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     The topics discussed in this issue — sexual assault, transgender athletes, depression and anxiety, va-
ping, and immigration — are ones that are currently under debate in our culture and at our school. Our 
aim in investigating these topics is not only to inform readers but also to push them, to challenge their 
beliefs, and to examine our community in the hopes of making it better. Each reporting team sourced 
members of SSSAS, the DMV community, as well as national resources, in order to present as complete 
a story as possible. We ask that you read the following articles with an open mind, and we welcome your 
feedback.
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SEXUAL ASSAULT AT SSSAS

WE ARE NOT

AND WHAT WE CAN DO

 Sexual assault is not limited to the stories strewn on front pages or flashed across our television screens. It is not 
limited to Hollywood, and it is not limited to all-boys schools. Sexual assault exists within the SSSAS community, and the 

first step toward preventing it is acknowledgment.

     The Kavanaugh hearings catapulted the topic of sexual assault, 
specifically within private schools, onto both local and national 
platforms. Despite the discussions about sexual assault prompted by 
the hearings, the human instinct to believe “...but not in my school” 
remains. Denial allows distance from any reality too disturbing or 
any culpability too unforgiving. And yet, the disassociation block-
ades avenues of support, consequences, and education. 
     Two alumnae, who will remain anonymous for privacy and safety 
reasons, were interviewed about their experiences as survivors of 
sexual assault perpetrated by fellow SSSAS students. And yet these 
individuals may not be outliers. As the Upper School counselor, Mrs. 
Harrison, states “If you are asking if in my 15 years at SSSAS have I 
ever had a community member speak with me about a sexual as-
sault then absolutely. Sexual assault exists everywhere and no one is 
immune from it.” 
     Mrs. Harrison explains that most, but not all, survivors that 
approach her report that they were sexually assaulted outside of the 
SSSAS community-- “at camp, when they were younger, at a mall” 
and so on. Based on statistics that consistently demonstrate that 
many victims do not report their assaults, the incidents reported to 
the school may not be representative of the number of sexual assault 
survivors at SSSAS. Both of the survivors we interviewed claim they 
know several additional students within the community who were 
sexually assaulted by their peers and decided not to report or find 
support within SSSAS. 
     One of the most common responses to sexual violence is to not 
report, especially for young adults. According to Rape, Abuse, & 
Incest National Network, only 20% of female college students report 
the sexual violence they endured. Neither of the alumnae inter-
viewed reported to the police. One alumna explains her reasoning:
     “I made an executive decision to keep quiet because I  couldn’t 
fathom sending a colleague that I sat next to in class to jail because 
of me, and I continued to suppress my experiences because if I 
admitted that it was assault I would be caught in the paranoia of not 
reporting it. To this day I know that because I did not report, the 
attacker has gone on to harm other students within the community. 
This guilt gnaws away at me every day. At the time I didn’t think I 
could handle being accused of lying and  looking him in the eyes 
as I testified against him.”
     The two alumnae communicated mixed emotions regarding how 
the school handled the news of their assaults, but both expressed 
frustration about the status quo among their peers. 
    One alumna explains, “the thing that was most disheartening was 
that most of the men got treated no differently [by their peers] even 
when we spoke up. Obviously, people were sympathetic to me and 
people closest to me made a change in their attitude about my assail-
ant, but for the most part, people treated him the same.”

:
     The Voice sent a survey to the entire student and faculty body 
in November. The 83 respondents (see figure 1) are comprised of 
32.5% freshman, 16.9% sophomores, 15.7% juniors, 15.7% seniors, 
and 19.3% faculty. When asked if they believe sexual assault occurs 
within the SSSAS community, (see figure 2) 42.2% of respondents 
answered yes, 21.7% of respondents answered no, while 36.1% of 
respondents answered maybe. 
     Respondents who answered yes were also asked if they believed 
sexual assault happens to both genders. One senior stated “Yes, a lot 
of the time sexual assault that happens to boys is discounted.” 
     A faculty member wrote in this response, “I have not observed 
the sexual assault I say exists at SSSAS. With this number of people 
 A faculty member wrote in this response, “I have not observed the 
sexual assault I say exists at SSSAS. With this number of people at 
our school, I would find it surprising that it is not happening at all. 
     When asked how they would define sexual assault, one faculty 
member responded, “Any act of unwanted physical contact; verbal, 
psychological, or spiritual abuse involving mention of one’s physical 
body, sexual identity, sexual orientation, or sexual practice.” A fresh-
man also responded defining that sexual assault is “touching sexual 
body parts without consent. Sexual harassment is making repeated 
sexual moments to a person or about a person after they have told 
you to stop.”

The thing that was most disheartening 
was that most of the men got treated no 

differently [by their peers] even when we 
spoke up. 

“
“at our school, I would find it surprising that it is not happening at 

all. I’m counting interactions between our students at off-campus 
events, in addition to on-campus, in my answer.”
     The Voice sent a survey to the entire student and faculty body 
in November. The 83 respondents (see figure 1) are comprised of 
32.5% freshmen, 16.9% sophomores, 15.7% juniors, 15.7% seniors, 
and 19.3% faculty. When asked if they believe sexual assault occurs 
within the SSSAS community, (see figure 2) 42.2% of respondents 
answered yes, 21.7% of respondents answered no, while 36.1% of 
respondents answered maybe. 
     Respondents who answered yes were also asked if they believed 
sexual assault happens to both genders. One senior stated “Yes, a lot 
of the time sexual assault that happens to boys is discounted.”
The survey demonstrated that although many people within the 
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SEXUAL ASSAULT AT SSSAS
AND WHAT WE CAN DO

:
This guilt gnaws away at me 

every day. At the time I didn’t think I could 
handle being accused of lying and looking 
him in the eyes as I testified against him.

“
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community have different opinions on if sexual assault takes place 
within the SSSAS community, many members of our community 
have a similar understanding of what sexual assault is.  Many of the 
respondents tended to agree that sexual assault is “unwanted physical 
contact,” “forceful,” or “rape.” 
     Unfortunately, most of the situations where sexual assault is com-
mitted are not as clear-cut as a definition suggests. Since power and 
control are the driving forces behind sexual violence, it is no surprise 
that factors that alter power dynamics, such as socioeconomic status, 
age, and race often coexist with sexual assault. 
     Mrs. Harrison elaborated on the confusion surrounding sexual 
assault saying, “Adolescence is a time where hormones and sexu-
al curiosity are very present...figuring out how to have a respectful 
relationship and how to ask and give consent are very complicated 
topics, particularly for adolescents that are between 14-18 years old. 
So I think unfortunately sometimes signals can get crossed or mis-
understood....this is difficult territory to navigate even for adults, but 
I think it is super-confusing for kids.” 
      As teenagers in high school and soon college, one of the most 
prevalent factors in the context of sexual violence is alcohol. Accord-
ing to the National Institute on Drug Abuse, at least half of sexual 
assaults that occur on college campuses involve alcohol. Alcohol 
is ingrained in the hookup culture of today’s youth, especially in 

high school and college, which can quickly lead to situations where 
consent is not given, individuals are taken advantage of, and fear of 
victim-blaming prevents survivors from coming forward. 
     Mrs. Harrison expressed,“if a person is intoxicated they don’t 
have the ability to give consent, which makes it assault by definition, 
legally, so there might be moments where a person feels guilty that 
they chose to drink and became incapacitated, but that doesn’t mean 
it wasn’t assault.” 
     Both of the alumnae we interviewed say the hook-up culture at 
SSSAS has occasionally led to sexual violence because of the pres-
ence of alcohol.“I know a lot of people who were assaulted in my 
grade alone….Definitely, things happened at parties where alcohol 
was involved,” one said.  
     The other alumna delves more into hookup culture at SSSAS: 
“Rape culture on campus is very prevalent and has simmered down 
to be included in hookup culture. Many people see force in hookup 
culture in high school as normal, specifically pertaining to guys forc-
ing a girl to please him sexually.” 
     Dean McGuire expands on the need for mutuality in hookup 
culture and relationships: “I am going to generalize here and be het-
eronormative, but so often the hookup scene is run by the boys and 
it’s non-reciprocal...we need to be empowering females to not only 
demand that they are asked about consent but also that there should 
be a mutuality in their relationship.”
     With the recent Brett Kavanaugh hearings and the #Metoo move-
ment, the conversation surrounding consent has been more preva-
lent than ever before. While consent is a hard topic to unpack and 
discuss, the importance of what consent is and how it is given is a 
constant work in progress within our society. 
     According to the New York Post, Chessy Prout was a victim of 
rape at the New England academy, St. Paul’s. Prout’s story opened 
a box of untold secrets and heinous sexual traditions that occurred 
within the school’s community. Although she was the only one to 
press charges, her testimony led to more victims telling their stories 
of sexual assault at the school. Since, Prout has released a memoir I 
Have the Right To: A High School Survivor’s Story of Sexual Assault, 
Justice, and Hope. Today, Chessy Prout is a voice for sexual assault 
victims and hopes her work can empower other young girls to con-
tinue the conversation surrounding consent.
     As a community, it is important we evaluate the presence, or 
lack thereof, of conversation surrounding consent. Dean McGuire 
believes we should start teaching about consent “when kids are in 
elementary school; and as a parent you ought to be helping your 
child learn it’s not just about good touching or bad touching…we are 
not going to minimize such and such touched me or pulled my hair 
because these are our bodies and we really have a right to say yes or 
no.” 

     Mrs. Harrison explained how the school community as a whole 
tries “to find ways to educate the students about consent and about 
what those lines look like and how they can get blurred, and about 
relationship violence through the One Love Foundation’s program. 
I know that the human health and sexuality curriculum addresses 
many of these issues as well.” As the Upper School’s counselor, Mrs. 
Harrison wants students to be educated on what consent is and to 
have an understanding that “we also try to educate you about who 
you can go to and talk to if you experience something you are con-
cerned or worried about.”
    Promoting Awareness Victim Empowerment, known as PAVE, 
is a national nonprofit organization that has two local offices in the 
DMV area. PAVE works to break the silence and prevent sexual 
assault through “social advocacy, education, and survivor support,” 
as PAVE’s website describes. Kyle Petty, who is the athletic coordina-
tor and specialist for PAVE, educates athletes on sexual assault and 
consent while simultaneously teaching athletes to use their commu-
nication skills from their respective sports to help “dismantle the 
problem before it happens” as Petty describes. 
     Petty explained how PAVE’s main goals “are really to educate and 
[promote] victim empowerment...which really focuses on consent 
and what consent is. Consent is enthusiastic, it’s sober, it’s consensu-
al, its freely given, it’s verbal. And that’s something we really reiter-
ate.” 
     Petty understands many high school students desire to combat 
sexual assault and rape culture; however many students do not know 
how. “If you hear a lude joke, if you hear someone make a comment 
that is not in a respectful manner, or taking rape or sexual assault 
lightly then step in and say something ‘I’m actually not okay with the 
fact you said that.’” Petty continues by stating, “I think when there 
are more conversations that happen those are little things that can 
amount to a larger thing.” 
     In order to truly eradicate the stigmas and misconceptions 
around consent and sexual assault, both women and men need to 
be included in the conversation for several particular reasons. Sexu-
al assault is not solely committed against females. According to the 
National Sexual Violence Resource Center, one in six boys will be 
sexually abused before they turn 18 years old. 
     Additionally, since 91% of rape and sexual assault survivors 
are female, according to the National Sexual Resource Center, it is 

imperative to explore the roots of American male culture, especially 
at the high-school level. A nearby private school has a specific space 
where students who identify as male can come together and delve 
into these ideas.
      At Georgetown Day School, there is a club called “Boys Lead-
ing Boys,” or BLB, dedicated to initiating discussions between male 
students about consent and sexual assault prevention. Jacob Greene, a 
co-president of the GDS chapter of B.L.B., expands on how to engage 
males in this discussion and why it is important to do so:
     “A lot of guys have that, ‘I’m not doing anything wrong’ feeling. 
It’s a feeling most guys have probably encountered because society 
has taught boys to be proud and defensive about their male privilege. 
Often an underlying issue that makes guys defensive about engaging 
in these discussions is that they feel ashamed that they haven’t done 
their job as a “good man” and therefore, they get defensive to protect 
their masculinity. It’s crucial to break down these barriers for guys to 
get involved in these discussions.”
      The only way to truly shift the culture is to bring these topics out-
side of the classroom, off the television screens, and off the pages of 
the newspapers. We acknowledge, we support, and we make changes. 
As an SSSAS alum and survivor says, “The way we conquer and erad-
icate [sexual violence] is by speaking openly about it and by making it 
clear that it’s wrong- whether drunk or sober, conservatively clothed 
or revealingly clothed, male or female.” 
     If you or someone you know is a victim of sexual assault, you are 
not alone. You should not be ashamed; you are not to blame. The 
resources below are available to help you. 

Mrs. Harrison (Upper School Counselor): sharrison@sssas.org 
National Sexual Assault Hotline: 1-800-656-4673 or https://www.rainn.org/

PAVE: http://pavingtheway.net/
One Love Foundation: https://www.joinonelove.org

If you have any questions, comments, or concerns, please don’t hesitate to 
reach out to Helen Sweeney ‘19 or Chumani Chamberlain ‘21.

Consent is enthusiastic, it’s sober, it’s con-
sensual, its freely given, it’s verbal.“

“
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     The Greeks competed in the first Olympic games centuries before 
us. Today, we religiously root for our favorite sports teams. It makes 
sense that we would feel strongly about competing on an even play-
ing field. We feel attacked by cheaters, and create rigid rules to keep 
the games fair. 
     While society works tirelessly to eliminate potential competitive 
advantages, according to Coach Koroma, athletic director for girls 
at SSSAS, there will always be an uneven playing field. In an inter-
view, she said “there are certain socioeconomic statuses or racial 
groups that are going to be more likely to be successful based on 
their biology and based on their makeup than others. I think if we 
start nit-picking all of those pieces, [that’s] not fair to the individual. 
There’s never going to be a way to necessarily equalize that playing 
field.” 
     Athletes have used access to technology and private coaching to 
their advantage for years. For example, speed suits in swimming can 
cost over $400, and the best racing bikes can cost well over $10,000. 
Not everyone can afford these luxuries, so regardless of what people 
say, “competitive edges” will always threaten the equality of competi-
tion level in sports. While differences in socio-economic status cer-
tainly represent one of these athletic advantages, one of the biggest 
disparities in competition levels throughout athletics is between male 
and female sports. According to a 2012 article by The Atlantic, fe-
male world records in swimming and track are generally about 10% 
slower than male world records. 
     In recent years, many athletes at all levels, whether professional, 
collegiate, or high school, have come out as transgender, intersex, 
or otherwise LGBTQ+. On one hand, many believe that a person 
should be allowed to compete under whichever gender they identi-
fy as. On the other hand, others believe that athletes who do not fit 
into typical psychological or biological gender boundaries may have 
an athletic advantage, and therefore should compete under a gender 
that may vary from their identity.
     Intersexuality is defined by the Merriam-Webster Dictionary as 
“the condition of either having both male and female gonadal tissue 
in one individual or of having the gonads of one sex and external 
genitalia that is of the other sex or is ambiguous.” Transexuality, 
however, is defined by the Merriam-Webster Dictionary as “a per-
son whose gender identity is opposite the sex the person had or was 
identified as having at birth.” It is important to mention that directly 
below the definition, there is a note that states “transsexual people 
may or may not undergo surgery and hormone therapy to obtain a 
physical appearance typical of the gender they identify as.” In other 
words, there are hormones, such as testosterone or estrogen, that 
transexual people can take to further align themselves with the inter-
nal hormones and bodily functions as their gender identity; however, 
their gender identity is not affected by their choice of whether or not 
to take these drugs.
     The big question is: Which gender should a transgender or inter-
sex athlete be allowed to compete as?
     At the high-school level, some problems surrounding transgender 
student-athletes are logistical. While schools are usually accommo-
dating and allow them to play on teams that agree with their gender 
identity, coaches have to arrange a separate bathroom for those stu-
dents who may have specific traits of the opposite gender.
     While St. Stephen’s and St. Agnes School has no transgender 

athletes at the moment, our school community has made a commit-
ment to accommodate future transgender student-athletes as best as 
we can. Dean McGuire and Mrs. Bays, the health and human sexual-
ity teacher at SSSAS, spoke about how the school would handle that 
situation.
     “Our policies are that we support students in how they identi-
fy and support transgender and gender non-conforming students.      

That said, we do not have specific policies and procedures in place 
because I think that the systems haven’t been tested here,” Dean 
McGuire said. “I think policies should be in place before a student 
needs to advocate for them whenever possible in order to create the 
most supportive and inclusive community. We recently made single, 
private bathrooms, an easy enough fix, which is helpful to anyone 
who wants a private space. There are more things we have to do to 
align our locker room, for example, with our supportive intent. We 
are moving towards a gender-neutral dress code, and I see other 
ways that we think about creating the most inclusive space possible 
in the future.”
     Mrs. Bays believes that most schools are waiting for something to 
happen rather than being ready when it does. She said that “Schools 
have independent policies and often make changes as requested by 
students and their families. We are fortunate to have the Episcopal 
Diocese support a more proactive approach to inclusion. I’m thrilled 
to have Dean McGuire as an advocate and excited to have gender 
non-specific bathrooms for students.”
     Despite the fact that a transgender athlete coming to the school 
would mean that  the administration may need to provide private 
or unisex locker rooms, Dean McGuire and Mrs. Bays agree that 
a transgender athlete would not be treated differently from other 
athletes. 
     In an interview with Dean McGuire, she said, “This isn’t threat-
ening. People who view it as a threat aren’t looking at the humanity 
piece of it. What is threatening about allowing a person to simply be 
who they are? What would be threatening is denying a transgender 
or gender non-conforming student any of the rights and privileges 
cisgender students have.”
     Becca Mui, who works at nonprofit organization Gay, Lesbian, & 
Straight Education Network (GLSEN), works to support LGBTQ+ 
high school students and wrote to The Voice about her research. Ac-
cording to Mui, about 25% of LGBTQ+ students avoid sports teams, 
and over 40% avoid locker rooms because they feel uncomfortable, 
out of place, or unsafe. In fact, Mui wrote “LGBTQ students often get 
the message that they’re not welcome in sports, whether it’s structur-
al such as the binary nature of “boys” and “girls” teams, the policing 
of gender based on stereotypes, bullying and harassment from peers, 
or from unsupportive or uneducated PE teachers and coaches. More 
than 1 in 10 students (11.3%) reported that school staff or coaches 
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More than 1 in 10 students reported 
that school staff or coaches had pre-

vented or discouraged them from play-
ing sports because they were LGBTQ+.

“
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had prevented or discouraged them from playing sports because they 
were LGBTQ, according to GLSEN’s 2017 National School Climate 
Survey.”
     There are things high school teachers and administrators can 
do to combat the fears of LGBTQ+ students. Coach Koroma says 
that she has “done a lot of reading and attended a lot of workshops 
meeting with various individuals across the nation who work with 
transgender student athletes.” 
     In addition, according to Mui, GLSEN “[offers] professional de-
velopment trainings for PE teachers and Athletic Directors/Coaches 
across the country. [They] also offer a number of videos and resourc-
es for LGBTQ-inclusive PE and athletics through [their] Changing 
the Game Program at www.glsen.org/sports. Finally, [they] encour-
age schools to utilize [their] resource, “Trans Inclusion In High 
School Athletics” to ensure they have the policies and procedures to 
support all of their athletes.”
     At the professional athlete level, there are many examples of 
people who have broken through the gender barrier, and found the 
freedom to compete under the gender they identify as. Many others, 
however, have been subjected to persecution because of their identi-
ties. 
     At 18 years old, Caster Semenya of South Africa won the 800-me-
ter dash by over two seconds at the 2009 World Championship. Ac-
cording to a 2016 segment by “All Things Considered” on NPR, her 
competitors found her incredible performance a little too impressive. 
     Hazel Clark, who missed the championship by one spot, remem-
bers thinking “something’s not right with her.” In addition, after the 
race, many competitors openly complained that competing against 
Semenya was not fair. Why? Caster Semenya has several masculine 
characteristics that, according to her competitors, may have put her 

her natural testosterone levels being reduced to accepted female 
boundaries affected her performance or or that she fell into a typical 
athletic slump. 
     A few additional examples of transgender athletes include trans-
gender boy high school wrestling champion Mack Beggs, who must 
wrestle with girls to comply with Texas state wrestling rules, and 
triathlete Chris Mosier, who qualified for the 2016 Team USA roster 
at the sprint duathlon national championship and became the first 
out transgender man to make a U.S. National Team. With the help 
of hormone therapy, Mosier’s testosterone levels lay within the ac-
cepted male boundaries.
     People have worried about athletes using gender advantages for 
decades. According to a 2012 article by Alice Park at Time Maga-
zine, to prevent male athletes from competing as women, the Inter-
national Olympic Committee forced women to walk nude in front 
of approved physicians to prove they possessed the appropriate gen-
italia during the 1960s. This policy was changed beginning in 1967 
when intersex and hyperandrogenic athletes were not identifiable by 
this early sex verification test. 
     In just 2014, Indian track athlete Dutee Chand was asked to 
visit an approved physician prior to her first international appear-
ance at the Commonwealth Games in Glasgow. The physician drew 
blood, subjected her to an ultrasound, conducted a urine test, and, 
according to Chand’s 2016 interview with the New York Times, 
did a “mortifying” gynecological exam. The physician assured her 
that it was all standard practice. What she didn’t know, though, was 
that these tests were only standard practice for female athletes with 
extremely defined muscles, and seemingly inhuman stride length, 
like Chand. She didn’t know that the results of the tests would be 
examined for excesses in testosterone. She also didn’t know that the 
results of her test, which showed that her level of testosterone was 
well above standard levels for a woman, would prevent her from 
competing for years to come. 
     The worry that intersex and transgender women will use their 
biological makeup as an advantage is the most common reason to 
not want them to compete. Coach Koroma said that her opinion 
about whether transgender people should be allowed to compete as 
their gender identity “differs based on the level sport at which some-
one is competing. When they get to a point of them being in college 
or potentially competing at the professional level, there probably are 
additional steps that have to be put in place so that you don’t have 
people that are then trying to manipulate the system, you know, for 
the purpose of gaining financial gain or for the purpose of any type 
of notoriety.” 
     According to an October 2018 op-ed article by the Washing-
ton Examiner, “the most amazing show of patriarchal domination 
is when a male pretends to be a female and bests actual biological 
women at their own sport.” In other words, the author fears that 
allowing transgender women to compete may end up pushing bio-
logical women out of the top of women’s sports. On the other side, 
forcing transgender and intersex athletes to take hormones should 
not be allowed because it is an invasion of free will and privacy.
     Right now, most places accept athletes of all identities at the 
amateur level but ask that they agree with typical gender limitations 
as professionals. According to the IAAF’s new international gender 
policy, which was officially announced in April of 2018, profession-
al athletes are expected to be legally recognized and biologically 
aligned with the gender under which they compete. While these 
new regulations may sound limiting, they actually open the doors to 
transgender or intersex athletes.
     Here at SSSAS, Coach Koroma agrees that there is certainly a 
controversy surrounding transgender and intersex athletes. That be-
ing said, she believes that, especially at the high school level, every-
one should be able to compete. 
     “I’m a pretty firm believer that, at the high-school level, our 
primary concern should be focused on supporting the individuals 
that want to compete in a manner that’s consistent with their gender 
[identity],” she said. “You’re dealing with people who are not fully 
adults yet. In terms of what decisions they might make for their fu-
ture, whether or not they eventually take hormones or do something 
in terms of reassigning a sex or having some type of surgery, those 
things can’t happen until they’re legal adults and it’s not recom-
mended from a health perspective.” 
     Athletes in the SSSAS community, no matter what gender they 
identify as, are free to compete on teams that agree with their iden-
tity. They will be accommodated to the best of the school’s ability, 
and we will continue to strive for equality and fairness in the sports 
that we love.

“
“at an advantage. For example, she has broad shoulders, narrow hips, 

and an Adam’s apple. Semenya’s masculine appearance caused one 
Italian competitor, Elisa Cusma Piccione to say that she is a man.
      Shortly after her victory at the World Championship, Caster Se-
menya submitted to an “invasive” sex-test. The results were two-fold. 
First, it was discovered that Semenya has a naturally higher level of 
testosterone than the average woman, about three times as much. 
This condition of having excessive levels of male hormones such 
as testosterone in the female body is known as hyperandrogenism. 
Second, the controversy surrounding Semenya’s ability to race as a 
female sparked an awareness of transexual, intersex, and hyperan-
drogenic athletes at all levels of competition. Semenya’s denigrators 
fear that her gender-defying condition provides her with an unfair 
advantage over her competitors and is the reason why she is so suc-
cessful. 
     This apprehension is not unfounded. According to a 2016 article 
by USA Today, in accordance with the International Association of 
Athletics Federations, or IAAF’s, hormone regulating rules, Semenya 
began taking hormone altering drugs around 2010. From 2011 to 
2015, her performance level slumped. In 2014, Semenya’s best time 
was 2:02.66 in the 800-meter dash, seven seconds slower than her 
personal best. It’s impossible to say whether this was evidence that 

What would be threatening is denying 
a transgender or gender non-conform-
ing student any of the rights and privi-

leges cisgender students have.
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IT’S NOT ALL IN YOUR HEAD

INSIDE THE TEENAGE  MIND:

     For this article, The Voice investigates the stigma around mental 
health, why stigma exists, and analyzes the effects of stress, anxiety, 
and depression on students. 
     While mental health issues affect people of all ages, a large num-
ber of teenagers are affected by depression and anxiety. In fact, many 
mental health issues become apparent in the late teenage years and 
early 20s. Health professionals accredit this increase to the shift in 
work pace and environment students experience throughout their 
high school and college years. It seems that vast opportunities and 
piling commitments work in tandem to harbor anxiety in young 
adults.
     According to the American Psychiatric Association, depression 
is a common and serious medical illness that negatively affects how 
you feel, think, and act. It causes feelings of sadness and/or a loss of 
interest in activities once enjoyed. It can lead to a variety of emotional 
problems and can decrease a person’s ability to function in their daily 
life.
     Anxiety disorder is an emotion characterized by feelings of ten-
sion, worried thoughts and physical changes, such as increased blood 
pressure. People with anxiety disorders usually have recurring in-
trusive thoughts or concerns. Furthermore, they may avoid certain 
situations out of worry, and may also have physical symptoms such as 
sweating, trembling, dizziness or a rapid heartbeat. 
     Johns Hopkins Health Review states that between 2005 and 2014, 
adolescents became 37% more likely to suffer from clinical depres-
sion. As a result, The Voice sent out a survey with a focus on delving 
into how anxiety and depression manifest themselves within our 
community.   Based on the data collected by our survey, 85% of the 
105 respondents believe that there is a stigma associated with mental 
illnesses.
     Nick Griepentrog, a junior, spoke about the stigma of mental 
health. He explained, “I feel like there is sort of a negative stigma and 
a bad association with going to the school counselor. When getting 
up and leaving the room, I just felt the sort of stares of people burn-
ing in my back.”
     Our survey sought to identify the members of our school com-
munity who are diagnosed with anxiety and/or depression. Of the 99 
students who responded to the question, “Have you been diagnosed 
with depression by a mental health professional?,” nine replied “Yes.” 
When asked “Have you been diagnosed with anxiety by a mental 
health professional?” Out of the 85 respondents, 16 answered “Yes.” 
     These responses are not unique to our community. According 
to a March 2018 Time Magazine article, on college campuses across 
America, the number of students visiting counseling professionals has 
increased by 30% between 2009 and 2015. In fact, approximately 25% 
of all teenagers aged 13 to 18 have a diagnosed anxiety disorder and 
about 20% of all teens experience depression before they reach adult-
hood.

     Part of this large increase in anxiety and depression can be ac-
credited to students feeling as though they are spreading themselves 
too thin. Some of our students have stated that they feel they are set 
up to fail in school. Nick Griepentrog expressed a similar sentiment, 
remarking that, “many people have a fear of failure, like bad grades.”
Stress plays an enormous role in depression and anxiety. Most ex-
perts agree that there is more stress apparent today than in previous 
generations. 
     “What I’ve seen is that the anxiety is the, ‘I want to be this great 
thing’, but I don’t have a lot of tools in my pocket right now,” ob-
served Dr. Holder, a clinical psychotherapist working in the Alexan-
dria area and specializing in anxiety, “and so they stress over what 
they think they could be.”
     Nick, who spoke about his experiences battling depression and 
anxiety, remarked that these illnesses “affect not just your emotions, 
but how you interact with other people in your day-to-day life. You 

Approximately 25% of all teenagers aged 
13 to 18 have a diagnosed anxiety disor-

der and about 20% of all teens experience 
depression.

“
“can wake up in the morning feeling refreshed one day, but the next 

morning you can wake up and feel like the world is caving in around 
you.” 
     Bette Vajda, a senior who has battled depression, conveyed that 
depression involves an “abnormally low emotional state…  I think 
that when you have sad as your default, then that’s when you’re de-
pressed.” The toll that this takes on teenagers is evident in all aspects 
of school life and is especially apparent in motivation to do work. 
     Although anxiety disorders are easily treatable, according to the 
Anxiety and Depression Association of America, only 43.2% of peo-
ple diagnosed with anxiety are receiving treatment. This is partially 
due to brushing away the importance of getting help and shying 
away due to fear of judgement from others. 
     “I would get home, sit down with my computer, open my home-
work, and stare at my computer screen,” Bette recounts. “I wouldn’t 
start work for maybe an hour, because I couldn’t find the energy 
to think about why it even mattered.” The cycle of procrastination 
begins with students who are already stressed about work now even 
more stressed out about catching up. 
     With the student body, “the anxiety, it varies. Sometimes it can 
lead to depression as well,” explained Dr. Holder. “So, depending on 
the factors, depending on where the student is in his or her own self, 

By Laetitia Haddad ‘20 and Sarah Ngyugen ‘19

“Study and make sure you’re ready for the test next week.” Some people might hear these words and roll 
their eyes. Great, another thing to worry about. For others, their feelings may extend well beyond mere 

annoyance and build to distress. A variety of mental health issues are prevalent in the SSSAS community, 
though not many are comfortable speaking about them.
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IT’S NOT ALL IN YOUR HEAD

determines how high the anxiety or stressor is in their life.” 
     School has a direct effect on the emotional and mental states of 
its students. Dr. Sidle, an English teacher, admitted that, “we [the 
teachers] ask quite a bit of our students. There are not only several 
courses to tackle every day, but there’s also the homework from those 
courses. And we like it when you guys are interested in extracurricu-
lar activities like sports.” 
     He added, “We ask a lot of you and that contributes to stress, lack 
of sleep, maybe not eating well; it all compounds… it leaves you guys 
in a place from which it is difficult to manage.” However, he also 
noted that our school does work to effectively accommodate every-
one’s needs. “I think society as a whole is getting better about mental 
illness.”
     Bette noted that despite the aid provided for students struggling 
with mental illness, school does have many adverse effects. “Just by 
being in a high-pressure environment, it automatically poorly treats 
those with depression and anxiety, just by virtue of a competitive 
college-prep high school being what it is.”
     Students often associate weakness or embarrassment with seeking 
out help for mental health issues. For instance, Time magazine ob-
served that students attending the University of Richmond note that 
the campus counseling center is located in an obvious area, and that 
they sense some stigma associated with being seen getting help.
     An unnerving fact is that most counseling centers on college 
campuses are operating with limited resources and funding. Uni-
versities will often donate to develop their bigger departments and 
institutions that will help them with national and regional rankings. 
However, it seems that mental health is unquantifiable in this sense, 

Just by being in a high-pressure environ-
ment, it automatically poorly treats those 

with depression and anxiety, just by virtue 
of a competitive college-prep high school 

being what it is.

“
“so less attention is paid toward student health programs. Within 

public schools around the country, NPR reported in 2016 that there 
is an average of 500 students to a school counselor, and 1,400 stu-
dents to a school psychologist. All of this results in a decrease in the 
effectiveness with which cases of mental health can be treated.
     Ms. Peckham, a History teacher, spoke about her experiences 
with anxiety, saying, “if I could go back in time and tell myself some 
advice, I would tell myself that things can change, and that things 
can get better, and that you’re going to find better coping strategies.” 
     It seems that the first step of seeking help is often times the most 
difficult. 
     “If you do reach out for help, you are pretty likely to get it,” said 
Bette. 
     “Honestly,” Nick observed,“if I’d never gone to the counselor that 
first time to say, ‘Hey I’m struggling right now, I need help,’ then I 
don’t think I would be as happy and as changed of a person as I am 
now.”  
     Time Magazine observes that UCLA has taken steps to better 
support students with mental illness by offering free online screen-

You can wake up in the morning feeling 
refreshed one day, but the next morning 

you can wake up and feel like the world is 
caving in around you.

“
“ing to all incoming freshmen. Based on the results of this screening, 

counselors would follow up with those who displayed manic or de-
pressive symptoms. This method makes the first step toward recov-
ery, diagnosis, more accessible to everyone. 
     In an effort to use technology for good, Ohio State University has 
created a counseling app which is accessible by phone. Although it 
does not take the place of medication or therapy, this app included 
hotlines to clinics, breathing exercises, and playlists as tools to aid 
with anxiety and depression. 
     As schools adapt to better support the mental health of its com-
munity, our culture is also changing. Ms. Peckham believes that “in 

general, I think that we’re on an upswing, I think that there is more 
information and more acceptance than there was” surrounding men-
tal illness. 
     She states that,“within our community, and within a larger cul-
tural context, there is a stigma. I think it’s really heartening that at 
chapel talks lately I’ve heard a lot of people mention their anxiety 
and depression.”
     Dr. Holder also notices a shift towards a more accepting world 
as people begin to understand the complexities and abundance of 
mental illness. “Now you have different programs out there that want 
to help with students or people who have anxiety and depression, 
because it’s a real thing.”

     If you believe yourself or a friend is experiencing symptoms of 
depression, anxiety, or any other mental health issue, please know that 
it isn’t something that can be overcome easily. It isn’t a weakness, and 
you aren’t alone; moreover, it shouldn’t keep you from seeking treat-
ment such as psychological counseling. Share your concerns with a 
parent, a close friend, a relative, or someone else you trust. 
Reach out to our Upper School counselor: sharrison@sssas.org, or call 
1-800-273-8255.
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 WE REAL COOL. 
WE JUUL. AT SCHOOL. 

     According to a Junior who wished to be quoted anonymously, 
“roughly, a good half of the school Juuls regularly.” When asked if 
they believed that Juuling was a problem, they responded, “I don’t 
necessarily believe so because people should be able to put what 
they want in their bodies. People are addicted, but they probably 
shouldn’t be doing it in school.” 
     According to a September 2018 news release from the FDA, 
schools across the nation have fallen victim to the “Juuling Epidem-
ic,” which is causing countless high school students to struggle with 
addiction, and St. Stephen’s and St. Agnes is no different. 
     Juul, a brand of e-cigarettes that came out only last year, is a 
new craze across high schools and middle schools in America. The 
product is marketed as “a smoking alternative for adults.” Due to 
the sleek, easy-to-hide design along with the different flavored pods, 
Juuls appear desirable to many teenagers. Many adults and teachers 
blame Juul for their design that seems to target teenagers to become 
addicted; however, Juul claims that the purpose of the design is so 
smokers are not reminded of a cigarette when they use it. 

If a teenager smokes about one pod a 
week, that teenager would have consumed 
the equivalent of around 100 cigarettes in 

5 weeks

“
“

What does the daily routine of an SSSAS student consist of? Well, that depends on who you ask. Many 
students, for example, would describe their days as pretty mundane. Those students would most like-

ly talk about their classes, lunch breaks, or club meetings, but did you know that a good portion of the 
school would add Juuling to their daily list of school activities? 

     Even though the long-term health effects of Juuling are not 
known, popcorn lung is a known short term effect. It is described 
as a form of bronchitis that inflames the small airways in your lungs 
which causes shortness of breath and coughing, according to Web-
MD. There are many more side effects to this product, such as mouth 
irritation, type 2 diabetes, and high blood pressure, according to Dr. 
Joseph Mercola. 
     Brenda Conlan, our school’s drug specialist, explained in her ar-
ticle, “JUUL - Nicotine Makes a Worrisome Comeback,” that the ac-
tual smoke from Juuls contain “propylene glycol, heavy metals, ultra 
fine particles, and other poisonous gases infused with a heavy dose 
of nicotine” since pods are unregulated. She continued to explain 

that nicotine, the most concerning substance, is highly addictive and 
can lead many people to smoke cigarettes; 30% of teenagers who 
vape begin smoking actual cigarettes in the next six months. 
     Even if Juulers never smoke an actual cigarette; one Juul pod has 
the same amount of nicotine as 20 cigarettes, according to Truth Ini-
tiative. According to the New York Times, this substance “may dis-
rupt the formation of circuits in the brain that control attention and 
learning.” If a teenager smokes about one pod a week, that teenager 
would have consumed the equivalent of around 100 cigarettes in 5 
weeks. By that point, that person is considered an established smok-

er. According to an article published by the Washington Post, teenag-
ers who use e-cigarettes are ingesting many of the same carcinogens 
found in regular cigarettes.
     Financial costs and illegality are also issues. Each Juul device 
costs $34.99 from the company itself and pods come in packs of 
four or two which cost $15.99 and $9.99. In the state of Virginia, it 
is illegal for any minor to purchase or possess e-cigarettes. Howev-
er, according to the FDA, e-cigarette usage has risen 78% in high 
schools and 48% in middle schools since last year. 
     When investigating Juuling in our community, Mr. Ratliffe, the 
head of security, was kind enough to answer our questions. When 
asked about his experience with Juuling on campus, he responded, 
“we have become aware that there have been some reported inci-
dents that have occured on campus, but we’ve been fortunate enough 
that we think we’ve let the student body know that [Juuling] is not 
accepted here, so it’s not a major problem as far as we know.” He also 
disclosed that the security team often will check “hot spots,”places 
where Juuling appears more prevalent, such as the parking lot during 
lunch and after school. 
     Mr. Mallett, the director of the Upper School, explained that he 
has noticed “hotspots” in bathrooms, locker rooms, and backs of 
buses. He encourages an increase of teacher and adult presence in 
these somewhat private student spaces. Besides his emphasis on the 
health effects, he also is concerned that “vaping culture” in the bath-
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rooms may make other students uncomfortable. 
     Our school’s “hot spots” definitely differ from many public 
schools. When asked about Juuling in public school, a non-Juuling 
Junior at Monroe Woodbury High school in New York responded, 
“Everyone Juuls, it’s become an addiction. People Juul in the bath-
rooms so often that they have been nicknamed ‘vape lounges’.” The 
student also disclosed that, “Juuling happens in the back of classes, 
the library, on the buses, the cafeteria; essentially everywhere where 
a teacher isn’t.” 
     One thing that public and private schools have in common is 
that Juuling has become a major trend that is leading to a premature 
obsession with nicotine-based products in young people. When an 
SSSAS Junior was asked why they Juul, they responded “[initially it 
was] for the buzz, and now I’m addicted.” This Junior is no different 
from thousands of American high schoolers who have all picked up 
the discreet vaping tool and taken a hit. 
According to a survey taken by 136 of SSSAS students, only 18.4% 
of students Juul. 7.4% claim to Juul in school and 7.4% report that 
they Juul every day. 75.7% of our community reported that they have 
never Juuled before.
     One of the scariest aspects of teenage Juuling is that teenagers ei-
ther don’t know the health effects, they do and ignore them, or they 
do know the health effects and choose to Juul in moderation. When 
asked about the health effects of Juuling, a senior student revealed 
that they are aware that Juuling leads to “popcorn lungs, significant 
brain damage, addiction and impaired cognitive function,” which is 
most likely why this student admitted that they have only Juuled a 
couple of times. 
 Even though this problem seems urgent and in need of an 
automatic solution, there is very little that our school administration 
is able to do. Mr. Mallett, explains how he initially discovered this 
issue. He recalls, “I became aware of what Juuling was last fall when 
the athletic directors brought it to my attention that students were 
vaping in locker rooms and we found some Juul devices and pods...
in the CPAC under the seats, and we found some in the trash in 
the locker rooms.” He understands that Juuling and other forms of 

vaping have taken off to basically replace cigarettes. He thinks that 
they have risen in popularity and said, “It’s more discreet. There’s 
no flame. There’s no matches or lighter involved. You don’t have the 
odor...There’s a real signature [scent] with smoking opposed to with 
vaping.” 
     He also touches on its popularity because of its accessibility to 
students, which is even reaching the middle schoolers. He believes 
this is due to its ability to be ordered online and the surplus of vape 
shops that often don’t card. He and the administration have attempt-
ed to confront the issue by giving a presentation to both students 
and faculty about what vaping is and all of its effects. The school has 
revised its student handbook to include that the possession or use 
of vape devices, including those that do not contain tobacco, are not 
allowed. He additionally wants to educate parents about this issue by 
having Brenda Conlan include more about vaping and Juuling in her 
drug use presentation this January. 
     Problems with smoking and drugs have been prevalent in all 
high schools for decades, and there are other problems besides just 
Juuling, such as illegal alcohol use. The legal age to drink alcohol has 
been raised since the 1980s, but even so, it is a bigger problem than 
vaping. According to Brenda Conlan, it is highly likely that there will 
always tend to be around 20-30% of students in schools who com-
mit to these risky behaviors. She explains that at our school, “it isn’t 
a massive group of kids, they just have a lot of power and cache in 
the community.” Many assume that public schools have more issues 
with drug usage, but there is no major difference between public and 
private schools, according to Conlan. 
     One major problematic factor that is facing Juulers is that Juul-
ing could lead to other forms of drug use. Out of our seven student 
interviews with Juniors and Seniors at SSSAS, all admitted to either 

smoking or experimenting with weed. One out of those interviewees 
admitted to smoking cigarettes. We interviewed three students about 
Juuling and another four solely about smoking weed. When asked if 
Juuling affects athletic performance two out of the three interviewees 
said it did not, but one admitted that Juuling did result in shortness 
of breath.
     After collecting data from our all school survey, we found out 
that almost half of our students admit to knowing someone who 
struggles with some form of drug addiction. Brenda Conlan says that 
“adolescents believe [Juuling] is a way to be edgy without ending 
up in a casket...they have convinced themselves that they are in the 
shallow waters of a deep, dangerous drug ocean and they also believe 
they can stop anytime if it becomes a problem. Young Juulers under-
estimate the power of nicotine addiction.” 
     We interviewed four upperclassmen about their experiences with 
marijuana. All four have experience with both smoking weed and 
vaping. Two said that they had tried Juuling before smoking, but the 
other two shared the opposite story. Three of the interviewees denied 
that there was a connection between smoking weed and Juuling, but 
one student explained that “trying one a lot led to the other,” and 
experimenting with weed has made them “less scared of substances.” 
Another student stated that “taking risks isn’t a big deal to me now... 

as long as it’s not hurting anyone it’s fine.” Smoking weed is popular 
to the extent that our student interviewees admitted to using joints, 
blunts, bongs, pens, and even homemade water bottle pipes. The four 
students we interviewed estimate that as much as 45-60 percent of 
our school community smokes weed. In our survey sent out the the 
school, 30.2% admitted to smoking weed. Each student explained 
how often they smoke; the four varied between: once every two 
months, once or twice a week, every other day, and five days a week. 
One explains that they do the majority of their smoking at school. 
     One interviewee explained that smoking weed helps them cope 
with their anxiety and depression. They explain, “it started as a 
social thing, but then I started noticing that I wasn’t having anxiety 
attacks and I was less depressed.” A couple students even claimed 
that it helped improve their grades. However, smoking weed can 
lead to impaired ability to learn, remember, and think, according 
to the National Institute on Drug Abuse. Additional effects include 
breathing issues, increased heart rate, and increased risk of unusual 
brain development in fetuses in pregnant women. The interviewees 
seemed much more concerned about their parents finding out than 
the health concerns or illegality of the drug.  
     Juuling, whether we like it or not, is significant to a large part of 
our community. Brenda Conlan reflected that Juuling, or any new 
flashy drug, will interest kids our age. Students in high school are 
“easily enchanted and open to experiences - this is the crown and 
crucifixion of being young.”

If you know someone struggling with addiction in silence, do not hesi-
tate to approach them and offer your support.
If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to email us at either victori-
acarr20@sssas.org or delaneymo20@sssas.org

The interviewees seemed much more 
concerned about their parents finding out 

than the health concerns or illegality of 
the drug.

“
“
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 What does it mean to be an American? Does everyone deserve to be an American or is citizenship restricted to 
certain individuals based on their ethnic background, religious belief and financial status? Once a person has become an 

immigrant, will they get a chance to achieve the ‘American dream’, or will their progress be halted?

     These are just a few of the questions that we will be shedding light 
on as we enter the debate of immigration in the United States. Full 
disclosure: we both identify as first-generation Americans; it is a part 
of our identities. 
     We recognize that immigration is a large topic covering a wide 
range of issues, however, in this article, we will be mainly focusing 
on the following: immigrants, both legal and illegal, first-generation 
Americans, the process to gaining citizenship, deportation, and poli-
tics.  
     On their website, the Center for Immigration Services (CIS) de-
fines a legal immigrant as the following:
     “Any person not a citizen of the United States who is residing in 
the U.S. under legally recognized and lawfully recorded permanent 
residence as an immigrant. Also known as “Permanent Resident 
Alien,” “Resident Alien Permit Holder,” and “Green Card Holder. A 
Green Card holder (permanent resident) is someone who has been 
granted authorization to live and work in the United States on a per-
manent basis.”
     According to the CIS, there are several ways in which a person 
may become an immigrant, including: being sponsored by a family 
member or employer who already resides in the US, through a refu-
gee or asylum status or other humanitarian programs and “ in some 
cases, you may be eligible to file for yourself.”
     Jennifer Varghese ‘19 is a student here with two immigrant parents 
who were “lucky enough to get sponsorships. My dad got one from a 
restaurant owner and my mother got a sponsorship from a family in 
Oregon, but I think that it’s much more difficult than people perceive 
it to be.” 
     Although the US immigration process is difficult, the Census 
Bureau reports that as of this year, the combined percentage of both 
immigrants and their children, first-generation Americans, comprise 
about 27 percent of the U.S. population: more than eighty-five million 
people, a number that has been on a steady increase over the past 
couple of decades.
     In fact, since the 1970s, immigration has increased by more than 
800 percent, most of which originates from Latin America and Asia. 
The Pew Research Center states, “the U.S. has more immigrants than 
any other country, and immigration in this country is a complex issue 
with a long history.” According to their research, there are nearly 34 
million legal immigrants living in the United States today, making up 
three-quarters of the foreign-born population. 
     So, who is an American? Technically speaking, a person is con-
sidered to be an American if they are a US citizen.  Regarding immi-
grants, however, although statistically speaking, most are naturalized 
citizens, the process to gaining citizenship is long. To become citi-

zens, immigrants must have first lived in the U.S. as legal permanent 
residents for at least 5 years, 3 years if a spouse of a US citizen, and 
meet a list of requirements such as, be older than 18, be able to read, 
write, and speak basic English; and be a “person of good moral char-
acter.” If a person meets all of these requirements, then applying for 
citizenship can take six or more months. Therefore the total process 
can last anywhere between 3½ to 5½ years minimum after a person 
has received permanent residency; a process that could take any-
where from a few months to 10 years itself.
     When looking at these facts it’s no surprise that immigration 
has become the topic of several debates, taking a significant role in 
political campaigns, Thanksgiving dinners, and our very own history 
classes.
     Mr. Humphreys, an Upper School history teacher, has created 
a lesson plan revolving around defining ‘What it means to be an 
American?’ and ‘Who gets to be an American?’.  He states that “I 
think an American is somebody who embodies the ideals of our 
country and stands for them whether it be freedom, democracy 
[or otherwise] and I think that there is definitely a place for having 
many diverse opinions and many diverse people, and that’s what 
makes our country great.” Mr. Humphreys explained that he thinks 
that the definitions can be subjective to individuals but, “we have to 
agree on certain things, we can’t just say that every definition is sub-
jective when you and I completely disagree on the [fundamentals] … 
so I think that we definitely need to agree somewhere and [then] we 
can all pull from where we agree and build off of that.” 
     Mr. Yee, an Upper School English teacher and the Global Studies 
Coordinator, who identifies as a first-generation American, said, “I’m 
comfortable in defining what [being an] American means to me,” but 
stated that he doesn’t try to define it for others. He hypothesized that 
the main cause of anger and fear toward the definition is when one 
person tries to force their definition upon others, “Some people who 
are first generation [may] think they have a lot of reasoning on what 
is means to be an American and how to succeed in this landscape, 
but a lot of others could say...because of the fact that they don’t have 
that historical legitimacy that somehow they have less of a purchase 
to define that.”
     Earlier last month, a survey was sent out to our student body 
asking how people in our community perceive immigration policies 
and immigrants in general. Of the 73 responses we received for our 
survey, 63 students responded “yes” when asked if they knew an 
immigrant or first-generation American. Seven students respond-
ed “yes” when asked if they consider themselves an immigrant or a 
first-generation American. 
     Immigration is an integral part of the story of the students at SS-
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WE ARE ALL IMMIGRANTS
(unless you are Native American) 
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SAS. It is not a distant controversy only surrounding the man-made 
border between the US and Mexico. It is seven direct and 63 indirect 
stories of individual strife, perseverance, and hard work to come to 
the US as immigrants, whether legally or illegally, generations ago or 
very recently.
     Another part of the survey asked the respondents to write the 
first three words that come to mind when they think of immigrants 
or first-generation Americans. There were two clear categories that 
the responses could be divided into. 
     The first, positive and appreciative adjectives to describe the jour-
ney these individuals take to reach and acclimate into the US. These 
adjectives include: “determined, proud, hopeful, selfless, hard work-
ing, and strong-willed.” The second, a more politicized and limited 

view of immigration, using terms such as “Mexico, wall, refugees, 
outsider, Trump, Latino, can’t speak English, Hispanic, jobs, illegal, 
documentation.”
     This clear divide between the responses is perhaps the result of 
a strongly divided nation influencing the student body at SSSAS. A 
divide between students who look at the individual stories of immi-
gration and students who view immigration as a matter of political 
debate only relevant at the southern border and on Capitol Hill.
The final section of the survey allowed respondents to discuss if 
knowing an immigrant or a first-generation American influences the 
way they view the issue of immigration. 
     A common sentiment we read through the responses was a dis-
crepancy between the way the media portrays the issue of immigra-
tion and the way knowing an immigrant influences one’s view of im-
migration. One respondent wrote, “it made me see more clearly that 
immigrants aren’t big scary criminals like portrayed in the media.” 
Another respondent spoke of their nanny, saying, “my nanny who 
has worked with my family for 20 years, still does, and partially 
raised me, has shaped the person I have become. I attribute many of 
my virtues to her, as I have spent [the] majority of my life with her 
and she is like my second mother. She is illegal, but she is still a light 
in my life.”
     Regarding illegal immigrants, the Pew Research Center (PRC) 
estimates that there are 11 million unauthorized immigrants living 
in the United States as of 2015, some if whom were reported to have 
“crossed the U.S. border illegally, and others arrived on temporary 
legal visas but stayed past their deadlines.” Although at face value, 
this number seems significant, in a general scale, illegal immigrants 
make up less than a quarter of the immigrant population. In fact the 
total number of illegal immigrants has decreased since its peak of 
12.2 million in 2007. 
     In 2017, the PRC also did a census to look at how people perceive 
immigrants and stated that “Americans’ views about immigrants 
have become more positive overall.” Specifically, the break down was 
that “65% of the public said immigrants strengthen the country with 
their hard work and talents, compared with 26% who said they bur-
den the country by taking jobs, housing and health care.” This was a 
huge shift from an earlier survey they conducted in 1994, in which a 
majority believed that immigrants had a more negative impact than 
a positive one. 

that we interviewed spoke about how they sometimes struggle to 
find a balance between their family’s culture and Western culture. 
     Rachel Suleymanov ’19 stated that she experiences this “all the 
time!” She said that there are things that she can never truly relate 
to with her “white American friends ... [that] ranges from clothes to 
family dynamics, and it’s really difficult for first generation kids be-
cause they don’t really understand the difference between them and 
their peers. It’s like always having to choose sides.”
     Lili Abizaid ’20, spoke of her experience living two lives. She 
states that, “I definitely experience a sort of duality in my life every 
single day.” This is in regards to the difficulties that she has balancing 
her family’s culture versus the American standard, adding, “some-
times it’s really hard to bring the at-home version of me into my 
school life and vice versa.”
     Irvine Madenga ’21, an immigrant who moved from Zimbabwe 
to the United States with his family in 2012, echos the same sen-
timent. He stated that he sometimes loses touch with his cultural 
roots. “When you stay in the US for a long period of time you slowly 
become more and more American, and when I go back to Africa to 
visit old friends and family they always say I’m getting more Amer-
ican after every time I go back.” He quotes that “It is a bit scary how 
much more out of touch I’m becoming with my culture” but also 
explained that his parents try and preserve the Zimbabwean culture 
by eating traditional food, playing Zimbabwean gospel music and 
speaking in their native language.”  
     Irvine also spoke about how he and his family have faced many 
challenges since moving here. “My parents especially have always 
had trouble adjusting to the culture of how people just interact with 
each other here in the US. They also have strong accents so at stores 
or on the phone people will have a hard time understanding them or 
won’t take them seriously.” He talked about how he remembers that 
when he first came to the US, he had a strong accent that other kids 
at school would make fun of and sometimes teachers treated him 
differently than everyone else.
     Unfortunately, immigration has become a racial issue. Mr. Yee 

Immigration is an integral part of the story 
of the students at SSSAS. It is not a distant 

controversy only surrounding the man-
made border between the US and Mexico.

“
“

It is a bit scary how much more out of 
touch I’m becoming with my culture.“

“

It made me see more clearly that immi-
grants aren’t big scary criminals like por-

trayed in the media.
“
“     On the broader topic of assimilation, the PEW survey reports 

that today’s immigrants are either “about as willing to adapt or more 
willing to adapt to the American way of life” when compared to 
immigrants that migrated during the early 1900s. In fact, more than 
64% of the people surveyed agree with that statement. 
     However, for many first generation Americans, there’s a common 
sentiment of duality. Almost every SSSAS first generation student 

stated in his interview, “I’m not sure if there is any way that people 
can look at a person and determine that they are first generation or 
a recent immigrant.” However, we constantly hear stories of people 
being told to “get out of America” and “go back to your own coun-
try” plastered across social media. 
     Priya Katyal ’19, a first-generation American with Indian ances-
try, spoke of several instances in which she was made fun because of 
the traditions that her family celebrates such as Diwali or her ac-
cent: “I’ve always had people try to do what they think is what is an 
Indian accent, which is very disturbing to hear because I personally 
think that Indians don’t talk like that.” Another student who wishes 
to remain anonymous recalled a time where her sibling was referred 
to as a monkey while on a bus ride back home.
     Vishavjit Singh, an engineer turned political cartoon artist after 
the 9/11 attacks, talked to us about his experiences as a minority and 
first-generation American. As a Sikh, Mr. Singh doesn’t cut his hair 
and sports a beard and a turban, both of which made him a prime 
target for people after 9/11. We were lucky enough to interview him 
after his presentation at our school in early November, and he talked 
about how the current political climate has affected him.  
     Regarding the Trump administration, Mr. Singh stated that, 
“from what I’ve heard from the FBI and local authorities, as well as 
my experience, hate crimes have gone up in the last two years…I 
know in New York we have surpassed the number of hate crimes 
from last year.” He said he believed that “it’s because of the language 
being used by the person sitting as the president that has brought 
out and made people more comfortable with their prejudices.”  
     Currently the immigration crisis has been highly concentrated on 
Mexicans crossing the border, specifically regrading the most recent 
political campaigns both for President Trump and election cam-
paigns for members in the Congress. 
     There is a common misconception that the Trump presidency 
has ramped up deportation and cracked down on illegal immigra-
tion, but that is inaccurate. According to Bloomberg, “ICE arrests 
peaked at more than 300,000 annually in 2010 and 2011 [during the 
Obama presidency],” and “deportations from the American interior 
-- in other words, not of people apprehended near the border — 
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surpassed 200,000 in both those years, also about twice the number 
reached in 2017.” 
     The Human Rights Watch (HRW) stated in an article that as of 
2016, before President Trump’s “zero-tolerance” policy was enact-
ed, “immigration prosecutions constituted 52 percent of all federal 
criminal prosecutions.” Looking at Figure 1 it is seen that the rate of 
immigrant prosecutions spiked during George W. Bush’s presidency 
and followed into Obama’s. 
     A large debate topic surrounding the Trump presidency has been 
the South American migrant caravan which started in November of 
2018. According to the BBC, the caravan is a group of 7000 migrants 
fleeing persecution, violence, and poverty in their home countries 
and walking more than 2500 miles to the United States in search of a 
better life. These migrants are predominantly from Honduras, Guate-
mala, and El Salvador. 
     The migrants consisted of both young and old, male and female. 
The majority of these migrants walked to Tijuana, Mexico, where 
they camped out in shelters for some time, then attempted to seek 
asylum in the United States, whether by entering the united States 
legally, or illegally.
     The Trump administration has taken a hard stance on enforcing 
American sovereignty and law with these migrants. The president 
has deployed thousands of troops, built temporary barricades, and 
used Mexican aide in stopping migrants before they reach the bor-
der. The US Customs and Border Protection agency has also kicked 
into action by closing several ports of entry between the US and 
Mexico.
     The main difference, however, between the Obama presidency 
and the Trump presidency, is the rhetoric used by the two presidents 
about their immigration policies. Obama was relatively silent, Trump 
is much more vocal. 
     On April 6, 2018 Former US Attorney General Jeff Sessions de-
livered a speech about the ‘Immigration Enforcement Actions of the 
Trump Administration’ in which he announced  President Trumps 
“zero tolerance policy.” The United States Department of Justice tran-
scribed his speech and he is quoted to have said, “I have put in place 
a “zero tolerance” policy for illegal entry on our Southwest border.  
If you cross this border unlawfully, then we will prosecute you.  It’s 
that simple.” He also stated that “If you are smuggling a child, then 
we will prosecute you and that child will be separated from you as 
required by law.” 
     Since its implementation, Human Rights Watch (HRW) report-
ed that “Altogether, nearly 3,000 children were separated from their 
parents before President Donald Trump signed an executive order 
on June 20, 2018 halting family separation.” NPR reported that “The 
request asks, specifically, for permission from the courts ‘to detain 
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alien families together throughout the pendency of criminal pro-
ceedings for improper entry or any removal or other immigration 
proceedings.’”  
     Generally the overall trend of how immigration is viewed in poli-
tics is split between the Democrats and Republicans with Democrats 
increasingly having the more favorable views.  In fact the PRC sur-
vey mentioned earlier stated that most of the favorable views towards 
immigration came from democrats or independents that leaned left. 
In fact they are “twice as likely as Republicans and Republican sup-
porters to say immigrants strengthen the U.S.” 
     According to another survey conducted in 2018, it was seen that 
the public support for immigration has increased since 2001.  In fact 
in 2018 when asked the question “should the level of legal immi-
gration into the U.S change?” 38% of Americans in 2018 said legal 
immigration should be kept at its present level, while 32% said it 
should be increased and 24% said it should be decreased. Regarding 
illegal immigrants, there was more agreement and 75% of people 
stated that “undocumented immigrants should be allowed to stay in 
the country legally if certain requirements are met.”
     Looking at our country’s history, every person, excluding Native 
Americans, either came here by choice, by force, or by the need to 
obtain a better life for themselves. Whether it be escaping religious 
persecution, the slave trade, or a pursuit of the American dream, it’s 
safe to say that all Americans have a member or members of their 
family who were once immigrants to America.

     As stated earlier, this is an article written for the purposes of shed-
ding light on the immigration debate, by no means are the facts pre-
sented in this article the whole story. If you have any questions or want 
to discuss any of the topics regarding immigration feel free to approach 
Makeda Melkie ’19 and Andrew Kiama ’19
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