
     The stage is set. Velvet curtains roll open as the murmur of the 
crowd subsides, giving way to a resonating silence. At the conductor’s 
command, strings spring into gentle motion, filling the air with hearty 
chords, painting the ceiling a deep blue. As if in conversation, the wood-
winds call out, lilting melodies dancing in red and gold like the flames of 
a candle. Above the careful, creative chaos, brass rings out triumphant, 
like the first sign of blossoming green in the springtime. Below it all, 
bass lines thump like the ever-present heartbeat of time. 
     A perfect storm, calculated yet spontaneous, evoking feeling and 
emotion, building and surprising at each melodic twist and turn and - 
you pause your music, take out your earbuds and climb out of the song, 
returning to reality for a little while.
     Music is constantly evolving to influence and reflect our culture and 
is an essential and defining feature in the lives of many. Its role is to con-
nect and to confront, to remark and to inspire. The medium of music 
has undergone a multitude of changes in the last 50 years as we transi-
tion away from traditional sound and start down the experimental road 
of subgenres. 
     From music production to distribution, technology of the 21st cen-
tury has impacted and altered how we interact with music in our lives. 
Evan Roper, a junior, remarks that, “technology has made accessing mu-
sic so much easier. I don’t have to go to a store and buy a physical copy 
of the album I want.”
     Like all conversations regarding technology, we weigh the positives 
and negatives to decide whether such advances are to our overall advan-
tage or detriment. Of course, it is hard to objectively identify whether 
technology has made music better or worse. However, we can definitely 
assert that technology has resulted in a larger industry with means to 
rapidly produce music, create with less of a regard for the record label, 
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and share and stream instantaneously.
     Many people may immediately associate technology in music with 
overproduced, high intensity electropop. And yet, it is important to 
recognize the immense shift in accessibility that technology has allowed 
music to take. Mr. Ambrose, upper school music teacher, recognizes that 
the introduction of CD’s were groundbreaking for musicians as well as 
audiences. He says, “people were using cassette tapes, and cassette tapes 
break… the older they get, the key changes… you could try to learn a 
piece off of a cassette tape, and it’s in between keys because of age. With 
CDs, everything was digitally mastered and everything is perfectly in 
tune.” 
     While technology has raised the quality of music from all eras, it 
seems that it is having the greatest impact not on the sound of music 
itself, but the means of production. 
     Gone are the glory days of the record label and its studios. Once 
synonymous with chart toppers and unparalleled sound, the advent of 
music production software like Garageband or Logic Pro have paved 
the way for home-produced, low budget artists who have no desire to be 
signed with a large record label. 
     Evan Roper remarks that technology has, “made the self producing 
musician thrive. Someone doesn’t have to go to a label and seek out a 
deal. They can record it themselves and post it to a streaming service, 
making it much easier and efficient.”  
     In the past, record companies would actively scout out talent that 
they wanted to produce. Now, sites such as Youtube or SoundCloud are 
the basis for the rise of self-made artists and their empires of fans. The 
Atlantic recently reported that the music industry’s profits have declined 
by 60% in the last decade, a result of unsigned artists and streaming 
sites. It is now so much faster and cheaper to share and produce music, 
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     For the first time ever, we have access to a wide collection of music, 
spanning centuries and continents. We have the opportunity to build 
our own libraries and playlists that pull from all genres and periods of 
music creation. 
     Now, we have more agency over what we listen to and when, how we 
create and remix classics to fit our new tastes. 
     Or so we think. The rise of streaming services, like Spotify and Apple 
Music, boast extensive libraries of sound and algorithms that suggest 
new music and artists for you. Mr. Ambrose, however, is wary of the 
effectiveness of these new systems of recommendation. “They’re telling 
you what you want to hear,” he explains. “You don’t get to explore all of 
the different genres. If you listen to a certain artist, it algorithms: well, if 
you like this artist, then you’ll like this artist. So, it’s pigeon-holing you 
into a genre of music. How do you know you don’t dig this style of mu-
sic when nothing on your computer pops up in that style?”
     It seems that despite all of these advances in technology, nothing 
beats the ear’s ability to listen and search for something that we truly 
connect with. While technology advances to rapidly alter and supposed-
ly enhance the sound waves we listen to, we must remember that music 
is inherently human, and that no system can truly override our means of 
expression.

which benefits the listener, but has adverse effects on the industry itself. 
     Despite the fact that systems like Spotify and SoundCloud facilitate 
more low-budget artists, Evan also points out that, “the music streaming 
services is a double edged sword.” He states that, “it is incredible for the 
audience, letting the average listener have access to any song or artist 
they want at anytime, but for the musician it fails help them make the 

money that once came from the album sales. Musicians make little to no 
money off of platforms such as Spotify and SoundCloud.” 
     And yet, it is evident that artists can still survive without the aid of a 
label. How much do we truly depend on the music industry anymore? 
Previously, record labels were a middle man between the creation and 
distribution of an artists music. Working with radio stations, only hit 
songs would make it onto the airwaves. 

Technology of the 21st century has impacted 
and altered how we interact with music in 

our lives. 
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Athletes Use Social Media to Bolster Their Personal Brands
By Harrison Brown ‘20

     In past years, an athlete’s reputation was shaped almost entirely by 
their performance on the field, the court, or the ice. Today, social me-
dia plays an important role in allowing athletes to develop a “personal 
brand” that leads to more lucrative contracts, endorsement deals, and 
acclaim. 
     Having an active presence on Instagram, Twitter, or other social me-
dia sites allows fans to see what the athletes are doing when they’re not 
practicing or playing. Social media has something for everybody regard-
less of whether or not they like to watch sports. They might like to see 
what an athlete’s kids or pets are doing, where they are traveling or going 
out to dinner, or how they spend their time in the off-season. Athletes, 
meanwhile, can use social media to highlight their charitable activities 
or to promote products.
     Soccer superstar Ronaldo has over 148 million followers on Insta-
gram -- that’s more people than the population of almost every country 
in the world individually. That statistic is even more impressive when 
you consider that Instagram has 1 billion users, meaning almost 15% of 
all users follow Ronaldo.
     The NHL’s Washington Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin is one of 
the best goal scorers of his generation (640 career goals), but he’s also 
known to non-sports fans for his raucous celebrations after winning the 
Stanley Cup last summer. Ovechkin’s 1.3 million Instagram followers 
got to see him celebrate the victory, but his celebrations were captured 
by hundreds of ordinary people who posted Ovechkin swimming in 
fountains in Georgetown, drinking Champagne out of the Cup with his 
teammates, and doing “Cup stands” (his unique variation of a keg stand) 
with Jimmy Fallon, among others. 
     SSSAS Boy’s Athletic Director Jeff Walrich said “There are many ath-
letes that are trying to do things more than just their sport. With athletes 
able to play for so long, [they] do remarkable things that go onto social 
media or endorse products, which are posted on social media, especially 
if the athlete has a lot of followers.”
     “I think the U.S. places a high emphasis on entertainment and for 
[athletes’] own brand, social media helps them,” he noted. “I think with 
the platforms, they’re so huge that they have to be on social media to 
grow their personal brand.” 

     Walrich also says SSSAS uses social media to highlight teams and 
athletes. “I think social media here is about building the brand and 
highlighting athletes in our programs in a positive light,” he said. “We 
try to tell our own story and not other peoples’. Whether it’s recap or 
spotlight graphics...our plan is to strengthen our brand and promote 
student-athletes and we want to bring a sense of belonging to everyone 
with purposeful media content.”
     Tommy Dyson ‘19 thinks that it should not matter who is on the 
visual, but he acknowledged “If it’s a top athlete on the team, it definite-
ly appeals.” He said that athletes on social media are “absolutely” going 
to be more well-known “because you can promote your brand through 

social media rather than games. It’s a stronger outreach.” 
     The math makes it clear Dyson is right. In the case of Ovechkin, Cap-
ital One Arena holds just over 18,000 fans for hockey. And maybe a few 
hundred thousand fans might watch one of their more important games. 
But that seems less impressive in comparison to his 1.3 million followers 
on Instagram.
     Regardless of whether or not they are focused on their performance 
on the field or they’re off of it, it’s important to remember that “athletes 
are normal too,” said Dyson. “Generally, they’re regarded on the field but 
we’re all the same.”
     Lexie Jordan ‘22 feels like athletes are known more for what they do 
on the athletic field but acknowledges, “Many people are interested with 
the drama surrounding them. Once athletes get popular, they tend to 
have more drama, and that just elevates their popularity.” She notices 
that people say that appearance is more important for women’s athletics 
rather than men’s but when you are talking to someone about a famous 
athlete you normally talk about their amazing record or ‘that one game.”
     “Once an athlete becomes known [for having a good record], most 
advertising companies will choose to use them because they are trying 
to appeal to a group of people that are interested in that player or the 
sport,” said Jordan. “For example, Papa Johns uses Peyton [Manning] as 
an advertising technique because they are trying to get football fans to 
buy pizza for game day. And that popularity is based on the players’ ath-
letic ability...However, there are certain cases where athletes are chosen 
based on what they stand for and believe in,” citing Colin Kaepernick as 
an example, when he decided to kneel to protest “respectively” against 
police shootings against blacks.
     Olympic gold-medal-winning tennis player Serena Williams started 
a brand for women’s clothing and puts a link to it on her social media to 
spread the word about it. Having your own brand as an athlete is anoth-
er way to get more fans as well since athletes share what they like and 
wear with their fans. 
     For most athletes, their performance in their sport launches their 
fame, but for many, their social media presence allows them to expand 
their reputation and “personal brand” far beyond their core fan base. 

I think with the platforms, they’re so huge 
that they have to be on social media to grow 

their personal brand.
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Op-Ed: Is the Internet Too Free?
By Amy Gastright ‘21

many users of the Chinese internet do not seem to notice or care that 
their internet is limited. According to a survey study by the University 
of California at Irvine, 80% of “urban Chinese citizens” who respond-
ed to the survey said that there should be control over the internet. Li 
Chengzhi, from the New York Times article, said that internet censor-
ship “helps cleanse the online environment.” In addition, 85% of the 
survey respondents supported government control over the internet. 
Did they respond in this way because it is what they truly believed? Or 
rather, could it have been that their lack of access to an internet with 
the ability to be critical of society has brainwashed them into believing 
that their internet is the best or safest version?
     When asked the same questions, students at the SSSAS Upper 
School, U.S. citizens with a far less controlled internet, responded very 
differently from the survey respondents in China. Only 30% thought 
that the internet should be censored, and only 16% supported govern-
ment control over the internet. In fact, 55% of respondents thought 
that either web developers or internet users should control what con-
tent is available online, instead of the government. One respondent 

     In the animated hallways at the St. Stephen’s and St. Agnes Upper 
School campus, students walk with their noses buried in cell phones, 
thumbs rapidly tapping from iMessage to Snapchat. To find out the 
news, we look at by-the-second updates on Twitter or Instagram. 
When we don’t know something, we can instantly access limitless 
information via google, or simply by asking Siri. We can “stalk” people 
we want to know more about on social media platforms. In a world 
where everyone is connected on social media and the web, information 
and data is shared constantly.
    Much of the information online has a positive influence, however, 
some of the information online is unreliable, or even unsafe and inap-
propriate. According to a survey taken by the students at SSSAS Upper 
School, 85% of the 82 respondents believe that internet content is only 
reliable some of the time. In addition, 98% said that some content on 
the internet is not suitable for children. Surely, if we, as a society, do 
not fully trust the information that is on the internet, there is some 
need for some form of management for all the available content.
     In an interview, Dean McGuire said, “I am somebody that real-
ly tries to lean into as much transparency as possible;” However, she 
admitted that given a good reason, she might feel the need to pick 
through information. For instance, she said that she looked through 
the “This is a Controversial Issue” newspaper in advance “just to make 
sure there wasn’t something there that was deemed inappropriate.”  
     She continued, “But there was nothing that I could find even close 
to inappropriate because it’s speaking the truth. To cover up the truth 
seems silly. So, I haven’t been in a situation at this school where I feel 
like we’re deliberately keeping information from students.”
     But SSSAS is just one community. On a larger scale, controlling 
information on the internet is a risky business. Too little internet 
regulation poses a threat to user privacy and enables internet crime 
like credit card scams. According to a 2018 article by NPR, Chinese 
hackers are likely to blame for the massive Marriott data breach due 
to the easy-access nature of the U.S.’s current internet. In addition, the 
anonymity of hiding behind a username with no accountability for the 
things we do online makes social media platforms a breeding ground 
for cyberbullying.
     Too much internet censorship, however, is a clear violation of the 
right to free speech and expression. As Americans, we have the right to 
say what we want on all platforms, no matter whose feelings it hurts or 
how rebellious it may seem. The government has tried to regulate U.S. 
citizens’ access to the internet in the past, though many of Congress’ 
attempts have been struck down by federal judges. For example, the 
Communications Decency Act, enacted in 1996, attempted to prevent 
minors from viewing pornographic content online, but it was found to 
be an unconstitutional violation to the freedom of speech just a year 
later.
     As a whole, in the United States, we are used to being able to say, 
both out loud, in print, or online, anything that we want. Not every-
one has the right to open speech and expression, though. China, for 
example, now boasts a brand new wall, the “Great Firewall” of China. 
According to a 2019 article by the New York Times, China has imple-

Too much internet censorship, however, is a 
clear violation of the right to free speech and 

expression
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mented an extremely sophisticated internet censorship program, one 
that prevents its internet population of over 800 million users from 
seeing any content that might pose a threat to the communist party’s 
control of the government. 
     The extent of China’s government’s control over online content is 
staggering. According to a 2016 article by the Washington Post, Goo-
gle, YouTube, Facebook and Twitter were all blocked from the Chinese 
internet by 2009 and continue to be off-limits. In 2017, CNBC con-
ducted an interview with a Chinese medical student named Zahra now 
living in the United States. Zahra described the Chinese firewall as 
“being shut off from the world.”
     How is that extreme level of internet regulation possible? According 
to that 2019 New York Times article, China has thousands of specially 
trained professional censors who scour the internet for any traces of 
public dissent against the government or its policies. Li Chengzhi, one 
of these censors, blocks any posted online content that alludes to gov-
ernment leaders or scandals, including articles, websites, memes, and 
satire. 
     The idea of an internet without freedom may be foreign to us, but 

added that “the first amendment reigns supreme.” In other words, our 
right to free speech should ensure that the internet is not censored at 
all. That said, 65% thought that internet crime should be regulated. In 
addition, 84% of the survey respondents agreed that pornographic con-
tent should be censored to prevent people from seeing explicit content 
who might not want to, especially in pop-up ads.
     For the most part, the students at SSSAS who opposed government 
control of what can be seen online fear that allowing the government 
to control what we can see might alter public opinion. For example, 
one respondent said that “if someone had the power [to control visible 
content online] they could use it to influence the people.” Another said 
that the ability to pick and choose what information gains prevalence 
or is widely visible “can mislead people… it’s the most threatening 
part of American society today.” This practice of using one’s platform, 
and thus, one’s visibility to online users, is infamously known as “fake 
news.”
     There are plenty of examples of times when the information shared 
by influential people was done in a deliberately political, and even ma-
nipulative way. According to a 2017 article by Rolling Stone, a famous 
example of this occurred in October of 2016 when Info-Wars host Alex 
Jones presented a conspiracy theory about how Hillary Clinton and 
her former campaign chairman John Podesta were somehow involved 
in a child sex-ring based out of the “nonexistent basement” of Wash-
ington DC restaurant Comet Ping Pong. According to a 2017 article by 
NPR, this false rumor, now known as “pizzagate,” lead Edgar Maddison 
Welch of Salisbury, North Carolina to enter the restaurant with an AR-
15 rifle and fire several shots while demanding to see the basement on 
December 1, 2016, just three months after the original Facebook post. 
Because Alex Jones did not personally initiate the unfounded con-
spiracy theory, according to the 2017 article by Rolling Stone, “it was 
unclear whether Pizzagate was mass hysteria or the work of politicos 
with real resources and agendas.” That said, it is impossible to ignore 
the political implications of the claim- especially given the timing of 
right before the 2016 presidential election. Alex Jones, either knowingly 
or unknowingly, used his platform on the internet to influence people’s 
perceptions of a serious candidate for the presidency with entirely false 
allegations. Clearly, “Fake News” has real consequences.  
     If assuming gentle censorship is something that the United States 
needs to consider for its version of the internet, how should we go 
about it? Should we follow China’s example, with human censors scour-
ing the internet for anything that should be removed? One respondent 
to the student survey wrote another interesting idea. This respondent 
said, “It should be filtered, with filters allowed to be turned off.” By 
having a robotic system that can easily be altered or turned off, we 
eliminate the fear that our first amendment rights might be infringed 
upon, as users are the ones in control of what content is censored.
     Though there is no way to definitively discern how, or when, or 
even if the United States will start censoring our internet, in general, 
we, as a student body, agree that there needs to be a delicate balance 
between internet anarchy and the infringement of our rights online; a 
new concept, in this newly developed, entirely connected society. 
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Let’s Get This Dread : An Exploration of Nihilism in Memes
By Evelyn Perfall ‘19

     I could be defined as a daughter, a sister, a student, an American, or 
any of countless other labels people use to categorize each other. Among 
them would normally be the label identifying my generation. 
     As I was born in 2001, however, I am placed somewhat awkwardly 
between what society has termed the Millennials and Generation Z. As 
of now, I’m too young to identify with the economic difficulty and strug-
gles in the job market all too familiar to Millennials, yet my childhood 
involved almost none of the technology Gen Z children use on a regular 
basis. If anything, though, this makes the commonalities between these 
age groups stand out to me more, the Internet being among the most 
prominent. 
     And over the last decade, a new form of humor has been created, or 
at least better defined, one that shapes online communication and serves 
as a common language between Millennials and Gen Z. Memes are not 
taken seriously by most people, and indeed, most of the time they are 
not meant to be taken seriously – their purpose is to amuse – yet their 
dark humor does reveal the presence of a highly cynical world view 
among young people. 
     Know Your Meme: an excellent source of mostly reliable facts related 
to memes of all kinds, shapes, formats, lifespans, and so on. It was to 
this digital encyclopedia that I ventured when seeking nihilism-related 
memes to reference, and voilà – I was supplied a page on exactly that 
subject. For those who don’t know, nihilism is essentially the belief that 
life contains no inherent meaning, value, or truth. According to Know 
Your Meme, “philosophical axioms associated with existential nihil-
ism have been paired with various pop-culture references and Internet 
memes for comedic effect in the form of anti-jokes.” In simpler terms, 
nihilistic jokes are often funny because they’re not funny. And they’ve 
been around for a long time. 
     One of the earliest known nihilist memes is a story about a piece of 
graffiti spotted 1968 in Paris, France, which referenced one of German 
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s most famous quotes. The text of it 
read: 
 
   Nietzsche: God is Dead.
   God: Nietzsche is dead.

     In 2005, a definition of nihilism was posted on UrbanDictionary, 
reading, “It’s useless to define it,” and since then, nihilist memes have 
continued to grow in popularity. Wiki pages and subreddits were creat-
ed, followed by Facebook pages and Tumblr blogs. In 2015, the YouTube 
video “Our Greatest Delusion,” “which espoused the intellectual and 
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    Personally, I find memes about depression comforting because, on 
some level, they help me accept my own struggles and tell me I’m not 
alone. I do not claim that meme accounts are intentionally therapeutic, 
or that people seek memes with coping mechanisms in mind; however, I 
do think they are popular in part because identifying what we find relat-
able helps us clarify what we feel. I’ve also noticed a trend where people 
find comfort in nihilism itself, as in Appendices D and E. Both discuss 
“optimistic nihilism,” the idea that if life has no meaning then we might 
as well live to the fullest. 

Appendix C

Appendix B

Appendix D

Appendix E

spiritual benefits of embracing nihilism,” gained over a million views 
and has since passed two million (Know Your Meme; “Our Greatest 
Delusion”). 
     This all occurred before I knew anything about memes, so though I 
lived through this development, I did not notice it. Now, though, I see 
some of its effects. My primary social media accounts are Instagram 
and Snapchat, and it is disturbing how often I open them and see some 
post about feeling lost in the world or hating the world or even wanting 
to leave this world for good. My generation, it seems, is desensitized to 
jokes about death. Gallows humor has become our norm. 
     Though nihilist memes may seem dark or depressing to some, for 
many they provide a way to deal with complicated emotions, forming a 
kind of escape. For example, Appendix B shows a meme taken from a 
Nihilist Facebook page, addressing the subject of death in a lighthearted 
manner, enabling people to more easily process their own fear of death. 
Similarly, posts from the twitter account Nihilist Arby’s can help people 
identify and deal with their frustration with life (see Appendix C for an 
example). 

Appendix A

My generation, it seems, is desensitized to 
jokes about death. Gallows humor has be-

come our norm. 
“

“     Internet humor does more than just amuse. Memes are an underap-
preciated method of communication that Millennials and Generation 
Z use to process and make light of emotionally challenging situations, 
to become familiarized with unpleasant ideas, and to cope with mental 
health issues like anxiety or depression. 
     There are innumerable ways to see the world, nihilism being only 
one, but in the end we must all face the reality that the greatest of men 
and the lowest return to earth just the same. How we deal with this truth 
shapes who we are and how, someday, we approach our own deaths. 
Personally, I hope to find peace. 

1 

1. I wish I could claim credit for this, but I actually saw it in a meme 
on a Nihilist Memes Facebook page. For the original meme, please see 
Appendix A.
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Op-Ed: Do We Follow Pop Culture Like Blind Sheep?
By Sarah Nguyen ‘19 and Tori Carr ‘20

     There are many other impacts of pop culture on our generation. 
Clothing and fashion are extremely affected by social media and Hol-
lywood icons. Livestrong explains that “an important characteristic of 
every teenager’s maturation is their self-definition. Self-definition can 
be defined as they way you see yourself. For teens, that image is influ-
enced to a large extent of these influences.”
     Ms. Harrison explains that teenagers already have a difficult time 
developing their identity. She believes that, “Essentially, everyone is 
afraid they’re not going to fit in and they’re always comparing them-
selves to others. Pop culture has a huge influence on young people 
because it helps them determine what they think is cool or not. What-
ever memes, videos, music or TV shows are out there are going to have 
a huge influence, especially on people that are around your [teenage] 
age.”
    Instagram models influence teenagers today who believe a so-called, 
perfect life is attainable if they dress and act like the models. Social me-
dia also offers opportunities for younger girls to show off more of their 
bodies. It can be empowering for women to be able to express them-
selves, however there are many circumstances when younger teenagers 
are exposed to these environments more than previous generation 
were. 
     Ms. Harrison explains that social media is sometimes harmful, “Pop 
culture and the media and advertising have been around for a long 
time except now these things are more likely to hit you frequently if 
you’re staring at a phone all the time. And if you’re looking at social 
media and ads pop up or you’re following the Kardashians on Insta-
gram, or whatever, then you may constantly be bombarded with sex-
ualized images. This can be dangerous, particularly for young people, 
because often they are idealizing a body type that isn’t necessarily 
realistic.”

     Every day, teenagers begin their morning routines by checking their 
phones. They scroll through their social media apps almost instinc-
tively. Snapchat, Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook; social media has 
become a vital part of their lives, whether they are aware of this or 
not. From Ariana Grande’s latest music video to a new Netflix original 
series, people are always filled in on what seems to be every new trend, 
meme, or news story.  
     According to Medium, “Pop culture is defined as modern pop-
ular culture transmitted via the mass media and aimed particularly 
at younger people.” This definition supports the stereotypical image 
of teenagers being the primary age group affected by pop culture. In 
recent years, the use of social media and access to technology have 
skyrocketed. According to the Washington Post, teens spend up to nine 
hours a day consuming some sort of media. 
     This exposure to social media makes many teenagers feel like they 
constantly need to absorb more and more information and constantly 
keep up with each other. This feeling has been called Fear Of Missing 
Out (FOMO). People often feel pressed to stay up to date on every 
recent TV show or movie that comes out, but that becomes harder and 
harder as new content is published everyday. The Mic explains this 
phenomenon as “pop cultural FOMO, exacerbated by digital technolo-
gy and topped off with a dose of judgment.” 
     Ms. Harrison, the Upper School Counselor, thinks that FOMO is 
“universal.” She says, “I think that often what you see is that everyone 
looks like they’re having the greatest life ever because they are posting 
their “highlight reel,” while you may be sitting at home, feeling a little 
lonely...It can cause many people to feel like they have to post things 
and they have to get the likes and the followers and it can make them 
really anxious.”
     Aidan Beckwith, a Junior, reflects upon this and explained, “We 
are jealous or insecure over one aspect of our life that we think can be 
changed if we were more like the celebrities that we idolize.”
     In recent years, there has been a major increase in marketing 
through social media. According to Common Sense Media, teenagers 
are the most targeted demographic because their access to their parents 
money and their influence on how their parents spend their money as 

We are jealous or insecure over one aspect 
of our life that we think can be changed if we 
were more like the celebrities that we idolize.
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apps, games, and websites. Brands target teenagers also because “of 
their particular vulnerabilities: the desire to fit in, to be perceived as 
attractive, and to not be a huge dork.” Additionally, they are “highly 
susceptible to messages around body image, and marketers use this to 
their advantage.”  According to data from Klear, a marketing company, 
Instagram ads increased by 28% in the second half of 2017. 
     Social media allows more online public figures to increase their 
popularity through Instagram or Snapchat. The trend of Instagram 
models has taken the world by storm. People are often paid to model 
in front of amazing locations around the world and advertise compa-
nies that mainly market through Instagram like Sugar Bear Hair and 
Fashion Nova. To maximize marketing abilities, many social media 
platforms now feature an explore page. These introduce people to 
unlimited amounts of content and ads carefully chosen and calculated 
based on the user’s interests.
     Music is also being used as a form of marketing. “Thank u next” 
instantly gained massive attention due to Ariana Grande’s public 
breakup with her ex-fiancé, to whom her latest album was dedicated. 
That, along with the theme of the music video which paid homage to 
the classic popular movies such as “Mean Girls,” “Bring it On,” and 
“Legally Blonde,” brought up a feeling of nostalgia for viewers. By using 
relatable references along with the timing of the song’s release after her 
breakup, Ariana Grande’s music video has struck big and as of January 
has gained nearly 270 million views.
     Another example of marketing through media is protest music. In 
2018, Childish Gambino changed the face of protest music when he 
released “This is America.” The music video juggles themes of slavery, 
violence, and suffering and depicted how society still struggles with 
racism, specifically with police-violence towards African Americans. 
The music video leaves viewers with a chilling message, marking police 
violence as part of America and connecting this violence to segregation 
and slavery that plagued the nation decades ago. 

     When asked, “Does Social Media in general affect your purchases 
(YouTube, Instagram)?” 31.7% of SSSAS upper school students sur-
veyed said no, while 46.3% said maybe and 22% admitted yes.
     One of the most influential families in the US is the Kardashian 
family. This family is, according to Psychology Today, “famous mere-
ly for being famous.” They do not offer “the world new ideas, artistic 
works or musical performances, athletic achievements, literary contri-
butions, scientific discoveries, philosophical concepts or philanthropic 
gifts.” However, their lives are constantly on blast and their hit TV 
show, Keeping Up With the Kardashians, is finishing up its ninth sea-
son this year. 
     The psychology rooted behind America’s love for the Kardashians 
is in their envy of their luxurious lifestyles. People love to watch them 
both succeed and fail, and “they seem to both covet and resent the 
melodramas that pervade celebrities’ lives, in contrast to their own 
mundane existences,” according to Psychology Today. Some people live 
vicariously through watching celebrities and models lives and often 
forget that they are normal people too. 
     The Kardashians influence fashion and makeup trends through 
their presence on social media, mainly Snapchat and Instagram. Kylie 
has her own makeup line, and she and her sister, Kendall, have opened 
up a clothing line together. Many high school students’ style choices 
are influenced by celebrities. Unknown to few, the Kardashians have 
started a revolution with their bodycon dresses and high waist leggings. 
Now, these trends can be found in nearly every trendy clothing store. 
According to our survey sent to the student body and faculty, we dis-
covered that 15.9% of people said their style is influenced by a celebri-
ty, while another 17.1% said maybe.
     However, when this question was altered to ask, “Does social 
media, in general, affect your purchases?” 22% of people said yes and 
46.3% of people said sometimes. 
     Teenagers’ purchases are also influenced by their peers as well. 
57.3% of people said that they had bought a product solely because 
everyone around them was buying it.
     Abbie Henshaw, a Junior, explained that she felt the celebrities in-
fluence on pop culture “changed a lot with the introduction of “You-
Tube celebrities,” who seem a lot more approachable and human than 
normal A-listers. I feel they may actually know what my struggles are 
and what products can help with that.”
     Another student, Senior Roger White, believes that “we see a lot of 
ourselves in celebrities we follow and admire. Often times we try and 
replicate what they do because we want to be them, and that’s why they 
have so much influence on our lives.”
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“I’m Your Savior, So Praise Me Maybe”: Pop Culture and Religion
By Chumani Chamberlain ‘21

Recently, Lauren Daigle’s new album Look Up Child made history as 
it ranked #3 on the Billboard 200 charts, and her album debuted with 
the biggest sales week for a Christian music album in nearly nine years. 
Daigle’s album brought contemporary Christian music to light both 
within pop culture and social media towards the end of 2018.
     With the rise of Christian contemporary music on the charts and 
the popularity of megachurches around the world such as Hillsong 
Church, religion is highlighted in various areas of popular culture. 
Originating in Sydney, Australia, Hillsong Church has arguably be-
come a strong pop culture icon. Their worship music has a presence 
within many church services around the world, 1.9 million Instagram 
followers, and comes up on the Instagram feeds of many celebrities 
such as Selena Gomez, Justin Bieber, and Kevin Durant. Since the 
Church’s creation, Hillsong has arguably become a model for how other 
churches can incorporate modern technology and pop culture in their 
own congregations. In turn, people have questioned if pop culture has 
influenced religion.
     Uitvlugt gives her point of view: “First, I think pop culture is speak-
ing into questions of meaning, purpose, morality, wisdom, etc. that 
people used to look to religion to answer. Religious institutions, rath-
er than taking their place as the leaders on these issues, have instead 
allowed themselves to be less vocal and take a backseat to the conversa-
tion, offering reactions to culture instead of being the leading voice.”
When asked if she believes pop culture has had a positive or negative 
influence within today’s society, Uitvlugt described how one of the 
biggest positives pop culture brings to the church and student minis-
tries is how the worship team uses a “variety of musical styles we use 
to worship (pop culture pushes worship music to push its creative edge 
in our church).”
    When asked a similar question, Cooper dove into how “mainstream 
media” may affect “what Christianity and other religions really teach, 
is often distorted. For example, the celebrity Chris Pratt attends Hill-

     Scrolling through your Instagram, your eyes are drawn toward 
multiple Instagram posts filled with the latest fashion, breaking news, 
sports videos, etc. Behold, your eyes float toward a Christian meme 
with Jesus at the center surrounded by a halo. On the top are written 
the famous Carly Rae Jepsen lyrics “Hey, I just met you and this is 
crazy,” at the bottom, the meme creator changes the lyrics to, “But I’m 
your savior, so praise me, maybe.” 
     This meme is just one example of how pop culture has intersected 
with modern religion, but does pop culture impact religion in a posi-
tive or negative way?  
     According to a recent Pew Research Center survey conducted in 
December 2017, 90 percent of Americans believe in some kind of 
higher power. Within that 90 percent, 56 percent claim their faith is 
“in God as described in the Bible,” while another 33 percent claim they 
“believe in another type of higher power.” These new statistics raise 
questions on if pop culture has also had an influence on society’s belief 
in a higher power.
     Mrs. Via, a religion teacher and the Director of Service Learning 
and External Engagement at the Upper School, expressed how Mega-
churches around the world have used pop culture to include “audio 
visuals” within weekly church services during worship and sermons. 
     Locally, Fairfax Community Church in Fairfax, Virginia has an 
annual sermon series known as, “At the Movies.” For four weeks the 
congregation dives into the spiritual interpretation of four well-known 
movies through Biblical principle and pop culture. 
     According to LifeWay Research, 73% of churches “use social me-
dia to interact with their congregation, the majority of churches with 
an online presence are already using social media as a growth tool.” 
Within Fairfax Community Church, The Hangar and The Hub are 
the student ministries for current Middle and High School Students.                              
.    Co-Pastor to students, Jess Uitvlugt, explains how the use of social   
media within the Hangar and the Hub have influenced their students 
to learn more about Jesus even when they are not in church: “we can 
use the variety of media to teach or to communicate.” She explains The 
Hangar uses “social media during the week [to post] videos or music 
or other content in our messages.” 

Religious institutions, rather than taking their 
place as the leaders on these issues, have in-
stead allowed themselves to be less vocal and 
take a backseat to the conversation, offering 
reactions to culture instead of being the lead-

ing voice

“

“

     Co-Pastor to students, Kyle Cooper, shared how he does not “think 
pop culture has influenced most mainstream religions theologically. 
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam and others have not changed what 
they believe or teach fundamentally because of popular beliefs. That 
being said, I think religion is experienced differently because religion 
has been drawn into public dialogue about what’s right, true, and ab-
solute. Sometimes religion is really illuminating, other times it misses 
what people are looking at.”  
     Via explains how pop culture and music have played a role within 
today’s Christian music: “I think when we can see pop culture influenc-
ing religion...in some religious communities it is through music such 
as contemporary Christian music being influenced by pop music...I 
think there are some people who are real traditionalists who don’t like 
contemporary Christian music because it sounds like ‘Jesus is my boy-
friend’, but other people like that and I think that it reaches to people 
who may not be interested in church or religion.” 
     Currently, Christian contemporary music is highlighted by artists 
such as Lauren Daigle, Toby Mac, Hillsong United, Elevation Worship, 
and so many more artists who have climbed to the top of the charts. 

song Church. Someone tweeted about it saying Chris Pratt attends a 
homosexual hating church.  Others chimed in to say ‘you mean every 
church.’ Now it’s not true that Christian churches hate gay people, but 
that’s the perception.”
     In response to the survey by the Pew Research Center, Cooper 
specified how he believes those stats reflect how he thinks “People want 
hope. The lack of hope, in our culture drives the media and people to 
keep looking for hope.  Everybody wants answers and find it hard to 
not believe that something is driving the universe.” 
     In turn, Uitvlugt explains how “Most people are willing to believe 
in a deity because faith traditions in this country have made that be-
lief convenient- be a good person and you and the deity are on good 
terms...This is the influence of pop culture, but it’s not pop culture’s 
fault. It’s the fault of the institutions responsible for teaching true faith. 
Everyone says they believe in God if God doesn’t require much of you. 
But if God requires sacrifice, obedience, forgiveness for your enemies, 
love for your neighbor, etc (as I believe God does), then suddenly it’s 
less en vogue to believe in God.” 
     Via and Uitvlugt were asked how they believed Jesus would feel 
about pop culture today. Via expressed how “Jesus doesn’t seem to be 
the person who was interested in trends or pop culture.” Via continues 
by stating “I feel like Jesus is also like a joker figure, and I think Jesus 
had more of a sense of humor than we give him credit for. I think he 
would relate and identify most with comedians who speak truth to 
power and people who uphold power dynamics. And that is the role of 
the joker to call out the king and to make people question social norms 
and dominant cultural narratives and that I think he would appreciate 
most of all.”
     Uitvlugt explains how “Jesus was the master of using references that 
everyday people would understand to teach about complex issues and 
topics like the kingdom of God...I think Jesus would use pop culture in 
his teachings and parables today in a similar way.”
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BYOD: A LifeSaver or a Money Spender?
By Andrew Kiama ‘19

“because so many kids coming in [to SSSAS] have learning issues or 
learning differences, it goes beyond being something convenient. It can 
be a tool.”
     Ms. Nadler, an Upper School English teacher, adds that “I can have 
a 40 minute in-class writing where students spend five minutes logging 
into Google Drive and 40 minutes writing […] which would not have 
been the case if we were dealing with computer carts” in a regular class 
period.
     Mr. King, an Upper School math teacher, claims that each student 
having their own laptop is useful for when he individually meets with 
students. Since all homework solutions are posted online, he doesn’t 
need to go through physical paper, the students can pull up any home-
work problems they might have questions about directly from their 
laptop.
     Similar to thoughts about the goals of BYOD program, there was 
disparity in the response to whether most teachers are supportive of 
the program. Aron Sobers simply responded “no.” On the other hand, 
all the other interviewees agreed that most teachers believe the pro-
gram streamlined the incorporation of technology into classrooms and 
made it more efficient. 
     James Hurley, Jenn Lansing ‘21, and Mr. Ebner claimed each stu-
dent having their own computer made activities requiring technology 
a lot easier, with Mr. Ebner providing an example of the Oral History 
Project done by juniors in January. 
     Ms. McNeil added that teachers “were the ones who had to roll 
those big laptop carts down the hallways to their classes, and deal with 
the scheduling complexities … now teachers don’t have to plan two 

     In the fall of 2016, St. Stephen’s and St. Agnes School introduced a 
program aimed at revolutionizing the way its students learn, produce, 
and develop: the “Bring Your Own Device” Program or BYOD pro-
gram in short. 
     Previously, students across all three campuses were part of a more 
communal approach to the use of technology on campus. In the Upper 
School, students working on research papers would either have to have 
their teachers “rent” out laptop carts for the class or take a field trip 
down to the library’s computer lab. Students were not expected to bring 
their own devices from home, but to use school computers for all their 
work on campus.
     This posed a series of challenges for both teachers and students. 
Laptop carts were not always available to rent and the library’s comput-
er lab was often occupied. In the chance that either was available, time 
would be wasted in rolling the cart to the classroom or walking to and 
from the library. 
     When the school announced the introduction of the BYOD pro-
gram, there were several common goals the school aimed to achieve. 
These goals revolved around preparing students for a changing and 
complex world, to help students better adapt to college life in the fu-
ture, and to revolutionize the way students interact in the classroom. 
     In an e-letter released to the school community in the fall of 2016, 
the administration talked about “a BYOD program [ensuring] that all 
students have the tools they need to actively participate in the learning 
opportunities our school provides” and “serves as a critical component 
of personalized, relevant, student-centered learning experiences.”
     The administration went on to cite some research they conducted in 
deciding whether to implement such a program. Statistics such as 70% 
of Upper School students “currently [as of fall 2016] own a laptop they 
are using for school-related purposes.” They elaborated further, adding 
an example that students in AP Government classes “abandoned the 
need for a textbook,” choosing to access all their necessary resources 
and materials online.
     Finally, the e-letter concluded with the following statement: “in 
our research, we have learned that a BYOD program allows computers 
to enhance learning, but they do not replace all other interactions in 
a classroom. [...] A BYOD environment represents the next step in a 
well-designed educational technology plan to challenge and support 
our students, and to best prepare our Saints for the world beyond St. 
Stephen’s & St. Agnes.”
     Mr. Ebner, an Upper School history teacher, agreed with that con-
clusion, saying, “this was the direction the wind was blowing,” making 
a connection between SSSAS being a college preparatory school and 
most college students now using personal laptops for most of their 
academic work.
     Both David Weissman ‘20 and Emma Hughes ‘21 followed up on 
Mr. Ebner’s comment, adding that laptops “[teach] skills for college 
going forward” and “for the students, it’s a computer they will have 
needed to buy for college.” 
     In debating whether this program achieved its goals over the last 
three years, it was best to gauge opinions from current students and 
teachers. I asked five students and three faculty members about what 
they felt the goal of the BYOD program was, the achievement of those 
goals, and how they thought the rest of the school community felt 
about the BYOD program. 
     James Hurley ‘19, Aron Sobers ‘19, and Emma Hughes shared sim-
ilar thoughts as to why the school chose the BYOD program, claiming 
part of it was a way for the school to save money. When asked if the 

A BYOD environment represents the next step 
in a well-designed educational technology 
plan to challenge and support our students, 
and to best prepare our Saints for the world 

beyond St. Stephen’s & St. Agnes.”

“

“school had achieved that goal, James added, “considering they built 
three jumbotrons across campus this year, I’d say yes.” 
     On the other hand, Ms. McNeil, the SSSAS technology director, had 
a different reasoning for the goal of the BYOD program, saying that the 
program would “ensure that all students had equitable access to pow-
erful, reliable technology tools that would enrich the curriculum and 
their educational experience.” Mr. Ebner elaborated further, adding, 

weeks in advance when you want to offer a technology-related lesson.” 
Jenn claimed that “since technology and the internet have become so 
crucial for learning, always having a device on you makes life easier for 
everyone.”
     However, Mr. Ebner added that there were some reservations from 
teachers about the program before it was implemented. Some won-
dered whether the laptops would become a major distraction in class. 
Mr. Ebner used the example that some students “come to class and 
spend time on fantasy football and look at videos and play games, but 
it’s on me to make sure they’re not.”
     Both Mr. Ebner and Ms. Nadler employ the same strategy of mak-
ing the students face the opposite way with laptops facing the teachers 
to minimize distractions on the screens. However, Ms. Nadler did add 
that this strategy doesn’t work for class discussions, as the students 
need to be facing each other the entire time.
     Although supportive of the program, Ms. Nadler did mention that 
for short in-class writing, she usually tends to make students use note-
books, as “handwriting helps ease some of our perfectionism around 
writing; it can’t be perfect because you can’t delete and there’s no little 
red line under the thing you spelled wrong.”
     Contrary to common believe that only students get distracted by 
their laptops, Ms. Nadler argued that teachers also get distracted, 
adding that “if my students are taking a quiz and I go onto my com-
puter and suddenly I’m checking my email, the students would go, ‘Ms. 
Nadler, we’re done!’ and I’m on my computer in class. That’s ridiculous, 
I’m the teacher.”
     Although this program is not without controversy, it seems unlikely 
that the school will revert back to school days without laptops. As Da-
vid said, “I love the idea of having my own device because then I can 
learn the responsibility of having my own device. Also I have to take 
ownership of the device because if I brake it it’s on my dime to fix it.” 
By teaching responsibility and also opening up new means of class-
work, the BYOD program sure isn’t going anywhere.



8

The Voice Staff
Makeda Melkie ‘19
Helen Sweeney ‘19
Sophia Jordan ‘19
Kitty Tyree ‘19
Andrew Kiama ‘19
Sarah Nguyen ‘19
Harrison Brown ‘20 

Laetitia Haddad ‘20
Delaney Moore ‘20
Tori Carr ‘20
Chumani Chamberlain ‘21
Amy Gastright ‘21
Mrs. McElroy

(Editor) 
(Editor) 
(Media) 
(Graphics)
(Staff Writer)
(Staff Writer)
(Staff Writer)

(Staff Writer)
(Staff Writer)
(Staff Writer)
(Staff Writer)
(Staff Writer)
(Faculty Advisor)

Op-Ed: Dressing Like You’re Already Famous
By Delaney Moore ‘20

For example, WWI veterans influenced fashion due to the populariza-
tion of khaki pants, according to an article by Complex.com, “Thanks 
to the G.I. Bill, many young men came home from the war and went 
off to college. The twill trousers they wore on the field looked nice 
enough for the academic world, so they decided to start wearing them 
on campus. Soon enough, khaki pants became an acceptable casual 
staple for guys everywhere.” 
     Other celebrities have also influenced fashion such as the Royals. 
Duchess of Cambridge Kate Middleton and her sister in law Duchess 
of Sussex Meghan Markle have both been called style icons due to their 
often polished and regal looks while in public. Both royals have worn 
many different designers’ pieces such as Victoria Beckham’s dresses or 
Sarah Burton’s designs at Alexander McQueen. 
     While there are the positives of having celebrities be at the forefront 
of the high-end fashion industry there are negative aspects to celebrity 

     FASHION, aka a 7-letter word representing a creative medium in 
which celebrities directly influence the choices of the general public. 
Throughout the years, fashion has been a persistent and ever-chang-
ing industry that is intertwined with monumental pop culture turning 
points. 
     The little black dress was popularized in the forties, poodle skirts in 
the fifties, pillbox hats and oversized sunglasses in the sixties, cordu-
roy and hot pants in the seventies, scrunchies and leg warmers in the 
eighties, denim overalls in the nineties, and bodycon dresses as well as 
sheer tops and neutrals in 00s. 
     Many of these trends are well known and still are popularly worn 
today, but one thing you might not have known is that all of these 
trends were popularized by a style icon of that time period. For exam-
ple, the little black dress was made famous by actress Audrey Hepburn, 
and pillbox hats and oversize sunglasses were trends set by First Lady 
Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, while bodycon dresses and neutrals were 
popularized by the Kardashians. 
     One positive aspect of having celebrity style icons is that they often 
revolutionize an aspect of the fashion industry, or they become histori-
cal style figures that many designers and people look up to.  According 

trendsetters. Firstly, according to an article published by The List, “the 
inside world of the high fashion industry is loaded with misleading 
prices and secret practices. From environmental concerns to reverse 
photoshopping, there is a lot going on behind the scenes.” These ce-
lebrity trendsetters are indirectly supporting the “shady” high fashion 
industry by wearing or popularizing clothes that were designed under 
these secret conditions. 
     Also, having celebrity icons can set unrealistic body and financial 
expectations for fans. Take the Kardashians for example. The Kar-
dashians plug numerous amounts of fashion items on social media, 
which causes fans to want to go out and buy those items; however, the 
truth is that not everyone is able to wear the kind of clothes the Kar-
dashians wear because they either do not have the ideal body shape 
to wear the clothing or they don’t have the financial stability to spend 
thousands of dollars on one item. 
     Models such as Ashley Graham and Naomi Campbell have come 
to the forefront of the fashion industry as part of a push for increased 
representation on social media -- a broader range of skin tones, body 
types, genders, and ethnicities. Not only does this more accurately rep-
resent the American population, but it also can provide role models for 
children and teenagers who are looking for affirmation of their beauty. 

 Social media has essentially revolutionized 
the ways style icons have been able to influ-

ence fashion.
“

““

to an article published by Forbes magazine, “the industry would not be 
where it is today without the help of influential fashion icons. Nowa-
days, celebrities are able to take pictures of their outfit and share it with 
friends, family, and fans on social media. However, many of the women 
who invented these iconic styles didn’t have the same influential op-
portunities, so the fact that we still consider them fashion icons means 
they must have known what they were doing.” 
     In our current age, social media has essentially revolutionized the 
ways style icons have been able to influence fashion due to not only to 
the wide reach of the platform but also the introduction of online ad-
vertisements and endorsements that often connect with a fashion item 
a celebrity is plugging. Celebrities such as the Kardashians have revolu-
tionized style with simply an Instagram post. 
     According to an article published by The List, “On Instagram alone, 
they (the Kardashians) have over 380 million followers between the 
five sisters, all of whom are waiting to catch on to the next big trend. 
Fashion designers have taken notice, too. Even if they’re not walking 
the runway, the sisters are consistently front-and-center during Fashion 
Week, close with huge designers like Marc Jacobs, and even own their 
own clothing and makeup lines. Like it or not, the Kardashians are a 
modern day fashion dynasty.”
     In addition to celebrities like the Kardashians, fashion trends have 
often been set by an event that took place in the respective time period. 


