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The editorial board argues
that because of the necessary
Grammarly ban, teachers
should now provide additional
lessons on proper grammar, so
students do not continue to
make errors on papers.
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In Swahili, “mahari” means
gift. Just like its meaning, the
director of community and
culture for the restaurant
Mahari, Magic Johnson,
wants people who enter the
restaurant to feel appreciated.
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Grammarly banned in English classes

Teachers want
students to write
independently

by CHLOE TYNDALL
Assistant Editor

The use of the artificial intelli-
gence-powered writing assistant
Grammarly is no longer allowed
in all high school English classes,
and while many students don’t feel
personally affected, the students
who did rely on the tool feel dis-
appointed.

This fall, the English depart-
ment reinforced its policy on gen-
erative Al by banning all subscrip-
tion levels of Grammarly due to its
new feature of giving Al-generat-
ed writing suggestions even in its
free version.

All English teachers now have a
bolded or highlighted section on
their syllabus based on the depart-
ment’s policy, which reads: “Gen-
erative Al refers to software such
as ChatGPT, Gemini, all levels of
Grammarly, or plug-in tools that
generate and suggest ideas, con-
tent, structure or language for you.
These tools are not allowed on as-
signments.”

The English department’s policy
forbids any kind of writing that is
not a student’s own. This includes
tutors, parents and generative Al
According to English teacher Ma-
ja Teref, Grammarly now not only
makes grammar suggestions alone
but also Al-generated phrases.

“It has now embedded itself in
the realms of word choice and syn-
tax or sentence structure, which
are much deeper levels of language
than grammar rules, and by doing
so, Grammarly is now capable not
only of correcting surface gram-
matical errors but changing the
meaning of what you write,” Ms.
Teref said.

Many students had relied on
Grammarly, believing it was bet-
ter than the spelling and grammar
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suggestions in Google Docs, and
used it to meet grammar require-
ments for their essays.

Sophomore Zeidan Rowe used
Grammarly before this year and
viewed it as a good tool for stu-
dents who needed help with their
grammar.

“I don’t personally like that they
got rid of it, but it makes sense that
they did because it’s the more eth-
ical thing to do,” he said.

However, many other students,
such as sophomore Tal Neiman,
did not like Grammarly as a tool
and completely agreed with the
English department’s decision.

“I don’t think it’s even a well-de-
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EDUCATIONAL ESCAPES. Senior Maggie Yagan and science teacher

Daniel Calleri place vials while setting up the Microbial Parthenogenesis es-

cape room. Participants must solve science problems to earn keys to escape.

signed program,” she said. “It mis-
reads your tone a lot, sometimes it
offers suggestions that sound ro-
botic and overall I don’t think it’s
that helpful.”

English teachers were asked to
notify and explain the change to
their classes and to parents during
parent-teacher conferences. En-
glish department chair Rachel
Nielsen said that she and Dean of
Students Ana Campos had to con-
duct many academic dishonesty
meetings over writing that Al-de-
tection software had flagged. Ms.
Campos is now meeting with other
departments to discuss a school-
wide ban on Grammarly.

Ms. Teref and Ms. Nielsen both
stressed the importance of a stu-
dent’s academic writing being
their own to preserve the student’s
own voice, even if it isn’t perfect.

Ms. Nielsen said, “We’re work-
ing with high school students.
We don’t expect that language to
somehow be Ph.D.-level and so-
phisticated. We just want it to feel
more authentic.”

Sophomore Liam Evans, who
started using Grammarly in eighth
grade because spell check in Goo-
gle Docs often didn’t work, had to
return to it this year.

Liam said, “I just wanted a more
reliable spell check, but now that

I've switched back to the Google
Docs spell check, I've discovered
that it actually works better than it
did two years ago, and it’s better at
recognizing misspellings.”

Ms. Nielsen said that teachers
want students to realize the harm
of using generative Al and for stu-
dents to trust their own voice.

“Maybe it doesn’t seem like a big
deal, but I think for us, as writers
and teachers of writing, we think
it’s just really important that stu-
dents own their own words and
own their own choices,” she said,
“and learn their voice before some
program is telling them how to
make it sound better.”

Science class designs escape room

by KABIR JOSHI
Editor-in-Chief

A small room on the third floor
of U-High — might appear to be
a mere closet — is actually a vi-
rus-themed escape room. Covered
in biohazard tape and filled with
vials, the escape room is a class
project that offers visitors an op-
portunity to learn about viruses in
an alternative way.

Led by students in Microbial
Pathogenesis, a third-year science
elective taught by Elizabeth Hubin,
the escape room allows students
to express themselves creatively
through puzzles about viruses. To
escape the room, visitors have to
solve puzzles simply based on sim-
ple biology questions. Using the
solutions from these puzzles, vis-
itors can get keys, which will help
them escape the room.

Dr. Hubin had previously done

creative projects for her Microbial
Pathogenesis class, such as plays,
but after visiting escape rooms
with friends, she began enjoying
them and implemented the idea
into her class.

“Historically, I've used the class
as a way to exercise a lot of cre-
ativity while learning science,” Dr.
Hubin said. “It’s a class about the
immune system and various patho-
gens that impact the immune sys-
tem, which is a really tough and
dense topic to dig into.”

Dr. Hubin hopes that the escape
room provides both a fun and ed-
ucational experience for students,
breaking away from traditional ac-
ademic projects.

“I think when we designed the
escape room in class, the students
had to apply what they had learned
about bacteria and how scientists
identify and treat different infec-

tions,” Dr. Hubin said.

Senior Sahana Agarwal appre-
ciates the project as it combines
learning about tough topics with
group work and freedom.

“Everyone got to choose their
groups, and everyone got to choose
their puzzles. I think thevre was a
lot of freedom in what you could
do, and I think everyone enjoyed
hosting the escape room and see-
ing people do it,” Sahana said.

As the semester finishes up,
Dr. Hubin encourages students
to come to the escape room with
their friends, preferably in a group
of three or more, to learn while
having fun.

“Sign-ups are open for people,”
Dr. Hubin said. “The class meets
during fourth periods, so students
are welcome to come in during
fourth period or email me and try
to find a time by arrangement.”
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Ideological conformity?

Students appreciate discourse at Lab and value teachers’ opinions

by LILA COYNE & LIGHT DOHRN

Many members of the U-High
community have been discussing
ideas brought up in the Report of the
Committee to Review the Laborato-
ry Schools released on Nov. 20. One
major area of focus was the idea that
Lab has become somewhat ideologi-
cally homogenous, and that candid
inclusion of teachers’ personal opin-
ions damages open discourse.

The Midway organized a discus-
sion among four U-High students
— seniors Maya Livni and Maca-
bee Callard, junior Jessica Stain-
ton-Simmons and sophomore Mila
Bhatoey-Bertrand — to learn their
opinions and to unpack Lab’s insti-
tutional neutrality. Responses have
been lightly edited for length, clari-
ty and style.

To start, do you feel U-High
has a distinct political culture
or commonly held beliefs? And
if so, what beliefs characterize
that culture?

Maya: U-High is, obviously, set
in the community of the universi-
ty, which is very infamous for be-
ing politically neutral and not tak-
ing stances on political views. But
I think that U-High differs in that
we definitely have a more liberal
culture, and there’s a lot of focus
on diversity, equity and inclusion.
I think that can often be a positive,
but definitely sets it such that po-
litical beliefs are not as diverse.

Macabee: I think you can have
nonliberal beliefs. There are plen-
ty of conservative people at Lab. I
think it’s more that if you have be-
liefs which aren’t [liberal], you sort
of have to set yourself into some
kind of box. I think that’s not real-
ly specific to Lab. It’s just like you
need to say, “I'm an ‘X.” So you
can’t really have a freedom of be-
lief in that sense.

Does a teacher expressing
their opinions help or hinder
discussion?

Mila: Personally, I feel like a
teacher expressing especially their
political opinion allows more con-
versation about politics. Because,
if a teacher brings up their politi-
cal views, maybe not even their po-
litical views, but just like politics in
general, I feel like I feel comfort-

Jessica Stainton-Simmons

Scan the QR code to listen to
an excerpt that
includes
additional
questions and
answers from the
discussion.

able sharing my beliefs on that top-
ic, because I know that they feel
comfortable sharing about that
topic.

Jessica: I think it’s important that
teachers differentiate their opinion
versus what they’re actually teach-
ing within the lesson. Because if
they don’t feel like they can ex-
press their opinion as an opinion,
they may try putting it into their
curriculum as sort of an under-
lying theme within the thing that
they’re trying to teach to people.
So then that’s not them expressing
their opinion as an opinion; that’s
them expressing their opinion
through the curricula, rather than
making them two discreet things.

As a general rule, does Lab
teach students how to think or
what to think?

Mila Bhatoey-Bertrand

Maya: As an administration, I
don’t think that U-High impos-
es any given belief on its students.
But it’s kind of within social dy-
namics that that kind of comes out
in what is socially acceptable.

Mila: I agree. I kind of think that
teachers give you a background,
and I think most of them try
their best, especially when you're
younger, not to give you any of
their own opinions. Because you
haven’t really understood how you
can, yourself, rebut their beliefs
if you disagree or you agree with
them.

Macabee: I think almost all cen-
sorship is social. It’s not always
about someone having a belief that
you disagree with. It’s about some-
one kind of making you uncom-
fortable. When we say “uncom-
fortable,” people almost always
immediately jump to something
political. But it can really just be
someone breaking the fiber of a
given conversation.

What about the DEI pro-
gramming by the administra-
tion. Does that feel proscrip-
tive? And if so, how does that
affect our ability to talk about
these topics?

Maya Livni

Jessica: I think the issue is that
people conflate the DEI program-
ming with the groups they're
talking about. So a lot of the issue
there is that any criticism of the
programming is seen to be a crit-
icism of the people. But that’s also
partially because we’ve done this
from such a young age, and then
young children can misconstrue
the programming with the peo-
ple that they’re talking about. So
then, having frustration with the
programming that’s being put on
or that’s taking up time away from
homework can also translate into
frustration with the group of peo-
ple, which I think is a really prob-
lematic misconception for young
children to have.

Maya: Also, the context of Lab
being pushing to be ideologically
neutral is that the Trump adminis-
tration is cracking down on univer-
sities. So when I consider it in that
context, to me the idea that Lab
should be less into DEI, that’s very
frustrating to me — the idea that
we have to move away from being
accepting of having a diverse stu-
dent body or move away from ac-
tively attempting to have a diverse
student body. That shouldn’t be
the case, in my opinion.

Macabee Callard

Is critiquing DEI seen as un-
acceptable?

Jessica: I think the issue is that
people conflate the DEI program-
ming with the groups they're
talking about. So a lot of the issue
there is that any criticism of the
programming is seen to be a crit-
icism of the people. But that’s also
partially because we’ve done this
from such a young age, and then
young children can misconstrue
the programming with the peo-
ple that they’re talking about. So
then, having frustration with the
programming that’s being put on
or that’s taking up time away from
homework can also translate into
frustration with the group of peo-
ple, which I think is a really prob-
lematic misconception for young
children to have.

Mila: T think so. I think that at
Lab, if someone were to say, “Oh,
why do we do all this stuff to learn
about DEI, and why do we take all
these steps to make sure we’re in-
cluding this?” I think someone cri-
tiquing that would be crossing this
boundary that we have socially at
school.
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At Beloved Community assembly, Woods advocates for unity
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CULTIVATING CONNECTION. Principal Martin Woods and history

teacher Holly Johnston embrace as Mr. Woods announces that Ms. Johnston

had won the Beloved Community Award at the assembly on Jan. 8.

Community game,
partnerships aim

for stronger ties

by LUCY SHIRRELL
Health & Wellness Editor

Using a term originally coined
by Martin Luther King Jr., Princi-
pal Martin Woods led an assembly
on Jan. 8 during Lab B in Gordon
Parks Arts Hall centered around
the idea of the “Beloved Commu-
nity” — one that highlighted stu-
dent voices and unsung heroes,
and announced new communi-
ty-building initiatives.

During the assembly, represen-
tatives from the Black Students’
Association and the Students with
Disabilities Association each pre-
sented historical figures that rep-
resent their identity. Each figure
worked to build a more inclusive
world through allyship.

Jonah Austen, Black Students’
Association co-president, pre-
sented about three figures, one
of whom was Rabbi Arnold Jacob
Wolf, a Chicago-area rabbi who
worked with Dr. King and later led
a congregation in Hyde Park. Jo-
nah was excited about the oppor-
tunity to speak to the community
and appreciates Mr. Woods’ ongo-
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The concept is not to make
anyone feel bad. It’s really to
uplift, and so I'm just happy
that we're able to launch it,
and I'm hoping that the school
will embrace it.
— Martin Woods,
principal
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ing support.

“I was super excited when he
reached out to Unity Council, and
I knew it was an opportunity I
wanted to go and do, and to get the
chance to talk in an assembly,” Jo-
nah said.

Mr. Woods also honored three
people with the Beloved Commu-
nity Award: senior Maya Livni, his-
tory teacher Holly Johnston and
food service worker Ariel Wil-
liams, who works in The Grind and
Café Lab.

Mr. Woods then brought on
stage Eric Williams, the founder
and owner of the Silver Room, to
announce a T-shirt design contest.
The winning design will be sold at
the Silver Room.

“As you build culture and build

community, pride is a really big
factor in that,” Mr. Woods said in
an interview. “It’s very import-
ant, so I'm hoping that it will gar-
ner a little more school pride for
you all. I'm gonna wear the shirt
proudly, whatever shirt he designs.
I want you all to feel proud of your
school.”

Finally, Mr. Woods announced a
community basketball tournament
to be held at U-High in April. This
event will be two days long and
combine U-High’s girls and boys
basketball teams with other high
school teams in Hyde Park. One
day of the program will be dedicat-
ed to athletes building connections
and the other to athletes’ wellness.
Students will be able to watch the
game on Saturday, April 11.

Mr. Woods is enthusiastic about
the idea of Beloved Community
and is excited to be more involved
with students directly in the future.

“At every school that I've been
at, I've tried to implement certain
components of the Beloved Com-
munity, just because I think it’s an
easy, accessible idea,” Mr. Woods
said. “It’s not threatening. The con-
cept is not to make anyone feel bad.
It’s really to uplift, and so I'm just
happy that we’re able to launch it,
and I'm hoping that the school will
embrace it.”
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Teach grammar;

Since it was introduced in 2023,
the English Department’s policy
on artificial intelligence has been
clear: generative AI must not be
used on any step of an assignment
without teacher permission.

But recently, the policy has got-
ten a bit more complicated, as
now Grammarly, the widely used
grammar resource, has been add-
ed to the list of forbidden software
alongside ChatGPT and Gemini.

The English Department’s deci-
sion to ban Grammarly, including
the non-generative grammar fea-
ture that has been a part of Gram-
marly’s model since it was found-
ed, is necessary to uphold and re-
inforce its policy of restricting all
Al use.

However, the loss of all levels
of Grammarly deprives students
from using the non-generative
grammar resources that have long
served as an accessible and helpful
tool. To supplement this loss, the
English Department should imple-
ment regular grammar lessons to
help improve student confidence
in mechanics and sentence struc-
ture, so students don’t feel pres-
sured to rely on programs such as
Grammarly.

Students have utilized Gram-
marly for years to replace the
spelling checker in Google Docs.
The program’s integrated machine
learning model is able to provide
spelling, grammar and clarity sug-
gestions without generating new
content. The software was nev-
er seen as an academic integrity
problem until Grammarly incorpo-
rated generative AI in 2023. Now,

ligh:

as the
midway
sees it.

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

the program can provide full-sen-
tence revisions, tone adjustments,
fluency suggestions, paraphrasing
and predicted reader reactions.

Students turn to Grammarly be-
cause the grammar instruction in
all levels of English is inconsistent.
Most students only receive about a
week of grammar instruction each
year, and the instruction is most-
ly from the learning program IXL,
rather than from a teacher.

To make grammar instruction
more consistent and useful for stu-
dents, teachers should set aside
time each month to provide in-
struction on topics such as sen-
tence structure, active and passive
voice, and relative clauses.

While these lessons might seem
boring for both students and teach-
ers — and could possibly delay the
existing English curriculum — they
are essential to help students im-
prove their writing skills and pre-
pare them for standardized tests
such as the SAT and ACT, where
students are tested on grammar.

While banning Grammarly pro-
tects academic integrity, it also ex-
poses a gap in grammar instruction
at U-High that shouldn’t be over-
looked. By implementing more con-

opinion: €

lose Grammarly

sistent and teacher-led grammar in-
struction, students could gain con-

fidence in their writing and, as a
result, become less likely to depend
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on generative Al or Grammarly to
correct errors.

Make swimming absences fair for female students

As the PE. swimming unit
rolls around each year, a famil-
iar, years-old
conversation
rolls through
the girls lock-
er-room: the
swimming ab-
sence poli-
cies’  unfair-
ness  toward
girls. This is

not a new com- MAYA
plaint.  Since GAU |'.|AR'
middle school, Multimedia Editor
some female

students have

expressed frustration over the
rules surrounding absences during
the swimming unit, feeling that
not participating due to being on

their period should not count to-
ward an absence threshold.

According to an unwritten pol-
icy that many P.E. teachers explain
at the beginning of the swimming
unit, students cannot miss more
than three or so days of swim-
ming during the three- -week-long
unit, or they will have to make up
missed days by temporarily join-
ing another P.E. class. For most fe-
male students, only being allowed
to miss three days is an unrealis-
tic expectation. Periods last an av-
erage of three to seven days, and in
a week with four P.E. classes, a stu-
dent skipping necessary days while
on their period is likely already at
or over the maximum number of
permitted absences.

Some P.E. teachers are aware

of this and are flexible about the
number of days a student can miss.
However, a significant number of
students would be surprised that
specific circumstances are tak-
en into account, and there is an
evident mismatch between stu-
dent and teacher views of the pol-
icy. Therefore, the swimming ab-
sence policy should be standard-
ized among and clarified to all P.E.
classes, and revised to allow spe-
cific excused absences.

Each year, some female students
inevitably exceed the absence lim-
it. Even students who do not ex-
ceed the limit can be reluctant to
miss days for other reasons, such
as being sick, as they have already
missed several days. While mak-
ing up missed swimming by join-

ing another class isn’t necessarily
considered a punishment, it is of-
ten regarded as an inconvenience,
and many students strive to avoid
needing to bring swimming gear to
school for a second time.

Beyond this unfairness, the
policy is enforced differently de-
pending on the class period. Some
students recount missing sever-
al extra days of swimming with-
out consequence, while other stu-
dents who missed just four days
had to make up lost time. This is
likely because the specifics of ab-
sence rules, including the days a
student can miss and the strict-
ness of the policy, depend on the
teacher of a class. However, the
varying enforcement isn’t the on-
ly inconsistent part of the policy —

while some teachers easily accept
an explanation that a student is
on their period as a reason to miss
swimming, other teachers require
a nurse’s note. If a student shows
up to class without a note and ex-
plains that they are sitting out due
to being on their period, in certain
P.E. classes they will be told to go
to the nurse to get one. This feels
like an unnecessary hassle that on-
ly adds stress.

The swimming unit policies
should be revised to reflect the re-
alities of students. Revisiting these
policies, clarifying the details of
the absence threshold, and ac-
counting for excused absences will
remove unnecessary stress from
students and allow their health to
feel respected.

Recognize that our differences are America’s true strength

Many Lab students are first-gen-
eration Amer-
icans, and
even more
have close
ties to family
abroad. Most
of my friends
are first-gen-
eration, as am
I: my parents
moved to the
United States
from Romania,
like so many
others, in search of a better life af-

SINZIANA
LAZAR
Multimedia Editor

ter communism collapsed.

Countless people come to the
United States in search of this
promise. They bring their cultures,
experiences and potential. There-
fore, President Trump’s policy of
“bringing back American identity”
is a pointless errand, demonstrat-
ing a fundamental misunderstand-
ing of what it means to be Amer-
ican.

Being American is not just about
what land you were born in or who
your parents were. It is about ad-
hering to and believing in freedom,
entrepreneurship, creativity and

most importantly, hope.

Equality of opportunity is Amer-
ica’s promise. People come here for
many reasons, among them, pro-
tection from oppressive regimes,
economic opportunities and edu-
cation. One of the founding princi-
ples is of equal opportunity for all.

While a president should prior-
itize the interests of the country, it
is in the United States’ worst in-
terest to alienate nearly a quarter
of its residents. President Trump’s
ethno-nationalist view of Ameri-
can identity does just that.

In some countries, nationality

can be defined by ancestry and cul-
ture going back hundreds or thou-
sands of years. The same cannot be
said for the United States. Because
the United States does not real-
ly have a national monoculture,
trying to apply a uniform culture
makes little sense.

What makes America unique is
that it was built from the start by
people from all over the world,
with different cultures and prac-
tices. This variety gives America
its vitality — its enduring position
in the world as a place where peo-
ple with shared values can look be-

yond visible and cultural differenc-
es.

This may seem idealistic, and
it is. The United States is far from
perfect. Our country has often
failed to live up to its stated ideals.
But we have a framework for what
we could work toward. President
Trump’s ethno-nationalistic agen-
da risks tearing down what makes
America remarkable. If this is al-
lowed to happen, then the Unit-
ed States faces the prospect of be-
coming just like the oppressive
places my parents, and many oth-
ers, fled.
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Your guide to
experiencing
the perfect
Pilsen day

by ARI NOVAK
Features Editor

ilsen, just southwest of the

Loop or a 16-minute drive

from Hyde Park, is a thriv-

ing cultural hub of Chica-
go’s Mexican community. Lined
not only with inviting cafés and
delicious restaurants but also
breathtaking murals and art galler-
ies, Pilsen’s epicenter, 18th Street,
was ranked 21st among the coolest
streets in the world by Time Out
in 2024. If you have a few hours to
spare and a few dollars to spend,
here is an itinerary to support
some of Pilsen’s local businesses,
all within a 15-minute walk.

Panaderia: Nuevo Le6n

1634 W. 18th St.

When entering Nuevo Leon,
you are immediately greeted by
the scent of sugar and fresh bread,
the flutter of papel picado strung
from the ceiling, and the delecta-
ble sight of case after case stuffed
with homemade Mexican pastries.
Opened in 1973, Nuevo Leén is a
self-serve panaderia offering ev-
ery sweet and savory treat you can
imagine. From churros to conchas,
cupcakes to mini sandias (a wa-
termelon sugar cookie) and even
besos, a jelly-filled rolled sponge
cake. Most items range between $1-
3, making it an affordable and deli-
cious place to grab a treat to start
your morning, or something more
savory to enjoy for lunch.

Store: Mestiza Shop

1444 W. 18th St.

Founded in 2004 and relocat-
ed to the Pilsen neighborhood in
2017, Mesitza Shop is a small busi-
ness selling hundreds of Mexican
culture-inspired knicknacks that
are both affordable and adorable:
mugs, ornate belts, enamel pins,
beautiful cards, witty totes and
more. The shop also hosts com-
munity events that “celebrate art,
culture, and identity,” including
“Small Biz Weekend” highlighting
local vendors, and hosting month-
ly guest vendors to promote shop-
ping small and shopping local.

Coffee Shop: Café Jumping
Bean

1439 W. 18th St.

Café Jumping Bean was my fa-
vorite stop in Pilsen. Its menu is
sprawling, both the heat and mu-
sic is blasting and the coffee is de-
licious. Drink options range from
Thai coffee to licuados, a Latin
American beverage similar to a
smoothie, and food items include
everything from black bean burg-
ers to cheesecake. Open since 1994,

Center

CULTUR

MUSEUM MAGIC. Two Museum
visitors observe installations in the
general exhibit at the National Mu-
seum of Mexican Art, which has over
18,000 items. The museum, which
is open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., is lo-
cated in the heart of Pilsen and of-
fers an abundance of history for free.
Two exhibits are open to the public.

PAINTED IN PUBLIC. Outside of
Sleep Walk Chocolateria & Cafe, lo-
cated at 1844 S. Blue Island Ave. in
Pilsen, murals in graffiti art line the
walls, bringing color and culture to
the neighborhood. The cafe is known
for their bean-to-bar chocolates.

Midway photos by
Elspeth LaCroix-Birdthistle

Café Jumping Bean doubles as a
community hub, hosting local art-
ists and musical performances. It is
open from 6 a.m. to 7 p.m. Monday
through Friday, and 6:30 a.m. to 7
p-m. on the weekend.

Restaurant: Don Pedro’s
Carniceria

1113 W. 18th St.

At Don Pedro’s Carniceria you
pay for meat by the pound, and
then are rewarded with a heaping
serving of cilantro, onions and dif-
ferent sauces to DIY your own ta-

cos. This family-owned restaurant,
established in 1981, only takes cash
and specializes in carnitas — deep-
fried pork. They also offer barba-
coa and birria de chivo.

Activity: The National
Museum of Mexican Art

1852 W. 19th St.

Admission to the National Mu-
seum of Mexican Art is complete-
ly free. The moment you walk in,
you need only take a few steps for-
ward to enter the line, type your
email and ZIP code onto an iPad
to sign in, and you are good to go.

Two exhibits are currently open
to the public: “Nuestras Historias:
Stories of Mexican Identity” from
the permanent collection and “Hay
cultura en nuestra comunidad,”
which will close March 1. The per-
manent collection has over 18,000
items from pre-Cuauhtemoc Mex-
ico to digital media from 2022.
The museum is wonderfully cu-
rated with works of famous Mexi-
can artists like Diego Rivera, Frida
Kahlo and Carmen Lomas Garza.
It is a peaceful visit with its col-
orful walls, beautiful artwork and
friendly staff.

Pilsen’s 18th Street vintage, secondhand stores offer unique treasures

Chicago’s Pilsen neighborhood
is a short drive from Hyde

Park and other neighborhoods,
and offers many opportunities
for vintage and secondhand
shopping. From clothes to
furniture to mementos, you can
find almost anything in Pilsen’s
thrift stores.

Knee Deep Vintage

1219 W. 18th St.

Knee Deep Vintage is more
than just a secondhand store.
They also offer personalized
shopping and styling, along with
the service of helping theater
or film productions have a

El Anticuario

complete wardrobe.

1425 W. 18th St.

Filled to the brim with antique
mementos, El Anticuario offers
a multitude of retro gadgets,
furniture, vinyl records and
accessories. You never know

what you might find.

Pilsen Vintage
1430 W. 18th St.

place to go secondhand

shopping for anything vintage.

With numerous chandeliers
hanging from the ceiling
creating an atmosphere that
matches the store’s name,
Pilsen Vintage is the perfect

Trash

948 W. 18th St.

Trash is an in-store and online
vintage store that, alongside
their many pop-up stores, also
collaborates with local artists

for photography and video.

— Ellie Rosenberg

Paving Pilsen:
who has
shaped its
rich history?

by SINZIANA LAZAR
Multimedia Editor

The history of Chicago’s Pilsen
neighborhood is vibrant, marked
by moments of struggle and suc-
cess.

From the city’s earliest days, it
has been a home to immigrants
and people seeking to build a life
for themselves in the bustling me-
tropolis.

According to Peter N. Pero’s
book, “Chicago’s Pilsen Neigh-
borhood,” the first non-native set-
tlers to what would become Pilsen
were Irish immigrants in the 1840s,
a time when Irish people faced dis-
crimination, especially in employ-
ment.

However, these immigrants
found work in the city’s growing
factories, and soon became one of
Chicago’s major constituencies.

As the city’s population grew
exponentially, the neighborhood’s
population did as well, welcom-
ing Czech, German, Polish and
Italian immigrants. The neigh-
borhood’s name, Pilsen, comes
from the name of a popular Czech
restaurant at the time, “At the City
of Plzen.”

Pilsen developed both autono-
mously and in conjunction with
the rest of the city. Its residents,
mainly Czech Freethinkers, indi-
viduals who prized logic and rea-
son over religious doctrine, devel-
oped their own social spaces, char-
itable societies, athletic clubs and
schools.

Following Mayor Richard Da-
ley’s urban renewal movement in
the 1950s and 1960s, many of the
people displaced by the building
of the Stevenson Expressway and
the University of Illinois at Chi-
cago moved to Pilsen. Within the
span of a decade, the majority of
Pilsen’s residents were of Mexican
heritage.

While initially these new fami-
lies were treated poorly and with
suspicion by the neighborhood’s
longtime residents, members of
the Mexican community in Pilsen
gained a foothold throughout the
1960s.

They became leaders in organi-
zations fighting urban renewal in
the neighborhood and painted ma-
ny iconic murals that remain pow-
erful signs of struggle and success
today.

Just like the Czech Freethinkers
before them, the Mexican commu-
nity established their own commu-
nity spaces, providing aid to the
poorest residents. Through these
organizations, they fought urban
renewal by allying with leaders
in the other predominantly Afri-
can American and Latino neigh-
borhoods who had also been dis-
placed by urban renewal plans
they had not agreed to.

Through these actions, Pilsen
gained a reputation as a place that
will fight for itself.

Even today, as the neighborhood
faces challenges such as gentrifi-
cation and the threat of significant
levels of pollution from nearby in-
dustrial areas, the community re-
mains a unique place, built on its
vibrant multicultural history and
heritage.
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Bass guitarist
pursues passion

with new album

by NADIA WASHINGTON
Multimedia Editor
usical passions can be-
gin with a single mo-
ment. It might be the
hum of a guitar chord
through your ears, song lyrics that
resonate deeply or the feeling of
your fingers sliding across piano
keys.

For sophomore Tala Ardati, that
moment came at 14, when she was
gifted a bass for her birthday.

Sparked with inspiration, Tala
spent the rest of the day scanning
YouTube for tutorials to her favor-
ite songs.

“It felt so cool, like I could be a
rockstar,” Tala said.

About two years ago Tala formed
a school band with her close friend
Charlie Glascott, a current Lab
eighth grader.

From there, Charlie introduced
Tala to Trent Spiegel, another Lab
eighth grader and now the band’s
main vocalist, and the band was
born.

This year, the band went through
a rebrand to redefine themselves
outside of school and begin their
independent music career.

“This year, we decided to scrap
everything and market ourselves
as not school-based, but like our
own thing,” Tala said.

The band settled on Rebuke —
previously Lab Rats — as their new
group name. In addition to simply
“sounding cool,” Rebuke, Tala ex-
plained, is an edgy word that re-
flects the vibe of the band.

Tala enjoys listening to and writ-
ing a variety of musical genres.
Though she describes her person-
al music taste as pop-oriented, Re-
buke leans more toward indie rock.

Tala largely credits Flea, the
bassist from the rock band Red Hot
Chili Peppers, as her main inspira-
tion for wanting to learn the bass
guitar.

“In eighth grade, I was really ob-
sessed with the band Red Hot Chili
Peppers,” Tala said, “I thought Flea
was the coolest guy ever.”

As Rebuke’s main bassist and oc-

Midway photo by Arthur Cornelius

FROM BASS TO BAND. Two years after first discovering the bass guitar, sophomore Tala Ardati formed a band with two friends. Now, they’re going
through a rebrand, changing their name from Lab Rats to Rebuke and making plans to release a single by the end of this month.

casional backup vocalist, Tala also
emphasizes the band’s focus on
songwriting and finds the process
of writing lyrics therapeutic.

“I can use writing as a way to ex-
press issues that 'm dealing with
or things in the world that cause
me stress,” Tala said.

The members have become
creative with where they prac-
tice, sometimes playing in empty
school hallways, the Gordon Parks
Arts Hall lobby or even over Face-
Time.

“Right now we’re focusing on
writing things,” Tala said. “We’ll
FaceTime and be like ‘Hey, what
do you think about this?” or can

you write lyrics for this?””

Band mate Charlie, who plays
electric guitar for Rebuke, appre-
ciates Tala’s creativity and diverse
music taste.

“Each one of us kinda has our
own music taste,” Charlie said. “If
Trent’s writing a song, it’s proba-
bly gonna be indie rock. But if Tala
is writing a song, you have no idea
what it’s gonna be. She has a lot of
musical genres that she listens to
and enjoys.”

Performing has become an emo-
tional outlet for Tala, allowing her
to forget about external stress and
become fully immersed in her mu-

In the spring of 2024, Rebuke
performed during a middle school
seminar where they played a set of
songs including “In Bloom” by Nir-
vana and “Not Strong Enough” by
Boy Genius.

By the end of January, Rebuke
hopes to release their first single
on streaming platforms. By sum-
mertime, the band is planning to
drop a full album and add a drum-
mer to their band.

“We’re looking into some small
venues to book,” Tala said. “Per-
haps for next year once we have a
larger social media following and
more people are listening to our
music.”

‘Stranger Thlngs delivers feeb

Netflix

THE NEVER-ENDING STORY. Season 5 of “Stranger Things” was a dis-

appointing conclusion to the global, decade-spanning phenomenon, filled

with plot holes and off-kilter interactions between characters.

by SOHANA SCHNEIDER
Editor-in-Chief

The never-ending story has end-
ed — no more anticipation, con-
formity gate or interviews. Net-
flix released the final episode of
“Stranger Things” on New Year’s
Eve, bringing to a close the glob-
al streaming phenomenon that had
spanned almost 10 years.

Despite a massive budget —
speculated to be anywhere from
$400-$480 million — endless hype
and three years of waiting, Season
5 of “Stranger Things” is ultimate-
ly the weakest season of the show.
The relationships between charac-
ters are inconsistent, and the plot
has glaring holes.

Further, much of the success or
emotional payoff was only possi-
ble because of the quality in ear-
lier seasons.

Set in 1980s Hawkins, Indiana,
“Stranger Things” follows a group
of friends and outcasts who fight
against supernatural forces cre-
ated by classified government ex-
periments.

The fifth and final season fol-
lows the group as they fight against
Henry Creel or Vecna (Jamie
Campbell Bower), the main villain,
who plans to destroy their world.

The relationships, arguably the
most meaningful aspect of the
show, were not adequately devel-

oped. Most notably, Max (Sadie
Sink) and Eleven’s (Millie Bobby
Brown) friendship suffers. In Sea-
son 3, they became close, a touch-
ing example of female relation-
ships.

In Season 4, Eleven heroical-
ly saved Max from death and was
devastated to see her in a coma.
However, in Season 5, when Max
escapes Vecna’s mind and wakes
up, Eleven simply says, “You're re-
ally here,” and laughs in disbelief,
lacking a sense of emotion. It was
an underwhelming reunion for
characters with a deep history of
friendship.

Wrapping up all plot lines of a
monumental show in a finale is no-
toriously difficult, but some of the
plot holes were quite jarring. Elev-
en’s major sacrifice is meant to
prevent the military’s plans to use
her to start another government
program.

But after her disappearance, the
military leaves Hawkins with no
explanation. This eliminates the
need for Eleven’s — the most icon-
ic character in the show — story to
end this way.

Her sacrifice is certainly emo-
tional, but narratively, it does not
make sense.

Furthermore, the absence in the
finale of both the Demogorgons,
monsters controlled by Vecna, and

Performing in front of your
peers can feel vulnerable and
nerve-wracking, but Tala finds
comfort in letting herself get lost
in the music.

“The worst that could happen
isn’t nearly as bad as you think,”
Tala said. “A few minutes of em-
barrassment isn’t worth regretting
not doing something because you
were scared.”

Through her experience in Re-
buke, Tala has learned to act on
her passions despite fear. Now 16,
she approaches her musical jour-
ney with courage and determina-
tion, understanding it can just take
one moment to spark inspiration.

e finale
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Sesaon 5 of ‘Stranger Things’

is ultimately the weakest of
the show. The relationships
between characters are
inconsistent, and the plot

has glaring holes.
2

Robin’s (Maya Hawke) girlfriend,
Vickie (Amybeth McNulty), feels
unreasonable given that they were
both pivotal parts of Season 5 and
earlier seasons.

Many of my critiques of Season
5 arise from unrealistic expecta-
tions because of the show’s gener-
al and consistent excellence. The
release schedule of two volumes
almost a month apart also height-
ened many fans’ expectations, and
it would have been more enjoyable
had it been a lower-stakes, weekly
episode drop.

Despite all of this, the show
wraps up many of the main char-
acters’ stories in a satisfying and
heartfelt way.

While I, too, wish the show
would never end, it is time to fi-
nally say goodbye to “Stranger
Things” — or, personally, I think it
is time for a rewatch.
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Journalism is more than just a class, it’'s a community

become a part of our award-winning publications.

NATIONAL WINNER. This page, designed by Taariq Ahmed,
featured a dynamic design combining DEI celebration with new
student government and was named top 10 in the nation.

BEST IN THE NATION. Taken by Danny Baeza at prom in
2024, this photo of Christine Fojtik on the dance floor won na-
tional feature photo of the year.

BEST OF THE BEST. The 2025 U-Highlights yearbook

won first place in the national Best of Show contest for

yearbooks with 225-276 pages.

interested  what joining u-high journalism did for me.

[ e o °

in joining?

Do you have questions for us or just
want to learn more about U-High
Jjournalism? Come visit C014 during
lunch on Tuesday, Jan. 27, or during
Lab B on Thursday, Jan. 29, for an

info session to learn more and talk to
staff members.

ournalism is more than just a
class. It’s a community. I orig-
inally joined journalism be-
ause I thought it would help me
improve my writing skills and help
me get to know the school better,
and sure it did that, but it also did
so much more.
Journalism became a commu-

nity that I could come back to at
anytime. Through my four years in
the program I learned to write, edit
and design. Journalism also taught
me true leadership.

It taught me how to work
through adverse situations while
balancing my own opinions with
the opinions of others.

Most of all, journalism taught
me how to relate with the commu-
nity around me.

For 15 years I was a part of the
Lab community — but being a part
of journalism really made me feel
ingrained with the community
around me.

— Kabir Joshi

Photo by Jayna Rumble

why we joined u-high journalism, and why we stayed.

SOHANA SCHNEIDER
U-HIGH MIDWAY

3 years on staff

Editor-in-Chief

“I joined the Midway because I
saw it as a way
for me to be in-
vested in my
community. It’s
also the reason
I stayed. I think
it’s just so cool
to share peo-
ple’s stories in
general as well
as share things
that people may not know about
our community. It’s taught me a lot
about leadership both in the sense
of learning from others and being
a mentor.”

CECILY BENSMAIA
U-HIGH MIDWAY

2 years on staff

Assistant Editor

“I joined the Midway because
my friends were
talking about it,
and it seemed
like a cool op-
portunity to
get to know my
community bet-
ter, and I also
really enjoyed
writing in the
past. I thought
joining the Midway would be a fun
way to bring that into high school.
I've also gotten to know a lot of
people in the Lab community more
and learn a lot from them.”

RUBY KOYNER
U-HIGHIGHTS

3 years on staff

Editor-in-Chief

“I joined U-Highlights because
I saw it as a cool
way to be a cre-
ative outlet as
well as join a
new communi-
ty at school. I
stayed because
of that commu-
nity but also
the team aspect.
I've dealt with a
team and brought new people in.
It’s really built a family, and I've
been able to work with staff from
Midway and photojournalism in
such unique ways.”

ASHA REYNOLDS-STEWART
PHOTOJOURNALISM

1year on staff

Photojournalist

“I joined photojournalism be-
cause 1 appre-
ciated the Mid-
way’s news-
paper. 1 was
interested in
photos from
high school and
then when I had
the opportuni-
ty to join pho-
tojournalism I
took it. I knew it was something
that I would be interested in and
that I could make a difference in
our community through all the
photos.”

ELSPETH LACROIX-BIRDTHISTLE
PHOTOJOURNALISM

3 years on staff

Editor-in-Chief

“As a freshman, I would see the
photojournal-
ists around the
school docu-
ment assembly,
news and stu-
dents events. It
was really in-
triguing to me
that they got
to capture mo-
ments like that
and get them published. It was im-
portant to me to be involved in my
community and a good way to do
that was through photojournalism
and our school’s publications.”

ISAAC BENTON
U-HIGHLIGHTS

1year on staff

Reporter

“I wanted to join journalism be-
cause it was a
unique class
experience  to
have, so I picked
yearbook.  It’s
been really fun
meeting all
these people
and just creating
the  yearbook.
The amount of
things you get to do, like meeting
people, intervewing people and
going to the conventions out of
town, makes it a class that I look
forward to.”

DECLAN SMITH
U-HIGH MIDWAY

3 years on staff

News Editor

“I was originally in yearbook
journalism but
wanted to have
the experience
of working on
a newspaper. I
stayed because
of the sense of
teamwork and
collaboration
that it brought.
It brought me a
lot of joy and excitement, and I re-
ally enjoyed getting to write differ-
ent stories as well as express my
creativity through page design and
breaking news to the school.”

GABRIEL WANG
U-HIGH MIDWAY

2 years on staff

Multimedia Editor

“I joined journalism because I
found the course
very interest-
ing. I found that
I aligned with
a lot of the val-
ues that journal-
ism stressed. It
taught very cru-
cial life skills
that could be ap-
plied to my ev-
ery day life. I also found that the
community of journalism was
very welcoming and friendly and
that I learned a lot through peo-
ple-to-people interactions.”

CALDER WONG
PHOTOJOURNALISM

2 years on staff

Assistant Editor

“I really enjoyed taking photos
for the publica-
tion and the way
it allowed me
to express my
creativity. Tak-
ing photos has
been fun, and
I've gone to cool
events like pro-
tests and sports
games. My pho-
tos have been used for newspaper
and yearbook, and it’s also cool to
look back at the work you’ve do-
ne and see it contributing to some-
thing.”

CLARA PAUL
U-HIGHLIGHTS

1year on staff

Reporter

“I joined journalism because in
middle school
I really enjoyed
the  yearbook
class Ms. Larson
provided, and I
just thought it
would be real-
ly fun to do in
high school. One
reason I plan to
stay next year is
that so far I've enjoyed yearbook. I
think in the future it would be fun
to be editor-in-chief, go to the jour-
nalism competitions, and have my
work in the yearbook.”

Photo by Eli Raikhel

front lines — live events and breaking news.

DEMOCRATIC NATIONAL CONVENTION 2024

During the summer of 2024, U-High
journalists were offered the once-in-
a-lifetime opportunity to attend and
report from the Democratic Nation-
al Convention in Chicago, which took
place months before an pivotal presi-
dential election. During the DNC, Vice
President Kamala Harris announced
Gov. Tim Walz to be her running mate.
The convention also showcased oth-
er key figures such as President Joe
Biden, former president Bill Clinton
and even Oprah Winfrey. Under the
theme of “A bold vision for America’s
Future,” the DNC shared messages of

hope and called for action.

As a part of this convention, U-High
student journalists, attended each of
the four days of the convention.

Students got to interview key gov-
ernment officials, listen to and report
on speeches, and talk to the delegates
attending the convention from around
the country.

Events like these offer so many
learning opportunities to students,
helping them improve their interview-
ing skills and giving them a chance to
be a part of a moment in history that is
much bigger than them.

Photo by Olin Nafziger
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PRO-PALESTINIAN ENCAMPMENT

On April 29, 2024, UChicago Unit-
ed for Palestine, a student group, be-
gan an encampment on the University
of Chicago’s Main Quad with the pur-
pose of standing in solidarity with the
Palestinian people. University admin-
istrators stated that at the time they
would tolerate the encampment, even
though it violated UChicago policy. On
Friday morning, May 3, an email from
President Paul Alivisatos declared that
the encampments would not be toler-
ated any longer. Protesters expressed
hope and unity in the messages they
shared, trying to raise awareness of the

NO KINGS PROTESTS

On Oct. 18, Chicago held the No
Kings Rally, being a part of the 2,700 lo-
cations where a rally and march were
held. Chicago’s protest drew nearly
250,000 people including U-High stu-
dents, teachers and parents.

Participants were diverse, and the
protest provided an opportunity for
underrepresented groups to get their
voice out into the community. Political
figures such as Gov. JB Pritzker spoke
at the event, and other speakers em-
phasized their resistance to the author-
itarianism felt by communities around
the country. Protesters shared heart-

situation happening in the West Bank
and Gaza.

As a part of this encampment,
U-High student journalists visited the
encampment multiple times. During
the span of a few days, students got to
interview protesters and interact with
UChicago faculty. Photojournalists got
to go above and beyond, practicing
candid photography in high-stress en-
vironments.

Through their training and practice,
student journalists are prepared to
cover breaking news situations when
they arise.

felt motivations and shared a sense of
hope shared among all protestors and
attendees of the rally.

As a part of these protests, U-High
student journalists teamed up to cov-
er the event by interviewing partic-
ipants from the Lab community and
other protesters. Their story and pho-
to gallery were published quickly after
the event.

Journalists and photojournalists
were able to collaborate as one team,
while improving skills such as inter-
viewing, news photography and story
telling.

travels with the j-fam.

Once or twice a year, students from
all journalism teams travel to a JEA/
NSPA National High School Jour-
nalism Convention, a four-day event
where students attend instructional
workshops led by professionals, get
to showcase their work, participate in
competitions and celebrate their suc-
cess.

These conventions are more than
just trips to learn about journalism.

They provide great time to get closer
as a team, often featuring a full day of
sightseeing around the host city. Re-
cent conventions have been held in
Nashville, Philadelphia, Boston, San
Francisco and St. Louis.

These conventions also give stu-
dents the opportunity to learn from
and interact with the more than 5,000
students who attend from other states
and even other countries.
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recent
alumni.

Journalism alumni often go on to work

at collegiate media after their time at the
U-High. Here are some recent alumni.
2025: Taariq Ahmed, Jaya Alenghat, Chloe
Alexander, Olin Nafziger

2024: Katie Sasamoto-Kurisu, Sahana Unni,

Patrice Graham

2023: Tea Tamburo, William Tan, Matt Petres

2022: Andrew Burke-Stevenson, Adrianna

Nehme, An Ngo, Elliott Taylor, Malcom Taylor,

Peter Pu

Photo by Jayna Rumble

class and community.

While most classes at U-High
can feel repetitive with four 50
-minute classes a week. Jour-
nalism, on the other hand, is a
community that stays with you
through your time at U-High. It
lets you connect with your peers
in fun ways, helping you express
your creativity.

Its student-led structure teach-
es you to take charge of your
own work, an important skill for
life. Journalism is more than just
a class, it’s a fun way to express
yourself and learn.
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our
awards.

U-High Midway

CSPA Crown Award

Gold: 2025, 2024, 2023, 2019,
2018, 2006, 2004, 2003, 2002,
1999, 1993, 1992, 1991, 1990, 1988,
1987, 1986, 1985, 1984

Silver: 2022, 2021, 2020, 2011,
2010, 2009, 2000, 1996, 1989

NSPA Pacemaker,
Newspaper

Winner: 2025, 2024, 2023, 2022,
2020, 2001, 1991, 1990, 1984,
1980, 1972,1970, 1968

Finalist: 2021, 2019, 2017, 2000

NSPA Pacemaker, Online
Winner: 2025, 2024, 2022, 2020
Finalist: 2020

Best of Show

Website

First Place: 2023

Placed: 2025, 2023, 2022, 2021,
2021, 2020 spring and fall
Newspaper:

First Place: 2023 spring

Placed: 2025, 2024, 2023 fall,
2022,2021,2021,2020, 2018,
2017

1JEA

Illinois Journalist of the Year:
2025 Runner-up: Taariq Ahmed
2017 Runner-up: Marissa Martinez
2015 Runner-up: Michael Glick
lllinois All-State Journalism Team:
The award recognizes those students
who have proven themselves
indispensable to their respective
school media. Since the award began
in 2005, 21 U-High students have
been recognized. One student was
recognized twice, and three all-state
teams have had two U-High students.
2025: Light Dohrn and Elspeth
LaCroix-Birdthistle

2024: Taariq Ahmed and Olin
Na{:ziger

2023: Patrice Graham and Audrey
Park

2022: Tea Tamburo

2021: Caroline Hohner

2020: Amanda Cassel

2019: Emma Trone

2018: Priyanka Shrijay

2017: Marissa Martinez

2016: Grace Anderson

2015: Michael Glick

2014: Michael Glick

2011: Sydney Scarlata

2010: Nick Chaskin

2009: Gabriel Bump

2008: Liwen Xu

2007: Jeremy Lacocque

2005: Joseph Bernardoni and

Danielle Goldman

U-Highlights
Best of Show

First Place
2025, 2024

IJEA

First place Overall General
Excellence: 2025

CSPA Crown Award
Gold: 2025

i formore.: ;
Scan the QR code or navigate to
uhighmidway.com/awards-
recognition to see
a more detailed
list of awards
won by Midway

staff.
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COMMUNITY CUISINE. Co-founder of Hyde Park restaurant Mahari, Magic Johnson, left, smiles with executive chef Rahim Muhammad. Mahari opened in 2025 at 1504 E. 55th St.

by ELLIE ROSENBERG
Assistant Editor

When translated from Swahili to
English, “mahari” means “gift.” A
gift is exactly what the restaurant
Mahari’s director of community
and culture, Magic Johnson, wants
every guest to receive in their time
at his restaurant.

Mahari opened in early 2025
and is located inside the Hyde
Park Shopping Center on East 55th
Street.

Rooted in the center of Hyde
Park, Mahari strives to provide the
community with foods that remind
people of their roots and allow fla-
vors of all the African diaspora to
hold one home.

This is where Mr. Johnson
comes in.

A friendly face to many Hyde
Park and Kenwood residents, Mr.
Johnson uses his endless friendli-
ness to build a stronger commu-
nity inside and outside of Maha-

Students find representation from ‘|

by LEILA KOSS
Reporter

300 million global views. Four si-
multaneous songs on the Billboard
Hot 100. Five Grammy Award nom-
inations. This is not Disney’s latest
princess movie or Marvel’s newest
superhero series: this is a movie
about a group of three K-pop-sing-
ing, soul-protecting and de-
mon-slaying girls that has gained
astronomical attention around the
world. This movie, “K-Pop De-
mon Hunters,” through the sound
of K-pop, blends traditional Kore-
an folktales and mythology with
modern Korean pop culture and
does not even include a real K-pop
group. While some Korean Amer-
ican students believe that the tra-
ditional stories underlying the “de-
mon hunting” concept may have
been overlooked and that the mov-
ie has been a little overplayed, they
are proud and appreciate the atten-
tion the movie has brought to the
realm of Korean culture.

“m more proud to be Kore-
an the older I get because of how
popular, now, everything is. Not
just, like, media but also, like, food
and beauty and everything,” Jo-
anne Lee, a ninth grader and Kore-
an American student, said.

In recent years, according to
South Korea’s Ministry of Trade,
Industry and Resources, their ex-
ports of agricultural food prod-
ucts have risen 8.6%, and their ex-

ri, and what better way to do that
than through food?

“Think of flavors, they come
from different cultures,” Mr. John-
son said. “When you get people to
sit in the room and come together
and feast and break bread togeth-
er, now you're thinking of commu-
nity.”

In conjunction with Lisa Brown
and Rahim Muhammad, Mr. John-
son strived to fill a void he found
in the Hyde Park community by
opening Mahari.

“In our neighborhood, there’s no
access to any of the flavors of the
diaspora all in one place. So it was
important to us to bring that to the
neighborhood,” Mr. Johnson said.
“Thinking about all the different
cultures in Hyde Park that don’t
get to go home and feel at home
anymore, it’s important to make
them feel at home when they come
through these doors.”

Throughout Mr. Johnson’s life
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When you get people to sit in
the room and come together
and feast and break bread
together, now you're thinking
of community.

— Magic Johnson, director of
community and culture at Mahari
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and in the generations before him,
food has been a part of his and his
family’s world. Creating communi-
ty through food is in Mr. Johnson’s
blood.

“My grandmother used to own
an ice cream shop, and my grand-
father owned an ice cream truck,”
Mr Johnson said. “It was special to
see them hold down that business
of serving the people and serving
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A K-POP CRAZE. “K-Pop Demon Hunters” not only topped the musical

charts and received two Golden Globes, but also helped Korean American

students appreciate more of their culture.

ports of beauty products have ris-
en 20.8%.

“I feel more proud of my culture
and I guess it feels great to see lit-
tle kids singing it,” Joanne said.

She noticed that younger kids
enjoy the movie, noting that it
did not seem to be aimed at her
age group. She also said that she
wished more Korean was included

in the movie, though she appreci-
ated that using only English made
the movie accessible.

Another Korean American stu-
dent, Carson Lee, not related to Jo-
anne, said, “It was a pretty good
movie that incorporated modern
and past culture.”

But while Carson, a sophomore,
appreciated the movie’s cultur-

food.”

Mr. Johnson has continued this
tradition of serving the people
since he was a child.

“My mom taught me how to
bake. I would bake pies, cakes, ba-
nana puddings, pound cakes, and
I would go to church and I would
sell them,” Mr. Johnson said.

Now, Mr. Johnson goes around
the neighborhood to other local
businesses and helps Mahari part-
ner with them, which shows profit
for both companies and increases
community and overlap between
different parts of Hyde Park.

“We partner with a lot of local
farms, and we partner with De-
mera, the Ethiopian restaurant, by
using their spice that we make into
honey,” Mr. Johnson said.

Mr. Johnson strives to connect
all different parts of the commu-
nity and use Mahari as a place to
bring different cultures and ideas
together.

al references, he said a lot of the
Korean folktales about shamanism
that inspired many of the stories’
features were overlooked by ma-
ny viewers. Shamanism, which is
about dealing with the spirit world
and souls, is traditionally practiced
by women who drive out darkness
through methods such as singing,
dancing and wearing elaborate
costumes.

These practices, fused with
modern K-pop, are the founda-
tion of the movie itself. Other fea-
tures in the movie, like the weap-
ons used, the rival boy K-pop
group and the tiger side character,
all stem from historic Korean folk-
lore, too.

“I think people just think Korea
is just all, like, K-pop, you know,
and all that stuff, but it’s not,” Car-
son said. “It has a lot of culture that
was talked about in the movie but
just people missed.”

He is worried that without rec-
ognizing the movie’s cultural basis,
people might only associate Korea
with K-pop and not its many other
nuances. Despite a few criticisms,
“K-Pop Demon Hunters” has tak-
en the world by storm and reached
millions around the globe.

With the sequel planned for
2029, viewers have not seen the last
of this K-pop-singing, soul-pro-
tecting and demon-hunting group
that many have come to know and
love.

“I tie in all the different styles
of our cultures, all other cultures
of the world, and see how we can
bring them all together, make it
warm,” Mr. Johnson said.

Coming from a big family, com-
munity has always been essential
to Mr. Johnson’s life. Even now,
Mahari’s executive chef, Mr. Mu-
hammad, or Chef Rah, is Mr. John-
son’s childhood friend.

“My mom has 14 kids,” Mr. John-
son said. “There’s 11 boys and three
girls, so just growing up in that
household, we had to be a commu-
nity, because if we wanted some-
thing from her, we had to work to-
gether.”

Using his people skills and elec-
tric energy, Mr. Johnson tries to
bring this sense of family to Ma-
hari for everyone, guests and staff
alike, so when guests leave Mahari
with their stomachs full and hearts
happy, Mr. Johnson knows he has
given them the gift of food.

<-Pop Demon Hunters’

Here are some more Korean

movie releaes from 2024-2025.

source: CJ ENM

“No Other Choice”

is a 2025 South Korean film
about You Man-su (played by
Lee Byung-hun), who, after be-
ing laid off by his paper com-
pany, goes on a homicidal ram-
page.

source: Netflix
“Lost in Starlight”

Set in 2050, directed by Han
Ji-won, this a romance film fol-
lowing an astronaut, Nan-
young, and a musician, Jay.

— compiled by Ari Novak



Living Torah beyond the text

Aryeh Bernstein
grounds social

justice in faith
by NOLA BALDASSARE
Assistant Editor

A voice echoes confidently
through the large room. Young and
old alike listen intently to the man
at the front. While it could be easy
for a passage out of a 3,000-year-
old text to feel distant, this d’var
Torah isn’t.

There’s a tangible passion be-
hind each of Aryeh Bernstein’s
words, especially as he links the
themes of today’s Torah segment
to their echoes in the modern day.

“With all the suffering and terror
in the world,” he said, “I find orga-
nizing and learning Torah to be the
practices that best help me metab-
olize that grief, anger and fear into
solidarity, creativity and even joy.”

Mr. Bernstein may be an educa-
tor at Avodah, a social-justice-ori-
ented fellowship, and a member
of the Nichols Park Communion
(called a minyon in Hebrew), but
his values go far beyond his words.
Mr. Bernstein brings the same vir-
tues he teaches into the real world
with his grassroots social justice
work, community building efforts
and religious leadership.

Sophomore Meirav Himelhoch
knows Mr. Bernstein from attend-
ing his minyon. She admires the
accepting nature he brings to the
group, where many other organi-
zations are less open.

“He’s welcoming to all people,
and they have women in leader-
ship, which is rare,” she said. “I
don’t go every week, but he’s al-
ways still inviting me to come.”

Mr. Bernstein has been a part
of several movements toward so-
cial change in line with his view of
the Torah’s values. For instance, he
worked with the Jewish Council on
Urban Affairs, a citywide Jewish
community organization, and oth-
er grassroots groups on the cam-
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With all the suffering and

terror in the world, | find
organizing and learning Torah
to be the practices that best
help me metabolize that grief,
anger and fear into solidarity,
creativity and even joy.
— Aryeh Bernstein
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paign pushing the University of
Chicago to offer emergency care
locally on the South Side by open-
ing a Level 1 trauma center. He re-
flected on the mixed emotions he
and his colleagues felt when the
movement succeeded.

“I was thrilled and relieved,” he
said. “We had a lot of eye-rolling
that the U. of C. made no acknowl-
edgment of the powerful, Black
youth-led coalition that pushed
them into it being their interest to
open the trauma center. They just
announced it out of the blue, as
though they had just thought of it
... But primarily, we were thrilled
and relieved.”

Mr. Bernstein has also made
several statements on the Israe-
li-Hamas conflict. Shortly after
the attack on Israel on Oct. 7, 2023,
an article he wrote condemned
Hamas’ actions and the profound
scope of pain they caused. He con-
nected with Israelis’ grief, men-
tioning someone he personally
knew who was missing after the
attack, but also called for empathy
for the Palestinian civilians killed
by Israel. He cited the past trau-
mas of war and genocide that both
groups share as a reason to unite
rather than causing further con-
flict.

“Right now, our grief and trauma
are being directed to war crimes
on a colossal scale: mass murder
of civilians and children, popula-
tion transfer, ethnic cleansing. It
does not have to be this way,” he
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STUDY & SOLIDARITY. Aryeh Bernstein, an educator at Avodah justice fellowship and a member of the Nichols

Park Communion, uses his Jewish faith and education to find joy amid grief and sadness.

wrote. “May our trauma neither
freeze nor narrow us, but broad-
en our empathy and radicalize us
to end this Catastrophe of occupa-
tion, apartheid, terror and killing.”

Since becoming a parent four
years ago, Mr. Bernstein has
stepped back somewhat from cam-
paigning to focus on the familial
side of community, another mean-
ingful aspect of his Jewish identity.
Though he may be organizing less
community events, he still believes

they’re pivotally important.

“T wouldn’t say exactly that my
priorities were changed, just my
availability,” he said. “I still find
community organizing existential-
ly essential to life as a human and
learning Torah existentially essen-
tial to life as a Jew.”

Meirav remembered a time
when Mr. Bernstein’s sense of
compassion and community felt
personal when he joined her fam-
ily for dinner on a Friday night, an

important meal in her family.

“I had slept through it until ev-
eryone was done,” she said. “He
stayed in the kitchen and talked to
me while I ate.”

Mr. Bernstein ends his d’var To-
rah with a call and response, “shab-
bat shalom,” or “peaceful sabbath.”
Every member who files out of the
door after knows that a parting
message of peace isn’t just a pleas-
antry for him but a hope for the fu-
ture.

‘Blind box’ collectibles bring delight through surprise

Midway photo by Danielle Smith

LOVE IS BLIND. Many U-High students find joy and nostalgia in opening

“blind boxes” — packaged figurines, accessories and phone charms that re-

main a mystery until opened. Each box is a gamble, but fun even if you don’t

win.

by SALMA EL BISSATI
Reporter

Preparing her latest vlog, soph-
omore Mira Mrizek films herself
“popping” a hexagonal box cov-
ered in a theme of fruits and vege-
tables. She points to the cherry fig-
ure pictured on the box and rush-
es to open the box. She tears open
a plastic bag with a plastic figurine
inside.

It’s not the cherry one she want-
ed, but joy still floods her face as
she sees a cute figurine with a
melon hat. She still jumps up and
down and squeals in happiness.

This three-inch naked plastic
figure is a Sonny Angel with a large
head and eyes and a fruit-themed
hat. This is one of many Sonny An-
gels that Mira purchased, but her
reaction throughout the vlogs re-
mains the same.

The main motivation for buy-
ing Sonny Angels and Smiskis isn’t
just the trend or the product, peo-
ple buy them for the joy brought
through the surprise element and
to have a special keepsake to dis-
play. These blind boxes gained
popularity online through social
media platforms, Mira said.

Starting at around $20, Sonny
Angels and another type of blind
boxes called Smiskis are manufac-
tured by Dreams Inc., and the de-
mand for these Japanese figures
has soared as people online share
which figurine they got, just as Mi-
ra did.

The journey to get the desired
figurine is full of surprises.

“Part of the fun is the surprise el-
ement because you don’t know ex-
actly which one you are going to
get,” Mira said. “It’s kind of excit-

ing to see which one and try to col-
lect others because you can’t just
pick that one to get. You have to
keep getting more.”

There are two types of these fig-
urines, hippers and free-standings,
and Mira displays them on her be-
longings. Hippers can be placed
“on your computer or phone or
anywhere, which I think is cute be-
cause you can carry them around
with you,” Mira said.

Junior Rania Khan buys a simi-
lar type of these blind boxes called
Smiskis to decorate her phone and
car. She purchased it to celebrate
when she got her driver’s license.
They spark delight for special mo-
ments in her life that she can re-
member in the future.

“Some would say it’s consumer-
ism, but I think putting consumer-
ism toward something that has a
lot more joy into your day rather
than 16 new lip balms, I think has
more benefit,” Rania said.

Smiskis revive the same feelings
that other childhood toys used to
bring her. These nostalgic feelings
bring her a sense of happiness and
belonging.

“It gave me a similar feeling to
when I was a kid and we would
open little Shopkins blind box-
es, so I just felt that kind of got
me hooked on to it because they
were just a fun thing to collect that
I feel we don’t see nowadays,” Ra-
nia said. “Everything we are buy-
ing is so mundane, and it’s usual-
ly all skincare and beauty supplies,
but I feel like the Smiskis just add a
pop of color to my day-to-day life.”

As Mira has the next box of Son-
ny Angels in her online shopping
cart, she peels the protective layer

Once a niche collector’s item,
blind boxes have entered the
mainstream, becoming more
than just toys — they now
serve as collectibles, desk dec-
orations and sometimes sta-
tus symbols. From cute to a lit-
tle creepy, these are some of the
most popular series right now.

Tokidoki: A series of bright,
cartoon-style figures blend-
ing Japanese pop art with edgy,
graphic design

Labubu: Designer blind box-
es featuring whimsical, slightly
eerie grinning characters creat-
ed by artist Kasing Lung

Skullpanda: Stylized figures
blending gothic fashion with
high-end designer toy aesthet-
ics

Monchhichi: The classic
1980s plush-style characters re-
imagined in miniature collect-
ible form

Baby Three Lily Rabbit
Town: With big eyes, fluffy
faces and stylized expressions
these bunny toys are known for
their bendable ears and rotat-
ing eyes

— Light Dohrn

off the adhesive of her melon Son-
ny Angel hipper and sticks it onto
her computer, excited for the next
hexagonal box she will pop open.



Italy gears up to
host 2026 Winter
Olympic Games

by ORLIE WEITZMAN
Opinion Editor

his year’s Winter Olym-
pics will be held in Milan

and Cortina d’Ampezzo, Ita-

ly. From Feb. 6-22, the world’s top
athletes will compete to showcase
their talent, technique and dedica-
tion in 15 winter disciplines. The
first Winter Games were held in
1924, and the United States is the
only country to have won a gold
medal at every Olympic Winter
Games since. A new sport debuts
at the 2026 Games, ski mountain-
eering, which includes men’s and
women’s sprints, and a mixed re-
lay. Here’s a preview of other
events you don’t want to miss.

ALPINE SKIING

The United States first compet-

ed in Olympic Alpine Skiing in
1936, and in 1948, Gretchen Fraser
became the first American to ev-
er win an Olympic Alpine skiing
medal. Since then, Team USA has

produced numerous

gold-med-

al-winning skiers, including Mi-
kaela Shiffrin, Bode Miller and
Lindsey Vonn. The skiing events
are designed to test competitor’s
agility and lower-body strength.
Skiers must navigate a series of
gates at high speeds, making al-
pine skiing a fast-paced and exhil-
arating sport. Skiers can hit speeds
of up to 95 miles per hour, and the
tiniest shifting of weight can make
a big difference, so immense pre-
cision and concentration are re-
quired.

CURLING

Curling, often likened to “chess

on ice,” originated in Scotland and
first debuted as an Olympic sport
in 1924. A match consists of 10
rounds, called “ends,” with each
team starting with eight gran-
ite stones. The aim is to slide the
stones closest to the center target
to score the most points, and the
final score is calculated once all
16 stones have been thrown. The
2026 competitions will feature
men’s, women’s and mixed-dou-
bles events. Curling is a high-strat-
egy game that offers something
slightly different than your aver-
age Olympic sport, though no less
stimulating. It’s a strangely absorb-
ing and hypnotic spectacle.

FIGURE SKATING

Much like dance and gymnas-

tics, figure skating lies in the realm
of “artistic sports,” blending ath-
leticism and artistry through pow-
erful jumps, thrilling spins and
graceful gliding.

It remains the most watched and

quick quiz

by SOHANA SCHNEIDER
Editor-in-Chief
Before February rolls around, use

this quiz to test and buff up your
knowledge about Winter Olympic
sports, people and history.

1.

How many pairs of skis did
U.S. Alpine skier Mikae-
la Shiffrin bring with her to
the PyeongChang games in
20182

A5

B. 12

C.35

D. 47

What country has won a
gold medal at every Winter
Olympic Games?

A. United States

B. China

C. Canada

D. Russia

Who is the youngest female
gold medalist in snowboard-
ing?
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COLD COMPETITION. The 2026 Winter Olympic Games are being held in Milan and Cortina d’Ampezzo, ltaly,

from Feb. 6-22. Schedules are available on the Olympics website and events can be streamed on Peacock.

oldest Winter Olympic sport, with
roots tracing back to 5,000 years
ago in Northern Europe. The Unit-
ed States holds the record for the
most medals won by a country
in figure skating at the Olympic
Games, with athletes Jason Brown,
Ilia Malinin and Amber Glenn
leading this year’s team.

SNOWBOARDING

The United States dominates

Olympic snowboarding, with ath-
letes Chloe Kim, Nick Baumgart-
ner and Redmond “Red” Gerard
expected to impress in February.
The sport’s origins lie in a toy in-
vented in 1965 called a “snurfer”

A. Anna Gasser

B. Nicola Thost

C. Chloe Kim

D. Kaitlyn Farrington

What Chinese character in-
spired the emblem for the
Beijing 2022 Olympics?

A. Snow

B. Ice

C. Cold

D. Winter

Where was the first bob-
sleigh club founded?

A. Austria

B. Norway

C. Sweden

D. Switzerland

that was primarily marketed to-
ward children. It gained traction
after mass production helped pave
the way for the modern snow-
board. Snowboarding continued to
gain in popularity and was added
to the Olympics in 1998, with the
snowboard cross added in 2006
and big air in 2018, further ex-
panding the spectacle of the sport.
Snowboarders are judged on pre-
cision as well as originality. They
perform spins by rotating horizon-
tally in the air, named by degrees
(a “1080” is three complete turns).

ICE HOCKEY

The swish of a hockey stick, the

“Hoquet” is the word for
hockey in which language?
A. German

B. French

C. Italian

D. Latin

In what year was the first
Winter Olympics held?

A. 1930

B. 1917

C. 1924

D. 1905

Who is the only figure skater
to land a quadruple axel in a
competition?

A. Nathan Chen

B. Yuzuru Hanyu

C. Ilia Malinin

D. Shoma Uno

How are athletes positioned
while sliding in skeleton,
the Olympic sledding sport?
A. Feet first

B. Seated

C. Arms first

D. Head first

glide of the puck down the ice, the
rush of players skating frantical-
ly from one end of the rink to the
other.

Welcome to ice hockey — alive-
ly and dynamic game you may not
have watched before “Heated Ri-
valry.” Frequently prized for its
constant action and intense speed,
the game has been an Olympic
sport since 1920. Men’s teams con-
sist of 25 players, including three
goalies, while women’s teams have

22.

The United States women’s

team is particularly strong, having
medaled in every tournament, in-
cluding gold in 2018 and silver in
2022.

10. What is

the maximum
weight of a curling stone
at the Paralympic Winter
Games?

A. 1996 kilograms

B. 2.35 kilograms

C. 17.24 kilograms

D. 54.66 kilograms

In luge, there are steel struc-
tural components that con-
nect two runners on the
sled. What are they called?
A. Bridges

B. Pontoons

C. Viadukt

D. Tunnels

What term is used to de-
scribe an athlete who steers
abobsled?

A. Captain

B. Pilot

C. Admiral

D. Brakeman

Besides alpine skiing, which
sport will be hosted in Bor-
mio for the 2026 Milano

VOX
Pop-

In anticipation of the Winter
Olympics from Feb. 6-22, U-High
students shared which events
they’re most looking forward to
watching.

“Snowboarding because | think it’s
going to be interesting first off if
Chloe Kim participates after her
injury, and second off to see who
takes the stage after her.”

— Venice Czarnecki-Lichstein,
Junior

“Pm most looking forward to
curling probably, which is strange,
but | really like it because it’s not
necessarily about athleticism. |
don't really know what it’s about,
but it’s just something that’s really
cool and something | wouldn’t
necessarily think would be a

sport, and the fact that it’s in the
Olympics is really, really cool.”

— Addy Johnson, senior

“Pm looking forward to figure
skating because I've been reading
that this year’s US team is going
to be especially strong.”

— Susan Augustine, librarian

“Pm most looking forward to
skiing. | personally ski, so | find it
relatable and pretty exciting.”

— Elon Kolambekar, ninth grader

“[I am looking forward to the]
Figure skating and ice dance
events. I'm very excited to see

ice dance Madison Chock and
Evan Bates’ flamenco-inspired
ice dance. That’s always super
impressive to watch. | know
they’re expected to perform that,
and then | feel like everyone’s
got to be excited for Alysa Liu’s
Laufey program and then Amber
Glenn’s ‘Like a Prayer.” Of course
| can’t wait to see what llia Malinin
the ‘Quad God’ does this time.
Always something exciting.

Maybe a backflip.”

— Tal Neiman, sophomore

“Pm most looking forward to
ﬁgure skating and skiing. Figure
skating because | think it’s really
cool, and | really like the routines
and the music. Skiing because

| also think it’s really cool and it

looks really hype.”
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— Liam Evans, sophomore

— compiled by Karina Hans

Cortina Games?

A. Luge

B. Curling

C. Ski mountaineering

D. Biathlon

Nordic combined is an event

that includes two different

disciplines. What are they?

A. Bobsleigh and cross-coun-
try skiing

B. Skijumpingand cross-coun-
try skiing

C. Luge and cross-country ski-
ing

D. Short track and cross-coun-
try skiing

Where will the 2030 Winter

Olympics be held?

A. Aspen, Colorado

B. Vancouver, Canada

C. Valle Nevado, Chile

D. French Alps, France
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Carrying Consequences

Experts say overly heavy backpacks contribute to long-term health issues

by DECLAN SMITH
News Editor

As junior Bella Fuller wakes up
for school in the morning, she jams
her folders, books and laptop in-
to her bright purple backpack. As
she quickly slings its thick straps
over her shoulders, she shifts the
weight of the backpack, noticing
how heavy it has become.

For many students, this routine
is ordinary, even forgettable. But it
also can be unhealthy.

According to the Spine Health
Foundation, carrying an over-
weight backpack can lead to nerve
damage, long-term spinal prob-
lems, back pain and poor posture.
Despite the preferred weight of
backpacks being 10% of your body
weight, studies show that many
students carry backpacks weigh-
ing 15% of their body weight. Hid-
den within this 5% difference is the
potential to dangerously compress
parts of your back.

At U-High, wearing a heavy
backpack is not simply common,
it’s an unpleasant truth within the
school culture that promotes car-
rying everything in a backpack in-
stead of using a locker.

Dr. Greg Primus, a Chica-
go-based orthopedic surgeon, af-
firmed that backpacks have been
linked to various health concerns.

“Over the last several decades,
there’s been some definitive re-
search that definitely linked wear-
ing backpacks to back pain and spi-
nal deformities and other condi-
tions,” Dr. Primus warned.

Dr. Primus also explains that
when it is necessary to wear a
heavy backpack, it is important to
use straps that can be tightened
across the waist, as are common
on hiking bags. He also asserts that
this is a pertinent issue for younger
people carrying backpacks.

“You potentially have advanced
the strain and wear of your back
that may not have started to occur
decades later,” Dr. Primus said.

Bella feels U-High students
are pressured to carry everything
within their backpacks as part of
the culture. She said this anxiety
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You potentially have advanced
the strain and wear of your
back that may not have
started to occur decades later.
— Dr. Greg Primus,
Chicago-based orhopedic surgeon
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began in middle school and has
continued through high school.

“In middle school, I had teach-
ers who would often shame people
if they didn’t bring their materials
to class, because, in middle school,
y’know, you didn’t have backpacks,
so you had to carry all your stuff
from your locker,” Bella said. “So
I kind of developed an anxiety
around that.”

Senior Sophie Li has noticed
that insufficient locker usage is a
central reason why students feel
the need to overstuff their back-
packs.

“Our lockers are just kinda small,
so we can’t actually fit [anything in
them],” Sophie said, “and also peo-
ple don’t want to go all the way to
their locker to get their stuff.”

Bella agrees and believes that
U-High students often ignore their
lockers.

“I know a lot of people who
don’t even know where their lock-
er is,” Bella said.

After junior Saanika Dutta was
diagnosed with a back condi-
tion, she had to limit the num-
ber of school supplies she carried.
Saanika thinks that more students
should reach out to resources and
do the same.

“I met with Ms. Scott, the learn-
ing coordinator, and she and I went
through all of my books, devic-
es, folders that I bring to school,”
Saanika said, “and she really helped
me find out ways to cut down the
physical stuff I have to bring.”

Both Saanika and Sophie noticed
not every student uses their locker.
They both have made efforts to use
their own to try and decrease the
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BACK STORY. According to the Spine Health Foundation, the preferred weight for a backpack is 10% of the wear-
er’s body weight. Studies show that many students carry 15%, possibly leading them to serious health issues.

weight on their backs. Dr. Primus
warns that not all back pain can be
cleanly traced to backpacks.

“Back pain is very common,” Dr.
Primus said, “and so it’s very dif-

ficult to absolutely blame certain
backpacks.”

As school comes to a close, Bel-
la struggles into her backpack once
more to make the trip home, be-

coming one of the majority of stu-
dents nationwide who wear a back-
pack, and also, unconsciously, one
of many whose backpack might be
contributing to nightly pains.

New study finds gossip supports social connection

by LUCY SHIRRELL
Health & Wellness Editor

Fifty-two minutes of each day.
That’s more than a whole class pe-
riod or two episodes of “The Of-
fice.” According to a 2025 study led
by Michele Gelfand, a professor of
organizational behavior at Stan-
ford Graduate School of Business,
this is also how many minutes the
average American spends talking
about people who aren’t present
— also known as gossiping.

Despite gossip being frowned
upon or a subject of some New
Year’s resolutions, from an evo-
lutionary standpoint, gossip sup-
ports community building, along
with deterring selfishness.

In the study, researchers used a
game-theoretic model to simulate
the different strategies of gossip-
ing, such as exploitative or oppor-
tunistic (meaning strategic). The
results of the simulation revealed
that gossip, generally about peo-
ple’s reputations, promotes coop-
eration and that gossipers have a
social advantage.

In the U-High community, al-
though gossip is frowned up-
on, it still remains common prac-
tice. Junior Julie Guo recognizes
a trust-building element of gossip
discussed in the 2025 study.

“I think it depends what the top-
ic of gossip is because gossip, or
just talking, can help spread infor-
mation about what’s going on and
could connect people and have

topics of discussion to talk among
your friends,” Julie said.

Despite this new research, gos-
sip isn’t harmless. Other psycho-
logical research from a group of
Italian researchers has linked gos-
sip to increased anxiety and so-

cial exclusion, specifically among
teens.

Sophomore Sam Koh believes
the negative effects of gossip clear-
ly outweigh the positive.

“I mean spreading gossip that’s
untrue or rumors is unhelpful and
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toxic in the community,” Sam said.
“I would say they’re not good be-
cause they can be untrue and just
hurtful.”

Overall, Dr. Gelfand’s model and
others show that the social bene-
fits of gossip are significant only

Here are some of the findings
from a 2025 study organized by
Michele Gelfand, a professor at
the Stanford Graduate School
of Business, focusing on the
evolutionary value of gossip:

e Gossip helps spread
reputational information

¢ The possibility of being
gossiped about was found to
discourage selfishness

¢ Gossip is most beneficial
when the information
shared is accurate and not
malicious

— Lucy Shirrell

when the information is accurate
and shared without negative in-
tent. Julie feels this is reflected at
U-High.

“I think gossip can be inaccu-
rate in a way, definitely because as
things spread around, they might
get altered, so you can’t really trust
gossip totally,” Julie said.

“But if you know the true inten-
tions of someone through gossip
or learn something about someone
through gossip, that might change
how you feel about something. It’s
important to take it with a grain of
salt to make sure you don’t get in-
correct information.”
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Quieting the
competition

After an injury, Nanak Ofori-Mante returns
stronger as a leader and player on the court

by NAOMI BENTON
Managing Editor

“Listen Up” by Lil Baby flows through
the ears of junior Nanak Ofori-Mante as she
steps onto the court in Upper Kovler for
the first time in almost two years. She has
just recovered from a torn meniscus and
sprained ACL. Excitement and adrenaline
surge through her body as she takes her po-
sition as a guard among her teammates.

She is finally back.

While it is her return to U-High gameplay,
Nanak had been present for her teammates.
She was at every practice, every game and
every team event, supporting her team from
the bench while preparing for her eventual
return.

After being unable to play from January
2024 to April 2025, Nanak has returned to
the U-High basketball team with impressive
skill, complemented by new perspectives
and leadership skills shaped by her time on
the bench.

Since her return, she has made up for lost
time. As of mid-January, she leads all girls
basketball players in Illinois, averaging more
than 30 points per game. She is in the top 10
for rebounds and the top 20 for free throws.

Nanak began playing basketball in ele-
mentary school after her mom’s suggestion.
While she struggled at first, she improved
through consistent practice.

“I used to dribble in my basement for two
hours on end,” Nanak said. “I wanted to get
better, and I kept dribbling in the basement,
and then I realized I was getting better, so I
just kept doing that.”

After her injury last year, she could not
play the sport that she had dedicated so
much time to. She was discouraged and even
felt lazy.

“The hardest part was sitting on the bench
because I wanted to play so bad,” Nanak
said. “And the hardest part was watching
[my team] play when I knew I couldn’t run.”

Despite not being able to play, she found
that showing up for her team and engaging
with her teammates at practices helped her
stay connected to the sport.

“I think being there in the basketball en-
vironment helped me through the injury.
Being around my teammates, being around
my coaches, really helped, too,” Nanak said.
“I would stand around and be a dummy
defense, I passed the ball, I would get re-
bounds, I would cheer on the sideline.”

Teammate Venice Czarnecki-Lichstein, a
junior power forward, appreciates Nanak’s

leadership  style.
Venice is impressed
by Nanak’s intense
investment in the
game, as well as her
work ethic.

“She keeps on
pushing us, even
when we make mis-
takes and stuff like
that, to really learn
from them, both
within practice
and within games,”
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That’s half the
battle, showing up
and keeping the
team engaged. It’s
difficult when you
don’t have your
best player on the
floor, but that’s
what a leader is. It
doesn’t matter if

Venice said. “I ad-
mire the amount of
work she puts in-
to not only how she
plays but also how head coach

the team plays.” 9

Head coach Alex-
is Jenkins said that
Nanak is respected by her teammates for her
active and vocal leadership. Even when she
could not play, Nanak consistently support-
ed her teammates.

“That’s half the battle, showing up and
keeping the team engaged. It’s difficult when
you don’t have your best player on the floor,
but that’s what a leader is,” Ms. Jenkins said.
“It doesn’t matter if you're in the game or
not. You should be engaged in helping your
teammates out. She’s done that throughout
her high school career.”

After Nanak’s injury, she sat out for a week
in basketball but continued to play after that.
Her injury worsened, and a few months lat-
er she decided to undergo surgery. Nanak
is grateful for her mom, who supported her
through recovery.

“When I first got that surgery, she would
stay up with me all night, even though I
couldn’t sleep,” she said. “She would bring
my food to my bed, she would do my med-
icine, she was like my caretaker. She really
pushed me through.”

When Nanak returned to basketball after
surgery and months of physical therapy, her
fears of becoming injured again were over-
powered by an overwhelming eagerness to
get back on the court.

“Physically, I feel great. I was actually re-
ally excited for the season because I real-
ly, really, really, really wanted to play again
this year,” Nanak said. “Before the first day
of practice, I would tell myself, “You got this.
No injury is going to happen again.’ I was re-
peating to myself positive affirmations.”

you're in the game
or not.
— Alexis Jenkins,
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BACK IN ACTION. After a torn meniscus and sprained ACL that kept her from playing on the

basketball team her sophomore season, junior Nanak Ofori-Mante has returned to the court with

a new sense of determination and leadership.

As captain of the team, Nanak’s time on
the bench has influenced her leadership
style.

“I was not as vocal. Being on the bench
helped me learn that it’s important to talk
to your teams and coach them from wher-
ever you are,” Nanak said. “Sometimes I
can yell at them, not because I am trying to

be mean, but just because I am passionate
about what’s going on.”

When the buzzer goes off, and her first
game back has started, Nanak weaves
through players to score with unmatched
skill and determination, proving to the fans
that her injury did not weaken her; it made
her stronger.

Fencing Forward inspires, breaks barriers in the sport

by NOLA BALDASSARE
Assistant Editor

Fencing is more than just a sport
for sophomore Ella Nguyen, who
fences at U-High, senior Leon Dhal
and 2025 graduates Ben O’Donnell
and Tate Nguyen. It’s a call to ac-
tion.

With Fencing Forward, a non-
profit they founded in 2024, they
aim to make fencing more accessi-
ble to students who otherwise may
not have had the opportunity for
financial reasons. As co-founders,
Ella and Leon learned to appreci-
ate the opportunities they have.

The founders were teammates
when they came up with the idea
for the nonprofit. They understood
that the price of fencing necessi-
ties like equipment and member-
ships, which can be thousands of
dollars, could be restricting some
from the sport.

“We can see how a certain de-
mographic may have the talent to
fence, and they want to fence, but
they don’t have the means to,” El-
la said.

One fundraising event is the an-
nual Fence-a-Thon. Supporters
pledge money per touch scored
that goes toward buying equip-
ment and paying tournament fees
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FENCING FOR A CAUSE. Sophomore Ella Nguyen, senior Leon Dhal
and others are co-founders of the nonprofit Fencing Forward which pro-
vides fencing equipment and scholarships to underprivileged athletes.

for athletes who can’t afford it.
They also help run the Gear Up
for Summer Drive, where people
donate old fencing equipment for
Fencing Forward’s students.
Fencing Forward also pro-

vides athletes scholarships, hav-
ing raised $1,500 in scholarships
and awarded $3,000 in grants. El-
la especially remembers the day
of the 2025 ceremony for Fencing
Forward’s yearly En Guarde Merit

Scholarship, where Hafsa Marzouk
was awarded $1,500 and a new set
of fencing gear.

“She brought all of her team-
mates and friends and her family
and coaches and we presented it to
her,” Ella said, “and I felt that was
when I really saw the impact that
we were making on their future.”

Leon’s most memorable mo-
ment was awarding the Commu-
nity Grant to Bronzeville Fenc-
ing Academy. He was particular-
ly moved by their appreciation,
which made all of their work feel
real.

“That was pretty memorable,”
he said, “because you could see on
their faces the impact they feel and
how grateful they are.”

Fencing Forward accepts dona-
tions and scholarship applications
through their website and has an
Instagram account where they ad-
vertise their events. Ella said sup-
port, even if not monetary, is im-
portant for the team.

For Ella, being involved with the
organization has changed her per-
spective on social justice.

“It’s taught me to step up and
stand for what I believe in,” she
said. “I don’t have to sit back and
watch. I can actually make some of
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It made me very grateful for
what | have because | kind of
take it for granted. When you
go to these kids and run these

clinics, you just realize that

a lot of people don’t seem to
have as many opportunities as
you, so that’s what made me

realize how much | can do to

help others around me
— Leon Dhal,

senior

2

that impact myself.”

Interacting with fencers in the
program has given Leon a great-
er appreciation for his own privi-
leges.

“It made me very grateful for
what I have because I kind of take
it for granted,” he said. “When you
go to these kids and run these clin-
ics, you just realize that a lot of
people don’t seem to have as ma-
ny opportunities as you, so that’s
what made me realize how much I
can do to help others around me.”
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