more af-
fordable by making public trans-

portation free,” Hayla said, “by tax-
ing more of New York’s wealthier
residents.”

Valkyrie has noticed that many
people have some misconceptions
about socialism. She attributes this
to the old McCarthyist ideology
that permeated American society
during the 1950s.

“[There’s] this joke in left-wing
spaces, told in the Jeopardy format,
‘What is something that everyone
agrees with until you say its name?’
People say socialism,” Valkyrie
said. “That’s the joke, it’s that so-
cialism in general, and that demo-
cratic socialism here, has policies
that are just generally agreeable to
everyone unless you're a billion-
aire.”

Anti-socialist rhetoric isn’t just
a thing of the past. As recently as
Oct. 24, a bill denouncing social-
ism passed in the U.S. House of
Representatives. Valkyrie thinks,
despite her happiness at Mr. Mam-
dani’s election, that electoral pol-
itics aren’t necessary to reach the
goals of democratic socialism; in-
stead, people who believe in the
ideology can use volunteering to
support communities in need.

Valkyrie said, “Ultimately, [dem-
ocratic socialism is] volunteering
with organizations that help peo-
ple, because that’s kind of what it
boils down to, is helping people
who need help.”

Democratic socialism is a social
philosophy that advocates

for a commitment to political
democracy and a socially owned
economy. So, what does that
mean?

Democracy beyond politics:
workers and the commumty
should have a voice in major
economic decisions through
worker cooperatives or public
ownership of key industries

Social and economic justice:
achieve greater equa|Jity and
social justice by ensuring all
citizens have access to social
safety nets

Redistribution of wealth:
policies designed to reduce
wealth inequality, such as hlgher
taxes on the rich, corporations
and large |nher|tances

Workers’ rights and labor
reform:

pro-union policies, hlgher
minimum wage, paid family leave,
reduced work week

— compiled by Sinziana Lazar

Review Seeks
to Increase
consistency

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Internal challenges: teach-
er autonomy, curricular consis-
tency and university resources

The report found that teach-
ers value their pedagogical inde-
pendence and that administrators
have typically taken a hands-off
approach when it comes to gov-
erning what teachers teach with-
in their classrooms. The report
states, “Over time, this has pro-
duced a culture of strong teacher
autonomy but weak expectations
and accountability.”

Teacher autonomy was one of
the issues that came up during a
Dec. 3 meeting with Dr. Bueno de
Mesquita and Lab faculty, where
he reviewed the report and an-
swered questions.

Kenny Fournillier, a science
teacher and co-chair of the high
school faculty steering commit-
tee, appreciated the transparency
of the meeting and hopes to gain
a better understanding of how the
majority of other teachers are feel-
ing by the next faculty meeting.

“We’ll need to have tough dis-
cussions, and we’ll need to hash
things out, and it might be a case-
by-case basis, and as that happens,
then I think we’ll sort of figure it
out,” Dr. Fournillier said.

Dr. Malani believes that the uni-
versity’s standard of teachers’ aca-
demic freedom is appropriate.

“What you say in the classroom
isn’t the only expression you have
of academic freedom, and that’s
understood at the university lev-
el, and it needs to be understood at
the high school level,” he said.

Jimmy’s experience as a student
has allowed him to appreciate one
emphasis area in the review: en-
suring students’ curricular experi-
ences are uniform.

“Sometimes it’s the same class,
it’s the same course, but one teach-
er teaches it where they're like
weeks ahead,” Jimmy said, “and I
think that can be a little bit more
standardized, just so the experi-
ence across students is a little bit
more consistent.”

Jimmy, Hailey, Dr. Malani and
Dr. Fournillier view the efforts to
give high school students more ac-
cess to the university’s unique re-
sources as a positive thing.

Jimmy said, “No other high
school is connected to the Univer-
sity of Chicago like we are.”

Lab’s direction discussed at candid meeting with leaders

by SINZIANA LAZAR
Assistant Editor

During a community meeting on
the evening of Dec. 9, a trio of top
leaders from Lab and the Univer-
sity of Chicago discussed findings
of the recent review, outlined areas
of future change that include neu-
tral teaching and aligning Lab with
the university’s mission and val-
ues, and answered questions from
parents that at times grew conten-
tious.

The panel, which consisted of
University of Chicago president
Paul Alivisatos, interim Director
of the Laboratory Schools Ethan
Bueno de Mesquita and chair of
Lab’s Board of Directors Jason Ty-
ler, covered issues such as diversi-
ty, equity and inclusion; academ-
ics; the implications of UChicago’s
policy of institutional neutrality;
governance and leadership; and
the university’s relationship with
Lab.

President  Alivisatos under-
scored that the Laboratory Schools
are an integral part of the universi-
ty’s academic community and that
it will be beneficial to both the uni-
versity and Lab if their priorities
are better aligned.

“Lab School and the university

grew up together,” President Aliv-
isatos said. “I think we grow best
when we have the best relation-
ship we can. We do our best when
we achieve alignment of our values
and our philosophies.”

As for what the university’s poli-
cy of institutional neutrality means
for Lab, President Alivisatos em-
phasized the difference between
an institution taking a position and
a community fostering a variety of
viewpoints, stating that the former
stifles discussion.

Noting that his role is tempo-
rary, Dr. Bueno de Mesquita out-
lined his objective; strengthening
existing connections between the
university and Lab to establish a
stable environment in which a per-
manent director can implement
long-term changes.

Dr. Bueno de Mesquita also said
that students should be getting the
same learning experience and in-
formation, no matter what teacher
they have. He acknowledges that
while departments have already
made some headway toward reg-
ulating course-wide and depart-
ment-wide end-of-year goals, there
is still more work to be done.

One particularly contentious
topic centered around the issue of
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MEETING MINUTES. University of Chicago president Paul Alivisatos addresses the audience during the panel

roundtable on Dec. 9. The panel answered community questions and concerns about the recently published review.

the role of identity in education.
Multiple parents expressed confu-
sion and concern about the seem-
ing ban on ideological expressions
in the classroom. Dr. Bueno de
Mesquita referenced the report’s
findings to attempt to clarify his
administration’s position.

“There is a substantial amount of
politics in the classroom,” he said.

“There is a substantial amount of
asking kids, including young kids,
to take a side on what I think are
plainly political issues, and I think
that’s inconsistent with the values
of the University of Chicago.”
Kristopher Nance, a Lab alum-
nus and parent of an Early Child-
hood student, said that the meet-
ing left him with more questions

than answers.

“We had a discussion around the
differences between a research in-
stitution and one that supports
child development, and can those
mission values be aligned.” Mr.
Nance said. “So until we answer
those questions, this will continue
to be a contentious issue when it
really should not be.”



A time for tradition

Students reflect on festive family traditions as winter break approaches

by SINZIANA LAZAR
Assistant Editor

ROMANIAN REUNION: THE ANITESCUS

Every year for as long as she can remember, senior Emilia
Anitescu’s family has hosted a Christmas party for their Ro-
manian friends. This tradition started when Emilia’s parents,
Romanian immigrants, sought to create a sense of home
during the holidays. In the years since, the party has become
a cornerstone for the more than 30 annual attendees. “As
immigrant parents, my parents didn’t come here with their
own family, but they wanted to keep in contact with people
who know the same culture,” Emilia said.

HEALING HOLIDAY: THE SCHOPINS

Sweet potato latkes are junior Ilana Schopin’s holiday
food of choice. Her family celebrates Hanukkah; every eve-
ning, they call family members to share good wishes and ex-
change gifts. For Ilana, Hanukkah is a time to reconnect with
her family away from the stressors of school. “I think, espe-
cially if it’s during school time, it’s a good chance for me to
take a break from school work and finals that stresses me out
and just spend some time with my family,” Ilana said.

CHARITABLE CHRISTMAS: THE NICOLAIS

Junior Gio Nicolai’s holiday table is a reflection of his fam-
ily’s history and is a gourmet’s dream. The Nicolais’ roots
span from Hungary to Italy, and they combine cuisine from
all over Europe to make a truly unique Christmas dinner.
Gio’s family also has another unique tradition: an auction
among members of the family to raise money for a charita-
ble cause. “It’s always just so nice because it’s a reminder we
spend Christmas together and we’re using what we have to
help people,” Gio said.

COUSINS AND COOKIES: THE FLATLEYS

For sophomore Agnes Flatley, Christmas spirit is synony-
mous with her grandmother’s sugar cookies and cinnamon
rolls. When she meets up with her cousins in Virginia, her
favorite thing to do is decorate cookies to hand out to friends
and neighbors. Her family also competes in a yearly escape
room challenge, with older generations racing to beat Agnes
and her cousins. “I just like spending time with my family,
especially because I live so far away from them,” Agnes said.
“It feels nice to have a time that’s specifically about interact-
ing with them and catching up on their lives.”

BROADWAY BASH: THE JACKSONS

For the holidays, ninth grader Sarah Jane Jackson heads to
New York... and Broadway. Sarah loves the theater, and vis-
iting her extended family in New York is the perfect
opportunity. Recently, she has seen “The Lion King,” “Red-
wood” and “Gypsy.” Sarah also loves going to New York be-
cause it gives her a chance to see members of her family
that she doesn’t see often. “It’s just kind of nice to see the
entire family come together, people who aren’t immediate
family, branches of our family, just bond, which I think is re-
ally sweet,” Sarah said.

CHICAGO CHRISTMAS : THE QURESHIS

For sophomore Imani Qureshi and her family, a Chicago
Christmas means trips to the Lincoln Park Zoo Lights, the
Millenium Park tree and dinner at a nice restaurant with her
visiting family from England. Imani says that Christmas in
England is much more celebrated than it is in Chicago, but
she still enjoys the feeling of the season. “I think, as some-
one who doesn’t really celebrate Christmas, I do still real-
ly enjoy the vibe around Christmastime. It’s still very joy-
ful,” she said.

Read more at uhighmidway.com

Caleb Richards finds momentum through skateboarding

by CECILY BENSMAIA
Multimedia Editor

Standing in the heart of down-
town Chicago, in front of “The
Flamingo” on Dearborn Street, ju-
nior Caleb Richards lines up his
board for a trick he’s been practic-
ing all week. The board rattles be-
neath his feet as he rolls across the
pavement, heart pounding as he fo-

As I've gotten better, it’s
opened my eyes up in a way,
and now that | have these
skills at skating, | realize how
much | can do when | push

when I'm filming, I can pick how I
¢ want to edit it,” Caleb said.

This past summer, Caleb par-
ticipated in an After School Mat-
ters program about skateboarding,
and earned money by skateboard-
ing and spending time with other
skateboarders.

“I got paid to just go hang out
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TRYING TRICKS. Junior Caleb Richards’ fascination with skateboarding
began with his cousin, who bought him his first skateboard. As he has gotten
better, Caleb has enjoyed the freedom that comes with skateboarding.

cuses on the trick before him.

Over the past few years, skate-
boarding has become an integral
part of Caleb’s life and daily rou-
tine, giving him a creative outlet
and helping him connect with a
community.

Caleb’s fascination with skate-
boarding began with his cousin,
who skated frequently around him
when Caleb was younger. When
Caleb was in eighth grade, his
cousin bought him his first skate-
board. Even with a new skate-
board, Caleb didn’t begin skate-
boarding until ninth grade.

He began looking for places to
skateboard in downtown Chicago
and set a regular schedule for him-
self to skate.

“As I've gotten better, it’s opened
my eyes up in a way, and now that
I have these skills at skating, I real-

mysglf. and skate with my friends every
—Caleb Richards, day, and it helped me improve so
Junior much and get out of my comfort

99 zone,” Caleb said.

ize how much I can do when I push
myself,” Caleb said.

As he’s continued to hone his
skills, Caleb has enjoyed the free-
dom that comes with skateboard-
ing. Namely, he enjoys that the
sport offers him an outlet to exer-
cise his artistic creativity through
skating. One way he demonstrates
this creativity is through the vid-
eos he records and edits of his
friends skateboarding, which has
quickly become another favorite
hobby of his.

“Not only is it fun to learn new
tricks, you can choose what tricks
you want to learn. You can also
pick where you want to skate, and

Through the After School Mat-
ters program and practicing in
Hyde Park, Caleb has met ma-
ny other teenagers interested in
skateboarding.

He now considers skating as a
social sport, and said that anybody
can be a part of the skateboarding
community.

“There’s so many ways you can
be creative with skateboarding,
and everybody has their own spe-
cific style, and anybody can be a
part of the culture and do what
they want,” Caleb said.

As the sun sets over downtown
Chicago, and Caleb packs up his
skateboard to leave, he reminisc-
es over the new skills he’s learned
and the people he has met.



Modelmg for Mo

by CH LOE TYNDALL
Multimedia Editor

arm lights shone down
on the naturally-dyed
clothes senior Desmond

Tarkowski-Pope.L. wore as his
mother, Chicago artist Christine
A. Tarkowski, gave him instruc-
tions on how to pose.

She adjusted his clothes before
having a photographer take each
photo for her textile art collection
called “mud+acid,” which Des-
mond was modeling for.

Before the shoot, she had spent
months preparing a line of clothes
made with natural dyes.

What started as a simple re-
quest for help with a photo shoot
became a chance for Desmond and
his mother to build a new under-
standing of each other’s interests.

Ms. Tarkowski has been creating
art ever since high school and en-
joys working with a variety of me-
diums, from glass to sculpture.

The modeling experience for his
mother gave Desmond a deeper
appreciation for the intricate pro-
cess of his mother’s work and the
effort behind it.

“Sometimes I see art as just a
thing that you see, but there’s al-
ways that story behind it and
how it was made,” Desmond said.
“Watching her make this work and
seeing why she made it, how she
has a story behind it, the time it
took and the trial and error, made
me appreciate it even more.”

Although Desmond is the son of
two artists — his late father was
the notable performance artist
Pope.L. — Desmond gravitates to-
ward political science and history.

Still, he has learned that, like
history, art is multifaceted.

This idea has influenced his
view on life’s many meanings.

“In history, people have differ-
ent ideas of what happened or why
something happened. I think that’s
something that connects people to
work together but creates different
ideas where they can build off to-
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Desmond is forging his own
path, separate from what his
parents have done. But, there
are definitely some contextual

parallels in his interests. |
think some of his interests
may be more philosophical but
not physical...
—Christine Tarkowski,
Desmond’s mother

2

gether,” Desmond said.

His mother believes that her and
Pope.L’s artwork is connected to
Desmond’s interest in the human-
ities, even though their art isn’t in
the same physical medium.

Ms. Tarkowski said, “Desmond
is forging his own path, separate
from what his parents have done.
But, there are definitely some con-
textual parallels in his interests. I
think some of his interests may be
more philosophical but not physi-
cal, while his parents have worked
in the physical realm of material.”

This photo shoot helped him
spend more time with his mother
despite his busy schedule.

“During junior year, I would be
at the Regenstein [Library] doing
homework, or I'd be with friends.
I rarely was at home — whether it
was for sports or just being out —
and I wouldn’t get back until late,”
Desmond said.

He appreciated that modeling
gave them time to bond and al-
lowed him to learn more about
what she loves to do.

“I learn something more about
her every single time she has a
show, where I see her art and I see
the work she’s put into it and the
thought behind it,” Desmond said.
“I feel like if she was in a different
line of work I wouldn’t be able to
connect with her in that way where
I get to see a different side of her.”
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ARTISTIC INVOLVEMENT. Senior Desmond Tarkowksi-Pope.L models

for his mother’s

“mud+acid” art collection sold online at thestainlab.com.

® Senior bonds with mother
@ through art, collaboration

Desmond Tarkoski-Pope.L
models in his mother’s
homemde clothing for her
website, thestainlab.com.

‘ARCTIC PLAYA’ AND
‘ETHER WITHER. This
hoodie and pants combo uses
repurposed cotton material
and natural-dyed velvet.

‘LOBSTER BIB.’ This outfit
includes a jacket and pants.
The one-size pant uses cotton
naturally died with hisbiscus
and iron, and a “hot summer
rain steaming asphalt” pat-
tern. The dark green jacket is
made from cotton velvet.

‘Brainrot’ masks mental fog, addiction

Midway illustration by Eva Neves

FORCING FOCUS. As social media becomes increasingly more present in

people’s lives, a new term has emerged: “brainrot,”

which defines the mean-

ingless content ingrained into many social media platforms today.

by NAOMI BENTON
Managing Editor

When senior Grace LaBelle
opens TikTok, her phone fires off
the familiar sounds of brain rot
culture: Madame Morrible flip it
around wicked witch, Baby Gronk,
six-seven. These micro-memes are
a part of a larger phenomenon:
“brain rot,” a term coined by Gen-
erations Z and Alpha.

Brain rot defines the short-form
and often meaningless content that
has been ingrained in the algo-
rithms of many social media plat-
forms. While engaging with this
media has become normalized and
serves as common humor among
youth through slang and memes,
experts believe that the effects of
constant scrolling are alarming.

According to a review published
this year in the journal Brain Sci-
ences, watching brain rot media
causes emotional desensitization
and impairs decision-making.

At U-High, students recognize
the effects of consuming brain rot,
most notably a decrease in atten-
tion spans that has affected their
ability to perform in school. Still,
many continue to scroll out of so-
cial pressure or habit, describing
themselves as “addicted” to their
phones. Grace, who enjoys brain
rot slang, common terms made
popular by brain-rot-style con-
tent, and likes to keep up with so-
cial media trends, has noticed that
consumption of nonsensical con-
tent has made it difficult for her to
concentrate on schoolwork.

While tests are long and require
cognitive thinking, scrolling does
not because of its substanceless
nature.
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My attention span has gotten so short. Each video is like five
seconds. Sometimes, there’s a longer video, and I'll find myself
scrolling through that.

—Lilah Orlov,

sophomore

“I really have to focus on my
readings for history. Even taking
tests, I notice myself trailing off,
and I usually didn’t like three or
four years back,” Grace said. “It’s
just a reminder that what we’re do-
ing on our phones now has down-
stream effects, and we have to
learn to mediate them as much as
possible.”

Grace said it is difficult for
teens to stay away from social me-
dia, even while acknowledging its
harmful effects. Part of this pres-
sure is due to teens’ desires to keep
up with their friends.

“Once you already have it, it’s
a very easy thing to access and a
very easy thing to get addicted to,”
she said.

Sophomore Lilah Orlov said she
also struggles to focus on other ac-
tivities because her brain is accus-
tomed to the fast-paced and un-
challenging essence of short clips
on TikTok.

“My attention span has gotten so
short. Each video is like five sec-
onds. Sometimes, there’s a longer
video, and I’ll find myself scrolling
through that,” Lilah said. “It makes
it so that if 'm reading something
or trying to watch a video or lis-
ten to a book on tape, it’s just hard-
er for me to stay focused and stay

2

interested because I am so used to
the little dopamine hits.”

Senior Henry Lyon, who often
scrolls Instagram reels, said that
not only can brain rot content be
upsetting or provocative, but stay-
ing on his phone keeps him from
being productive.

“It doesn’t make me feel very
good, because usually I am doing
it instead of homework,” Henry
said, “and I don’t want to be scroll-
ing reels, and I can’t take my eyes
off the screen.”

Henry said the most pressing
danger of how consuming brain
rot is affecting the brains of teens
is the way it limits attention spans.

“I think the shortening of atten-
tion spans is never good. That’s al-
ways gonna be a problem, even if
you take all the other negative ef-
fects away.”

To Grace, another important
thing to consider about brain rot is
the derailment of memes to more
ridiculous content, especially in
the context of Al brain rot videos.

“As a society, we have kind of
lost the plot,” she said. “Going
from Vine in 2016 to brain rot and
AT in 2024. As a society, our expec-
tations for humor have gone up so
much. We don’t laugh at anything
genuine anymore.”
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RELAY RALLIES. In his final swimming season, senior Sam Oyler leads passionately through his captainship. In the 200 medley relay and 200 freestyle relay, Sam recognizes the strength in team

unity and camaraderie. “Even though it’s an individual sport there’s a lot of community on the team,” Sam said.

By NADIA WASHINGTON
Assistant Editor

he sound is warped

by the water, but the

cheers of Sam Oyler’s

teammates still radiate
through the water as he competes
in the 100-yard breaststroke. His
arms cut through the pool’s rip-
ples as he emerges from the water
and sneaks a silly look at his team-
mates on deck. Their cheers and
shouts break into laughter and qui-
et snickers.

Whether doing swim practice
drills, racing at a meet, or men-
toring in and out of the pool, se-
nior Sam Oyler brings enthusiasm
and commitment to everything he
does, inspiring and brightening the
atmosphere around him.

Although swimming is a huge
part of his life today, Sam wasn’t
always a swimmer. As a child,
he played soccer until his par-
ents pushed him to try swimming.

From there, it was love at first dive-
He joined the club team M3A, for-
merly Midway Aquatics, in kin-
dergarten and has been a member
of the team since. This year, Sam
committed to Macalester College
in St. Paul, Minnesota, for NCAA
Division III swimming.

As a ninth grader, Sam joined
the U-High boys swimming and
diving team and has enjoyed the
community and familial aspects of
the team.

“I think some of my best mem-
ories from swimming have not
even been the ones inside of the
pool but outside when I'm on deck
during a swim meet and one of my
close teammates is swimming, and
our entire team is cheering and
screaming for them,” Sam said.

Sam also contributes largely to
the team atmosphere through his
captainship and stands as an inspi-
ration to his fellow teammates.

Junior Simon Gans, who has

been on the swimming team for
three seasons, looks up to Sam as
a mentor and appreciates his guid-
ance and positive attitude during
hard practices.

“We also compete in the same
strokes and events,” Simon said,
“so having him there to talk me
through things when I don’t under-
stand stuff or when I need support
has been very helpful.”

Swim meets can often feel long
and tiring, but Sam always brings
up the team spirit with his enthu-
siastic chants and pre-meet pep
talks.

“Usually whenever someone is
swimming, we go up and cheer
them on and I feel like that’s real-
ly special for the swimmer,” Simon
said.

Outside of the pool, Sam is a
peer leader who mentors under-
classmen. According to peer-lead-
er coordinator Meghan Janda,
Sam’s authentic approach and high

energy help him connect with his
advisees.

“I think peer leading means a lot
to him,” Ms Janda said. “He holds
himself to a high standard and it
comes out in such beautiful ways.”

One of his advisees, sophomore
Mila Bhatoey-Bertrand, values his
cheerful personality and ability to
include everyone.

“Sam is a very positive person,”
Mila said. “He always tries to keep
our advisory high energy and en-
gaged in the activity at hand.”

During advisory, Sam and his co-
peer-leader Naomi Benton, like to
play New York Times games with
the class. Although Mila feels she
is not very good at the games,
Sam’s encouragement makes her
feel recognized and supported.

One of Sam’s greatest sources of
joy is when he gets to give back to
the swimming community. On the
weekends, he is a swim instructor
at Lab’s Sunny pool with his club
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It just feels like 'm able to
pass on the thing that I'm so
passionate about and have
done my whole life to these
younger kids who might go on
to join the actual swim team.
| think that’s really cool.

— Sam Oyller,

senior
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team, M3A, and has taught ages
ranging from 3 to 45.

“It just feels like I'm able to pass
on the thing that I'm so passionate
about and have done my whole life
to these younger kids who might
go on to join the actual swim
team,” Sam said. “I think that’s re-
ally cool. It’s almost like a full cir-
cle moment.”

At Lab, girls basketball participation is on the decline

National following
does not result in

interest at Lab

by SOHANA SCHNEIDER
Editor-in-Chief

Women’s basketball is more pop-
ular than ever. In 2024, the NCAA
Division I women’s basketball
championship between South Car-
olina and Iowa State drew 24 mil-
lion viewers — a viewing record —
making it the most-watched wom-
en’s basketball game of all time.
However, this popularity doesn’t
transfer to girls basketball at Lab,
as participation has decreased in
recent years across all grade levels.

The decrease in girls’ basket-
ball participation at U-High stems
from lower involvement as well
as a lack of preparation and confi-
dence in middle school. Addition-
ally, many girls prefer sports other
than basketball.

According to the athletics de-
partment, in 2022, 21 seventh
grade girls and 15 eighth grade
girls signed up for basketball. This
year’s turnout is 19 players be-
tween both grades, a 47% decline.
At the high school, JV girls basket-
ball was phased out in 2015, leaving
a single varsity roster with 11 play-
ers this season.

Players immediately go from
recreational middle school games
to competitive high school varsi-
ty games against players who have
had JV experience. Assistant Ath-
letics Director Becky Chmielewski
sees how this may deter girls from
continuing participation in high

Over the past 10 years, the
enrollment in girls baskteball has
declined at both U-High and in
the middle school because
of various reasons

477

decline in seventh and eighth
grade enrollment

compared to 2022

Source: U-High Athletics Department

school, where they might be out-
matched.

“It’s hard to, like, you know, put
in all that time and effort and then
not win a lot,” Ms. Chmielewski

said. Senior Leyla Yates stopped
playing basketball after her ninth
grade season, choosing to focus on
soccer. She felt like she walked into
varsity basketball blind, unaware
of the expectations.

“I was scared at first, like, ‘T'm
gonna be on varsity? I suck at bas-
ketball. 'm just doing this for fun,”
Leyla said. “So I think if there was a
JV, that would have been a lot eas-
ier for transition, but obviously,
like, there’s not the numbers,” Ley-
la said.

Ninth grader Megan Williams,
currently a power forward for the
girls team, had to mentally prepare
herself for the extreme change in
skill when she moved to the high
school level. She said joining var-
sity basketball would likely crush
the confidence of someone who

was not prepared.

Confidence and positive body
image, Assistant Athletics Direc-
tor Josh Potter has noticed, are
two of the major things lacking in
girls participating in middle school
sports.

“As a male who’s coached wom-
en’s sports as well, a lot of the con-
versations that I've had are, one,
that the confidence hasn’t been in-
stilled in them since a young age,”
Mr. Potter said.

Leyla remembers that on a reg-
ular gameday, there would be on-
ly 10 people in the students’ sec-
tion, a drastic difference from boys
games. She noted that the lack of
school spirit affected her confi-
dence.

“It seems like a waste of time be-
cause nobody really cares about
it,” Leyla said. “I would say that
definitely factors into people’s de-
cisions like mine to quit, or like not
even start in the first place.”

The athletics department is cur-
rently exploring several ideas to
address the decline in girls bas-
ketball participation and excite
younger girls about sports. They
hope to strengthen representation
by hiring more female coaches and
asking high school female athletes
to talk to younger girls and be a
positive role model for them.

“The reality is that we all think
about, like, ‘Why do we play? Is
it because somebody inspired us,
because somebody motivated us,
somebody got us excited about
it?” Mr. Potter said. “So I think
that’s really one of the big keys for
me is like, who in our community
wants to be that person?”
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FOCUSED SHOOTING. At a girls basketball game on Dec. 2 against

Latin, ninth grader Leilani Sally shoots the ball. Because of low enrollment,

U-High only has a varsity team for girls basketball, so ninth graders on the

team have to go from recreational middle school play to competitive high

school play.
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SERVING UP

When diet culture migrated
from magazines to social
media, its impact was instant
and disorienting. Fresh social
media influences have almost
entirely changed the rules.
Today, they challenge not only
what food teens choose to eat
but how they see and treat their
bodies in the offline world —
often to the point of harm.

The very hungry algorithm

Social media platforms often present toxic influences around bodies, eating

by ARI NOVAK
Features Editor

ifteen-second ab workouts. Di-

et-tracking videos. Drinks that

promise to “melt fat.” From

Tumblr’s “Thinspo” commu-

nities to Twitter’s notorious
Pro-Eating Disorder threads, social me-
dia has become prescriptive: a single
search for “skinny” pulls up thousands
of photos of slim bodies and posts en-
couraging everyone that they can al-
ways get slimmer. On Pinterest, search-
ing “skinny” even surfaces an image
urging, “Don’t ever stop trying. One day,
you will be thin.” In a social-media-driv-
en era, diet culture has only gotten more
toxic. Trends like “What I Eat In A Day”
or “A Day In My Life” exist across plat-
forms, occasionally promoting extreme
weight loss as a form of wellness or self-
care, often presented as “fun,” “easy” or
“empowering.”

A 2025 study from the Journal of
Youth and Adolescence found that “ap-
pearance activity” on social media, like
browsing or posting photos, predict-
ed increases in body dissatisfaction as
watchers consume more and more me-
dia. Senior Daniel Wu sees this phe-
nomenon in his TikTok “For You” page.

“If I see a really jacked man online
I think, ‘dang, I need to lock in’,” Dan-
iel said, “Which I definitely think was a
result of an overconsumption of those
kinds of videos. But when I see someone
eating really healthy, it makes me think I
should be doing the same.”

Even though Daniel doesn’t seek out
fitness or diet influencers, his feed still
occasionally presents him with dieting
videos and exercise routines pushed out
to millions of other watchers.

“There are people out there online
who glorify eating half a cucumber and
abowl of eggs a day,” Daniel said. Senior
Aarna Arora also watches these videos
but focuses more on recipes and meal
advice. As a vegetarian, she uses “What
I Eat In A Day” content to see how oth-
ers eat healthier and said she enjoys the
balanced lifestyle they promote.

“They put things into perspective for
me,” Aarna said. “For me, it’s not like ‘oh
okay, eat less, it’s more about watching
what you are eating and not eating an
excessive amount.”

Body Language:
7 phrases to know

According to the National Library of e Almond mom: A mother who

Medicine, those who spend over three
hours daily on social media are twice as
likely to develop eating disorders than
those with less screen time. In 2025, Tik-
Tok banned “SkinnyTok,” a hashtag used
on the app under which people post-
ed videos idealizing extreme thinness,
that has been likened to the pro-anorex-
ia sites that circulated the web in the
early 2000s. Though such darker sides
of TikTok exist, there are also a group
of creators who promote body positivi-
ty online. One creator, Spencer Barbosa,
posts content where she discusses and
shows body hair, stomach rolls and oth-
er ‘imperfections’ in order to spread re-
alistic eauty standards.

Brooklynne Webb, known online
by the username XOBrooklynne, also
helped popularize TikTok’s “Tummy
Out” trend, where creators posted vid-
eos targeted mostly to younger audienc-
es with their stomachs out to normalize
all body types.

Aarna said some of the videos she
sees on TikTok help her focus on eat-
ing more healthy meals. She said these
videos likely have a positive impact on
younger audiences by showing how
they can get the calories that they need
while still staying nutritious. Howev-
er, Daniel also said that while there are
body-positive videos online, it is still
hard not to swipe through video after
video of creators slim bodies.

“It’s hard when you’re younger,” Dan-
iel said. “I had middle school during
COVID, and that was even worse be-
cause I had unrestricted internet and
was kind of isolated from the rest of the
world. And when you’re on social me-
dia, you see these things on TikTok or
Twitter, and it creates this echo cham-
ber where you're kind of like, ‘Oh, this is
how I have to eat, this is how I have to
live my life.”

enforces unhealthy diets and
restrictive eating habits on her
children.

0 Body checking:

Repeatedly
examining one’s
body. It can lead

to disorders like
body dysmorphia if
the habit becomes
obsessive.

o Clean eating: “A diet avoiding

processed foods, fat, sugar
and anything else deemed
“unnatural.” These diets are
heavy in fresh fruits and

vegetables.

@ Heroin chic: A controversial

style glorifying the dangerously
thin bodies often belonging to
those recovering from drug
addictions.

0 Jacked: An adjective used to

describe someone with a highly
muscular physique.

0 What | eat in a day

(WIEIAD):

Videos laying out their
creator’s

diet. The creators often
include

unrealistic portions.

— compiled by Nola

Baldassare

Poll: Students describe hab:its

The U-High Midway conducted a poll of 50 U-High students regarding their eating habits, anxieties

surrounding food, and how connected those two things are to their social media intake.

Graphs are not drawn to scale.

How often do you feel worse about
your diet or appearance after being
on social media?

62%

How many times each day On a scale of times per day,
do you feel anxiety regarding how many instances do you feel

food intake or meals? anxiety regarding meals?

70% 19

15
10

Opinion: ‘Wicked’ sells toxicity to gir s

by LIGHT DOHRN
Editor-in-Chief

Promotional content for “Wick-
ed: For Good,” the recently-re-
leased “Wicked” sequel starring
Cynthia Erivo and Ariana Grande,
has been incessant. The “Wick-
ed” team has made every dollar of
their $150 million marketing bud-
get count by releasing a deluge of
social media content, hundreds of
cast interviews, thousands of vary-
ing merchandise lines, and even
lighting up Chicago’s famous Wil-
lis Tower in the iconic green-and-
pink “Wicked” palette.

But every time I've been greeted
the last few months by a smizing
Ms. Erivo in a green pleather en-
semble or the wide doe-eyes of Ms.
Grande in a pink gown, I've won-
dered to myself: Why is no one
talking about how unhealthy these
women look? And why, oh why,
is this movie being marketed to
tens of millions of impressionable

Midway illustrations by Tyra DeWeese

62% of responders said they
feel worse

70% of responders answered 0 1-2 34 5+

anumber greater than1 — compiled by Cecily Bensmaia Midway illustrations by Tyra DeWeese
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The truth is that young
girls are watching. They're
absorbing the corseted
silhouettes and the jutting
bones. They are being told —
explicitly and relentlessly —
that this is what
beauty looks like.

2

young girls?

The answer, of course, is com-
plicated.

Genuine concern for a woman’s
health can so easily be conflated
with criticism or “trolling,” espe-
cially within the echo chamber of
a social media platform. One might
gently suggest under a “Wicked”
promo post that Ms. Erivo and Ms.
Grande need help, and that per-

son would swiftly be crushed by
a mob of users telling them that
these stars are beautiful just the
way they are and that mentioning
their bodies is inherently harmful.

The thing is: we need to talk
about it, because “Wicked: For
Good” is a movie with a near-
ly 70% female audience, many of
whom are children.

We can talk about the pressures
placed on performers without de-
grading them. We can teach me-
dia literacy instead of tiptoeing
around images that clearly de-
serve scrutiny. We can ask why the
“Wicked” machine is comfortable
commodifying a look that so many
young viewers will chase to their
own detriment.

The truth is that young girls are
watching. They’re absorbing the
corseted silhouettes and the jut-
ting bones. They are being told —
explicitly and relentlessly — that
this is what beauty looks like. Not

because Ms. Erivo or Ms. Grande
set out to harm anyone, but be-
cause the system that employs
them has realized that maintaining
the illusion is more lucrative than
acknowledging the cost of it.

With all due respect to director
Jon Chu: to put a man at the helm
of “Wicked” is to put a lot of fem-
inist responsibility on his shoul-
ders, and Mr. Chu has failed his
vulnerable audience. He has done
so by making an active choice to
pretend like Ms. Grande and Ms.
Erivo are healthy — and in fact,
Ms. Grande’s protruding shoul-
ders and clavicle are adorned with
rhinestones in the movie, a creative
choice that intentionally highlights
her emaciated frame.

But the problem isn’t one direc-
tor or even one marketing team
— it’s an industry that continues
to promote thinness as aesthet-
ic excellence. When two of the
most visible women in a major fe-

epth @

male-targeted franchise appear
frail in ways that are treated as as-
pirational, the silence around it be-
comes part of the marketing strat-
egy.

The irony is that “Wicked” — a
story about seeing past appearanc-
es, about questioning who gets to
be considered “good” and “beau-
tiful” in the first place — should
have been the perfect opportuni-
ty for a mainstream franchise to
model something healthier. In-
stead, it has doubled down on an
aesthetic that feels out of step with
its own message. When a studio
spends $150 million on market-
ing, it shouldn’t pretend it has no
responsibility for what those mil-
lions amplify. And if we’re told that
raising concerns about the bod-
ies presented to millions of girls
is off-limits, then we’ve created
a media landscape where the on-
ly acceptable response to harmful
beauty standards is applause.

Q&A with an expert: Tiffany
Graham outlines warning signs

by KABIR JOSHI
Editor-in-Chief

Tiffany Graham is a school psychol-
ogist who has been practicing for 22
years. Her professional training helps
her identify patterns with children and
how things such as social media affect
them. Due to her collaboration with
teens, parents and adults, she is posi-
tioned to recognize signs and give ad-
vice to evaluate both the risks and ben-
efits of social media when it comes to
eating disorders.

Dr. Graham’s answers have been
lightly edited for clarity and length.

How do you think social media
affects teenage eating habits?

I think there’s a strong relationship
but not a direct link necessarily, but
definitely a strong relationship be-
cause we live in such a strong com-
parison culture with both children
and adults. Youth see adults on social
media a lot, on their phones, tablets,
and anywhere actually. So children
and youth just match what adults are
doing. The issue is with the algorithm
— it just populates over and over.
So if you look up one diet just to get
more information, it’s going to popu-
late more information about that, and
you’re going to end up going down the
rabbit hole.

What do you think most affects
students, seeing their peers on so-
cial media or celebrities?

I would venture to say seeing their
peers because teengares are extreme-
ly intelligent and they realize that ce-
lebrities have money, personal train-
ers and chefs. [Influencers are] work-
ing out with their personal trainers,
but their friends that they go to school
with, they’re more attainable. They’re
real people they can actually see in
real life, so they have more of an in-
fluence on them than a person they
would never have any contact with.
There may be body goals in terms of
the celebrities, but the real impact is

the people they can actually talk to
and have a conversation with.

What do you think the most
harmful impacts coming from
these eating habits spread from so-
cial media are?

Messing up and destroying their
metabolism, as well as not showing
them how to be truly disciplined be-
cause they think everything is just a
quick fix and life is not a quick fix.
You have to go through a process in
order to, you know, work on a goal in
order to get what you like. Examples
are like high school, you don’t go in a
year and graduate. It’s a process; you
have to work at it.

What are some warning signs
that parents, coaches, peers and
teachers should be looking out for?

If they never want to eat around
a group or around people, or if they
always want to remove themselves
from the table or from the environ-
ment. Frequent impairment or com-
plaint when they eat because they’re
trying to avoid it, sickness when food
is presented, and often compared to
other people when they’re around
their peers. That’s a sign of body dys-
morphia.

Conversely, are these any as-
pects of social media that can pos-
itively influence teenage relation-
ships with food and body image?

I think if a teen can not go down the
rabbit hole, they can look up healthy
things about the proper caloric in-
take, healthy foods, healthy diets and
not healthy diets. If they can have a
balance in what they’re consuming
on social media, which can definitely
have some pros if they’re disciplined
enough. If they can follow some influ-
ences that are more realistic in their
images. These things can gravitate to-
wards things like this instead of some
of the more extreme things that are
out there, it can definitely be a pos-
itive.

Myth Busters: Diet misinformation circulates

by NADIA WASHINGTON
Assistant Section Editor

Social media creators on platforms such
as TikTok and Instagram have shared their
own “healthy” recipes and promoted vari-
ous “miracle-working” food takes to their
viewers. However, not all of these so-called
recipes and dietary opinions are truthful
nor healthy for the body.

Myth #1: Drinking lemon water will
burn fat

Lemon water consists of exactly what it
sounds like: water and lemon juice. While
this beverage can boost your metabolism
and act as a replacement for more sugary
beverages, it has no added benefits over reg-
ular water, according to Healthline.

Myth #2: Chia seed water is a good di-
et food

Chia seed water is made by putting a

spoonful of chia seeds into a glass of wa-
ter. This slimy concoction is rich in fiber,
protein and antioxidants, which help fill
the body up but can lead to digestive prob-
lems due to being high in fiber, according to
Cleveland Clinic Health Essentials.

Myth #3: Plant-based milk is healthier
than dairy milk

Oat, soy and almond milk are just a few
of the plant-based milk alternatives gain-
ing popularity among consumers. While
these products provide great alternatives
for those who are lactose intolerant or have
a dairy allergy, they often lack a multitude
of vitamins and do not support bone health
like cow’s milk, according to Stanford Life-
style Medicine.

Myth #4: Lettuce water helps you
sleep

TikToker Shapla Hoque claims that a cup

of lettuce, boiling water and a peppermint
helps you sleep faster. However, according
to Healthline, the lactucarium contained
in lettuce, which is believed to have seda-
tive properties, is not scientifically proven
to help with sleep. Still, lettuce water does
help with digestion and gut health accord-
ing to Korina Burkhard, a sleep expert and
board advisor at Dozy Sleep.

Myth #5: Olive oil shots boost longev-
ity

While it is true that olive oil contains
“healthy fats” and antioxidants that can pro-
tect your cells from damage and reduce dis-
ease, according to the National Library of
Medicine, it is also very calorie-dense and
can negatively affect bowel movements. Be
wary of which food trends you engage in
and do proper research before mixing con-
coctions in your kitchen.
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COMPOSITION MISSION. Senior John Mangum, a cellist, seeks to combine his interest in classical music with electronic composition.

Creative Composmg

Student musician finds
new passion through

writing original music
by LUCY SHIRRELL
Health & Wellness Editor
s John Mangum climbs the stairs
of Judd Hall, the complex bars of
a symphony mentally accompany
ach step. The music builds as he
reaches the classroom door and continues
quietly when his teacher begins to speak.

As class progresses and the piece loops
through a few times in his mind, the music
becomes raw material. He mentally alters
the harmonic pattern and nudges the tempo
until it is transformed into something entire-
ly different: a new composition.

“After kind of playing it through in my
head a few times, I’ll start changing things
and those kind of fragments usually become
the basis of my work,” John said.

After playing the cello for over a decade,
senior John Mangum has found a new musi-
cal passion: composition.

John began composing when a friend in-
troduced him to music production soft-
ware and he started to create short, eight-
bar loops.

As John experimented with various com-
position softwares, he became interested in
combining his knowledge of the cello with
electronic music.

John often finds inspiration for a compo-
sition when he hears interesting harmon-
ic structures or a “wall of sound,” a musical
term meaning a sound that totally immerses
an audience. Because he has perfect pitch —
the ability to identify a musical note without
an outside reference — harmonic changes
hit him vividly and often spark inspiration.

John’s composition teacher Karl Blech,
the current music director and conductor of
Symphony North of Houston and a lecturer
at Rice University, has been instructing John
for five months.

In their lessons, Mr. Blech primarily works
with John on composing for many different
instruments, including ones John has less fa-
miliarity with.

“John is a rarity for someone this young
musically speaking. John’s amazingly sort
of open minded to a lot of things, musically
speaking,” Mr. Blench said. “He has a great
background in performance playing the cel-
lo, and that’s helped to inform him as a mu-
sician, and it helps to inform him as a com-
poser as well.”

This past spring, John was one of two stu-
dents selected to compose a piece intend-
ed for performance by professional musi-
cians at the DePaul University Spring Con-
cert. He composed a six minute piece for a
saxophone quartet with an electronic back-
ing track.

“That’s something I'm really proud of be-
cause that was kind of the first, you know, se-
rious electroacoustic piece that I wrote that
was performed by a professional group that
was recorded really well, that had a lot of
people in attendance,” John said.

John is planning to continue composing
in college, with a joint study in composition
and history, focusing on how the political
and social environment influences music.

Although John has studied music for ma-
ny years, he recognizes that there’s always
more to learn.

“The old analogy is that music is like try-
ing to climb a mountain and you reach the
summit only to realize that there’s three
mountains. After that, you still need to
climb,” John said. “I've only been doing this
for, you know, a relatively small amount of
time, so I'm still kind of trying to figure out
what I want to do, but I know that I want to
kind of meld my interest with electronic mu-
sic and classical music.”

Right now, John’s goal remains simple: to
write music that moves people.

“My first goal is to just write beautiful mu-
sic because I feel like the point of music as
a composer is to speak to people because
without them, you know, what’s the point?”

Senior John Mangum has more than 10
years of experience as a cellist. Recently,
he’s discovered a passion for composing
music. In his pieces, John tries to combine
his love for classical music with electronic
tools. Here are some of his inspirations

‘Symphony No. 2’ by Sergei Rachmaninoff

“Symphony No. 2” is a four-movement
orchestral composition written by the
Russian composer Sergai Rachmaninoff
in the early 20th century. For John, this
piece is one of few that manages to bring
the audience to the edge of their seats
with every note. He describes the adagio
in the third movement as one of the most
incredible musical moments he’s heard.

‘Don Quixote’ by Richard Strauss

“Don Quixote” by Richard Strauss is a
“tone poem” — a piece of music which
evokes the contents of a poem or piece
of literature; in this case, Miguel de Cer-
vantes’ iconic novel “Don Quixote.” This
piece is particularly special to John be-
cause it was the last piece he heard in
Houston before moving.

‘Violin Concerto’ by Erich Korngold

“Violin Concerto” by Erich Korngold
is, in John’s mind, a fantastic example
of serious and passionate violin playing.
The original recording introduced him to
Jascha Heifetz, who played the piece at its
premiere. Mr. Heifetz was a gateway for
him into the fascinating world of string
playing, performance and composition in
the 20th century.

— Lila Coyne

The Midway is regularl f featuring
T

five recommendations

om a staff
member, highlighting their interests.

i Ari Novak is a junior and the features

editor. This month is the Holiday
Edition.

‘THEMUPPETCHRSTMAS CAROL’
Few films quite capture the joy and the
chaos of the holiday season as effortless-
ly as “The Muppet Christmas Carol.” Re-
leased in 1992, this film blends Charles
Dickens’ classic tale
with the charm of
the nearly all-pup-
pet cast, anchored
by a masterful —
human — Michael
Caine as Ebenezer
Scrooge. Witty and
unexpectedly mov-
ing, this is a perfect
watch for anyone seeking a comfort film
that is both hilarious and hard-hitting.

‘7OCLOCKNEWS/SILENTNIGHT
by Simon and Garfunkel

Sobering, striking and visceral, this
1966 Christmas folk song by Paul Simon
and Art Garfunkel sets their plaintive
harmonies against
a simulated news
broadcast report-
ing real events from
that summer, in-
cluding the Viet-
nam War and Civ-
il Rights marches.
Far from a cheesy,
make-it-fast and
sell-it-faster tune,
this haunting piece is as tender as it is
somber.

‘ACHARLIEBROWN CHRISTMAS’
by Vince Guaraldi Trio

No music gets
me in the spir-
it of Christmas like
the soundtrack to
the 1965 animat-
ed special “A Char-
lie Brown Christ-
mas.” It’s jovial, it’s
festive, and it’s wist-
ful in all the right
places.

The music is both sophisticated and
nostalgic, thanks to the Vince Guaraldi
Trio, with especially fantastic tunes like
“Linus and Lucy” and “O Tennenbaum.”

‘STOPPING BY WOODS ON A
SNOWY EVENING’
by Robert Frost

Call it basic, but
there is a reason
why this poem en-
dures. It distills one
moment into clean,
stark lines; a road, a
man, a horse, a qui-
et landscape.

Robert Frost de-
velops the strik-
ing tension between
temptation and duty. With plain language
and a steady rhythm, he invites the read-
er to take a pause alongside the poem’s
speaker.

‘THE HUNTERS IN THE SNOW’
by Pieter Bruegel the Elder

Three hunters
stalk back toward
their village with
their dogs in tow,
returning from the
hunt. In the valley
down below, villag-
ers skate and work,
continuing with
their lives — at least
as far as winter al-
lows.

Layering depth and perspective across
the frozen landscape, the piece feels nei-
ther exaggerated nor idealized. For me, it
is winter distilled.




Local dancer reimagines movemer

Kia Smith creates
non-traditional

Christmas show

by ORLIE WEITZMAN
Opinion Editor

A young boy and his father
dance around a Christmas tree
to the strains of “O Holy Night.”
It’s an idyllic holiday card scene
— a moment ruptured when jar-
ring radio static
cuts through the
harmonies and
the choreogra-
phy becomes in-
creasingly stac-
cato and angu-
lar. The result is
unsettling and
unexpected. Kia

Though  set
to a tradition-
al Christmas
soundtrack, the
performance is
a far cry from
the convention-
al “Nutcracker”

ballet.

This is a scene
from “Lamenta- Scan the QR
tions for Peace,” code to watch
the latest work a video Of the
by Kia Smith, an rehearsal of
innovative cho- ‘Lamentations
reographer and for Peace,”
South Side na- !('0 Sml.th’s
tive who found- Innovative
ed South Chica- holiday show.

The show is a
subversive take
on classic tropes.

go Dance The-
ater in 2017 and
whose work
pushes the
boundaries  of
experimental performance.

When Ms. Smith started formal
dance training at 16, she quickly re-
alized she wanted to pursue the art
professionally.

“Dance is my home. It’s the one
place where I can fully be myself,”
she said. “Starting the company
didn’t feel challenging because
I've always wanted to do it. Being a
director and choreographer is my
calling, my purpose.”

She trained in various South
Side neighborhoods, including
Chatham, South Shore and Ken-
wood, dancing at community cen-
ters and her high school, King Col-
lege Prep. She was then selected to
study on a full scholarship at Hyde
Park School of Dance. Ms. Smith’s
first professional dance teach-

—Ellie Rosenberg
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CHRISTMAS CHOREOGRAPHY. Dancers rehearse “Lamentations for Peace,” choreographer Kia Smith’s latest piece, which blends surrealist imagery

with South Side influence. Ms. Smith is a South Side native who now works to create experimental choreography.

ing job out of college was at Lab,
where she led classes during the
summer.

Experimenting with different
styles and expressions of move-
ment is an integral part of her
work. She often asks her dancers
to go beyond what’s expected and
hone different aspects of their art-
istry.

“For the performance we did last
spring, one of the pieces required
the dancers to speak on stage,” she
said. “It brought a different dimen-
sion to the performance.”

Ms. Smith’s creative process in-

volves immersing herself in other
art forms outside of dance, which
usually includes a monthly trip to
the Art Institute of Chicago.

“Last year, I spent a lot of time
in the Modern Wing looking at the
surrealists,” she said. “I was re-
ally interested in the philosophy
behind surrealism and how your
work can come from the subcon-
scious mind.”

She was inspired to create a
show based on surrealism and its
embrace of subconscious thought.
In one scene, dancers moved man-
ically, throwing clothes. In anoth-

er, they recreated a Parisian cafe.
However, in the white-dominated
world of ballet, Ms. Smith hasn’t
always felt comfortable.

“Now, programs are more di-
verse, but when I was in college,
out of the 150 or so dance majors,
there were only four or five Black
dancers,” she said. “I didn’t really
know how I fit in.”

For a time, Ms. Smith, who iden-
tifies as African American, almost
quit dancing altogether. But she
was emboldened by attending the
annual International Association
of Blacks in Dance conference.

“I saw so many companies and
artists of color and thought, ‘Oh
OK. So I do fit into the dance
world,” she said.

Hyde Park’s vibrant, multicul-
tural atmosphere has deeply influ-
enced Ms. Smith, whose company
now performs all over the world,
from South Korea to the Nether-
lands and Colombia.

She said, “If I can be in a place
where I am around people who
don’t think like me, who don’t look
like me, who have different ideas
than I do, then I'm in the right
place.”

New film ‘Hamnet’ delivers forceful, unsubtle tragedy

Universal Pictures

A PLAY WITHIN A PLAY. Renowned director Chloé Zhao’s latest film,

“Hamnet,” despite being beautiful and epic in design, struggles with overuse

of melodrama, undercutting its impact.

by LILA COYNE
Arts & Entertainment Editor

The greatest moment in Chloé
Zhao’s “Hamnet” is the perfor-
mance of “Hamlet” — a classically
Shakespearean play within a play.

William Shakespeare (a soul-
ful Paul Mescal) appears in his
own play on the Globe’s stage as
the white specter of Hamlet’s de-
ceased father, soothing any skep-
ticism with a piercing plea to his
son: “Remember me.”

Of course, Will has reversed the
roles. The plot of Ms. Zhao’s epic
— and of Maggie O’Farrell’s nov-
el of the same name — relies on
the death of a child, not a parent.
And supposedly the beating heart
of this story is Shakespeare’s wife,
Agnes, with whom the movie ends
and begins.

“Hamnet” — and Agnes herself
— 1is forceful, beautiful and epic.
But the film, which debuted Nov.
26, wields anguish as a blunt in-
strument. Pain is depicted only in
the broadest, most impersonal of
strokes.

That I had to introduce Agnes
(Jessie Buckley) by way of mari-
tal status should suggest some of
the tensions with which the film
attempts to grapple. Will regular-
ly leaves Agnes for London, where
the viewer rarely follows. He miss-

es not only the births of all three
children but the death of his only
son, Hamnet.

“What’s in a name?” Not much,
aside from the movie’s entire con-
ceit. We begin with a reminder
that, in the 17th century, the terms
“Hamnet” and “Hamlet” were used
interchangeably, as if the emotion-
al resonance of the Danish Play
could be transferred to this film
simply by virtue of almost identi-
cal epithets.

And there is resonance to be
found here. The brief rendition of
“Hamlet” itself is nothing short of
genius. Additionally, the perfor-
mances delivered by Will and Ag-
nes’s children might be among the
most evocative in the film — cer-
tainly an achievement for any per-
formers competing with Mr. Mes-
cal and Ms. Buckley’s force.

Any power that the inevitable
tragedies wield is, in the end, a re-
sult of the film’s skill for joy. The
unit that Will, Agnes and their
children make up is a soaring tes-
tament to elation and penetrating
intimacy.

Once illness strikes, however,
“Hamnet” reverts to heavy-handed
woe, one which the viewer catch-
es early glimpses of in Agnes’ two
— vyes, that’s right, two — labor
scenes.

(13

“Hamnet” — and Agnes
herself — is forceful, beautiful
and epic. But the film, which
debuted Nov. 26, wields
anguish as a blunt instrument.
Pain is depicted only in the
broadest, most impersonal of
strokes.
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There are all the classic con-
squences of death: screaming, cry-
ing, marital conflict.

However, we are not in need of
volcanic eruptions of grief to un-
derstand the gravity of “Hamnet’s”
subject matter. Melodrama can on-
ly serve as a disservice to the com-
plexity of mourning, and the char-
acters themselves.

The movie is not innovative,
subtle or shrewd, but, as Hamlet
says in the film’s final scene — also
the final scene of the original play
— “The rest is silence.”

And the following silence, at
least in my theater, was punctuat-
ed by sniffles, clearing throats and
a scattering of applause. Most eyes
were filled with tears — including
my own.
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Prioritize teachers’ autonomy

as the
midway
sees it.

This represents the opinion of the
U-High Midway editorial board.

and the Life of the Child” John

Dewey wrote, “Learning? —
certainly, but living primarily, and
learning through and in relation to
this living.”

Mr. Dewey conceived The Lab-
oratory Schools as an experiment.

He sought to situate education
within life. Information was de-
signed to survive beyond the ex-
am because it was concerned with
living.

In other words, the class-
room did not act as a vacuum
— a space isolated from re-
al-world concerns and in-
fluences.

Opinions are part of
life, and so they should
necessarily be part of ed-
ucation, at least accord-
ing to Mr. Dewey.

The recent report of the
Committee to Review the
Laboratory Schools devi-
ates from this value.

The committee was clear:

Lab has deteriorated — and

U-High by extension. We have
strayed from the university’s
principles into territory that is
ideological and prescriptive.

In their own words, academ-
ic freedom “does not mean that
teachers or leadership are free
to advance their own personal
viewpoints on contested so-
cial, political, or ideological
questions in the classroom
or shared spaces.”

In some ways, these
claims offer valuable in-
sight. It is difficult to de-
ny that our school has
become, at least in ap-
pearance, politically ho-
mogeneous. In that con-
text, teachers hold the
power to shape students’

In his lecture on “The School

We all experience it in Decem-
ber. The decorations that line store-
fronts, the
holiday ads,
the videos in-
sisting it’s the
“most won-
derful time of
the year” But
the expecta-
tion of con-
stant joy often
feels far re-

moved from GABRIEL
what  many WANG )
students ac- Assistant Editor
tually expe-

rience in school. The short stretch
between Thanksgiving and win-
ter break is often one of the most
stressful times of year for students.
It can seem like everyone has
stepped into a month-long com-
mercial for joy, yet many students
feel stress over finals, exhaustion

opinions.

The younger they are, the less
likely a Lab student will feel con-
fident disagreeing with their in-
structor. Any form of that edu-
cational dogmatism runs whol-
ly counter to both Dewey’s and
the university’s models of inqui-
ry-based education.

However, the solution
is not, as the report

Midway illustration by Eva Neves

Embrace connection over forced holiday cheer

and even isolation.

Still, there’s an unspoken expec-
tation that you should be cheer-
ful anyway. Anything other than
joy feels like you're navigating the
month wrong.

The pressure to perform holiday
cheer is subtle but powerful. When
classmates talk excitedly about Se-
cret Santa or winter celebrations, it
can feel like there’s no space to say
you're stressed or overwhelmed.
Students quietly force a smile, even
when they’re barely keeping up.
And because everyone looks fes-
tive, it’s easy to believe you're the
only one struggling, even though
that’s rarely the case.

Finals stack up waiting to be
completed, sports teams add prac-
tices as the season grows tougher
and many students are just barely
keeping up with the amount of in-
tense work.

Forced cheer doesn’t bring peo-

(1

The holiday season ... can be a
time of connection, honesty
and support instead of
pressure and performance.

2

ple together; it isolates us at the ex-
act moment where we most need
connection. Rather than pretend-
ing that everything is festive, we
should be checking in on each oth-
er and making room for the stress
that’s already there. About 41% of
U.S. adults say their stress increas-
es during the holidays, according
to the American Psychological As-
sociation — a reminder that this
pressure isn’t just something stu-
dents feel but a widespread expe-
rience. Instead of masking stress

recommends, to ask educators to
perform neutrality.

In fact, it is a desertion of
Mr. Dewey’s principles to
wield the threat of bias as a
tool to curb instructor inde-

pendence.

Teachers are people.
They inevitably have view-
points. An educator’s du-
ty lies in creating environ-
ments where debate is possi-

ble through mutual trust and
shared guidelines — not the
false premise of neutrality.

When an instructor is
forced to tiptoe around their
own opinion, they run the
risk not only of being unable

to engage in discussion but

also of presenting informa-
tion inevitably informed
by their opinion as if
that information is
objective.
Curriculum and
discussion are in-
fluenced by a
teacher’s opin-
ion at countless
junctures: class
readings, assign-
ments, prompts
and questions.
The key is for
educators to own
their opinions but
make clear those
opinions are
subjective posi-
tions, not facts.
When we can
engage with our
teachers as in-
terlocutors
as well as in-

structors, we
practice  ex-
actly what
Mr. Dewey
preached: to
learn by doing.

After all,

who can model
respectful dis-
agreement if ed-
ucators are not
permitted to dis-
agree?

by pretending everything is fes-
tive, we can make the season eas-
ier by being honest about how we
are doing. Opening up doesn’t ru-
in the mood; it often helps others
feel less alone and makes the joy-
ful moments feel more authentic.

Joy only carries meaning when it
isn’t forced. When we make room
for the parts of December that are
complicated or tiring, the joyful
moments feel more genuine.

The holiday season doesn’t have
to be perfect to be meaningful. It
can be a time of connection, hon-
esty and support instead of pres-
sure and performance.

It’s OK to not be festive 24/7, and
it’s OK to feel stressed during the
holiday season. When we stop pre-
tending and start being honest, we
make it easier for everyone to get
through the season feeling truly
more joyful and understood, rath-
er than alone.
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Meritocracy
requires a
fair society

President Donald Trump signed
the “Restoring Equality of Oppor-
tunity  and
Meritocracy”
executive or-
der in April,
promoting
hiring based
on individu-
al merit, and
promising a

“colorblind

society.” ORLIE
The or- WEITZMAN

der’s title is Opinion Editor

misleading.

America has

never offered true equality of op-
portunity. Rather than advancing
meritocracy, prioritizing individu-
al merit in this way could merely
cloak widening inequalities.

That inequality undermines
meritocracy, which only truly
works in a society with equitable
access to opportunities. Worsen-
ing inequality makes the appeal to
meritocracy look hollow without
significant structural reform.

Take three examples of how in-
equality shapes people’s lives. First,
Chicago’s life expectancy gap. Res-
idents of the predominantly white
Loop area live, on average, to more
than age 87, while in nearby major-
ity Black West Garfield Park, aver-
age life expectancy is 67, according
to Chicago Sun-Times reporting of
city data. Second, America’s gen-
der wage gap: Women earned 85%
of what men earned in 2024, ac-
cording to the Pew Research Cen-
ter. Third, one in five children —
13 million kids — faces food inse-
curity, notes antihunger nonprofit
Feeding America.

These inequalities intersect with
race, gender and gender identity dis-
crimination. But a common thread
is income inequality and its coun-
terpart, wealth inequality. Families
in the top 1% of the U.S. wealth dis-
tribution held 27% of all wealth in
2022, according to the Congressio-
nal Budget Office, up from 23% in
1989.

Much of the population struggles
to access food, housing and quality
education, making the idea that gov-
ernment can turn on a “meritocra-
cy” switch look fantastical. Without
access to basic opportunities, indi-
viduals cannot overcome systemic
barriers, and meritocracy fails.

Many University of Chicago
scholars study inequality, including
Marianne Bertrand, an economist
who researches the gender wage
gap, racial discrimination and CEO
pay. I've been lucky to work with
Professor Bertrand, who suggests
that tackling these issues requires
societal shifts, such as rethinking
parental-leave policies.

Lab students should hear from
these scholars to understand the
problem. We can help address
these issues by volunteering with
the Chicago Food Depository, the
Chicago Coalition to end Home-
lessness, and Chicago Votes.

These organizations are seeking
a true meritocracy that provides
opportunities to those who've
been excluded. That will not be
achieved by executive order but
by grassroots efforts pushing for
structural change.
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City of suggestion

Chicago’s known for comedy; here’s how you can partake

by LIGHT DOHRN
Editor-in-Chief

hicago comedy isn’t one
Cscene so much as a col-

lection of rooms that dis-
agree, sometimes wildly, about
what makes something funny. In
one space, humor is perhaps a pol-
ished product; in another, it might
be a chaotic group experiment; in
another, it’s a confessional; in an-
other, it’s a dare. Examining four of
Chicago’s most influential comedic
stages paints a picture of how each
room builds its own definition of
comedy from the ground up.

THE SECOND CITY

The Second City is perhaps Chi-
cago’s most recognizable come-
dy institution, and in a certain way
it’s a shrine to its own identity. Ev-
erything here is built and polished
with immense care: the building,
the sketches, the transitions and
the timing. The comedy leans ob-
servational but in an elevated way,
often connecting real cultural mo-
ments to bits rather than relying on
blunt or abstract punchlines. What
separates The Second City from
the city’s other stages is its sense of
scale — the material aims bigger,
the jokes are shaped for broad res-
onance, and the production quali-
ty reinforces that ambition. Even
the improv sets feel anchored by
technique. The Second City’s com-
edy is a deliberately shaped craft,
honed until nothing on stage feels
accidental.

10 THEATER

Chicago’s “Improv Olympics”
— or, colloquially, iO Theater —
thrives on unpredictability. Long-
form improv is the theater’s back-
bone, and the stories on stage seem
to assemble themselves molecule
by molecule. My personal favorite
weekly performance is “Whirled
News Tonight,” where audience
members pin real newspaper clip-
pings to a bulletin board pre-
show, so every bit of material they
see that night is invented on the
spot based off of those clippings.
There’s a rawness to iO’s come-
dy, which is not unskilled by any
means but perhaps intentionally
unrehearsed. Mistakes become fu-
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HOLIDAY HA-HAS. Fans crowd into the UP Comedy Club at the Second City Mainstage to see “Holidazed and

Amused,” a seasonal series of songs, sketches, satire and improv that has been running every winter for 65 years.

Alongside their originals and longstanding shows, the Second City also hosts productions from other theatres.

el, ludicrous choices become mo-
tifs, and iO’s distinctiveness comes
almost entirely from its commit-
ment to process over product. It’s
comedy as experimentation, with
all of the messiness and brilliance
that that implies

REVIVAL THEATER

The Revival offers a slightly dif-
ferent atmosphere: intimate in
maybe a neighborhood-driven way,
and almost conversational in tone.
The space itself seems to shape the
comedy, because it’s smaller, loos-
er and oriented toward connec-
tion rather than spectacle. Shows
tend to blend improv, storytelling
and light sketch in ways that feel
tailored to the people in the room

— which makes the humor more
fluid, built from whatever the en-
semble and the audience collec-
tively bring. There’s a sense that
performers have permission to try
things they wouldn’t attempt on a
bigger stage, which gives the ven-
ue a workshop-like charm. Reviv-
al’s comedy style isn’t about mas-
tering form or even the chaos of
an unrehearsed sketch but rather
about creating a shared moment
that couldn’t exist anywhere else
or on any other night.

LINCOLN LODGE

If the previous three venues
operate somewhere on the im-
prov-sketch spectrum, the Lin-
coln Lodge anchors the stand-up

side of Chicago’s comedic identity.
The room is compact and unpre-
tentious, which somehow encour-
ages risk-taking: a joke can bomb,
recover, mutate or turn into some-
thing unexpectedly brilliant with-
in a five-minute set or a single bit.
What makes the lodge unique is
its embrace of individuality, with
its young, starting-out comedi-
ans tending to lean alt, self-aware,
and more than willing to acknowl-
edge and joke about the awkward-
ness of being onstage. The come-
dy is stripped down to, simply put,
a person and a mic and whatever
truth or absurdity is on their mind.
It’s possibly the most direct form
of Chicago comedy, and often the
most revealing.

Student comedians find community, passion

by DECLAN SMITH
News Editor

It’s easy to picture a comedian
as an adult standing alone yet con-
fident on a spotlighted stage, pre-
senting to a laughing audience. It’s
harder to picture a high school stu-
dent doing the same thing while
navigating homework assign-
ments, college applications and so-
cial anxieties. Still, senior Carolyn
Payne has managed to balance her
schoolwork and comedy.

Carolyn was an energetic kid,
but did not enjoy sports. Instead,
she found her place at The Reviv-
al, an improv theater in the South
Loop, and learned how to engage
an audience.

For student comedians like Caro-
lyn, comedy isn’t just about cheers
or standing ovations. It’s about
stepping out of your comfort zone
and building bridges with strang-
ers and friends alike — all while
cracking jokes. Luckily for Lab stu-
dents, Chicago is one of the great-
est places for comedy.

Carolyn finds Lab to be a sup-
portive community, but has felt it
can be difficult for her to practice
comedy among her peers.

“When you have been at Lab for
a while, yow've known these kids
since you were practically in di-
apers,” Carolyn said, “so it’s defi-
nitely hard at times to put yourself
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SCENIC SQUEEZE. U-high graduate Gretchen Eng, right, participates in

a group hug on stage as part of an Armando, a game in which actors improvise

a series of interconnected scenes based on the life of a guest speaker.

out there and kind of make a fool
out of yourself.”

Gretchen Eng, a 2008 U-High
graduate, now serves as the direc-
tor of education for the iO The-
ater. Her senior year May Project
revolved around planning and ex-
ecuting a comedy show, and com-
edy defined her pathway through
college. She thinks Chicago is the
best city in the world for comedy

and for teaching the next genera-
tion of comedians.

“People who aspire to do com-
edy for the sake of being famous
or financially successful tend to
spend some time in Chicago and
then move to New York or to LA,”
Ms. Eng said, “but the people who
care about raising the next gener-
ation of comedians in Chicago are
doing it because they have a lot

of love in their heart and they are
community oriented.”

Sophomore Felix Calegari, who
has also learned and performed
at The Second City, believes that
comedy is about more than just
saying funny things.

“People assume that when you
do comedy, the whole point is
that you're trying to be funny,
and the goal is to make the audi-
ence laugh,” Felix said. “I feel like
more, the goal is to make the au-
dience interested and the comedy
just comes from that. When you're
improvising, the goal is not to be
funny, but the goal is to establish
a relationship and build off of that
relationship, and the funny kind of
comes.”

For many students, comedy has
not only served as a fun hobby
but also as a means to learn how
to communicate with others and
build confidence. Ms. Eng thinks
this is especially true and appreci-
ates that her job is in comedy ed-
ucation.

“I feel like comedy is a safe space
to practice saying what you want to
say, and it takes the anxiety out of
the equation, especially if you are,
I don’t know, a late-blooming teen-
ager reluctant to show your true
colors in front of your friends,”
Ms. Eng said, “so it gave me a real-
ly great gift.”

5 key events
that turned
Chicago into a
comedy Mecca

e 1920s:

i Viola Spolin creates the “theater
games” that became improv
M:s. Spolin was a social worker
who helped immigrant children
assimilate into the United States
during the Great Depression.
Throughout this era, she invented
improvisational performance
games to help the children so-
cialize with each other. Her book,
“Theater Games for the Class-
room,” became standard practice
for improv performers.

Source: NPR

e 1955:

: Founding of Compass Players
A group of University of Chicago
students — including Ms. Spolin’s
son Paul Sills — created the first
improv ensemble, the Compass
Players. They met and performed
at the Jimmy’s Woodlawn Tap on
55th Street. The group’s format
of short skits and the now-foun-
dational rule of “yes, and,”
greatly influenced the future of
improv and comedy as a whole.
Source: Chicago Historical Society

Q 1959:

: Founding of The Second City
The Second City was founded by
Compass Player members Paul
Sills, Bernard Sahlins and How-
ard Alk. They wanted to create
the stronger center of comedy
which Chicago lacked at the
time. |t was named after an insult
published in The New Yorker call-
ing Chicago the second city to
New York.
Source: Chicago Historical Society

e 1981
‘ Opening of iO Chicago
When David Shepherd started
iO, it focused on lighthearted,
comedic competitions between
teams of performers. It later
expanded into teaching improv
classes out of which their lon-
ger-form performance style was
born.
Source: iO Improv

9 1987:

: Opening of The Annoyance
The Annoyance theater was
opened by a group of friends to
put on their own scripted per-
formances. Their first script was
a parody that relied on improvi-
sation to flesh out the plot, cre-
ating a unique experience from
performance to performance.
Source: The Annoyance

0 2012:

i Opening of Definition Theatre
In recent years, a theater has
opened on the same block where
the Compass Players first met
and performed what would be-
come improv. Off-Off Campus,
The University of Chicago’s
comedy troupe of which the
original Compass Players were
members, host many shows
at Definition. Thanks to this
collaboration, today’s UChicago
comedians perform yards from
where improv’s roots grew 70
years ago.
Source: Definition Theatre,
Off-Off

— compiled by Nola Baldassare



@ health and wellness
Unconventional

Comforts

Can petting a dog or listening

to music actually be benefiting
your mental health? Research and
community practices say yes.

Music proven to support mental health

by CAROLINE SKELLY
Sports Editor

n the bustling patient floors
Oof the University of Chica-

go Medical Center, a harp-
ist calmly plucks the strings of her
instrument, producing a melo-
dy that calmly drifts into patients’
rooms and dulls the beeping of the
machines and the uncertainty that
lives on the floor.

A couple blocks away, junior Jo-
siah Sklarsky puts on his head-
phones and presses play on his
hip-hop playlist during his fifth
period free. A similar calming ef-
fect envelops him, and as the mel-
ody of the fast-paced music takes
over, stress and anxiety from the
day slowly slips away.

From the corridors of hospitals
to U-High lounges, music has be-
come more than just a form of en-
tertainment, it has become a way
to manage stress, lift moods and,
as research shows, improve men-
tal health outcomes.

A 2017 study from the Cochrane
Review about music therapy’s im-
pact on depression symptoms
found that music therapy provided
short-term benefits to individuals
with depression, and when com-
bined with more traditional treat-
ments, music therapy improved
depressive symptoms significant-
ly more than previous methods
of treatment. Music therapy also
decreased anxiety levels and im-
proved overall functioning in pa-
tients with depression.

For Josiah, both listening to mu-
sic and creating it serve as power-
ful de-stressors, and he sees a sig-
nificant improvement in his mood
when he listens to music.

“I've always loved music, and
there’s always, like, songs that I
listen to that I can find somebody

who relates to me in a similar sit-
uation that I'm going through, or I
can just get pumped up,” Jo-

siah said. “There’s always

a right song to find for a

mood that can help you

out.”

U-High  counselor
Teddy Stripling be-
lieves that listening
to music positive-
ly impacts mood and
mental well-being, and is
just as important in mental
health as sleep, exercise and
social connection.

“If we're listen-
ing to music
that  uplifts
us and gives
us  energy,
think about
in the morn-
ing or after
school or be-
fore you go
to the gym,”

Mr. Stripling

said, “it can

be really use-

ful when try-

ing to get your

energy level up, so
music has the ability to
do that.”

At the UChicago Medical
Center, the Healing Arts Pro-
gram, started 20 years ago by Mon-
ica Hork, coordinates 30 concerts
every month in all genres of music
for the hospital’s patients and staff.
The goal of the program is to use
art and music as a way to comfort
and support patients.

Ms. Hork sees a strong correla-
tion between music and mental
health, and is currently curating
an educational exhibit for the hos-
pital titled “Music as Medicine”
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BEATS FOR BENEFIT. From music therapy at the Univeristy of Chicago Medical Center to headphones in the halls

of U-High, people turn to music to manage stress and, as research shows, improve mental health outcomes.

with research material from the
Johns Hopkins University interna-
tional arts and mind lab, which she
is a part of.

“Many, many departments are
on board with music here on cam-
pus because they hear anecdotes

from patients, visitors and staff
about how much it’s enjoyed and
appreciated,” Ms. Hork, healing
arts coordinator, said.

“Ijust kind of built a case around
music having its place here and
how it could impact the services

that are provided and the care
that’s provided.”

Whether drifting through hospi-
tal hallways or in the headphones
of U-High students, music contin-
ues to have the power to heal and
help.

Dogs bring positivity, reduce academic stress

by KABIR JOSHI
Editor-In-Chief
As finals week descends on the Universi-
ty of Chicago campus, students face grow-
ing stress from exams and papers. But at the
Regenstein Library,

therapy dogs fill the 44
entryway,  making

those stressful dead- | find myself
lines go away for a taking a break

few minutes.

For those precious
few minutes, work-
sheets, study guides
and problem sets are
replaced with wag-
ging tails and fluffy
ears, something that
doesn’t just sound ”
fun but is supported
by growing scientif-
ic evidence.

The Pet Love program, headed by Health
Promotion Coordinator Carolyn Banner,
shows the growing impact of animal impact
on mental health.

Activities like these aren’t just for stu-
dents to take a break: studies show a strong
correlation between spending time with
pets and mental health benefits, especially
for students navigating academic stress.

“It’s like clear night and day, they’re
stressed out coming in, and so as they walk
out of the door, there’s usually a huge smile,”
Ms. Banner said.

According to a 2024 study from Wash-
ington State University and published in
the journal Pets, first-year college students
with access to therapy dogs demonstrat-
ed reduced rates of depression, stress and

from schoolwork
to spend time
with my dog in
order to de-stress.
— Connor Lane,

Junior
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PAWS FOR A BREAK. A UChicago program brings therapy dogs onto campus once a month
with the goal of giving students the chance to socialize and lower anxiety. Research by Washing-
ton University showed programs like this improve students’ mental health.

even increased self-compassion. The study

tracked first-year college students through
their first semester, and concluded that con-

sistent interaction with therapy dogs, rang-
ing from 3-6 times per month, helped reduce
the depression and stress that many fresh-

men experience.

Ms. Banner sees these benefits with the
students who come in during finals week to
engage with the dogs.

“Being around the dogs is really benefi-
cial in terms of just improving mood. It al-
so helps release oxytocin and lower stress,”
Ms. Banner said. “I think boosting mood and
lowering stress are, transiently, the biggest
benefits.”

Senior Hayla Shah also feels the impact of
having a pet at home. Her dog forces her to
take time for herself, forcing herself to take
a break from stress and deadlines.

“I just get so happy when I see him,” Hay-
la said. “When I walk through the door, he’s
happy to see me, so I think it’s just like the
little things — the little distractions — that
dogs provide for you that I think are really
important.”

Students who have pets back at home
while they’re in college, use the playtime
with therapy dogs on campus as a way to
feel closer to their own pet.

Ms. Banner feels programs that Pet Love
have a lot of benefit for students like this,
purely because they miss their dog.

“A lot of students anecdotally talk with the
handlers while they’re hanging out with the
dogs, and a lot of them will be missing their
dogs from home, especially college students
who have a dog and can’t be around them as
much,” Ms. Banner said.

Students like junior Connor Lane who
have dogs at home really appreciate the
distraction of their dog, especially when it
comes to stressful work.

“I find myself taking a break from school-
work to spend time with my dog in order to
de-stress,” Connor said.
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