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“I know what I’'m talking about,” said Katelyn Chang as we wrapped up one of our weekly meetings. “I already
know this stuff - this conversation just confirmed that I was right.”

YES.

A resounding and adamant YES. Yes, you do, Katelyn. Yes, you do Nancy, Paulina, Coco, Malachi, Briana. You

know.

In the following pages is the gift of your knowledge - an intimate knowledge of what it 1s like to live in your skins.
We get to feel, briefly, the desert sun beating down on our faces, the heat that both drenches and suftfocates, as
we run with you from the bus stop to your door step. We get to feel the burn of your father’s ambition - the way
it courses through you - to make a better life for his children, and also the awkward burn of breaking through
the silences passed down through generations. We get to struggle alongside you as the rough waters of a global
pandemic and an unrelenting tide of adult expectations threaten to engulf you. The frustration 1s ours as we
navigate the endless questions about queerness from well-meaning parents and desperate peers when your school
won’t pick up the slack. And we're crestfallen with you when there’s no birthday cake, slowly awakening to the
realization that there was only money enough for a gift or a cake, but not both.

As co-editors of this royal tapestry of stories, Jarrett and I are in awe of the richness of your experiences. They
remind us of our individual limitations - how little we are able to know about another’s life until they allow us to
put our imaginary feet into their narrative shoes. We marvel at your generosity, at your willingness to share the
profoundly personal so that others like you don’t feel alone and so that others unlike you might have a glimpse of
a world that 1s so much larger, more complicated and more beautiful than they perceive.
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Represent! the title of this publication demands. After listening to your voices, we know you are right - that power
lies 1n the telling of many stories. You connect for us the deeply felt to the deeply flawed systems of oppression
that replicate harmful experiences, generation after generation. “It’s in the air I breathe,” says Paulina. By making
that connection, you teach us that uplifting lived experience can guide policy that holds wellbeing at its center.

You know. And it 1s time that the world knows, too. And so it 1s with great honor and humility that Jarrett and
I share your lifetime work of living, and your 9-month journey of storytelling in our Calafia program, with the
readers of Represent: Pride, Policy and Poetry.
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When I was a kid, almost eight years old, I wondered
about what I should ask for my birthday. “What's a
good present? Fight feels like it should be important.”
I wondered and mulled it over for weeks before finally
settling on a unicorn pillow pet. I had seen it on TV
for around twenty five dollars. I'd never been able to
buy a toy I'd seen on the TV before, but maybe for my
birthday it would be different!

by Malachi
Sanchez, he/him

My birthday came, and my dad asked me what I
wanted. Cautiously, I told him what I decided. He
nodded without looking at me and then I headed off
to school. When I returned, he was standing in the
kitchen with a plastic bag on the counter. Inside was
the gift I had asked for! A purple unicorn pillow pet,
exactly like I had seen on TV.

I was ecstatic - over the moon - to have this lifelong
companion. I named him Flufty. I still have him to this
day, and I sleep with him every night. He’s never gotten
a tear or rip, and he stll has both of his eyes!

The more I look back on this memory, the more
things I notice about what happened the rest of the day.
Mostly, I think about the thing that made me upset at
the end of the night: that I didn’t get a birthday cake.
We ate dinner at my grandparents house, and we had
popsicles and sang happy birthday before opening the
sparse presents I received.

The more time goes on, and the more I remember

that birthday, the more I examine the 1dea that I had
money for either a birthday cake or a present. My
family couldn’t afford to get me both. When I came to
this realization, I started thinking about other things that
might have pointed to this truth.

During Christmas, I would always receive a few less
presents than my sister. My birthday was only a few
weeks earlier than the holiday, so my parents had to dip
mto that money to buy me a birthday gift.

During Thanksgiving, we would get ingredients for
family dinner at food drives held at churches. Pre-
stuffed turkeys and canned food that only needed to be
heated up were commonly what we ate. When we first
went to the grocery store for thanksgiving ingredients,
haphazardly written and printed out recipes sprawled
across the table at home, it was a momentous occasion
for my parents.

When I was in elementary school, none of my friends
had heard of Apple-grape juice. My mom got it from
Women, Infants and Children - a government nutrition
program for low-income women - and none of their
parents went there. None of them even knew what that
was, while I’d visited on many occasions to pick out
what cereal I wanted.

My entire family had library cards and we tended

to rent movies from there rather than Redbox or
Blockbusters. We never got to buy books either, always
renting them and ensuring they were renewed before
any fee could be charged.

Over the years, my family reached a point of higher
financial stability and comfort. I don’t have to worry
about receiving a cake or a present, or where our next
meal 1s going to come from. But when I look at my life,
I've realized the effects my childhood has had on me.

Flufty has been with me every night since I received
him on my eighth birthday, but over the years he’s
gained many friends. At nearly eighteen years old,

I sleep with more stuffed animals than I can count.
All of them have names and if someone tried to take
one away from me, I don’t think I'd be able to sleep
comfortably.

Hoarding 1s a light word for what I struggle with in the
present day. I always have a desire for more things and
I have a need to get them immediately. Ordering things
online 1s difficult for me because they take so long to
arrive. Buying things in a store means I can hold them
as soon as I buy them.

My hoarding and nability to let things go 1s an ongoing
struggle in my life, but I'm grateful I struggle with
having too many things instead of too little. I feel
privileged to have the problems I do, even as I continue
to work through them.









“So, which 1s the mom and which 1s
the dad?” my friend’s dad mquires,
peering eagerly at my brother and
me like we were a rare specimen
under a microscope rather than
two elementary schoolers poking at
meatloaf.

My brother and I look at each other
and then back at the expecting

eyes across the dinner table. I

knew that, as his big sister, it was
my responsibility to undertake this
question even 1f I had no 1dea how
to address it.

“Uh I don’t know, they’re both my
dads,” I answer, but I could tell my
response was unsatisfactory.

At the core of his question was an
attempt to understand our family
in the context of his own family
and the famihal roles he’d grown
up with. No matter where we lived,
we had always been the only family
with same-sex parents, so 1t was
always clear to me that we did not
match the structure of my peers’
heterosexual families. Yet, I had

always viewed our families as being
i completely separate categories
from one another. I had never
tried to define my family by the
traditional structure the way he
wanted me to and didn’t feel that I
could. To me, it felt akin to asking
me which chopstick is the spoon
and which is the fork. At eight years
old, I had no 1dea how to articulate
the difference between our families
the way I understood it. At the fear
of being impolite, I analyzed the
other families that I knew and what
their moms and dads were like,
attempting to understand how we fit
mto his terms. All I could conclude
was that most of my friends’ moms
worked from home and were stay-
at-home parents like Papa, while
their dads usually worked m an
office and traveled frequently like

Dad.

“I guess my Papa 1s the mom?” I
reluctantly add. My brother nods
silently next to me, affirming this
conclusion.

‘While this was the first time I got
this question, it was certainly not
the last. As I grew up, the natural
contrast my family’s structure
provided against the typical gender
and family roles pushed me to
continue to question the nature,
origin, and validity of these roles.
In this exploration, I began to
understand how, even in my
“untraditional” family, gender roles
were still at play, albeit in much
subtler ways.

Even though we are only 16 months
apart, I have always had more
responsibility at home, including the
expectations that I undertake the
role of a third parent to my brother
and clean up after everyone. Aside
from how gender roles impacted
my home life, it slowly became
apparent how they bled into

the classroom. Throughout my
schooling, I became hyper-aware of
my gender and how it contributed
to how people perceived me. I often
felt underestimated when it came to
technological or math projects and
was frequently met with surprise

from my male peers and teachers when I was able to accomplish them successfully. In discussions, it was common
- even considered the norm - that girls were interrupted or their points overlooked. It was during one of these
discussions in my humanities class that I spoke up several times only to be continuously mterrupted by different
boys. In math class later that day, I shared my idea for our group problem set in my all-male group only to be shut
down and then have one of the boys in my group regurgitate my exact words and be praised for his suggestion.
The casualness of this blatant and continued disrespect over the course of the day drew this 1ssue to my attention
beyond the usual annoyance I felt in class. I wasn’t angry at the boys who interrupted me, I was angry at myself;
how could I call myself a feminist when I couldn’t even speak up for myself in class?

Later that night when we were discussing police reform, my dad continuously interrupted me, too. It was then that
I understood how my complacent nature had come to be. I had been conditioned to

accept this treatment, to believe that my voice came second to every male voice in

the room. Every time men at home talked over me or invalidated my arguments

because of my gender, it mirrored each time a boy at school did. But I quickly

realized that this conditioning wasn’t only impacting me, it was also impacting

the way my brother views women and his role in society. As much as I
tacitly recite feminist theory to him or push him to watch female-led
movies with me, nothing will impact the way he views and treats women
more than how he sees the men around him treat women - especially
the men he respects. It was then that I decided to start addressing this
1ssue within my own famuily first, and through that decision, I was able
to begin taking a stand for myself in the classroom, too.



In a recent speech to American mayors this past January,
President Biden made significant statements regarding

his priorities surrounding the 1.3 trillion dollar American
Rescue Plan. Among calls to fund affordable housing and

childcare, Biden most notably advocated for mcreased

funds for police. Facing large backlash from advocacy
groups mcluding Movement for Black Lives, Biden’s
concessions towards increasing police funding ignites
further conversation on the hidden truths of the racial
discrimination and corruption present within our police
systems.
Especially following the events of the summer of 2020

and most notably the rise of the BLM movement, law

enforcement have borne the brunt of the calls for the much
needed change within the country. The police are believed
by many to be the main culprits in perpetuating racism,
and police unions hold a place at the core of the issue,

restricting justice through the use of collective bargaining
by Kately n Chang' she/her agreements (CBAs). This oftentimes includes clauses

protecting employees from terminations, allowing for misconduct records to go unacknowledged, and establishing
harmful restrictions around disciplinary negotiations. Their latitude and leverage over police departments and
governments make 1t difficult to hold law enforcement officers accountable for their actions.

A February 2021 New York Times op-ed captures it exactly: “Officer Derek Chauvin, who knelt on George
Floyd’s neck for nearly 9 minutes, had at least 17 misconduct complaints, though most resulted i no discipline
because of the police unions at his backing.” Police unions are so effective at defending their members that
officers like Chauvin, who exhibit a pattern of abuse, are left untouched, with fatal consequences

for those at the receiving end of their actions. When these officers remain on the streets,

they repeat their mistakes while civilians suffer as a direct byproduct of maction. This

1s further maintained by the Cicero Institute in September of 2020, when they write,

“A recent study of the largest police departments showed that police arbitration in

particular guaranteed that almost 25% of all removed officers were later reinstated

on the force, some after being fired multiple times.”

Because of the police contracts negotiated by unions, a large number of
officers who were terminated from their departments ended up back where
they started: on the streets, perpetuating the same behaviors. This clause

1s only one small part of the entire picture of limiting justice for an
mstitution that 1s supposed to protect the very same value.

Not only do these CBAs limit how police are reprimanded, but

also the status of their future employment. Daniel DiSalvo with the
Manhattan Institute points to the “the deletion of officers’ records

of past disciplinary actions or accusations of misconduct.” Not only
do officers with misconduct concerns have the opportunity to get
rehired and keep their jobs, but also get a chance at a clean slate,
without any of their past behaviors affecting them any longer. DiSalvo
brings forward an actual record of this occurring when he concludes,
“Baltimore’s most recent CBA states that an accused officer may
request expungement of such matter from any file containing the record
of the formal complaint.”



Police unions argue that the public merely has a
negative view of them simply because they involve
police; the true 1ssue 1s that police violence 1s further
aggravated by the unions. Christian N. Braunlich,
President of the Thomas Jefferson Institute for Public
Policy, a public think tank, writes, “Provisions of union
contracts negotiated as part of collective bargaining
between police unions and local governments
frequently provide strong barriers to mvestigating,
disciplining or firing officers for misconduct.” Braunlich
essentially affirms the 1dea that police unions and the
contracts they create lead to heightened restrictions
on clauses related to reprimand and termination.

He goes further to provide real examples of these
limitations based on a review of police contracts in 81
of the nation’s largest cities, stating, “50 cities restrict
mterrogations by limiting how long an officer can be
mterrogated, who can interrogate them, the types

of questions that can be asked. Forty-one cities give
officers under mvestigation access to information that
civilian suspects do not get...”, followed by many more
concessions under the categories of restrictions.

Allowing for the removal of such records only leads to
heightened tensions between law enforcement and the
communities they serve. Knowing that these agreements
are held between police departments and
unions, the public has no choice but
to mustrust their enforcers. It 1s
no surprise that an event such
as George Floyd’s death
m early 2020 sparked
a national outcry for
more accountability
surrounding
police, especially
surrounding the
conversation
of race, when
contractual
provisions
that
reinforce
the same
broken
system
still exist.

Proponents of police unions attempt to justify their
unjust behavior, citing that it 1s in fact common
throughout many public sector unions where they

are hardly looked on as problems. However, the real
extent of the argument lies in the role of police and
how they differ from other public sector unions. Police
are inherently able to affect social dynamics and power
imbalances-able to seriously inflict harm on citizens at
large, by having the power to kill them-which makes
the amount of bargaining power they can exercise
through their unions dangerous. This combination

of law enforcement and the power that unions hold

1s what creates a harmful mix. It 1s deeply disturbing
that groups with so much power end up prioritizing
the interests of their members over the interests of the
public and the communities they police, which counters
the welfare of U.S citizens.

Black people are disproportionately affected by police
brutality, which 1s evident in the fact that Black men
are 2.5 times more likely than white men to be killed
by police officers. After the BLM movement stemming
from the death of George Floyd in 2020, the country
as a whole came to recognize the importance of change
i the way policing affects all of us, and specifically the
Black community. For example, in 2014 Cleveland
Police Officer Timothy Loehmann, who was rehired
after being fired for being unfit for duty from his
previous suburban policing job, fatally shot 12-year-old
Tamir Rice. Racial prejudices and biases plague our
systems and ultimately end in bloodshed. Because this
system has gone unchecked for so long, innocent lives
have continued to be lost to a vicious cycle of abuse,
largely in part to the power of police unions.

Police unions must reform the way they currently
mteract with states and municipalities and how they
represent their officers, including restrictions on
rehiring police officers who are fired for illegal conduct,
as well as establishing a national database to track these
terminations and misconduct issues, which currently
does not exist. As the people who face the byproduct
of this flawed system surrounding policing in America,
we have a rnight to demand change; changes that will
directly affect our wellbeing and lives. Law enforcement
should play a role in our society that upholds justice
and values of integrity, which 1s simply not true of the
present system. That police unions are able to take
advantage of an already broken system 1s something
that we can no longer allow to go unnoticed or
unchanged.



The ice castle
in the desert

by Paulina Reyes, she/her

The plan for the new ice skating rink in Coachella Valley - a 250 million dollar sports and entertainment arena

to be funded by Los Angeles-based entertainment development imvestment company, Oak View Group - was
shared with our community just last year. The company’s chief executive, Tim Leik, wants the future minor league
hockey teams affiliated with NHL’s Seattle Kraken to start their upcoming season in October 2022. The project’s
mvestors believe the arena will do well for our economy and improve tourism. They promise that the arena will
bring a variety of new entertainment, from music to hockey and ice skating, to the locals, with an estimated 450
part-time and full-ime jobs. But, at what cost? Our desert is already an environmental disaster - so when will we
pay attention to public health for our thriving community? How will this arena support our community with jobs
and entertainment if our community 1s already in an environmental crisis, and if the heat drives tourism away?

The Coachella Valley is an arid rift valley in Riverside County, in Southern California. It 1s already suffering an
environmental crisis, impacting many low-mncome communities that are primarily Latino. The Valley’s rising

temperatures are a testament to the impact global warming has had on our planet, hitting a harsh 95°F at 9 am to
125°F midday.

The Salton Sea emits toxic dust containing chemicals like lead, chromium, and pesticides that contribute to the
air pollution in the Eastern Coachella Valley. Pesticides and drought have impacted the lake, and winds blow
the toxic dust into the air, affecting residents. According to the Coachella Valley Health Survey, 13% of children
report having severe asthma. That’s 138,536 kids. 14.5% of children have reported missing 5 or more days of
school due to asthma.

The disadvantaged communities of Coachella, Mecca, Desert Hot Springs, and Thermal are hit the hardest by
this heat and toxic air pollution. Before we build this big arena that could potentially cause more environmental
damage to our desert, we must prioritize our environment and the health of our communities.

One of the ways the arena could have an impact on air pollution 1s by imcreasing local traffic. If
you're like me, relying on Sunline Transit, then you know firsthand that taking
the bus 1s time-consuming.



Many residents in the eastern part of the Coachella Valley, including Mecca, Coachella, and Thermal, have access
to fewer buses and spend hours waiting in the heat. Is this arena really for the community 1if it increases traffic

and air pollution? What 1s the transportation plan? The Valley attracts tourism for its desert beauty and blazing
bright sunsets, however, an increase i traffic from visitors and residents alike will harm an already polluted and
contaminated air quality.

Investment in clean air needs to come before investment in a sports arena. I'he construction of this arena should
use renewable resources to provide for energy rather than coal which would greatly impact our health and
further worsen our environmental crisis. An mitiative to improve air quality should be called for as well. Perhaps
propositions on clean transportation ideas to prevent traffic and pollution can take effect, as well as research on
environmental impact and funding for renewable resources.

This 1ce castle may be what our Valley needs: an escape from the heat,
with music, food, and entertainment, along with jobs for our
community. But it shouldn’t cause pollution in exchange.

Only when the community’s health and environment

are prioritized will we know that this arena 1s in our best

mterest.

“OM%theway/ytha/wnwwtddhauem

impact on aiv pollution is by increasing
local taffic. ) ) 4
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It’s 3:30 a.m. and my parents are waking up my siblings
and I for another day at the flea market. That’s how
our mornings started every weekend for 5 years- wake
up, get dressed and help pack any last items before
heading off to the flea market. Around 5 a.m., we
found ourselves i a long line of cars waiting for the
gates to open. After entering the gates and paying for a
designated space, the unloading began. With our items
arranged on tables and the ground, we were ready for
a day of sales. All those years at the flea market helped
pay for food and the bills, as well as help my siblings
and I earn some money so we can buy items we like.

A flea market has the same benefits that a thrift store
offers. Both are environmentally friendly by reducing

by Nancy Aguilar-Aquino, she/her
waste, and provide unique affordable items and
support to communities. I've experienced being both
a flea market vendor and a buyer and I have also
had shopping experiences at thrift stores. From both
experiences, I've learned that a flea market 1s more
beneficial than a thrift store due to the greater impact it
has overall.

A majority of flea market vendors reduce waste by
selling second-hand items which they get from buying
cheap off of garage, yard, and estate sales, as well as
buying from auctions, buying and trading goods from
each other, or the piles of items people throw away at
annual street clean-ups. Since vendors buy their items
cheaper than they sell them they can make a profit.

Opver the years, my family and I have chosen to live in a frugal way. While shopping at thrift stores, we found that
although prices are cheaper than at regular retail stores, flea markets continue to have better options. In addition,
vendors at flea markets get their items from different places which increases the chances of finding something

valuable and unique to take home.

Even local small businesses take time to showcase their unique products to the community and earn an income.
Throughout the years, I've witnessed the effort my parents and vendors put into choosing good items to sell to the
community. At a thrift store, I always felt that there was no thought behind putting the items up for sale.

Another reason why I prefer to shop at a flea market rather than a thrift store is because, rather than assuming
where your money goes, you know where it ends up. According to the National Flea Market Association, there
are approximately 2.25 million flea market vendors and over 1,100 flea markets i the United States, creating the
opportunity to support a greater number of vendors. According to IBISWorld’s Thrift Stores Industry in the US
market research report, there are 122,335 thrift store employees. From all of the nonprofit thrift stores, it’s hard
to tell whether the money you used to buy items went to the salaries of employees, charity, or the pockets of the

higher-ups.



The majority of vendors at a flea market are people of
color who create a schedule that allows them to sell and
earn an income to provide for themselves or their families.
Unlike thrift stores, you get to see the people you are
helping face to face; some vendors are parents, some

are students, some are keeping the family business alive,
and sometimes you can even see the whole family at the
flea market. You are directly supporting a hard-working
community of people by buying from a flea market, while
also building relationships with vendors. For example,

I buy a lot of my clothing from a specific vendor who
sometimes goes as far as bringing my favorite style of
clothing and then giving me a great price.

Flea markets help create traditions or memories i families
who, like mine, have spent multiple weekends selling or
buying from vendors. Not only that but such experiences
were sometimes child-like fantasies that came true with
seemingly endless lanes of eye-catching items. At some
flea markets, you can also find food trucks that make

the experience much more enjoyable. It’s one of the
reasons why I love flea markets so much: the experience.
Experience that thrift stores can’t compete with.

Although payments for entrance and parking have to be
made when visiting different flea markets, you can rest
assured that the money you give to a vendor goes straight
to them and their family’s future. With some flea markets
closing down, due to being bought or insufficient funds, it’s
a great time to go to the nearest one and have a wonderful
experience while supporting good people.
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by Katelyn Chang, she/her

As an Asian American living in the Bay Area, I've had my fair share of struggles with the concept of
racial biases and stereotypes. Although I had plenty of peers who looked like me and shared the same
culture that I did, I always felt like I didn’t have a voice in my community. It wasn’t until I was older that
I understood that this wasn’t just something that I thought was off. It was entirely a real and systematic
1issue that affected the entire Asian community: The Model Minority myth. The stereotypes prevalent in
my culture and mn society told me that Asians would always be quiet, law-abiding citizens who sat in the
background and never spoke up. And it didn’t help that my parents never dissuaded my fears; rather,
they subconsciously encouraged the very behaviors that made the stereotypes true. They had always
taught me to keep quiet and not share my opinions. To them, doing so would only cause more trouble

and attention.

But, as I grew older, I realized
that 1t was no longer something
that I could merely follow

along with. These stereotypes
essentially reaffirmed to my
community that it wasn’t worth
1t to speak out and share our
opinions. And it was because of
these subconscious beliefs that 1
felt that my voice was silenced.
What I needed was a plattorm
and space where I could speak
my truths about how I felt on
1ssues that mattered to me. |
wanted to be able to understand
the current systems society had
put 1 place as well as how I
could msert my own perspectives
mto the conversation.

Five years ago, my sister and I
persuaded our mother to sign

us up for a speech and debate
class. Now, as a competitor

m Congressional Debate, I've
found my place as a youth mock
congress member debating with

other like-minded mdividuals
over how to solve American
domestic and mternational
policy 1ssues. My speeches and
arguments over the years have
always emphasized protecting
my mock constituents’ needs out
of an understanding that, as a
representative to their interests, I
am their voice.

I've come to understand through
my experience that a multitude
of perspectives are needed in
order to make comprehensive
judgements. And by mserting
my own perspective and morals
mto the discussion, I've learned
that progress does not come
from one-size fits all solutions,
because they simply don’t exist.
Instead, 1t requires compromise,
conversation, and agreement
over what needs to be done, and
how to address it.

It 1s these values that have led me
to understand the importance

of advocating for your own
community and changing the
barriers that prevent change and
growth from occurring. I now
continually aim to bring new
perspectives and opinions as well
as learn from my peers. I believe
that by learning from each

other, and the different stories
we carry with us, we’ll only be
more capable of understanding
how to solve the 1ssues we’re

so passionate about for our
community.






As the only student with gay

parents in my New York middle
school, I became the defacto sex-ed
mformant. The questions I received
varied from technical, to personal,
to Just expressing general confusion,
but one experience, in particular,
has stuck with me.

“What's it like to be raised by

a single parent?” This question
came from a girl who approached
me after a class in which I had
mentioned my dad was gay. When [
told her that my parents are married
she was shocked. She then revealed
to me that she 1s pansexual, but

that she had always struggled with
her 1dentity because she thought it
conflicted with her aspirations to
have a family one day. I showed

her that having a family — no matter
the gender of her partner — was
possible.

While we did have a health

class, 1t was entirely focused on
heterosexual sex, leaving all non-
heterosexual students with questions
they turned to me or to social
media to answer. It was clear to

me that because they couldn’t see
themselves 1n the health curriculum,
and had no LGBTQ+ role models
outside of school, they felt isolated
and unaccepted.

When I moved to San Francisco
for high school, my health class
icluded videos that showed
LGBTQ+ couples and spent

an hour discussing gender and
sexuality but skimmed over specifics
regarding the sexual health of
LGBTQ+ students. For example,
we never discussed pre-exposure
prophylaxis (more commonly
known as PrEP), a medicine that a
person can take to prevent getting
HIV from sex or injection drug use,
or how to get PrEP.

My experience with sex ed in New
York and San Francisco, while limited
and heteronormative, was better than
what most of my peers at other schools
get. Only around half of all school
districts in the United States require
any sex ed at all. Of those that do, the
majority mandate or stress abstinence-
only mnstruction. This means no
discussion of birth control, sexually
transmitted infection prevention, and
no conversation on consent. The
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) reports that only
19 percent of US secondary schools
provide sex-education information that
1s LGBTQ-inclusive. According to a
national study by the advocacy group
Gay, Lesbian, & Straight Education
Network (GLSEN), fewer than five
percent of LGBTQ+ students have
health classes that include positive
representations of LGBTQ+-related
topics. This can stigmatize LGBTQ+
youth and leave them without the
skills to protect themselves during
sexual activity or maintain healthy
relationships.



Moreover, failing to provide
adequate sex education to
LGBTQ+ students has life-long
consequences for those who,
because of lack of education, do
contract HIV. HIV-positive youth
face further stigma, risking the
development of full-blown AIDS
or the life-long task of maintaining
adequate HIV medication - which
comes with significant side effects -
to control the virus.

According to a 2020 Gallup survey,
1 out of 6 adults in Generation 7
identifies as a part of the LGBTQ+
community. It’s time that sexual
education curricula start reflecting
that.

Currently, the United States has no
federal legislation that mandates
LGBTQ+ inclusive sexual health
education. Even i California

— considered among the most
progressive states in the country —
current laws around inclusive sex
ed are just a framework and not a
curriculum.

An inclusive curriculum
would mclude
information on healthy
relationships and safe

sex that 1s reflective of
LGBTQ+ students’
experlences alongside
their heterosexual

peers; LGBTQ+ history
and 1ssues should be
incorporated into the
curriculum without
stigma. Adequate,
medically accurate sexual
education 1s a human
healthcare right. By
fighting for accessible and
mclusive sex education,
we empower students to
Increase awareness, break
stereotypes, and equip
generations to come with
the knowledge to practice
safe sex and have healthy
relationships.



LECLEELNTE
FULLLEY

Represent! is a podcast created by the youth of Youth Leadership Institute's 2021 Calafia Fellowship. Represent!
uplifts the voices and experiences of people impacted by the education system.
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California’s largest lake 1s drying up fast and it happens
to be my backyard. I grew up in the Coachella Valley
located 1n the Imperial County 1n the far southeast of
California. Playing outside during summer nights, I
would be wafted with the stench of rotting eggs times a
thousand, dying fish and pure fart. It smelled

horrible but we got used to it. We
weren’t letting it spoil our summer.

I was lucky. Others my age
suffered from severe asthma
or other respiratory problems.
One summer, the famous
glant-sized “Forever Marilyn”
Monroe, well known for
traveling around the world

i her grandness, was

making her stop in

Palm Springs, maybe

35 minutes away from
Coachella. Me and my
brother joked that she farted
so badly 1t stunk up the entire
valley. “Wow Marilyn, fish
and eggs for breakfast again?!?!

YUCK!”

This 1s the reality for youth in my

community and that’s how environmental

mjustice shows up mn my life, quite literally in the

air I breathe. The Salton Sea 1s drying up and has
been drying up since 2003, the year I was born. The
ecosystem that once flourished has long collapsed,
fishes and birds are dying. The Colorado River that
sustains the lake 1s providing water to cities and farms,
and they’ve recently cut the water supply sustaining the
lake. It’s drying twice as fast.

RRLIAYN
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by Paulina Reyes, she/her

The desert winds and drying toxic lake make for
serious health concerns in the air we breathe. Today,
asthma cases in youth in the emergency room have
been increasing, have gotten worse, and will continue
to do so. It feels like Sacramento has no idea - it looks

like a graveyard of fish bones with a receding water
bed fading into itself, an eerie sight, yet the lake

lays purposefully nonetheless.

This lake has the potential to be the
beautiful ocean it was 50 years ago.
We could restore its habitat to its
natural environment and have
a place for the community.
Instead of staying inside
during wind storms watching
the dark toxic clouds pick
up from the dry lakebed,
let’s have an actual
lake!! Our community
deserves a healthy, safe
environment where kids
can play outside without
it smelling like rotting eggs
and farts.

I've lived here all my life, normalizing
not having the best air, and I'm tired of
it. 'm tired of not feeling seen or heard as my
community continues to get gentrified and still no
one looks at the Salton Sea crisis. Kids here shouldn’t
have to be dealing with such severe forms of asthma.
This calls for justice and mitiative but all I've seen 1s
heads turned the other way and profit valued more.
Community leaders have done as much as they
can to see our community thrive but when will the
rest of California take the mitiative to prioritize our
environment and people as well?



ULE CREER LYCLY

by Paulina Reyes, she/her

In my experience, you can’t rely on the bus wheels to get you where you need to

go. In the Eastern Coachella Valley, it means waiting in the heat from 45 minutes to

an hour, since some bus stops don’t have shade and none have water fountains.

One particular day, I had run out of water on my walk home from the bus. I had

already waited for the bus in the scorching heat for about an hour. I felt my vision
darkening like a tunnel, and I was sweating tremendously, feeling weak. I knew I was
getting dehydrated, but I just wanted to get home and rest from school. I struggled to
breathe as the sun beamed on my head, worsening my migraine in the suffocating heat.
My nostrils dried up and began to bleed. My skin was clammy and pale. I felt as if T
was about to pass out. I raced home with all of the strength I had in me, stopping my
nosebleed with my favorite pink cardigan.

When I got home, I rushed nside
and turned on the shower, cooling
myself from the heat without even
bothering to take off my shoes. I
passed out on my bed for a few
hours before waking up in a haze.
Eastern Coachella Valley summer
temperatures make a bad bus
system dangerous.

We get the short end of the bus
seat, with inconsistent routes, a lack
of buses showing up on time, and
closed bus stations in vital areas.
Taking the bus 1s time-consuming
and many residents in the eastern
part of Coachella Valley, including
Mecca, Coachella, and Thermal,
have fewer buses. The Sunline
Transit Agency fails
to mclude consistent
routes, favoring
urbanized wealthy
areas like Palm
Desert and Palm
Springs.

Worst of all, some
of our bus stations
don’t have shade in a
place where the sun
beams all day. If you
rely on the Sunline
T'ransit, then you
know firsthand our
desert 1s suffering
the effects of global

warming at a fast rate.

With temperatures
reaching up to 93 in
spring, waiting for
the bus 1s not just an
effort - 1t’s a constant
struggle 1f 1t’s your

main mode of transportation. Many
spend hours waiting in the heat,
risking heat exhaustion.

The Sunline Transit Agency is
trying to address these 1ssues by
creating the Sunline Refueled Short
Range Transit Plan. This plan
would create a consolidated fixed
route system, a network that should
offer the increased frequency of
buses flowing in and consistent

bus service along with improved
connections and fewer transfers.
These improvements should
provide access to schools and
healthcare locations, job centers,
and entertainment. An additional
service, called the Sunride Service,
will pick up residents and drop
them off at the nearest bus stop

via an app. There will also be a
route that will stretch along Palm
Springs to Coachella along Highway
111 with fewer stops, allowing for
reduced travel ime for people
taking the bus from those locations.

This plan looks good in theory but
where 1s the momentum to see that
change? It fails to provide clear
information and lacks follow-up
plans for each initiative, stating each
time the project hasn’t been funded



and the implementation date has yet to be determined. How beneficial are these plans if the
mmplementation date has yet to be determined and there 1s no funding? When

people can’t arrive on time to their jobs, schools, and doctor appointments, their
opportunities are reduced. The purpose of the Sunline Transit Agency is to be

a vehicle of mobility. When it fails to live up to the promised improvements, it

reinforces poverty and lack of opportunity.

These 1ssues aren’t just going on here n the Valley, they also happened n
Fresno and San Mateo. In 2017, the City of Fresno conducted a study called the
fixed route system. It surveyed the routes that were being used and the routes
that weren’t in efforts to improve the bus system. Based on the findings of this
study, they planned to update and extend routes to make routes faster.

Sher Moua, a Program Director at Youth Leadership Institute, along with youth and adult allies,
started the What the Fax coalition to ensure that college students and people utilizing
the bus have a say in the improvements being made to their local bus agency. One of
the youth in the What the Fax coalition took the study and rode the bus. “If you were
to drive from our office to the local community college it took 10 minutes tops. That’s
with traffic. It took him much longer than that. When he got to the office, he was
sweating. He was tired,” Sher said.

This mspired What the Fax to take action. The majority of the coalition members were

living in South Fresno, so they decided to take the bus from parts of South Fresno to

a central location. They took buses from South East Fresno, South Central and South

West Fresno, designating a time to meet at the Fresno River Park, a commercial spot

with restaurants, businesses, and shops. “One of our group was 30 minutes late, and the

reason they were late is that they missed a transfer...So they had to wait for the next bus
to get the transfer...I can only imagine how often this happens,” said Sher.

San Mateo County youth recounted similar experiences relying on the bus as a way to raise awareness
on how transportation 1s an equity issue. One student said that the bus 1s unrehable, the timing 1s
always off and whenever she does rely on the bus, she 1s late for school. Another student explained
how the bus can be up to 45 minutes late. A coalition of local organizations and youth, called TEAMC,
did research on the demographics of who was utilizing the bus: “San Mateo County 1s a very wealthy
county, but the folks that were using the bus and the folks that depended on the bus to get to school, to
get to work, anywhere....75% of them were people of color. Almost all of them had an income of less
than $40,000 when the average income in a place like San Mateo County is $120,000. For the folks
that were utilizing these services, if that service wasn’t there, then they could lose their job. There were
real-ime consequences for them,” Montze Garcia Bedolla, former TEAMC coalition leader, and yh
Program Director, said.

These failures of public transportation happen across different communities in California, which means
that this 1ssue 1s systemic. People who rely on public transportation are primarily people of color and
low-income people. People who can’t afford Uber or Lyft. People who can’t afford their own car.
People who are already underrepresented. This 1s an environmental and social justice issue.

What the Fax teamed up to go to meetings and hearings about what needed to change to improve
their bus agency. They went to a series of community workshops, and did their own survey, going to
bus stops to speak with bus riders. They also met with bus agency consultants, and with city council
members and the mayor. “During the budget process, we attended those meetings, and presented our
recommendations,” said Sher. As a result, the agency committed to ensuring wifi on the whole fleet of
buses within the next 2-3 years. They’re continuing their campaign for transportation justice, to help fix
sidewalks and advocating to make all buses free for students.
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In San Mateo, TEAMC youth also identified
public transit solutions, like adding shelters for the
people, more access for the elderly and disabled,
and having outlets and portable chargers.
TEAMC met every single day with
Samtrans, “making sure that young
people knew what was happening at
every step of the way when it came
down to proposing an expenditure
plan, which was basically how we
wanted to see the money split up,” said
Montze.

In 2018, they had the opportunity to

do a ballot measure in order to raise

revenues for the bus agency. Now,

every year there’s about 88 million in

revenue that is going to transportation improvements
m San Mateo County. These improvements directly
mcluded the voices of youth and environmental justice
organizers. “On the other side of the com, TEAMC
activated civic engagement for people who wouldn’t
usually have a reason to vote,” said Montze. “Activating
a whole bunch of 17-year-olds, 18-year-olds, 19-year-
olds. This 1s the first ime that they were going to vote.
And if they’re going to vote for something, they should
vote for this. And I believe in my heart that that’s the
reason why this passed, because 67% of the county
needed to vote for this. It wasn’t a simple majority with
509%. That’s so many people.”

If San Mateo and Fresno could do it, so
can the Coachella Valley, and 1t’s what
we need. In order for the Sunline to
have more riders, the bus needs to

stop more for their riders, with more
frequent stops, fewer transfers, and
routes designed by people who take the
bus. They should also provide water
fountains, shades, and charging plugs
for youth to charge their phone or
laptop. An app to show how soon the
bus will arrive would be very useful.

I don’t want to hear another story of someone

getting heat exhaustion on their way to the bus.

The community - and especially those who use

the bus most, like youth, people with disabilities,

and low-income people - in the Coachella Valley
should participate in deciding how money is split

up to improve the bus system. The problem is not

that there’s not enough money to fund a better
transportation system: it’s where that tax money 1s going
and how it 1s being utilized.

It’s time for youth to be at the table. We need to invest
in the public transportation system, and the youth
should be the driving force to fix that. The green light.
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I am from... By Colette Holcomb

I am from boxes of polaroids

From worn library books and origami

I am from the hills and misty rolling fog

I am from the redwoods

The magnolias

I'm from hot summers playing in the

spray of the fire hydrant and memorial day
parades

From Elizabeth St and Broadway

And from Pride parades on top of my dad’s
shoulders

I'm from San Francisco and Sunday dim
sum

I am from fall down seven times and get up
eight

And equity

I am from empathy

And silver necklaces

I am from... By Nancy Aguilar-Aquino

I am from a glass jar of artificial flowers
From seashells and grapes

I am from the bustling Ocotlan
marketplace streets

I am from the Dahlia flowers

The rose bushes

I'm from countless celebrations and
marigold altars

From Jensen and Elm

And from quinceaneras

I'm from Oaxaca and Zapoteco

I am from enthusiasm

And health 1ssues

I am from kindness

And forget me not flowers
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At the end of February of 2018, my mom got a call from one of my aunts. My aunt said that my grandpa was

i the hospital. My mom started crying and I ran to the shared room of me and my sister to tell her the news.
We hugged each other and cried. The next day, my mom and I went on a greyhound bus and headed towards
Escondido to go see my grandpa. We stayed for a few days and spent all of our time at the hospital hoping my
grandpa’s condition would improve. Before this, my grandma and grandpa were trying to get medical insurance,
but since he had an incident and went to the hospital, the process was halted. My grandma was having 1ssues with
getting the insurance papers done. My grandpa, being in critical condition, wasn’t helping her with the whole
process of completing it.

My mom, aunts, and uncles had to discuss how much they were all going to pitch in to pay for the medical bills
and possibly for the funeral, since my grandpa’s condition didn’t seem to improve. Days later he was pronounced
brain dead and taken off life support. My family had to do a fundraiser to help raise money to pay for both
hospital and funeral expenses. It took a lot of work but they all managed. My grandma wasn’t able to get the help
that the health insurance could have offered. The whole process of the health insurance was stressing my whole
family. I wished it hadn’t been so hard or stresstul for them. With my family’s situation, I know how important it
1s to have healthcare. It can save so much stress. I also know that the process should be easier and shouldn’t even
have to be a worry.



EDUCATION IS
A PRIVILEGE

(GLETCUCR &7 EhCULELRY EEY

My aunt has always been the young, energetic, and
resourceful type. Her old computer, unfortunately,
was not. I learned this the hard way my junior year

of high school starting in terror and shock as the
carefully chosen and researched words I'd typed

over the past hour deleted themselves before my

very eyes. I couldn’t use that torrid device after that
nor could I afford to buy a new one, which left me
without a computer to finish my school assignments.
I, fortunately, had access to a chrome book at school
and of course my phone, but these came with their
own little inconveniences. For one, it meant I had to
make sure to finish any sort of homework mnvolving a
computer, at school. That led to many speed-written
essays as I raced against the clock in my History class.
But some work was assigned specifically to be done at
home, so I would have to work on my phone. Let’s just
say, Google slides aren’t very mobile-friendly and there
was a lot of zooming in and zooming out involved
(formatting was a nightmare). Finishing high school
without a computer was very stressful, so as schools
transitioned online and programs such as hotspot

and chrome book loans surfaced I was excited. I
benefited from a loaned chrome book my senior
year and 1t made a huge difference i work quality
and time management, I was finishing assignments
quicker. Every student should have access to the
technological resources they need to succeed mn
school.

Having to work since a very young age, my father
didn’t have access to the educational opportunities
I have been fortunate enough to be privy to. He
mstilled in me this love for learning, to take school
sertously in order to equip myself with the tools and
skills I would need to succeed, to make something
of myself. My fondest memories of him include

the both of us at our dinner table, illuminated by
the dim kitchen light as we attempted to decipher

by Briana Mendez-Padilla, she/her

fractions. He’s much better at math than me which 1
appreciated. Each report card season he would beam as
he saw my grades and would proudly show them off to
my grandparents. He went to every open house, award
ceremony, and parent-teacher conference, always letting
me know how proud he was of me. My dad views
education as a tool to overcome our current social and
financial situation. He wants me to get a degree, get a
high-paying job I enjoy and be able to live comfortably,
without having to worry about the things he has had to
worry about all his life. The importance my father put
on education led me to be acutely aware of not only the
assets of the education system but also its flaws. I want
to be an educator in an attempt to tackle these 1ssues
and ensure a quality education for everyone.



E COUETY, GLE SHCLUSTOL HEGWKE

by Katelyn Chang, she/her

? ‘When the bell strikes eight in the morning, millions
< of students in classrooms cross their right hands over
their hearts. Staring into the flag, adorned with 13 red
—I and white stripes and 50 stars, they chant the lines of
their daily oath, the Pledge of Allegiance: “One nation,
under God, indivisible, with Liberty and Justice for all.”

This standard school practice only serves to exaggerate
the blatant flaws within our education system. We, as
a country, demand that our students raise their hands
i respect of the flag, yet we refuse to make progress
towards actual implementation of “liberty and justice
for all.”

The mtroduction of diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DEI) 1s an important step towards amplifying the
voices of those who have been historically silenced.
DEI can increase cultural competency and develop
skills that promote equity and foster inclusion. Diversity
allows us to seek and view representation of varied
identities and differences. Equity ensures fair treatment
and equality of opportunity and access. Inclusion helps
to build a culture of belonging, where every voice
matters.

Gllvechrihe Felh PEVELREEYY

However, our educational leaders often don’t fully
consider how DEI would fit in school curricula

before claiming to implement it in the first place.
Much like many 21st century movements that

applaud performative activism (such as 2020’s
#BlackoutTuesday movement which only served to
silence Black activist voices), proclaiming the need for a
DElI-infused curriculum is only the first step of a much
larger journey. The harder task is actually devising
methods for implementation, which 1s where the
mfusion of DEI into modern curricula comes 1n.

Kelly Hensley, high school English teacher at Mills
High School, in Millbrae, California, tells a compelling
story of conflicting perspectives of students and staff
attempting to achieve the same goal. As a teacher,
Hensley aims to combine a multitude of culturally
relevant pieces for literary analysis in his classrooms.
From “Ode to the Only Black Kid in Class” by Clint
Smith to “Fish Cheeks” by Amy Tan, students are
able to learn about a variety of cultures, contrary to a
singular white view.

After a district-mandated meeting on implementing DEI mnto the school’s curriculum, Hensley listened to

concerns of students from another school within the county regarding the reading selections taught in their English
classes and their inability to see themselves i the literature. This led Hensley to a critical question on the best way
to implement diversity and whether we can ever reach perfection.

Finding answers to the first part of this question on the best way to implement DEI leads to the splitting of two
1deals of what I call representation of the demographic vs. comprehensive diversity. I describe representation of
the demographic as based on the general population of the classroom, whether 1t be Asian, Hispanic, or Black.
Comprehensive diversity, on the other hand, infuses all different perspectives, regardless of the makeup of the
population.

On one hand, Hensley’s student demographic at Mills High School consisted of a largely Asian student body,
followed by those of white and Hispanic backgrounds. He attempted to msert literary works from all different
backgrounds including Chinese, African American, and Pacific Islanders. However, no matter how much effort
he mvested i selecting the pieces, authors, and the message behind the writing, students would oftentimes
complain about not being able to see themselves n their class-required readings, thus leading to his dilemma on
DEI implementation.

After consulting with other teachers and students, Hensley came to the conclusion that when comparing these two

methods of DEI, it 1sn’t enough to simply pick and choose one to be held as a pinnacle of success. Rather, what’s
more important is to combine a multitude of different strategies together.



Because, while it 1s important that
students see themselves reflected
in the readings, portraying only

a limited perspective stifles other
diverse perspectives. By giving into
demands to view certain students’
cultures in their readings, we lose
out on the multitude of stories that
are then cut out of the picture. A
school’s demographic population
1s an important factor to consider
when creating curricula. But, a
combination of a culturally inclusive
curriculum, along with broad

and new angles that a multitude

of perspectives can provide, 1s
what aggregates a well rounded
education.

This concept 1s simple to derive but
increasingly difficult to implement.
It requires a balance between
contrasting sides.

Tamu Green, developmental
psychologist and founder and
CEO of the Equity and Wellness
Insutute, describes her vision for
a diversified curriculum, focused
on what both demographics

and comprehensive immersion
could look like, based on an
mterdisciplinary approach. By
combining subjects such as English,
history, and health, teachers can
collaborate with each other to
synchronize curricula, helping to
display how race and racism are
present in academia n all subjects.

Anti-racist education for faculty
members can also provide uniform
curriculum and ensure the
wellbeing of all students. Green
suggests Incorporating more creative
approaches mn courses such as
American history and literature to
apply information to modern times
while also not leading with a male
narrative.

As for DEI’s place n schools,
when asked about potential
pushback from parents or even
educators about this approach,
Green emphasizes the presence
of structural racism within our
society today. “Its mere existence
makes it impossible for it not to
be a part of all of our subjects,”
she states. At the end of the day,
conversations alone don’t bode well
for students of color. Rather, it 1s
focused conversations on equity
that help to bring everyone the
same opportunities for success. At
1ts core, this 1s what the foundation
of our values i our schools and
school districts should be built on.

As we attempt to implement DEI
mto our schools and curriculums,
will it ever be perfect? The answer
1s arguably, no. The reality 1s

that, no matter how much we try,
there will always be pushback

and a call for more action. The
battle for DEI 1s a never ending,
uphill battle. And, while this 1s

a daunting concept, fraught with
unpredictability, diversity remains
important to our societies. An end
of imperfection 1s actually a positive
in itself. The unending need to do
better, be better,

and implement

improved

curricula 1s

what pushes us

forward rather

than backwards. By acknowledging
the possibilities of improvement, we
commit ourselves to always striving
towards progress.

Our alternative 1s the current reality
that 1s still smothered 1n black and
white without any of the brilliance
that color provides. DEI’s role in
our schools 1s both to allow us to
acknowledge our nation’s roots n
violence, pain, and suffering, as
well as the beauty of our diverse
cultures. By stifling conversation
on systemic issues and essentially
preventing progress from taking
place, we run from history itself.

The only way our country can
move beyond a divisive and painful
past and ultimately move forward
and teach children and future
generations to do the same, 1s to
acknowledge the power of our
collective differences. By tackling
our issues head on, one day, we
may be able to create meaningful,
positive change, culminating in

a world where the American

flag becomes a true symbol of
peace, prosperity, and does in fact
represent liberty and justice for all.
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