
In a world where college is deemed 
as an event that will determine 
your entire life, high school stu-
dents have a lot of pressure on 
their hands. This is because of the 
amount of emphasis on grades. 
Even with all of this pressure and 
stress, schools starting at early 
times lead to the lack of sleep. 
Sleep is how the human body “re-
charges'' itself, and it is important 
that students receive enough sleep 
after their busy day of doing ex-
tracurriculars and homework. 
Unfortunately, because they are 
so busy, students use their valu-
able sleep time to do homework 
instead. For these reasons, high 
school starting times should be 
pushed back so that high school 
students can have a better chance 
at a brighter future.

Most people do not realize how 
important and crucial sleep can 
be. Sleepfoundation states that 
the lack of sleep can, “increase 
[the] likelihood for participating 
in risk-taking behaviors, [height-

en the] chance of unhealthy be-
haviors, [heighten] risk of ath-
letic injury, increase of depressive 
symptoms and suicidal ideation, 
[and increase] risk of motor vehi-
cle accidents”. This lack of sleep 
can lead to many consequences 
that can affect one’s resume or 
future, as some acts can result in 
bad marks on one’s transcript. 
Along with negatively impacting 
a student’s grades, lack of sleep 
can significantly impact one’s 
mental health.

To discover how students per-
sonally feel about their school’s 
starting time, I interviewed my 
friend Ella about how she feels 
about starting class at 7:45 AM. 
She expressed her frustration by 
explaining that, “I have dance al-
most all day and when I head home 
I have to eat and do my school 
homework. Not only that, I have 
other tutoring homework to do 
and I usually get around 6 hours 
of sleep daily.” Ella stated that she 
feels that a lack of sleep prevents 

her from doing the best she can at 
school. She has also expressed that 
when she does get enough sleep, 
she can really feel that she is alert 
and doing her best.

More sleep can result in better 
outcomes. For example, a Uni-
versity of Washington study com-
pared the sleep behaviors of two 
separate groups of high school 
sophomores at Roosevelt and 
Franklin High School. Studies 
showed that, “Final grades were 
4.5 percent higher for students 
who took the class after school 
start times were pushed back com-
pared with students who took the 
class when school started earlier… 
number of tardies and first-period 
absences at Franklin dropped 
[after start times were pushed 
back]” . This further indicates that 
high school start times should be 
pushed back to prevent having tar-
dies or absences, so that students 
can focus on their grades. In doing 
so, the quality of work and the at-
titude of high school students can 

be improved.

I believe that high school start 
times should be pushed back be-
cause of the proven mental, physi-
cal, and academic benefits. There 
are so many advantages that can 
follow from students getting even 
just an hour more to sleep.
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Getting involved with sports dur-
ing high school is not what it may 
seem. Popularity, celebrations, 
and being one of the “cool kids” 
has been portrayed by sports 

The racket that I use to currently play 
tennis, to which I’ve adjusted to well 
and know how to use efficiently. 
 [Source: Author, Andrew Chung]
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Taken at 7AM on the way to school, 
the sunrise shows how early stu-
dents have to leave home for school to 
not be late. 
  [Source: Author, Hannah Kim]
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throughout the media. However, 
that is actually not the case at all, 
at least from my experience. Being 
on a sports team required noth-
ing less than hard work and pure 
effort. It has definitely not been 
easy, but that does not mean that 
it hasn’t been fun. Actually, it has 
been one of the most interesting 
and exciting high school experi-
ences that I’ve had to this day.

I recently joined my school’s 
boys tennis team, and I have to 
say that it has been a blast. I have 
been playing tennis for a little bit, 
and so passing tryouts to get on 
the team was a huge opportunity 
for me that I just could not pass 
up. I was excited and nervous 
before going into the season, and 
there were times when I doubted 
myself. I didn’t think that I was 

good enough, I saw many other 
players who were better than me, 
and I thought I wasn’t fit enough 
to do well. However, all of those 
second thoughts immediately 
disappeared after my first day of 
practice. It was full of work, but 
it was so much fun. There were 
many running practices and ten-
nis drills that I had to do, and it 
was tiring. However, not only did 
we do drills, but there were many 
activities that I got to do with my 
teammates that helped me bond 
with them. I made so many new 
friends, and I was having the time 
of my life. As of recently, I’ve only 
done practices, but the actual 
matches of the season do not start 
until March. It’s something that 
I look forward to and use as my 
motivation to continue working 
as hard as I can in order to achieve 

victory.

There are definitely times when 
I wanted to give up. I was getting 
really tired after practice, I had to 
commit to hours of tennis in school 
and after school, and I lost some 
free time. However, in the end, I re-
alized that what I’m doing is worth 
it. Although there are many losses 
to being on a sports team, there are 
many benefits such as being able to 
exercise every day, learning more 
about a sport, and most important-
ly, having fun. I look forward to go-
ing to tennis every day after learn-
ing in all of my other classes, and it’s 
almost a way for me to relieve my 
stress. It’s a way that I’m able to do 
what I want to do, and to fully en-
joy the high school experience and 
embrace the opportunities around 
me.

Over the course of three months, 
Portola High School’s 9th-grade 
students had the opportunity to 
construct their own aquaponics 
system. This system allows fish 
and plants to grow at the same 
time while recycling nutrients. 
Water infused with nitrates from 
the fish’s feces leaves that tank to 
water the plants. The nitrates pro-
vide the plants with the nutrients 
they need to grow. Then, the water 
is recycled and filtered through 
clay pebbles into the fish tank. 
Initially, Portola’s students were 
given the task to build a system 
that would benefit agricultural 
farming by conserving water and 
energy. Under the supervision 
of teachers, the 9th-graders con-
structed a working aquaponics 
system from scratch. 

The first few weeks were dedi-
cated to finding the right plants, 
fish, and materials for the aqua-
ponics system. Ultimately, most 
groups decided to use the tilapia 
fish, as they could withstand the 
aquaponic environment better. 
After a lesson on safety with sharp 
tools, the students started to drill 
and attach wood parts. The fish 

and germinated seeds were added 
to the system soon after. 

Another aspect of this project 
was that each group had to pro-
mote its aquaponics structure. 
The end goal was to successfully 
run the system and present the 
student’s work at a showcase. 
Many teams decided to use Ins-
tagram as a method of reaching a 
wider audience. The students had 
the chance to be creative in their 

promotion strategies by designing 
logos and posts. 

Unfortunately, sustaining the 
aquaponics system was not an 
easy one for some groups. Leak-
age and pipe problems were the 
most common amongst teams. 
Water would spray outside the 
plant bucket or drip into the wood. 
This caused puddles of water next 
to the aquaponic tanks. Over the 
holidays, all groups faced the chal-

lenge of evaporation. Water levels 
were reduced by half over the two-
week vacation. These issues posed 
as a test to see which teams could 
quickly find solutions. While 
many groups were able to fix the 
problems and continue to run 
their system, others had to cease 
their aquaponics journey. 

In the end, many groups were 
successful, as some plants grew 
two feet tall. Most of the fish had 
endured the circumstances of 
aquaponics and survived. The stu-
dents of Portola High School en-
joyed the experience and were able 
to learn more about how farming 
worked. Most students concluded 
that aquaponics was better than 
traditional farming because of its 
water and energy conservation. 
Tiffany Kim, a participant of the 
aquaponics project, commented, 
“Aquaponics recycles nutrients 
and water, so little supervision and 
time is needed to maintain the sys-
tem.” Overall, the students were 
able to experience maintaining 
and building a functioning farm. 
Biology class helped them connect 
to the real world and see how pro-
duce is made. 

A group of students at Portola High School 
completed constructing their aquaponics system 
and added Spongebob houses for decoration.  
 [Source: Author, Minseo Kwon]
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bus. As we arrived at Carnegie 
Hall, I still couldn’t believe that I 
was about to perform on the fa-
mous stage. I walked on and had 
never seen something so majestic. 
I could see why this hall was called 
one of the best performing cent-
ers in the world. We all knew we 
were ready to show our audience 
that we were prepared and ready to 
play some beautiful music. From 
the start of the first piece to the end 

of the last we played our hardest, 
and as we finished, we were greet-
ed with the biggest applause ever. 

My experience in New York was 
one of the greatest I’ve had in my 
life, since not only did I get to play 
in one of the best performing cent-
ers, but was allowed to work with 
such talented musicians and con-
ductor which helped to grow in my 
music career.

Growing up playing the piano, I 
have always loved music. Playing 
since kindergarten, I climbed the 
levels and reached Certificate of 
Merit level six before I quit playing 
in seventh grade. I have no regrets, 
but it was a shame that my other 
extracurriculars superseded my 
lessons. Recently, I have been re-
flecting on my past and decided I 
should enter the music world once 
more. These are my first days of 
learning guitar!

I am very grateful to my aunt, 
who gifted me a guitar for my 
tenth birthday. At the time, I did 
not have any interest in the in-
strument, and the guitar found 
a home in the dusty corner of my 
closet. A week ago, I finally picked 
up the ignored instrument with 
hopes of learning my first chord. 
On the first day, I headed my 
way downstairs to the piano. By 
strumming the strings, I could 
tell the guitar was severely out of 

tune and needed some work. I 
replaced the wonky noises from 
my six strings with a crisp EAD-
GBE with the piano’s help. Tuned 
guitar in hand, I looked for advice 
around the house. My mother, 
who had played guitar as a child, 
recommended finding an easy 
song to start my guitar journey. 
She herself had used songs off 
the internet to learn the chords 

and advised me to do the same. 
With a quick google search, I 
found the perfect piece: Youth, 
by Troye Sivan. All that was re-
quired were four simple chords; 
G major, D major, E minor, and C 
major. Excited, I quickly looked 
up a tutorial on Youtube, and my 
hands eagerly gripped the guitar 
with gusto. Following the virtual 
teacher, I clumsily placed my fin-
gers in the G major position with 
first, second, and third fingers 
pressing on the first, second, and 
sixth strings of the second fret. 
As I fumbled with the foreign in-
strument, the video interrupted 
me with a perfectly clear G major 
chord. I pursued the note, try-
ing hard to replicate the same 
perfect G my teacher had. But, 
as expected, I could not, and my 
fingers were starting to ache. As I 
listened with awe, I felt my excite-
ment grow. One day I would play 
the song just as well as the video, 
although it would not be in the 

first days of training.

The next day, I winced with pain 
as I attempted an E chord. The ses-
sion from the previous day had 
weakened my fingers more than I 
had expected. Overcoming my dis-
couragement, I set the guitar down 
and made plans for my next prac-
tice. To my joy, the following day 
went smoothly. I accomplished all 
the notes with my newly calloused 
fingers, and I was able to play a shaky 
rendition of Youth. My guitar expe-
rience was coming along nicely. 

Although it was difficult, I loved 
my first days learning guitar, and 
I could not have chosen a better 
way to venture back into music. Af-
ter learning only one song, I have 
gained respect and admiration for 
the talented musicians who have 
mastered the instrument. These 
few days have truly inspired me, 
and I look forward to learning 
more songs in the future.  

As a violinist who has been playing 
for 10 years, I felt like I was ready for 
something special. 2 years ago, I 
auditioned for an honors orchestra 
performance, held by WorldStrides, 
as recommended by my teacher. If 
selected, I would be given the op-
portunity to practice for 5 days with 
completely new people from around 
the entire world and perform at Car-
negie Hall on the last day. Although 
it was canceled 2 years in a row, due 
to COVID 19, I was given the honor 
to join the honors string orchestra in 
this program. 

After I arrived in New York, I 
got to the hotel where we would re-
hearse for the next 5 days. We were 
already given our pieces 2 months 
prior to this program, and we were 
all practicing the basics of the piec-
es during this time, and now we 
had to fit all of our music together 
into one in 5 days with our com-

poser “Jason Seber,” who currently 
conducts the Kansas City sym-
phony orchestra. We had 9 hours 
of rehearsal everyday, which was 
very tiring, but it was also a great 
experience to learn from such a 
talented conductor and the other 
fellow musicians around us. This 
group of students were all very 
talented, and the experience in-
side the rehearsal room was some-
thing I’ve never experienced in 
other orchestras before. Everyone 
was focused and tried very hard 
to follow every suggestion our 
conductor gave us. Our rehears-
als were magnificent, and in the 
5 days we were ready to perform 
the best possible music on the best 
stage in the world, Carnegie Hall.

On the final day, we got on the 
bus to get to Carnegie Hall, and I 
could feel the nervousness and 
the excitement of everyone on the 

After years of dormancy, the guitar 
was off-tune, dusty, and creaky. The 
piano was a perfect way to tune and 
have all six strings sound great once 
again!  [Source: Author, Sean Kim]

Playing at Carnegie with such an amazing group of students and such a perfect 
composer was an honor.   [Source: Author, Jaemin Kwak]
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From what I’ve seen, a high school 
English class can be a hit-or-miss. 
For avid humanities enthusiasts, 
the course can be a wonderful op-
portunity to explore the ambi-
guities of life, filled with enigmas 
leading to more than one answer. 
But for those identifying with the 
natural sciences, English can be 
a difficult course to admire, with 
the equivocal nature of analyzing 
literature, for example, ostracizing 
by-the-book students. Though I 
long identified with the latter, I have 
shifted in my academic tendencies; 
high school has been a period of ex-

ploration for me to immerse myself 
in subjects that I now appreciate 
more. One such subject has been 
the study of English language and 
literature, made more exciting by 
the creative assignments given by 
my English teachers.

Though I may still be young, I 
feel that I’ve been in school long 
enough to recognize the general 
changes in the teaching of Eng-
lish that have occurred since I 
began elementary school more 
than a decade ago. In particular, 
the digitization of academia has 

accompanied a greater flexibility 
in teachers, allowing them to look 
past traditional methods of teach-
ing the English language.

My AP English Literature class, 
for example, has been character-
ized by several creative assign-
ments. Recently, each student 
completed reading a work within 
the speculative fiction genre. 
Rather than merely completing a 
traditional book review, we were 
to create a “50 Things” assign-
ment, including symbols, draw-
ings, quotes, topics, and anything 
of the sorts that summarized 
key points of the book. I was able 
to visualize what I viewed as the 
theme for Ray Bradbury’s dys-
topian fiction novel Fahrenheit 
451 — the suppression of critical 
thinking enables the loss of the hu-
manistic aspects of life that make 
mankind normally unique — as 
a result of the assignment, con-
necting different topics and pieces 
of dialogue to this much needed 
message. But the creative assign-
ments haven't only been limited 
to visual arts;: we have created a 
podcast analyzing poetic struc-

tures, created individual poems 
expressing the woes of high school 
life, and added humorous stage di-
rections to plays for understand-
ing subtext, the implicit messages 
writers try to convey to readers. 
And the “creative” assignments 
haven't been limited to art either. 
In particular, my English class has 
been emphasizing the importance 
of independent reading, and thus, 
our class sets one day of the week 
to merely peruse books we enjoy, 
something my classmates and I 
always look forward to.

The flexibility and a degree of 
unconventionality in our Eng-
lish curriculum, the successes of 
which are evident in my personal 
satisfaction, has enabled me to 
appreciate the study of my na-
tive tongue much more. I would 
often tell myself I would never be 
a good writer, merely hoping that 
my English grades would be just 
enough to get into college. Now 
that I’ve gained confidence in 
my knowledge of the language, I 
am emboldened enough to say,: 
Shakespeare watch out, because 
I’m coming for you!
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One assignment for the AP English class was to create 
a “50 Things” figure with important topics, quotes, and 
symbols. I chose to read Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Brad-
bury, shown here.  [Source: Author, Jeffrey Kwon]


