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Barrio Florido, Peru: No Longer the Small Village

Two years ago, Santa Fe Christian
School, SFC, in Solana Beach, CA,
sent a group of eleven high school
students and three teachers to a
small village off the Amazon River
in Peru known as Barrio Florido.
As one of those eleven students, I
still reminisce over the memories
[ made with the other students
and all of the children we met
there. Despite the overwhelming
heat and extreme humidity, the
team built a playground in the re-
mote village for the children and
was able to develop strong con-
nections with the church ministry
and the neighborhood itself.

Fast forward to the present,
Santa Fe Christian, in partnership
with Kids Around the World, sent
another group of 16 students and
three teachers to that same village
to work on a new project: remod-
elling and constructing their new-
ly acquired building into a church.
In the middle of the second se-
mester, with AP tests and finals
approaching, these students left
at the beginning of April to serve
this community that many of
them had never even heard of. All
year-round, a single family runs
all of the youth ministry in this
village, taking a small boat across
the Amazon River to provide a
few meals and share the Gospel
Message every Sunday. The group
from SFC got to go alongside this
family for one week and take on
the task of spreading the work
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Santa Fe Christian student, Michael
K., walking with some of the chil-
dren in Barrio Florido towards the
church that the students helped to
make. [Source: Author, Aspen Lee]

out and building relationships
with the children, as role models
and friends.

Over the course of 6 days,
the students took a 30-minute
boat ride every morning from
Iquitos, Peru, to Barrio Florido
while carrying buckets of paint,
ladders, and various other mate-
rials to put together the church.
When unloading the boat, all of
the children in the village would
run from their school to greet
the group, providing any support

All the children of Barrio Florido
came together, drawing and making
bracelets with the Santa Fe Christian
High School students by the church.

[Source: Author, Aspen Lee]

they could in carrying the sup-
plies or simply giving warm hugs
to welcome them. Although the
first time the children had ever
met Americans was two years
ago with the first SFC group, they
poured their love and opened
their hearts to them, doing the
same this year as well.

[ had the opportunity to paint
amural ona podium in the front of
the building, truly leaving an im-
print of our group on the church
we helped create. We all worked

over 8 hours a day, sanding, build-
ing, and painting benches for the
children to sit on; priming and
painting all the walls inside and
outside the church, and scrubbing
and repainting the playground
we built two years ago. Although
the manual labor was extremely
intense, every day the children
came out of school and ran up to
the church to draw with chalk,
play soccer, or simply sit with us
throughout the afternoon. This
sense of fulfillment, pure joy, and
peace was life-changing and had a
lasting impact on all the students
who went.

Junior, Peyton M., mentioned
that “This trip taught me what it
means to be selfless, loving, and
courageous”. All of the students
on the trip were in Spanish 4 or
AP Spanish, the two highest levels
of Spanish classes offered at SFC,
allowing for genuine conversa-
tion and deeper connections to
learn about the lives and faith of
the children in the village.

Amongst the adults, Barrio
Florido was called the “Small Vil-
lage in the Rainforest that No One
Knows,” but Santa Fe Christian
made sure that it is known and
constantly prayed over. Even if
they simply painted and redid a
building to make it a church, this
was an act demonstrating the
care and love this village receives,
even from the other side of the
world.

Can a Smile Change Confidence?

Can someone’s appearance re-
ally change how confident they
feel? It's a question people often
respond to with, “confidence
comes from within,” or “looks
don’t matter.” But for many peo-
ple, especially teens, the reality
feels more complicated. The way
we see ourselves can shape how
we act, how we speak, and even
how willing we are to be seen by
others.

For me, my teeth became my
biggest insecurity. Growing up,
[ didn’t think much about them
because it was normal for an el-
ementary schooler not to have
perfect teeth. But as I got older,
I became more aware of how [
looked. My teeth were crowd-
ed and uneven, and although
no one directly said anything, I
felt judged and noticed. When
I spoke, I tried not to show my
teeth, and when I laughed, I
made sure to always cover my
mouth.

When my family and I visit-
ed different orthodontists, the
answer was always the same: [

and a half years later.

would need to remove four teeth
to make space. Hearing that
was intimidating, especially at a
young age. But when we walked
into Doil Kim Orthodontics, a
new solution was finally offered,
a palatal expander.

My teeth before braces and a confident smile two
[Source: Dong Hee Kim]

A palatal expander
is a device placed on
the roof of the mouth
that gradually widens
the upper jaw. Instead
of removing teeth, it
creates more space by
slowly expanding the
bone. At each appoint-
ment, the orthodontist
would turn the expand-
er twice, causing the
device to widen. The
pressure was tight and
uncomfortable at first,
but I got used to it over
time. For about a year,
[ had the expander and
braces at the same time,
learning to adjust to
both while still keeping
up with my normal rou-
tine at school.

For two and a half
years, braces became
part of my everyday life. Tight-
ening appointments, sore teeth,
rubber bands, and avoiding cer-
tain foods. There were moments
when it all felt like too much,
and I wondered if it was neces-
sary. But slowly, things started to

change. Within the first year, my
teeth were already noticeably
straighter and more aligned than
they had initially been. At school,
[ found myself talking more free-
ly and slowly letting go of the
habit of covering my laugh with
my hand.

Then came the day I had been
waiting for. On April 15, 2026, 1
finally got my braces off. Sit-
ting in the orthodontist’s chair,
I wasn’t sure what to expect,
but when I saw my new smile
for the first time in years, it felt
both shocking and rewarding.
The biggest difference isn’t just
physical but also how I feel about
myself. I don’t think twice about
smiling anymore and don’t cover
my mouth when I laugh.

So, can appearance really
change confidence? From my
experience, it can. Not because
it changes who you are, but be-
cause it changes how comforta-
ble you feel being yourself. Brac-
es didn’t just straighten my teeth,
but they also straightened my
confidence.

Students Present Change for La Mirada at City Hall

The Youth in Government (YIG)
program began in 1960 at La Mi-
rada High School as a partnership
between the high school and the
city. Students work together to
develop two proposals to improve
the city from the younger gener-
ation’s perspective, while being
paired with a city council mem-
ber as a counterpart. This year, [
joined, taking on the position of
the interim library manager, and
was assigned to the group that
would propose improvements in
adaptive awareness.

Starting at the beginning of
the school year, YIG met at lunch
every Thursday for the final pro-
posal for the City Hall. Our group
researched existing adaptive pro-
grams in La Mirada and proposed
ways to make the city even more
inclusive.

After compiling research, the
group and [ started making pres-
entation slides at the start of the
second semester. By the time we
finished, we had created a total of
nine slides packed with informa-
tion, including the background,
three new programs, advertising
ideas, overarching community
benefits, and the recommended

Y

ble experience.

action for the city council. The
three new proposed programs
were the Sunflower Club to en-

Presenting my part of the Adaptive Awareness
slideshow at the City Hall, in front of the city offi-
cials, with the group members lined up behind me
to prepare for their upcoming parts, was an incredi-
[Source: Author, Amber Lee]

courage inclusive rec-
reation, a Rainbow
Art Wall to promote
community  expres-
sion, and an expand-
ed adaptive sports
program to broaden
accessible programs
already offered in La
Mirada for the disa-
bled population.

Upon refining our
presentation  slides
to perfection, the day
of our presentation
at the city hall finally
came. After school, YIG
students met at City
Hall in formal attire
for final run-throughs.
Nervousness brewed
among us, especially
for the underclassmen,
as it was their first
time actually making
a grand speech to the
important city coun-
cil members, with the
mayor of La Mirada
himself sitting right in
front of them.

By the time it was my turn to
speak, 1 felt extremely nervous,

repeating my part over and over
again in my head so that I could
present it smoothly. Luckily,
when [ stepped up to the podi-
um, my mind was cleared of any
anxiety, and instead the confi-
dence that I had built up while
preparing for this day rose. After
[ successfully finished my parts
and our group’s presentation
came to an end, a deep sense of
satisfaction in completing this
task as a team surged through
me. The city officials positively
responded to our ideas, showing
interest in contributing our ide-
as of future plans for our com-
munity.

The best part of the night came
after our presentations, when the
group was presented with numer-
ous awards from La Mirada and
our district’s representatives. We
all congratulated each other, and
ended the night with a big group
picture. This night marked anoth-
er checkpoint in my high school
years, learning about how the city
runs and all the work city mem-
bers put into La Mirada, as well
as the important knowledge that
students can also raise their voic-
es and propose change to their
beloved city.
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Keys of Passion: A Recital to Remember

The recital hall at the stage was
quieter than usual, filled with a
kind of anticipation that made
every sound feel louder. As I sat
backstage, I could hear faint frag-
ments of other performances—
soft scales, confident chords, and
the occasional nervous mistake.
My hands rested in my lap, but
[ couldn’t keep them still. They
twitched slightly, as if [ was al-
ready reaching for the keys of the
piano.

A piano recital isn’t just about
playing notes; it's about stepping
into a moment where prepara-
tion meets pressure, and where
something practiced in private
is suddenly shared with a room
full of people. When my name
was called, everything seemed
to blur for a second. The walk to
the piano felt longer than usual,
even though I had taken it many
times before. As [ sat down on
the bench, I adjusted my posture
and took a deep breath, just like
[ had practiced. The keys looked
familiar, but also different under
the stage lights. For a brief mo-
ment, | doubted myself: what if
[ forgot a section? Or maybe my
hands would freeze. But as soon
as | laid my fingers on the keys,
muscle memory took over. The

The setting of the church where the recital took place was established and
originally used for religious preaching.

hours of practice, the repetition,
it all came together at that mo-
ment, and [ was able to overcome
the mistakes I used to make be-
fore.

As I continued to play, I be-
came less aware of the audience
and more focused on the music
itself. The piece had its own flow,
moving between soft, delicate
passages and louder, more in-

My Experience at the

As [ walked onto the campus of
UC Berkeley for the 13th annu-
al BioEHSC, 1 expected a typical
event—presentations,  having
my work evaluated, and then
leaving. Instead, I experienced
a day full of learning, collabora-
tion, adapting, and growth that
extended far beyond just the re-
sults.

Hosted by UC Berkeley’s
Bioengineering Honors Soci-
ety, BioEHSC brings togeth-
er high school students from
across the world to compete in
either the biological engineer-
ing or medical engineering cat-
egory. My team participated in
the medical engineering cat-
egory, where we presented a
new pediatric pulmonary valve
replacement using bioresorba-
ble materials.

The event began with an
opening ceremony, followed by a
presentation from Dr. Alice Tang
and her research on Alzheimer’s
disease. Listening to someone
actively contributing to scientific
advancement made the experi-
ence feel immediate and inspir-
ing. Her presentation set the

[Source: Author, Summer Moon]

tense moments. Each dynamic
shift felt like telling part of a sto-
ry, one that didn’'t need words.
Even when [ hit a slightly wrong
note, I kept going, remember-
ing that the performance wasn’t
about perfection but about ex-
pression. In a way, I came to re-
alize that the recital wasn’t about
being judged; it was about shar-
ing something meaningful. Look-
ing out into the audience briefly,

o

Caption A: A team stands proudly in front of their poster as they await judg-
ing for their industry pitch during the BioEHSC event hosted at UC Berkeley.

tone for the day, reminding the
students that their projects could
eventually have a real-world im-
pact.

The core of the competition
consisted of two presentation
formats: an academic presenta-
tion and an industry pitch. For
the academic presentation, we
presented in classrooms to grad-
uate and PhD student judges. Us-
ing detailed slides, we present-
ed our research, methodology,
prototype, and conclusions in a

[Source: Author, Ellie Kim]

10-minute timeframe, followed
by an in-depth Q&A session... To
ensure fairness, each team pre-
sented twice to a different pair of
judges.

In contrast, the industry
pitch required a completely dif-
ferent approach. We had a very
short time to explain our idea
and its potential market impact,
followed by a five-minute Q&A.
This format challenged us to
simplify complex concepts and
focus on exactly why our pro-

[ could see familiar faces, family
members, friends, and my teach-
er scattered across the audience.
I smiled warmly and reminded
myself of those who had sup-
ported me along the way.

Their presence was both
comforting and motivating. It re-
minded me that the recital wasn’t
just an individual effort, but the
result of encouragement and
guidance from others. Every les-
son, every correction, and every
small improvement had led to
this moment on stage. When I
played the final chord, there was
a split second of silence before
the applause began. I not only
felt relief, but also a sense of ac-
complishment.

Walking off the stage, I re-
alized that the recital was more
than just a performance. It was
a chance to grow, to face nerves,
and to translate my efforts into a
grand way to reflect on my annu-
al progress and dedication. Even
with imperfections, it was a mo-
ment [ was very proud of, and
one that made itall worth it. Even
when dread and uncertainty oc-
cur, everyone should be aware
of what they have achieved from
their efforts.

13th Annual BioEHSC

ject actually mattered. Though
it was fast-paced and extremely
nerve-wracking, it was incredi-
bly valuable to learn how to com-
municate science beyond just an
academic setting.

After presentations, each
group attended workshops, in-
cluding ones on consulting—a
field both my team and I had
known little about. Through
the interactive activities and
case-based problems, I gained
insight into how consultants ap-
proach problem-solving and de-
cision-making, keeping my eyes
open to look out for a new career
path in which science and busi-
ness overlap.

The day concluded with a
closing ceremony and awards.
Although my team did not place,
the outcome felt secondary to
everything we had gained. Bi-
oEHSC was not just about com-
petition—it was about learning
how to think, communicate, and
innovate. More than anything,
it showed me that success isn’t
defined by winning, but by how
much effort we put in to adjust
and improve ourselves.

A Must-Visit Location in Irvine, CA: The Source OC

Located in Irvine, California, The
Source OC (also known as the
Source Mall) is a popular go-to
destination for families, students,
and those who are interested in
shopping and entertainment. Its
modern design and wide variety
of shops allow something enjoya-
ble for anyone who visits, and it is
one of the best spots where peo-
ple convene to make fun memo-
ries.

One of the most remarkable
features of Source Mall is the diver-
sity and number of stores it offers.
Visitors are able to indulge in a va-
riety of fun experiences, including
browsing trendy clothing shops,
cozy cafes, and specialty stores
that have Korean pop culture mer-
chandise. The mall also includes
a movie theater; which gives us a
great opportunity for groups or
individuals to spend the day with
excitement. At Source Mall, there’s
always something to do, whether
it may be shopping for new outfits,
choosing song albums, or hanging
out with friends.

Recently, the Source Mall
hosted an exciting event called
“Battle of the Bands,” organized
by the Fullerton School District
for junior high students. The
event showcased talented young
performers who danced to pop-

One of the many inviting cafes at The Source OC that offer a great selection of
drinks, with a trendy clothing store located right above, The Source offers a large

variety of shops.

ular K-pop songs with notable
talent and skill. Watching junior
high schoolers perform at such a
high level felt like watching true
professionals and the actual song
artists on a stage. These students
were also singing live and danc-
ing at the same time, which was
truly impressive. The energy of
the crowd, while they cheered
and waved banners of support,

[Source: Author, Kristine Park]

was also what made this show-
case incredibly memorable.

The Source also has excellent
food spots. One of my personal
favorites is The Bakery, which is
known for its freshly baked bread
made daily. Whenever 1 visit, the
quality is consistently high, and
their mammoth bread (peanut
streusel bread with buttercream,
red bean paste, and strawberry

jam filled in the middle) is also
very popular and is definitely
worth a try. Another must- visit
is Okbingsul, which specializes in
bingsu (a Korean shaved ice des-
sert) on top of ice cream and fish-
shaped pastries. Their bingsus are
really refreshing and satisfying, es-
pecially on hot days in California.

For Korean pop culture fans,
Kpop Music Town has a wide se-
lection of merchandise (including
albums, clothes, lightsticks, and
posters) at great prices. If you are
a music lover, [ would definitely
recommend going here.

The mall also presents great
accommodations and safe spac-
es for families to play with young
children. There is an indoor play
area called PlayPie that is de-
signed to be both fun and safe.
With many obstacles and slides,
it is the perfect space for kids to
stay active while parents can re-
lax nearby.

Overall, Source Mall is an excel-
lent place for families looking for
somewhere to go on a weekend
trip, as it provides great shopping
outlets, good food, and entertain-
ing community events. It contin-
ues to bring people together and
isa place I would definitely recom-
mend to those visiting Irvine in the
future!
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