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I’m pleased to announce this year’s winners of the Writers’ Place Awards. Before I do, a huge thank 
you to the judges, without whose help none of this could happen: 
  
Laura Cruser 
Valerie Fazel 
Richard Hart 
Bob Haynes 
Kathrine Keller 
Jeremy Meyer 
Seher Shah 
Dana Tait 
Jennifer Waters 
  
ENG 101 
  
1. Gavin Vega, “Is This It?” (Instructor: Laura Cruser) 
2. Michael Hansen, “Metal, Grit, and Service” (Instructor: Dana Tait) 
3. Allison Scharf, “Our Progress Is Physical and Mental,” (Instructor: Kerry Fine) 
  
ENG 102 
  
1. Cayman Alatalo, “Is Feminism Ruining the Women of America?” (Instructor:Vanessa Sullivan) 
2. Jacob Brodkin, “Experiences in My Life: (Instructor: Corri Wells) 
3. Angie Scanlan, “Rakuten Commercial Analysis” (Instructor: Kathrine Keller) 
  
ENG 105 
  
1. Sophia Wood, “Tearing Up the Turf Rug” (Instructor: Chad Fore) 
2. Shannon Langefels, “Video Games: Leveling-Up the Social Narrative” (Instructor:Chad Fore) 
3. Liz Milne, “The Cheesiest Coming-of-Age Story” (Instructor: Dana Tait) 
  
ENG 107 
  
1. Natasha Mae Domingo, “Why Do Men Not Ask For Help?” (Instructor: Sarah Hynes) 
2. Aayaan Mojinder Baruah, “Society’s Chains on Humanity” (Instructor: Sarah Hynes) 
3. Aashir Javed, “Are You Also Brainwashed by These Societal Norms, or Are You Sane Enough?” (Instructor: Sarah Hynes) 
     
ENG 108 
  
1. Billy Melcher, “School Safety at Calabasas High School” (Instructor: Valerie Fazel) 
2. Artyom Gonzarenko, “A Proposal to Alleviate the Dilapidated Playground Problem in Holzminden, 
Germany” (Instructor: Valerie Fazel) 
  
ENG 216 
  
1. Alona Dzon, “Help for Ukraine: Support, Opposition, and Middle Ground” (Instructor:Andrea Dickens) 
  
ENG 217 
  
1. Alexander Fenlon, “Gallus” (Instructor: Dana Tait) 
  



**Click on the left dropdown menus to see the winners who agreed to be published here. 
** 

 
 
 
Vega podcast 
https://asu.digication.com/readfile.digi?localfile=M360a7ae42011d27f75cbc3e64756f6bc&filena
me=101PodcastVegaUse.mp3 
 
 
 

Metal, Grit, and Service 

Michael Hansen 
  
            A white pickup truck sits backed up to the red brick office building, as a broad-shouldered 
man drops an armful of sheet metal in the bed with a surprisingly loud clang. Startled by the 
deceptive ease in which he carried the bundle, masking their heft. I abruptly ask the man if Dale is 
around. Walking through the rolled-up industrial door into the shop, he mutters “in the office” and 
points to the other end of the sheet metal shop. Entering the shop behind the man, I’m welcomed by 
the faint smell of cigarettes, machine grease, a hint of sweat, and the distinct metallic tang of solder. 
The place almost reeks of hard work. 
  
The shop’s main production area is roughly a 1500 square-foot open space with concrete floors. Along 
the left wall from floor to ceiling is a metal rack holding large rolls of sheet metal. The remaining 
space is sparsely filled with various large industrial machines for cutting, bending, milling, and other 
tools required for producing the company’s metalwork. Next to where the busy man was picking up his 
next heavy armful, sat a young man measuring and cutting angles into square pieces of the thick 
silver metal. Momentarily, he seemed fixed in an apparent struggle to focus on the angle he was 
cutting. Eventually, he gave in and glanced up to give a courtesy nod as I passed by. It was then I 
realized how young he truly looked. Using his sleeve to wipe the beads of sweat dripping down his 
peach fuzzed cheeks, it leaves behind a slight smear of the silvery dust that surrounds his 
workstation. What looked like a lower-lip ring is revealed to be the indent of his canine pressing into 
his lower lip as he bites down in concentration. Through the doorway opposite the rolling door, the 
shop opens into an office area and foyer. Dale greets me in the hallway with a giant welcoming grin 
and a firm handshake before guiding me on a brief tour of the shop. Having only moved into the space 
a couple months ago, they are still in their own construction. Yet despite expressing his frustration in 
the typical delays of renovating, he describes the eventual sense of gratification at the end of all that 
frustration and hard work. 
  
Dale sits in the chair at the large, modern, L-shaped computer desk along the wall near the door to his 
office. The walls above the desk are filled with neatly organized charts, calendars, and checklists. 
Seemingly color coordinated sticky notes litter both the dry-erase board and cork board like neatly 
placed skittles of information. Opposite the desk is a bookshelf with family photos and personal items 
of importance. Taking off his baseball cap, Dale runs his fingers through his brunette hair and leans 
back in his computer chair before heaving a tension clearing sigh. “The life of a business owner is 
constant stress,” he chuckled. 
  
The decision to start one’s own business is a precarious one for most people. However, for a person 
like Dale, facing seemingly impossible challenges head on is as natural as breathing. Through sheer 
hard work and determination, Dale has established a successful sheet metal company despite a 
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tenuous economic situation across the nation. The initial intended focus of our scheduled interview 
was Dale’s business management strategies. However, shortly after we began our effortlessly casual 
conversation, the façade of a one-dimensional discussion vanished as Dale unraveled a story of a 
lifelong commitment to service for others. 
  
As we get settled, glancing at his wrist, “Do you have a connection with the feds?” Dale muttered 
under his breath while reading a text message from his watch. After clarifying what he had said and 
where he’d read it, we both laughed at the randomness and absurdity of the message. Still not 
knowing the seriousness of the person’s query to Dale, I sat anxiously as he continued to read a follow 
up message out loud. “I’ve still got that file on the guy I was telling you about--”, he trailed off. Then 
after a moment of contemplation, he exclaimed “Aaahhh! Now I remember what he’s talking about. 
Not the exciting type of thing you’re thinking of. At all.” He proceeded to tell me a brief, yet bizarre, 
story of potential fraud and inter-family elder abuse. “I don’t know, man. He told me the specifics a 
while ago and it seemed circumstantial at best. Plus, he’s already reported it,” he said, shrugging off 
any need for either of our immediate concern. The excitement and disbelief that I had just stumbled 
upon a real true-crime story was gone in a flash. These sorts of law enforcement-related questions, it 
turns out, aren’t too uncommon for Dale. When prompted for why that person chose him to approach 
for a law enforcement contact, Dale seemed to gaze off into the corner of the room for a brief moment 
reminiscently. “Well, that’s quite a long story that may not answer any small business owner 
questions,” he replied politely, not entirely dismissing the topic for later discussion but acknowledging 
the planned topic of our interview. 
  
            Originally from the Midwest, Dale’s family relocated to Phoenix when he was 13. He 
remembers being extremely bitter about getting torn away from everything he knew at such a critical 
age and said, “that probably intensified my misspent teenage years.”  Within two days of graduation 
from high school and finally free to move out on his own, Dale moved back to the Midwest and began 
working construction in roofing. 
The draw to roofing for Dale goes all the way back to his paternal grandfather. Although not a roofer 
by trade, his grandfather would often repair the roofs of houses within their neighborhood. These 
repair jobs would frequently involve Dale’s father, whose natural work ethic facilitated quick learning 
and eventually he started his own roofing company. At age 10, Dale would help his father with 
hanging metal eaves for their roofing company. “I would have to wear the toolbelt across my shoulder 
like a belt of machine gun bullets because I was too small to wear it normally,” he said while laughing. 
He then described learning the meticulous measurements necessary for the shingles to line up 
correctly over the eaves. Each separate task mimed excitedly, as he’s beaming with the pride of that 
same 10-year-old kid getting to be just like his dad. 
  
The brief roofing pantomime was interrupted by a brief phone call. After which, Dale asks if I’d ride 
with him to go pick up a delivery just down the street. Agreeing, we both head out to the parking lot. 
Climbing into his truck, Dale slides various items to both the back seat and to the floorboards. This 
classic move is all too familiar for any of us who spend a significant time in our vehicles. He apologized 
for the mess in a half-hearted way as if to say, “I don’t really care what you think, I am what I am,” 
that resonates to my core. “It’s part of practically living in your work truck,” he groans in the same 
lovingly miserable way Al Bundy would refer to his wife. Despite his best efforts to sound miserable by 
these types of comment, the overwhelming yet underlying love for his work permeates throughout. 
Our conversation now mobile, I return to a prior topic, why the text about law enforcement? 
  
            After moving to Phoenix, while continuing working primarily in construction, Dale’s father 
began working as a reserve Sherriff’s Deputy. His father would often get called from roofing job sites 
to provide extra help for the Sherriff’s Department. Although only working for the department in a 
reserve capacity, his tremendous work ethic led to an eventual promotion to Sergeant based on merit. 
Typically, promotions within law enforcement organizations require testing and a lengthy selection 
process. However, due to the exceptional capability and dependability Dale’s father demonstrated, he 
was selected over his peers for the promotion despite not having taken the appropriate tests: “That’s 
who my dad is, he gives it all for everyone around him. Not for any reason other than it’s the right 
thing to do. He didn’t talk much, just showed me.” Leading by example is a clear tenet for Dale and 
one he credits led to much of his success. 
  



             Dale described his initial affinity for an occupation in public service began with his father 
working with the Sherriff’s Department. During that time, Dale was living in the Midwest and working 
construction full time. Although the construction job was financially rewarding, Dale was left wanting 
for more fulfilment in his life and began volunteering for the local police department. Dale described 
most of the volunteer work as unarmed ride-along shifts and, although mostly uneventful, Dale 
described a sense of fulfillment and camaraderie that his construction work lacked. Ultimately, the 
gratification from public service and an irresistible draw to respond to the attacks of 9-11 could no 
longer be ignored and Dale enlisted in the US Air Force as a member of the Security Forces, the Air 
Force’s military police. Knowing the entirety of the US Military was fully engaged in the Global War on 
Terror, Dale chose service over safety. 
Despite the altruistic nature of his enlistment and his overwhelming draw towards service, Dale 
described a sense of disappointment with his time in the military. He clarified, “Don’t get me wrong, I 
am glad to have done it all, but I just never felt satisfied. Never challenged to the extent I had 
expected.” Therefore, it wasn’t far into his contract that he knew he would not re-enlist when the time 
came. Although overall disappointed with the job, Dale thrived, was promoted ahead of his peers, and 
ultimately reaffirmed his future pursuit of a career in law enforcement. During the final few months of 
his four-year enlistment, Dale was accepted for a position with the Phoenix Police Department (PD) 
and was set to begin the Academy within two weeks of his discharge from the Air Force. 
  
             Unfortunately, due to unexpected budget reductions, Dale and several of his potential police 
cadets would lose the funding for their academy slot and were left empty handed. Not the type to give 
up so easily, Dale immediately began searching for alternative departments to no avail. Additionally, 
Dale decided to enter the Air Force Reserves. Eventually, Dale would get hired as a corrections officer 
and began working at the federal penitentiary. Again, Dale described a sense of disappointment and 
lack of fulfilment with the job. “I have more respect for guys that work in the prisons than I can even 
begin to describe. I genuinely don’t know how they do it,” he added. The briefest of his various law 
enforcement jobs, Dale would leave the prison after just two years. 
  
Discouraged by continued difficulty finding any police departments actively hiring, Dale decided to 
temporarily put his pursuit of law enforcement on hold and returned to work for a family friend’s sheet 
metal business. Dale’s work ethic and prior construction experience facilitated a simple transition, and 
Dale quickly established himself as one of the company’s most reliable employees. Despite a few pay 
raises and a general sense of contentment, Dale’s draw to service reemerged and he volunteered for 
every overseas deployment with his Air Force Reserve unit that he could. 
  
During one deployment, Dale was assigned a position he was largely underqualified for. Again, Dale’s 
work ethic and willingness to meet challenges head-on enabled near instant success. Dale described it 
as one of the more stressful assignments throughout his military career, yet it was the most 
rewarding. Another principle woven throughout Dale’s life: the more difficult the challenge, the better 
the reward. An unfortunate side effect of the stressful and time-intensive position was an inability to 
prioritize his physical fitness. As the end of their deployment neared, a manageable work-routine 
established, Dale’s discomfort with his fitness level could no longer be ignored. He made a 
commitment to run a 50-kilometer race within a month of returning to the US. Knowing he hadn’t run 
in months, Dale had to begin training painfully slow. Initially, only able to run a few hundred yards 
without stopping, Dale would increase the distance of his daily runs one or two light posts further at a 
time. “I knew that if I could just run at least one light post further each day, eventually I could run 
that 50k,” he added. Finding a renewed sense of gratification through the struggle and pain of 
training, Dale successfully completed the 50k race when he got home. Dale demonstrates the same 
methodology with his shop’s occasionally overwhelming success by breaking down tasks to 
manageable portions and takes them “one light post further each day.” 
  
            Each time Dale returned home from an overseas deployment he would return to work for his 
family friend’s sheet metal company, yet his draw towards service remained constant. Dale continued 
to work for the same company until the owner entered retirement and transferred control to a new 
management team. Unfortunately, the company would undergo significant restructuring and Dale was 
laid off unexpectedly in November 2019. True to form, Dale met the challenge head-on and submitted 
his LLC paperwork that same day to begin his own sheet metal company. Not even the pandemic 
would be enough to discourage Dale, nor would it diminish their budding company’s success. Initially 
operating together with his recently retired father out of a pick-up truck, Dale approached the 



business with the same determination and incremental progress planning strategies developed when 
training for his long race. “That’s what I think most people are missing, you have to do hard shit every 
day in order to truly appreciate life,” he added emphatically. 
  
As we return to the shop to finish the interview, Dale begins describing a few employees he has. Two 
of their current nine employees are just 18. One, a high school dropout, the other nearly so. Dale met 
the latter during a student mentorship program he volunteers for regularly at his local high school. 
Again, casually introducing another example of his devotion to service. After what was seemingly a 
typical day working with the students, he received a phone call from one of the faculty members. “She 
said the kid hadn’t said hardly anything to anyone all year long. Yet him and I sat at talked about 
nothing for almost the whole hour,” he described. The teacher requested he come back and have a 
meeting with the student and an academic counselor from the school. Due to the student’s poor 
grades, it was unlikely he would graduate with his class unless drastic improvements were made 
across all subjects. However, Dale promised the young man a well-paying job at his shop based on 
three conditions. First, the young man had to graduate high school. Second, he had to keep working 
his current job until he finished school. Lastly, he had to quit properly with a two weeks’ notice. Not 
only did it work, but the young man brought in a friend who had previously dropped out of high 
school. Without hesitation, Dale offered the second young man a job. Pending, of course, a few 
conditions, the first and foremost of which was getting a GED. Again, the young man did his part, and 
both are two of Dale’s hardest working employees: “It’s easy man, they just needed someone to 
believe they’re worth something.” The nonchalance in which he describes having such lifechanging 
impacts on these young men’s lives leaves me nearly speechless. I briefly recall the focus and 
dedication I noticed on the young man’s face earlier, and it’s clear to me why he would put so much 
effort into his task. He was taking meticulous effort to show the same pride in his work as Dale. Just 
as Dale learned from his father. 
  
Dale’s company continues to expand and is far from short of contracts to complete and he has since 
left the Air Force Reserves. However, he still maintains his passion for law enforcement, and despite 
his company’s overwhelming success, he plans to eventually return to some form of law enforcement 
work. Whether he will serve in a full-time or reserve capacity is undetermined and will likely based on 
the continued growth and success of the sheet metal company. Yet, Dale’s draw to service to others is 
undeniable and difficult to ignore. 
 
 
 
 

Our Progress is Physical and Mental 

Allison Scharf 
  
As a singular bead of sweat dripped down the side of my face, I lay down on the bench, debating 
whether to give up on the set I had just started. I reflected on the pros as there seemed to be a lot, 
but thinking of the consequences quickly made me realize that quitting was not an option. Looking 
back on the progress I had made motivated me more than anything. After finishing my workout, I 
grabbed my keys and began my 10-minute walk back to my dorm room. While walking around, I 
opened my phone to look at some progress pictures I had taken earlier that day. Suddenly I found 
myself drifting further back in time and realized I was looking at a picture of myself taken the day 
before I started my fitness journey. My eyes were glued as a flood of memories filled my head. I had 
tried to push that day into the back of my head and was almost successful. As I looked at it a little 
longer, I began to truly realize my progress. My mind dug a little deeper as I recalled the terrible 
feelings I had just the week before that one picture.  
  



In early July of 2021, I had woken up like any other day. Physically, I was in Colorado on a family 
vacation, but mentally I was back home with my boyfriend of almost a year. Every minute of this trip, 
my brain was filled with the thought of him. 
“What was he doing… What if he’s thinking about me right now… Does he even think about me?”.  
  
With my head down on my phone, I blocked out the rest of the world, including my family. I 
attempted to justify this by claiming that I was in love and that my family truly just didn’t understand. 
But they understood. My mom and dad very obviously understood. My mom would look at me with 
mockingly puppy dog eyes as she watched me walk up the stairs to go and facetime him.  
  
“Wouldn’t you rather stay here and hang with your mama?”  
  
I would let out a slight laugh and continue my little lovestruck trot up the stairs. With each step, I 
removed myself further and further from reality. I ostracized myself from the people who loved me 
most. Drew was the only thing that mattered to me. As the week went on, I felt him grow more 
distant. I reassured myself that it was just physical distance and our happily ever after was only four 
days and one road trip away. This turned out to not be the case. On a Wednesday night in the middle 
of the summer, I experienced the most personal pain I have felt yet.  
  
 “It’s not you; it’s me.” 
  
The biggest cliche in the world. How can a phrase that is so overused hurt so deeply? At that moment, 
I fell into a deep depression. My family watched me deteriorate. Yet again, I had mentally drifted 
away, but this time in a more cruel and lifeless way. I was unable to eat and unable to sleep and often 
kept everyone else up all night as I binged Family Feud on the pullout sofa. The beam of the television 
lit up my face in flashes of red and blue. In silence, I sat for hours. My parent’s hearts broke with 
mine. I lost 20 pounds in a week. I refused to speak. Why should I speak? I had no thoughts in my 
head besides him. After a week and a half of practically starving, my parents decided it was time to 
pick me up. That week is foggy in my head, but the one thing I do remember is hating my parents. 
Looking back, I am grateful for them, but at that moment, I was furious; I wanted to sulk in my own 
despair.  
  
“Why couldn’t they just leave me alone?” I thought this to myself every day.  
  
To this day, I don’t know who hurt more during that trip. The week was brutal for the entire Scharf 
family. My dad especially struggled to see me like this. This surprised me since he and I had never 
been as close as my mom and I were. Seeing me in a place like this must have stirred something 
inside him. He doesn’t talk much about his childhood, but I could tell he wanted to be there for me in 
ways his father wasn’t. As the days progressed, we found ourselves in a routine. With a morning 
wake-up, every day at 7 am and breakfast ready, I had begun to see a glimpse of hope in my future. 
It all started on a cold Monday morning. I was bundled under the white sheets of the Airbnb my family 
had rented that week. The room was simple and smelled faintly of laundry detergent and pine trees. 
With eyes still crusted over from the long night of sleep that had just ended, I attempted to close 
them again. Suddenly, the smell of bacon crept under the door. A scent that typically brings joy in the 
mornings had now become something I couldn’t stand. With each whiff, my stomach dropped lower 
and lower. Bacon meant that I had to be awake. I had to think. I pulled myself out of my bed and 
removed the shining white covers that had previously protected me throughout the night. The harsh 
air knocked me back as I made my first attempt at a long day. The floor was made of wood and was 
cold to the touch. So cold that the thought of pressing my foot against it sent a faint shiver throughout 
my body. Immediately after sitting up in my bed, the crisp sheet called my name. 
  
“Who would even care if I went back to bed? What if I just never woke up?” 
  
 Just then, my father came in. He was wearing a dark green coat with black basketball shorts., the 
kind that was comfortable and overworn. He walked in casually and stood tall in the entryway of the 
bedroom. The scent of bacon flooded the room now. The gate that had separated me from reality was 
now gone. The morning had just begun, and yet my body was so tired. He looked at me and said in a 
joking yet stern voice and said, “rough night, huh? let’s go eat, kiddo”. With my lips pressed together, 



I nodded my head and placed my toes on the harsh cold wooden floors that had scared me away once 
before. 
  
My typical 5 foot four inches statured body was now 5 feet tall from the natural hunch of my back 
which compensated for the pain in my stomach. My father looked at me and raised an eyebrow as he 
unpressed his lips yet didn’t say anything. He then shut them as if he meant to say something but 
couldn’t find the words. I lifted my head again to see my mother placing four plates on the table, each 
so beautifully set with 3 crispy pieces of bacon. The brown undertone of the bacon complemented the 
wood floors nicely. As if they both had coordinated the way they would haunt me that morning. I sat 
down to see my brother walk into the room. With barely opened eyes and no shirt, he said nothing. 
Quietly he grabbed a cup and filled it with orange juice. The silence in the room was apparent and 
awkward. The sound of Steve Harvey’s voice broke the silence in a surprisingly comforting way. 
  
 In a soft voice, my father turned to me and said, “Alli, I’ve been talking with your mother,” he then 
turned to her and then glanced back at me as if he was a politician looking to rally his support from 
easily persuadable voters. He continued, “we think it’s a good idea to start going on walks every 
morning.” Hearing this left a puzzled look on my younger brother’s face. His eyebrows lifted, and his 
mouth opened slightly. He closed his mouth again, realizing he could not add anything to the 
conversation. I nodded in silence and finished my first meal in a week to the sound of forks tapping 
porcelain.  
  
The day bled into the night, and before I could stop to take a second to think about the loss I was still 
mourning, a new morning came. I rose with the sun and looked down as I began my battle with the 
chilling wood planks that lined the bedroom floors. I spotted my sneakers which were gently worn yet 
relatively still white. I placed them on my feet as I dreaded that physical activity I would soon indulge 
in. Every day since, I have put those same sweat-covered, run-down, and suddenly smelly sneakers 
on my feet. Daily walks turned into runs on the treadmill, and the once difficult treadmill quickly 
became just a warmup for the lift I would do later that day. I like to look back and think that I picked 
myself up, but in reality, it was my dad’s work. Every day since then, I remember the progress I’ve 
made. But most importantly, I remember the person who gave me the push I needed to make that 
progress. 
  
 
 
 
 

The Scent of Safety 

Cayman Alatalo 
  
The zesty smell of orange peel, the warmth of the ginger, everything about this scent reminds me of 
her. My mother wore this “Energy by Aromatherapy” perfume every day. Her favorite jacket, laced 
with the scent of her perfume, could often be found hanging in the front hall closet. Her light-wash 
jean jacket lined with faux fur is engraved in my memories of her. Life as a child was often without 
her presence. Now this absence was not due to a disinterest in her family, it was for work. She 
traveled for 60% of her job, but this 60% felt like 110% to me. Unfortunately, her travel schedule was 
rarely very flexible, so my mother had no choice but to go. The circumstances did not matter to her 
boss, but they did to me. She was always home for my birthday and major holidays, so you may be 
wondering what more she could have been there for. It was never about those big calendar days for 
me. For me, it was about the emotionally draining days, the times when I just needed a friend. My 
mother is my best friend and always has been. She is the biggest inspiration for my aspirations as a 
woman. The one who taught me how to be proud of myself and stand firm in my choices. 
  



I was about to enter the 3rd grade and it was time to schedule my school pictures. My mom informed 
me that she would be out of town for the two dates provided and my heart sank. My eight-year-old 
brain was suffering from an overwhelm of anxious feelings at this moment. I wondered: “how am I 
supposed to pick an outfit?” “Who will do my hair?” “Why did you have to pick these dates?” These 
issues may have been minor, but to a younger me, struggling with confidence, the last thing I needed 
was for my mother to be gone. School pictures were the pivotal point of popularity. If my hair wasn’t 
straightened, I was too black. If I wore the wrong outfit, I was “trying too hard to hide my culture”. 
This was a common struggle for mixed individuals during my time growing up. Seeing all of the 
celebrities that were my color, but had smooth, silky, hair was confusing for a young Cayman. The 
world was obsessed with the idea of “mixed-girl” beauty and I just didn’t understand. The media 
begging girls like me to embrace our “natural” hair only seemed to happen when it was tamed. My 
curls weren’t curly enough, my hair wasn’t defined enough…nothing was ever enough. There was quite 
literally no moment in my childhood that I was able to see someone in the tabloids who looked like 
me. None of the women had my hair, yet all of them spoke about being natural and embracing one’s 
culture.  In moments like these, the whole world seemed to revolve around beauty, and what did my 
dad know about beauty? Nothing. I was already having nightmares about him doing my hair in a 
stupid little ponytail. As I look back at this moment now, I see a version of myself that was anxious 
and vain due to the sociocultural environment surrounding me. 
  
As time went on, these worries turned from surface level to inner conflict. I had never really gotten 
along with my dad in times of stress due to his lack of emotional awareness.  I was and still am a very 
emotional person. I struggled with expressing myself to my dad because he just didn’t understand as 
my mom did. Calling her every night on the phone just didn’t cut it sometimes. My dad and I got into 
a huge argument about something irrelevant, and all I remember about that night was falling asleep 
in our front-hall closet, my dad waking me up to bring me to my room. As he lifted me, I became 
aware of my surroundings and immediately noticed the scent of the jacket escaping my senses. 
Feeling myself enter the brisk air of my bedroom, I allowed myself to rest and continue to sleep for 
the night. When I woke up, however, I was upset. There had been no verbal communication, no set 
resolution to the conflict that had just occurred with my dad. He was the type just to move on, 
whereas I needed complete closure. Knowing that I just was not going to receive the closure that I 
longed for until my mother was home to mediate, I did what I knew would at least provide me 
comfort. 
  
I walked over to the closet. The comforting smell of my mom’s perfume lingered in the front closet. I 
made my way to the double doors and pulled. As the doors swung open, I was immediately greeted by 
a hug. Although this hug was not tangible, it was one of the most memorable hugs I have ever 
received. This was the moment that I realized that my mom was never truly gone. There would always 
be a piece of her in our home, no matter how many miles physically separated us. She would always 
be there to make me feel safe and heard. I would forever hold that coat when missing the warmth of 
my mother’s presence. 
  
Years later, when I was in eighth grade, my mom accepted a new position that was travel-free! I was 
ecstatic. All my worries about high school and the upcoming transitions left my mind and all I could 
think about was growing into an adult with my mom here. I finally got to be like the woman that I had 
looked up to my entire life. My mother is the strongest, most emotionally aware woman I have met. 
She has never let me forget her and my dad’s love for me, she is always there to tell me that I look 
beautiful. My mother is my biggest cheerleader. Learning to grow up without her physical presence 
was difficult for me to understand at the time it was happening. I was angry and felt a large amount of 
resentment toward my mom. These negative emotions were valid and my way of expressing my need 
for her in my life. While I did feel negatively towards her position most times, I am now thankful that 
she took it. Her being away forced me to mature into the person I am proud to be now. This physical 
distance also strengthened our emotional bond. I do not think that growing up physically closer to her 
would have impacted my emotional connection to her and so I am grateful to have had her for all the 
truly important times in my life. Now, experiencing all of my teenage firsts was right around the 
corner, and luckily, so was my mom. I remember getting ready for a middle school dance that 
happened every month. This was not a formal event, but it was the first time that my mom was able 
to help me get ready for it. As she finished straightening my hair and told me how beautiful I looked, I 
knew something was missing. I asked her if I could wear a necklace of hers or maybe even some 
earrings. While of course, she agreed, she knew that jewelry was not the right answer. She looked at 



me, smiled softly, and walked to the cabinets. As her arm extended to the upper left-hand corner, I 
immediately knew. She grabbed the white basket that held all of her perfumes and set it on the 
counter in front of me. She reached for the “Energy by Aromatherapy” and asked if I wanted to wear 
it. I was beyond excited. This meant that I was now mature enough to wear perfume, it was a right of 
passage for me. After showering my mom with gratitude, and taking one too many selfies with my 
newest “purchase”, we embraced in a hug that I will never forget. A hug that would forever symbolize 
something more. Something to remember this coming of age moment for me. 
  
Later that night, when it was time for bed, I took off my dress and folded it nicely. Now, as I entered 
adulthood, I would always have a piece of her with me. Not only would she guide me through the 
tough reality of being a woman, but she would teach me how to love myself, embrace my beauty, and 
know my worth. I now have a new understanding from these fond memories of my mother. The fact 
that I remember each of these stories and moments in our lives with such vivid detail has a larger 
symbolic significance. I remember these details because my mother is so important to me. Our 
relationship has impacted me in so many ways throughout my life and these are now memories I will 
never forget. I will cherish the bond that my mother and I share while reliving the memories whenever 
I can. I hope to always look up to my mom as a figure of guidance when it comes to not only being a 
woman but being a mother and an individual. Making my mother proud is my largest emotional goal in 
life and I have and will continue to strive toward being like her. When I look back at these memories, I 
will remember each one slightly differently, but the impact she has made on my heart and in my life 
will always remain the same. 
  
 
 
 

Experiences in My Life 

Jacob Brodkin 
  
When I was in elementary school, I believed that self-improvements happen in an uncomplicated and direct process. I 
thought that committing to change is the hardest part, but the evolutionary process should come easily. However, I now 
realize this is not the case. My experiences changed my way of thinking; they helped me realize that progress is neither 
easy nor linear. Instead, it is a series of successes and failures that eventually lead to positive change. 
  
I nervously walked into a bustling room full of students eagerly meeting their classmates on the first day of fifth grade. I 
sat down in a seat, marked by a card with my name. Pungent odors from whiteboard markers filled the air. My 
classmates’ voices flew around my head, echoing conversations that I wish I was a part of. The air became cold as my 
anxiety grew. 
  
"Hi, my name is Anthony. What’s yours?" said a brown-haired boy sitting across from me. 
"I … I," I faltered momentarily as I felt redness creep up into my face.  
While it may not seem remarkable, this was a major moment to me, as that day, I had one goal: make new friends. 
  
During elementary school, I dealt with childhood apraxia of speech (AOS), a significant speech disorder. There were 
certain words that I stumbled over, which embarrassed me, and as a result, I rarely talked to others. My articulation 
improved over time, but I still struggled to communicate. Throughout elementary school, I shied away from my peers, yet 
I strongly desired friends with whom I could feel comfortable. I was determined to walk into middle school and make a 
friend on my first day. 
  
"My name is Jacob," I responded. "Are you new here?" 
"Yeah, I just started today," replied Anthony. “So what's your favorite subject in school?" 
"I like science. I love learning about how things work and discovering new things." 
“That's great, I love math.” 
“Me too. What else do you like?” 



  
The conversation continued as we talked about school and TV shows that we liked, until Anthony asked, “What are you 
doing at lunch?  Because you can sit with me if you want.” This event may have felt insignificant to some, but I was proud 
of myself for talking to new people. I had fought back social anxiety to make a new friend. At the end of the day, I left 
happy because I believed my introversion was a thing of the past. 
I remember talking to my parents that night and comparing the experience to a game I occasionally played, Dungeons and 
Dragons. In DnD,  each character steadily progresses and is strengthened throughout the game as they level up and get 
better equipment. It is a linear progression from levels 1 to 20; the characters never become weaker or revert to their 
previous versions. I started to view my own life in this way, believing that I had just progressed to level two. Like a DnD 
character, I would never again return to level one, the old introverted version of myself. 
  
I returned the following day and quickly realized that I wasn’t as socially adept as I had thought. I walked into the same 
class, and immediately saw Anthony again. The drab colors and the buzz of conversations flitted around me as I wondered 
what was going to happen. I thought that it would be easier to be social today, but inside I didn’t feel any better. 
  
"So… what's your favorite movie?" asked Anthony. 
"I …" 
  
  
I felt my face becoming red, experiencing the same social anxiety that I suppressed yesterday. However, on this day, 
without reason it seemed to engulf me and I couldn't control it. I walked out, bowing my head in shame. In DnD terms, I 
had reverted to level one. 
  
As I grew older, I began to understand that reaching my goals would not come easily. Instead of consistently upgrading 
straight from level one to twenty, I may move a level forward one day and backward another. 
  
On the other hand, I do acknowledge some may believe progress does occur linearly through life. I can understand this 
viewpoint as it is easy to compare where one is presently to where one was at some point previously. For example, my 
college self is drastically different from my fifth-grade self. During my middle and high school years, I aspired to be more 
assertive: I practiced conversing and socializing as much as possible by joining clubs, attending overnight camps, and 
engaging with new people. I became a leader of the robotics team at my school, and I participated in a percussion 
ensemble. In unstructured environments, I went out of my comfort zone by asking my classmates if they wanted to hang 
out. By the end of high school, I expressed my thoughts more freely and felt a part of my community. It is easy to see large 
changes in one’s mental health and believe in linear progress because people may change drastically in their lifetime. If 
one compared my fifth grade self to my college self they would see a new person. However, I would still argue against 
linear progression. 
  
By emphasizing the changes from fifth grade to college, one ignores the setbacks along the way. Throughout my journey, I 
went back and forth from being active in my community to being a loner. One particularly low moment for me was during 
my junior year of high school, while covid was still a main threat and everyone was stuck in quarantine. 
  
I remember 2020 as the year of sitting alone in a room full of familiar objects that felt drab and unchanging. As I surveyed 
my dark room while half-listening to my teacher on Zoom, the walls seemed to close in on me. The air felt stagnant, and 
food tasted stale. The internal feeling of constant loneliness kept me from reaching out to friends. I shut myself out from 
the world and barely communicated with anyone besides my family. This was partly due to the isolating nature of 
quarantine, but I also mark this as a personal setback. Throughout the year, I had the option to reach out to people online 
but did not have the courage. However, after this year, I worked up the confidence to talk to people again, and my social 
life reached even greater heights. This setback was one of many in my progress to become more socially active and is an 
example of how my progress was not always straightforward. 
  
Positive change will happen for those who commit themselves. However, as this progress occurs, failures and mistakes 
will happen. Progress is a series of positive and negative changes in one's life. DnD is not an apt analogy for personal 
growth because improvement is not always linear. In fact, faltering in one's journey may be essential to permanent 
growth. 
 
 
 
 



Rakuten Commercial Analysis 

Angie Scanlan 
  

            With each passing year, technology becomes more and more integrated into daily life, and 
online versions of traditional services become more prominent. Rakuten is a company whose business 
model exemplifies just this. Financial planning has typically been done by banks, advisors, and other 
more traditional brick and mortar establishments. Rakuten is breaking into a different type of 
budgeting, by focusing on getting cash back and saving by using an online application. Their commercial 
for the 2023 Super Bowl is made to encourage people to utilize their app, and implicitly inviting them to 
test out a different way to save money efficiently in the modern age. 
  
            The timeline of the commercial, which was released in February 2023, is especially important 
to the way they present and market their product. Beginning in 2020, the COVID-19 virus struck the 
world and changed everything, from the way people work, spend leisure time, and most relevant in 
this case: shop. With lockdowns closing malls and stores, many people turned to online shopping to 
fulfill their needs, and even since stores have opened back up, online shopping has seemed to stick, 
and become a common practice. Building off of this, people have turned to the internet for all kinds of 
goods and services, not only shopping, in lieu of conventional corporations. Rakuten is definitely 
capitalizing off both of these facts, and making saving on online shopping a pivotal component of their 
brand. 
  
            The primary audience of this ad is working class millennial women, and one could argue this 
for a multitude of reasons, but most impactfully, the theme. Fundamentally, the app is a tool to save 
money, making the initial audience those who want or need to save money. Additionally, accessibility 
and ease is something emphasized in the ad time and time again, which is something very important 
to an everyday consumer, especially those who are running short on time. The working class is a 
group who are often both short on time and looking for ways to save money, making them a key 
target for Rakuten. 
  
In respect to the theme, this commercial stars Alicia Silverstone, who plays Cher in the beloved 
movie Clueless, which came out in 1995. Clueless is a movie marketed towards teenage girls and young 
women, which was the age range of most millennials in 1995, which gives Clueless a nostalgic tone in 
the present day, as a movie they enjoyed in their youth. Additionally, although Clueless came out in 
1995, its popularity has stayed pretty consistent, and even expanded in recent years. The 2020’s have 
brought about a resurgence of trends from the 90’s most prominently through clothes, music, and 
movies. By using a 90’s reference, Rakuten is not only connecting with the audience that remembers 
the movie from when it was released, but also those who have seen it recently. 
  
It is also important to note Rakuten is fully online, so their consumers would need to know how to 
competently use technology in an everyday setting, which cannot be said for some older generations, 
but can certainly be said for the average millennial. Additionally, the ad emphasized online shopping, 
which older generations tend to shy away from, opting for in-person shops. So the consumer Rakuten 
is looking for would not only have to know how to use technology, but also want to use it in everyday 
settings. 
  
Women are clearly targeted throughout the whole ad, from the Clueless reference, to the fashion 
choices, to Cher’s recommendation for using Rakuten for online shopping, specifically for clothes and 
makeup. Based on gender stereotypes, interests in fashion, makeup, and skincare are traditionally 
held by women. Additionally, shopping is considered a feminine act, especially shopping for clothes 
and makeup, so when all of these are observed together, it is clear who the target audience is. 
  
The ad opens with a view from the back of a classroom, looking onto rows of desks filled with 
students. Soon after, someone is seen walking to the front, their face not in frame, but wearing a 
bright yellow plaid skirt suit. It is then revealed to the audience that it is Alicia Silverstone, and it 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_yGq_4xCKQ&ab_channel=Rakuten
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_yGq_4xCKQ&ab_channel=Rakuten


becomes clear she is playing her character Cher from the movie Clueless. This reveal, as shown below, 
is a pivotal moment in the ad, and draws viewers in to pay closer attention. 
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As she makes her way to the podium in the front of the room and begins to speak, we can see that 
the commercial is a recreation of an iconic scene from the movie Clueless, in which Cher debates her 
classmate Amber for a school project. Rakuten chose to utilize this scene as an appeal to the 
audiences’ ethos, by using a famous actress in her most well-known role, in order to improve initial 
perceptions of their brand. The recreated scene is intended to give the audience a sense of nostalgia 
and familiarity, in order for Rakuten to introduce their product with more success. They are attempting 
to create a subliminal association in the viewer which links something they already know and love with 
the brand presented, the goal being that without consciously knowing, the audience will transfer their 
positive feelings about Cher, or Clueless onto Rakuten. This goes hand in hand with the halo effect, 
which the commercial is aiming to exploit. The halo effect is a cognitive bias concerning ethos, and 
occurs when you find someone attractive, or knowledgeable in a certain area, and assume that 
translates to other positive traits. In the instance of this commercial, if the viewer thought Alicia 
Silverstone to be attractive, or admired her acting prowess in Clueless, they might trust her opinion on 
Rakuten without much thought, simply because they like her. 
  
            Another use of ethos was the appearance of Christian Siriano, a notable American designer, 
among the audience of students. He is seen near the end of the video, when Cher is receiving 
applause for her speech. This guest appearance is on theme, as fashion is a large part of this 
commercial and its appeal to the female audience. Additionally, in this scene he is seen holding up a 
heart in his hands, symbolizing his love for Cher and her presentation, which is Rakuten using 
affective conditioning on the audience; the viewers sees Christian loving Cher’s pitch for Rakuten, so 
they do as well. 
  
Another appeal used extensively in the commercial was pathos, which took the form of humor most 
noticeably. In the classroom at the beginning of the ad, Cher hits a girl in the face with a bag and 
makes quips at Amber at the stand, and later in the ad, she crashes her car. These are all humorous 
scenes, and are continuous with Cher’s character from the movie, which elicits further emotion from 
the audience. Research has shown that ads that utilize humor can be more successful in persuading 
the audience and leaving them with a positive impression, if the amount of humor is appropriate, and 
fits both the product and the audience (Eisend). Rakuten has certainly taken this into account, and 
ensured the humor was not overdone, and mostly about Cher, in order to keep consistent with their 
theme and keep the audience engaged. Additionally, the commercial is constantly drawing parallels 
from the movie, and recreating scenes in order to connect with the audience, and make them think of 
the movie itself, thus invoking nostalgia. Humor and nostalgia are both considered to be generally 
pleasant emotions, and these appeals to pathos are intended to make the ad just that more enjoyable 
to watch, and create a stronger positive association with the audience in favor of the brand. 
  
This commercial uses logos appeals throughout the ad, and presents logical reasoning as to why you 
should use their product. Cher gives facts about the main aspect of their app, the cash back feature, 
and lists many practical places where you could use it, both online and in-person. The most impactful 
appeal to logos is in Cher’s conclusion, where she boldly states “You’d have to be butt-crazy to shop 
without Rakuten” (Rakuten). Her entire argument is that if Rakuten saves you money when you shop, 
and you have to shop anyways, why would you shop without it. It’s kind of a “nothing to lose” 
situation. And the audience is not just told this, but shown in action by Cher throughout the 
commercial. She uses their product in everyday situations, showing the ease and many applications of 
the product. This argument is rational and intuitive, and appeals to the audience because of this, 
making them feel like they have been missing out on a smart and easy way to save, and influencing 
them to start now 
. 



The audio and visual effects to this commercial make it more interesting to watch, as well as influence 
the audience members, usually without their knowledge. Starting from the beginning of the ad in the 
classroom, the seats are filled with a variety of people, which makes the audience feel represented, 
like they could see themselves sitting in that room. The students are also in colorful and 90’s 
reminiscent clothing in order to stay consistent with the theme, as seen below. 
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            This is yet another way Rakuten is trying to connect with the audience, by using the 
popularity of 90’s style clothing to create more interest. They are also looking forward, appearing 
attentive to Cher. Additionally, written on the chalkboard is “Today’s Lesson: Economics”, which is 
another small detail that in combination with others, makes the ad more cohesive. A moment from the 
ad which is impactful both in both audio and visual senses is when Cher says “When I heard I could 
save by getting cash back with Rakuten” (Rakuten). Before she says this, the class is muttering to 
themselves and looking away, but after she speaks, the background noise ceases and they all stare at 
her, almost as if their ears perked up at the mention of Rakuten, which is the desired effect. The 
reaction of the classroom is supposed to emulate that of the audience; Rakuten wants the audience to 
listen closely when they hear they can save money. 
  
Music is used throughout the entire commercial, and paints Cher out to be a hero, or a messenger of 
good news, while being fun and playful. The music during the shopping scenes is upbeat, and 
reminiscent of a coming of age movie’s montage music, which makes the audience feel more present, 
as though they too are having fun. The music played during the debate scenes, especially the ending 
one, has a triumphant tone, showing Cher’s dominance in the argument. After Cher’s conclusion, the 
students laugh and clap, even giving her a standing ovation, which makes the audience feel as if that 
should be their reaction as well. In the ending seconds of the commercial, the Rakuten logo appears 
across the screen, with their app icon and a slogan below reading “Totally Download the App”. This 
successfully wraps up the advertisement by both restating their company name and reminding the 
audience to download their app, while tying in the theme with a piece of Cher’s lingo. 
  
It is clear that extensive thought has been put into Rakuten’s 2023 Super Bowl commercial, most 
notably through their commitment to the theme in order to resonate with their target audience. Cher 
is not only what pulled the viewers in, but also how Rakuten chose to make appeals to logos, ethos, 
and pathos in order to promote their product through not only words, but actions. The ad showed how 
their product works and why you need it in your everyday life, creating a comprehensive and logical 
argument as to why the consumer would want to use it, and in combination with the skillfully placed 
audio and visual effects, worked to condition the audience to favor their product. 
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Tearing Up the Turf Rug 

Sophia Wood 
  
“Mhm…” I mumble distractedly to my sister across the dining room table. The time seems to flash in 
the corner of my phone screen with urgency, warning me that I have half an hour until I head to 
soccer practice. Any other day, my sister and I would fill that time with animated conversations laid 
out over the fruit basket between us. 
  
Today, though, is not any other day. Today, I swallowed a wave of nausea in English class after 
discovering the detailed dieting plan my conditioning coach had emailed to me. Today, my eyes 
remain glued to the swimming text of the .pdf signed: “COUNT CALORIES IF NEEDED.” Today, my 
skimpy tacos feel like sandpaper going down my swelling throat. 
  
I catch the tail end of my sister’s rant, but as my stomach starts to beat in my chest, I can only 
manage to acknowledge her with a tight smile. 
  
Haven’t I done enough? Gripping the cloth placemat beneath my stained white plate, I force the last of my 
tortilla into my mouth and brave a peek at my calorie-tracking app. It’s empty. I haven’t been 
tracking as dutifully as I used to, but isn’t it enough? 
  
By now, my half hour of free time has slowly melted into fifteen minutes, and the setting sun seems to 
beam through our bay window a little harsher. The sweat collecting under my uniform makes it feel 
like there’s a furnace sweltering underneath my skin. Fifteen minutes. I try to quell the unease bubbling 
out of my shaking hands, but it’s no use. With a quick, “Sorry, bub, I need to pee,” tossed over my 
shoulder, I stumble to the bathroom in my slippery soccer socks.  
  
 I barely manage to lock the door before I’m kneeling on the rug in front of the toilet. 
  
And for most footballers, it is not unusual to spend a portion of your career kneeling. Whether you 
mourn a loss on a World Cup field, curl up from a swift ball to the stomach in a U12 tournament, or 
pray before a college championship game, you are familiar with unrolling your socks up to your thighs 
and accepting a second home buried in the grass. 
  
For other footballers like me, though, that home translates to the world outside the pitch as well. In 
that world, our knobby knees are not protected by unrolled socks, nor are we saved by referees 
whistling for a foul. In that world, we are vulnerable to soccer itself.  
  
The demands to watch what is eaten, the nasty comments about the tightest uniform in the lineup, 
the bitter insults from rivals as they run past -- the list goes on and on.  It is the nature of the sport to 
tear your body image up like the grass on a busy field, and in an environment like that, some of us 
are left to clean up the damage.  
  
Growing up, there were at least four people on my team, including myself, who nursed disordered 
eating. A study of nearly fifty female soccer players from Spain showed that for every ten players, at 
least two were at risk of developing an eating disorder (Godoy-Izquierdo and Díaz). That means that 
on an average high school soccer team, five out of the twenty-five players on the roster are 
predisposed to disordered eating. Horrifyingly, this patterned phenomenon is often subconsciously 
praised by adults in the sport, effectively sweeping this aspect of soccer under the metaphorical turf 
rug.  
  
Sometimes, though? One brave athlete just rips that turf rug right out of the ground. 
Molly Bartrip, a defender for Tottenham’s WSL team, came out with her eating disorder at the 
beginning of 2022. Her story begins at thirteen years old when she had been, incredibly, scouted to 
play with the England under-15 squad (Bartrip). During the light training session before the match, 



however, she injured her hamstring. Devastatingly, the game started and ended with her confined to 
the stands, only rows away from her dream as it passed her by. 
  
When she returned home, Molly was, justifiably, seething. In her own words, “I remember thinking 
that this was my only chance to ever play international football. And I have just blown it by getting a 
silly little injury…” (Bartrip). 
  
With her frustrations bubbling over, Molly stopped eating in an effort to regain some control, as well 
as to punish herself. She hatched well-devised plans to toss her lunch into the trash when her friends 
weren’t looking. After establishing an extensive routine to avoid two full meals a day, Molly’s friends 
eventually caught her in the act and told her teacher. When her mother caught wind of it, Molly was 
dragged to see a doctor.  
The appointment resulted in an anorexia nervosa diagnosis.  
  
Living with anorexia, Molly’s liver function decreased to a concerning level over time. That, coupled 
with her yellowing skin and extremely late period, forced her into hospitalization with an administered 
feeding tube (Bartrip). 
  
Despite being in recovery, Molly’s anorexia benched her from her position on the professional Arsenal 
team at eighteen years old. Although disappointed, she said, “I actually don’t think I would have been 
physically able to do a two-minute run, if I’m honest” (Bartrip). Molly’s body, at this point, was 
exhausted. It was physically impossible for her to continue with her career because she had absolutely 
nothing left to give.  
  
The majority of us grow up doing the same, constantly pushing our bodies to the breaking point. At a 
young age, we are taught that our health belongs to our athletic accomplishments. Whatever it takes 
to get there, we do it. Whatever injury the team needs us to push through, ranging from eating 
disorders to ankle sprains to concussions, we push through it. 
  
Given this expectation, it is no surprise that one-third of soccer injuries are due to overuse or 
overexertion (Owoeye et al.). There is no such thing as a limit in the sport. They simply say, “Mind 
over matter.”  
  
During my first year of high school, they told me, “If you’re still running, you’re fine.” Months later, in 
March, I was walking from my Biology class to my yoga class. It was a long path, which was usually 
not a problem, but on this particular day, the bell had already rung and I had to hurry to class.  
  
At this point in time, high school season had just ended and I had only been playing club for a month. 
To my dismay, though, I already had tendonitis in both my ankles and IT band tendonitis in one of my 
knees. The latter made my hip feel like a fully taut rubberband when I walked, bitterly burning a hole 
through my skin every time I stepped forward.  
  
To appease that pain, I had to limp the path to my class that day. The frenzied pace of my gait made 
it look more like a hobble, and despite my apparent struggle, a security guard yelled, “Move it, get to 
class!” The wind was picking up and my hip ached, but I managed a mumbled apology and tried to 
limp quicker. My labored breath dulled the roar of the late students rushing around me, and all I could 
focus on was the grinding of my teeth through my clenched jaw. 
  
When I reached the cafeteria, my knee suddenly spasmed and I was forced to lean entirely on the 
brick wall with a barely bitten-back cry. The bandages running up my leg and onto my lower back 
were rubbing my skin raw as I forced myself to push into the gym hall. Counting my staccato hops to 
distract myself from the pain, I reached twenty before stumbling into the locker room at last. 
  
Hearing the cacophony of laughter and loud voices of my classmates, I blinked back the wetness in 
my eyes as I turned the corner to my personal locker. Unfortunately, before I could get there at all, 
my leg folded and I fell, letting out a sharp curse word on my way down.  
  
A few minutes later, I changed out for yoga like nothing even happened. 



For soccer players, this is a normal occurrence. Injuries are viewed as small obstacles to overcome, 
rather than potentially damaging events, because being injured is not the worst possible outcome. It’s 
failing or giving up. If the team is running, and your hamstring is cramping, you finish the run. If there 
are five minutes left in the game and you feel your vision swim, you finish the game. The one 
unspoken rule about playing soccer is that you don’t accept failure or give up. 
  
No matter the circumstances. 
  
At twenty years old, Hannah’s circumstances are a total of three knee surgeries, two of which were 
complete ACL and meniscus reconstructions. Those operations require nearly a year of extensive 
physical therapy, so, given Hannah was still in high school, she struggled to manage her recovery and 
school work. Despite that horrid luck, though, she still plays soccer as a junior at Benedictine 
University. 
  
When I ask about her relationship with the sport, I expect a love confession, given she refuses to give 
up after three surgeries. Instead, she says, “I still like it because I’m good at it. It’s not like I don’t 
enjoy it, because I do, but I think because I’m good at it I want to stay playing.” 
  
She explains to me that when she was five years old, her parents put her in a few sports, but soccer 
was really the only one she liked. Gymnastics, dance, and basketball all paled in comparison, and 
karate, hilariously, made her feet dirty and sticky.  
As she tells me this, her face lights up in the eerie glow of the television and the two Christmas trees 
on either side of it. Her living room remains dark otherwise, and I try not to focus on the haunting 
pitch-black backyard at the back of the house. Because her most recent surgery was done a few days 
ago, Hannah is on bed (couch) rest until further notice, subject to the World Cup matches cycling 
through the channels.  
  
Her knee remains elevated on a ruffled grey pillow, and as I ask her to recall her worst season thus 
far, the ice pack on top jiggles with the nervous bouncing of her good leg.  
Five years ago, during her sophomore year, Hannah had just returned to high school soccer season 
after her first ACL and meniscus tear. Unfortunately, her fear of reinjury only translated into her 
playing, which made her lack confidence on the field. The varsity coach noticed and had her sit the 
bench for the majority of that season. 
  
As she tells me this story, her hand nervously picks at the phone lying on her chest, set there for easy 
access in case her alarm for medication goes off. Hannah is apparently horrible at remembering to 
take her pain pills even though the two little orange bottles lie on the table beside her. 
  
The last game of her sophomore season was during playoffs, in which a win would have sent Hannah’s 
team into the semifinals. The game was at a draw with nearly fifteen minutes left, and her coach was 
preparing the lineup for a penalty shootout.  
With a sharp whistle from the referee, however, plans changed. The starting fullback had to be carried 
off the field by the trainer, and just like that, the coach was yelling a quick, “Hannah, you’re on! 
Fullback, go!” 
  
Petrified, she took her position on the pitch, and the game resumed.  
  
A midfielder began dribbling at Hannah after what could have been minutes or seconds later, and, 
much to the crowd’s uproar, beat Hannah on the 1 v 1. With a few more moves tossed here and there, 
the attacker shot into the upper corner of the net. To Hannah’s dismay, her keeper watched it go in.  
  
The game ended, as did the season. 
  
The guilt, according to Hannah, lives with her to this day. Her face looks pained as she confides, “After 
that, when I saw the seniors from that season in the halls, they would ignore me or make faces. And I 
know it wasn’t completely my own fault, but it felt like it.” 
  
I swallow the twinge of sympathy stuck in my throat, quickly prompting her into her next answer 
before she can dwell on it too long. As the interview continues, I can clearly imagine sophomore 



Hannah stumbling on her crutches to shoulder the metaphorical weight of the team, much to my 
distress.  
  
I am familiar with the pressures of teammates, as most other footballers are. On the pitch, there are 
ten other players who rely on you to perform. Couple that with playing defense, which Hannah and I 
both played, and there is no room for mistakes. You make a mistake and you are left to drown in the 
glares and guilt swarming your welling tears. It often feels unfair because when a forward stumbles, 
the defense covers. When the defense stumbles, the scoreboard covers.  
  
If you are coming back from an injury, however, it is nearly impossible to play a perfect game. The 
first time back on the pitch is like trying to walk again, and with fear shrouding your instincts, you 
constantly have to relearn all of your habits. Some athletes who have undergone ACL reconstruction 
surgery suffer from PTSD, like Hannah, which makes reentering the sport overwhelmingly stressful; 
another 42% of ACL patients suffer from depressive disorders (Grilliot and Ochieng).  
  
This is no secret to players who grow up in the sport, either. Most people know at least one person 
who has torn their ACL, and at least one more person who has experienced depression after an injury, 
granted they are not the same person.  
  
Injuries are known to leave players vulnerable to depression, no matter the environment. On the 
international stage, two-time Olympic gold medalist Briana Scurry played keeper for the US Women’s 
team from 1994 to 2008 (Hojnacki). Her performances and achievements in the Olympics and World 
Cup tournaments made her one of the best goalkeepers in USWNT history.  
  
Tragically, in 2010, Briana took a knee to the temple in a Women’s Professional League game, 
effectively ending her soccer career. The blow gave Briana a “traumatic brain injury, which resulted in 
constant, excruciating headaches, blurred vision, cognitive problems and depression” (Gross). 
  
In life after her injury, Briana struggled with medical insurance to the point where she was eventually 
forced to sell her gold medals for money. With her physical and financial struggles, she was rightfully 
angry and anguished.  
  
One day amidst her distress, Briana found herself in Little Falls, New Jersey, standing near a small 
railing on the ledge. It had rained recently, and with a quick note that the water level was higher than 
usual, she thought about jumping. Considering she couldn’t swim, Briana knew that should she jump, 
she would not make it out alive. The rushing water below continued to spray mist as it hit the rocks, 
unaware of the heavy deliberation taking place above it.  
  
Thankfully, Briana couldn’t bring herself to do it. In her own words, “...what stopped me was the 
image of my mom and… some law enforcement official knocking on her door and notifying her that her 
baby was gone. I couldn't do that to her” (Gross). With that, Briana walked off that ledge, vowing that 
she would not commit suicide while her mother was still alive.  
  
Briana persevered to be here today, and in 2017, she became the first Black woman inducted into the 
National Soccer Hall of Fame. Unfortunately, though, her playing status remains the same (Hojnacki).  
  
And a lot of players often journey in and out of soccer, like Briana. Growing up, there is always at 
least one footballer you know who follows the same story: a sudden, unlucky injury that signifies the 
end of a career. It is devastating to see those same players show up to games, each time looking a 
little more morose, until eventually, they stop showing up at all. 
  
A lot of people, though, experience a different story, in which a few injuries tug them in and out of the 
sport like a ragdoll. Even then, there are times when the culmination of injuries begins to set in. 
Teammates will start to run differently, then slower, then not at all. At that point, the “mind over 
matter” mantra stops working. There are just some things that make the sport mentally, physically, 
and emotionally impossible. 
  
For nineteen-year-old Kayla, the toxicity of her team made it impossible for her to return to the sport. 
As her close-knit teammates fragmented into cliques, she found her friends had become people she 



tolerated. This, coupled with the increasing competitiveness of the sport, soured her high school 
soccer career with misery. Kayla’s expression tightens as she tells me that the toxicity peaked during 
her sophomore year of high school, effectively pushing her to stop playing soccer.  
  
Although she loved the sport growing up, and played it for twelve years, Kayla claimed the decision to 
quit was an easy one. Growing up, soccer was a way for her to bond with her dad, sister, and cousin, 
but given the current competitive nature of the sport, her family’s support in the stands no longer 
overpowered the toxicity. 
  
When we had first walked through the sun-cracked parking lot, we decided to set up camp at a 
peeling, teal picnic table in front of Bahama Bucks. As the sun began to set, though, I squinted my 
eyes with regret. I tried to shield my face with my hands so I could give Kayla my undivided attention, 
especially to watch her body language as she answered my questions.  
  
Kayla has never been the type of person to gesture wildly and speak loudly, unlike me, so I had to 
really pay attention. Every small nod, wave, and shrug has an unsaid purpose written all over it, and 
rarely ever lacks composure. Unsurprisingly, she wants to become a labor and delivery nurse in the 
near future and is attending Chandler-Gilbert Community College for nursing. 
  
For now, though, Kayla and I work at a small creative studio next to the Bahama Bucks we were 
interviewing at. We have both worked there since they opened in 2020, and in a devious pact, agreed 
that we will quit when we hit our three years. As the questions continued, we kept a constant eye on 
the clock because our shifts started in half an hour. 
  
As she begins to tell me about her struggles with the sport, however, Kayla’s eyes for once stay on 
mine. Growing up, her parents did not have a lot of money, which made the two thousand plus dollars 
in club charges unfeasible. Consequently, she stuck to recreational soccer, and when she was old 
enough, high school soccer.  
  
Unfortunately, though, after a certain age, it seems like everyone is in a club. This, for Kayla, was her 
freshman year. Everyone, including her junior varsity teammates and the varsity players, belonged to 
a club team.  
  
During my high school ball tryouts, kids would weave in and out of the swarms of players to find the 
pile of bags with their club crest on them. When they found it, they sat, chatted, and befriended those 
around them. Soon enough, every club would be subconsciously separated for the entirety of the 
tryout, leaving players without a club, like Kayla, alone. 
  
On one specific day of her sophomore year tryout, the varsity coach pulled her aside. During this 
particular year, the coach was new, so no one knew what to expect. Based on first impressions alone, 
however, a lot of girls already took a dislike to him. His most noticeable feature was his short height. 
As he settled by Kayla on the sideline of the field, he was forced to push the bill of his club’s hat up so 
he could stare up at her.  
Over the sweltering cheers on the field, tossed around in “good work” and “nice touch”, as well as the 
demands that the “energy needs to be up, ladies”, he asked Kayla a heart-stopping question:  
“Do you play club?” And with that question, the yelling girls littered around the field were drowned out 
in all their numbered, white shirt glory. 
Already feeling apprehensive, Kayla told him the truth: “No.” 
  
That one word was all it took. The coach quickly finished up the conversation and walked back towards 
the field, eyes set on other players with his back turned to Kayla. She tells me he never looked at her 
again during that tryout. 
  
Although she was comfortable on JV that year, the interaction never left her mind. The entire season 
was full of doubt and remembrance, which, according to her, made her lose confidence in her playing. 
She told me, “I felt I could never be as good as the teammates who were on club teams… I felt very 
inferior to them.” 
  



At this point, Kayla shrugs on the denim jacket she brought with her, almost using it to close in on 
herself. I zip up my own jacket as she tugs hers tighter around her, and with a quick glance at my 
phone screen clock, decidedly change the subject. The rest of the interview goes smoothly, given that 
Kayla no longer looks uncomfortable with the questions. We laugh and joke around, taking time 
between each question to point out the weirdest pigeons on the patio.  
  
Eventually, I thank her for doing this for me, and with that, we walk the five steps to our place of 
employment. It’s literally right next to the Bahama Bucks, but unlike the colorful umbrellas and signs 
of the shaved ice shop, our work is a plain, ugly tan color. The sign isn’t even remotely interesting, 
but when we step inside, the garland and trees littering the studio paint a polar opposite picture. 
  
Later on in the night, when our shift ends and we close up shop, I look at Kayla in our routine march 
to the company trash can and feel a piece of the puzzle shift into focus.  
Nearly everyone knows someone who has played soccer. Whether it is a classmate, a coworker, or a 
friend of a friend, there seems to be at least one person in your life at all times who was a footballer. 
And every single one of those people has at least one handprint of the sport’s brand. Some have it 
nestled in the nape of their neck, from a tumultuous history of concussions; some, like Hannah, have 
them littered across her scarred and raised knees; others, like me, have them on their throats from 
when the pasta during team parties burned; and others, like Kayla, have them on their confidence. 
  
A soccer player is not always someone who juggles a hacky sack or water bottle at their feet when 
given the chance. A soccer player can be the classmate who limps when they walk around at school, 
especially as the halls flood with seas of students. A soccer player can be the relative who refuses to 
eat at family parties, even when their mother and aunts insist they do. A soccer player can be 
someone who hunches in on themselves at work, even when they know they are right. A soccer player 
can be anyone, and somehow, everyone at the same exact time. 
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Video Games: Leveling-Up the Social Narrative 

Shannon Langefels 
  
Welcome to the Pokemon Wi-Fi Club! Would you like to use Nintendo Wi-Fi Connection? the small pixelated lady asks 
from the screen of my silver Nintendo DS Lite. I click on >Go to Wi-Fi Club and save my game when 
prompted. Humming along to the funky jingle coming out of the speakers of my handheld, I wait for 
the game to connect to the Wi-Fi. “Nice, full bars!” my brother whisper-shouts, smiling down at the 
cobalt blue DS Lite he holds in his hands. We are next to each other, crouched down close to the 
concrete and trying to hide from the summer sun by blending into the corner where the white 
oleander bushes meet with the neighbor’s gum-covered brick wall. Despite our best efforts to take 
advantage of what minimal shade exists, we still must squint to make out the images on our DS 
screens. “Is this really okay, Connor? We’re not gonna get in trouble for doing this, right?” I glance 
around, feeling a bit guilty and a touch paranoid. Is it bad for two elementary school kids to loiter next to the 
mailbox unsupervised? “It’s fine, how would they even know we’re using it? We can’t connect at home 
anyways so let’s just trade and then go back inside.” A pause. “Are you in the Wi-Fi Club room 
yet?” Oh well, I conceded, deciding it was more fun to trade Pokemon than to linger on the ethics of 
leeching off the neighbor’s Wi-Fi any longer. It’s too hot out for that anyway. “Yup! Can 
you pleaseee trade me a Ditto this time, though?” Some may say the puppy dog eyes are unfair, but it’s 
my right as the younger sister to use them to my advantage. “Fineee, but only if you give me a 
Braviary! I need it for the ‘dex.” my brother points at me dramatically. The deal is made and it’s not 
long after that our chosen pocket monsters are flashing across the console screens. Sending Braviary to 
Connor. Good-bye, Braviary! On my device, a virtual red and white ball bounces into view, out of which 
pops a little creature that looks like a pile of purple pizza dough with two dots for eyes and a goofy 
smile. Connor sent over Ditto. Take good care of Ditto! 
  
For as long as I can remember, I have been enamored with video games. Because I have the memory 
of a goldfish, it’s hard to pinpoint when exactly my interest in them began. It might have been when 
my dad came back home one summer day in elementary school with a Nintendo Wii in one hand and 
Mario Kart in the other. Actually, it started even earlier than that, circa the Christmas of 2008 or 2009 
when “Santa” gifted me a Nintendo DS Lite and a copy of Pokemon Platinum. It’s funny to think how 
differently my life might have turned out if my parents only knew how much of an impact those two 
presents would have. Video games have stimulated my brain creatively and analytically, and brought 
me so much comfort and joy. They provide the most unique way of storytelling that I have ever seen, 
so much so that it has made me interested in worldbuilding and investigating symbolism in creative 
works. This hobby has taught me how to plan ahead; trust my instincts and reflexes; quickly 
comprehend visual situations and challenges; think critically and solve problems; and a cliche but not 
unimportant lesson: the value of friendship. Video games have given me quiet, restorative moments 
to myself, and exciting, boisterous memories with friends and family. It is because of video games 
that I decided to major in digital culture, and study the intersection of art and technology. That is to 
say, video games have been in my life for a long time, and it is truly indescribable how much they 
mean to me.  
  
Unfortunately, not everyone would agree with me when I say that video games are beautiful forms of 
media and largely beneficial to the health and happiness of people who play them. A significant 
number of Americans have been influenced to regard video games negatively because the hobby has 
been heavily stigmatized in American society. Characterized in an extremely oxymoronic fashion, 
video games are generally either seen as too childish or overly violent; neither of which makes them 
acceptable according to adult society. It’s easy for any person who doesn’t play video games to fall for 
this mindset, but older folk especially tend to view video games as things that are either made for 
children, or instigate lazy, apathetic, hateful, and violent behavior. This is mainly because video 
games are often misrepresented in mainstream media. 
  
For context, it’s important to remember that video games are a relatively new medium, which may be 
why they are misunderstood by many older people. Video games have only been around for a half 



century or so, with the first widely successful arcade game, Pong, being released in 1972 by the 
American company Atari (Nyitray). Add on the fact that video game technology and the way players 
interact with it has rapidly evolved in the few decades since the industry’s inception, and it becomes 
understandable why society struggles to settle on a unanimous characterization of video games. 
People who do not have personal experience with video games, many of whom belong to the older 
generation, tend to judge the hobby off of how it is portrayed in media like the news, which often 
depicts video games in a biased, negative light. This leads to popular beliefs about video games that 
aren’t always accurate, such as how video games have been socially, not statistically, connected to 
violent mass shootings. Though people may believe that video games instigate violence crime, there is 
no significant evidence to back this claim up, making the connection a myth. Published in February 
2019, a study conducted by University of Oxford researchers concluded that “playing violent video 
games does not have a measurable effect on aggressive behavior in real-life” (Warnick). Due to 
society making unfortunate correlations, such as the myth that video games cause violence, video 
games get branded in a misleading way by people who don’t know better.  
  
That being said, the video game industry isn’t perfect, but its harsh misrepresentation overshadows 
many of the wonderful and real benefits that video games provide. Being a fan of video games can 
help a person socially, physically, mentally, and emotionally. There exists the misconception that 
gaming makes people antisocial, but playing video games together is a great way for people to 
connect and spend time with each other. For instance, due to growing up in Arizona in the early 
2000s, I spent plenty of summer days playing Mario Kart, Wii Sports, and Super Smash Bros. Brawl 
on the Wii with my older brothers and our family friends when it was too hot to do anything outside 
without risk of getting heat stroke or sun cancer. Those memories of playing together are some of the 
happiest of my childhood. This experience isn’t exclusive to my generation, either; as my dad’s own 
experience shows, video games have been bringing people together for as long as they have been 
around.  
  
It’s a chilly night in November when my dad and I sit down in the office chairs in the den of my 
childhood home, staring across the desk at each other. Despite it being 7pm, my father sports a mug 
full of hot mocha coffee that was made using his timeless espresso machine. The thing is probably as 
old as I am. My choice of drink that night is a hot raspberry tea that I have decided to put in a mug 
that looks like a cat. Soon we get started with the interview. My father is currently 61 years old; he 
has three adult children and has worked in the aerospace sector of Honeywell for nearly 33 years. He 
reminisces growing up during the very early days of video games. “Back in the 70s we got the original 
Atari game, the Pong, and I found myself playing that alot, whether it was with somebody or solo… it 
gave myself and my siblings something to do…Otherwise, we’d be sitting in our own rooms, doing 
nothing,” he says in regards to his junior high and high school days. My dad also played video games 
while in college, but more so at arcades than with a home console. My dad attended Arizona State 
University for nine years, from 1980 to 1989, because he spent four years in architecture before 
switching to get two degrees in engineering. When my dad started college, video game arcades were 
in their prime. “[During college,] I think a lot of times arcades were [something to do] with friends,” 
Dad says. Understanding how stressful it can be to be a college student, I asked him if playing video 
games at arcades ever helped him relieve stress. “... [Arcade games provided] the opportunity to sort 
of blow off steam in a very passive way…nothing means anything when you’re playing a video game, 
so that’s something that can be stress-relieving… [not to mention] it’s the experience of being out with 
friends and blowing off steam together,” was his response. While talking to my dad, I noticed that 
playing video games, especially arcade games, was something my father often experienced with other 
people. Every time he tells me about his arcade days, it’s always in relation to his memories with 
friends. Of course, anyone who knows my father knows he’s got a story for everything. He recalls: 
  
The funnest time when it came to video games, other than playing Wii Sports Resort with the kids, 
was going to the arcade in college. I had a friend who took on a manager position at a video arcade in 
Tempe, so he had a key to the place. There were several times that we would be out with a few other 
friends at bars, and after the bars closed down, if we still had energy, there were several times we 
went to the arcade. I think the arcade closed at 10pm or something, and we’d be there at 1 in the 
morning, after hours, like it was a private party. My manager friend would just grab a bucket of 
tokens for each of us and we’d just go around and play until we emptied our buckets. That’s where I 
got better with Space Invaders and Centipede. 
  



My dad’s stories of his times at the arcade emphasize something to me that I discovered long ago 
through personal experience: video games bring people together. If I didn’t enjoy video games, there 
are some people in my life who I would have a harder time connecting with. I’m not saying everyone 
should be die-hard gamers, but being open to the fact that playing video games is a social activity will 
give you an opportunity to meet and bond with other people.  
  
Recently, I read an article that illustrates this point. Titled “(Virtual) Reality Check,” the article is 
about the author’s decision to let her elementary-school-aged son, Eddie, play video games. At first, 
Caren Chesler and her husband did whatever they could to keep Eddie from playing video games 
because they believed that the activity could encourage antisocial or aggressive behavior in their child. 
After Eddie started school, however, they realized that their video game ban made it more difficult for 
him to make friends because many of the kids his age played video games and Eddie couldn’t relate to 
them. Not being able to join in on the fun made Eddie feel like an outsider; his inability to play video 
games due to his parents’ ban prevented him from forging social connections and bonding with other 
kids his age. Chesler realized that no matter what approach she took, the video game ban alienated 
her child from his peers and made him miss out on important bonding experiences. She writes that 
after Eddie was able to start playing video games at his friends’ houses, “...he came home one day 
and told me how happy he was to be in the fold. He began to cry, recalling how much he had felt like 
an outsider. “Now I can play with everyone,” he said” (Chesler). The story of Chesler and her son 
speaks to not only the growing prevalence of video games in our culture, but also the significant 
power of video games to bring people together. Playing video games benefitted Eddie and made him 
extremely happy because it helped him make friends and forge shared memories with them. Being 
banned from playing video games in the first place ended up isolating him more than playing the 
actual games did. Having friends and creating good memories together are things humans need 
socially and emotionally, and are especially important for growing children. Video games can be a 
good vessel for making those connections.  
  
Furthermore, playing video games offers a wide range of mental benefits. Video games are a 
cognitively engaging form of entertainment, so while they provide a break from reality, they also 
enrich and exercise the brain. Video games can be used in education to teach students anything from 
basic math and history to medical topics like the prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of highly 
complex, serious diseases (Lorenzo and Baer). Video games have been used for educational purposes 
since the 1980s, and were valued learning tools during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the 
Entertainment Software Association (ESA), which is is the trade association of the video game industry 
in the United States, “...59 percent of parents indicated their child used games for education during 
the pandemic, with 63 percent of those whose children used educational games indicating they were 
very or extremely effective” ("Video Games."). Due to personal experience, I can say that video 
games can even help with learning languages. When I was younger, playing Pokemon games taught 
me several words that were beyond the typical vocabulary of a child. For instance, “leer”, “pursuit”, 
“embargo”, “facade”, and “endeavor” are not terms a 7 year old would usually be familiar with, but I 
knew them because they were names of Pokemon attacks. When I studied Spanish in high school I 
also tried playing a Pokemon game in Spanish, which provided an interactive and immersive way for 
me to exercise my foreign language skills. Clearly, video games can teach you important skills 
whether or not they are intended for educational purposes.  
  
Moreover, video games can do more than just educate, they can improve cognitive function and aid 
mental health. According to The Washington Post, studies have found that video gamer players, both 
frequent and casual players, outperform non-gamers in perceptual and cognitive capacities such as 
visual acuity, decision-making, reaction time, object tracking, declarative memory, and task switching 
(Kim). The most basic premise of any video game is for the player to solve a problem or perform a 
task, so as they play through a game their ability to solve problems improves. Different games 
present challenges in different ways with varying degrees of difficulty, but no matter the objective all 
video game players learn how to identify challenges and apply the appropriate solution more 
efficiently. This greatly trains their cognitive functions.  
  
Also, video games have a positive impact on mental health in various ways. For one thing, video 
games that show positive representation of minority groups such as people of color, LGBTQ+, and 
others can uplift those communities by affirming their existence in this world. Dane Marco Di Cesare, 
principal co-investigator of the LEVEL UP! study launched by the International Partnership for Queer 



Youth Resilience (INQYR) says, “Representation matters. LGBTQ+ youth seeing themselves 
meaningfully and appropriately represented within video game characters and/or storylines can be 
affirming and can have a positive impact on their wellbeing” ("New LEVEL UP!.. LGBTQ+ youth."). 
Representation shown in video games helps people feel like they belong, which supports their self-
worth and overall mental health. Video games are also a good outlet for dealing with stress and 
anxiety, the importance of which became especially clear during the pandemic. During the pandemic, 
popularity of video games soared as many people played them during quarantine to help pass the 
time, escape from the anxiety of the world they lived in, and to connect with others virtually. The ESA 
reports that “...67 percent of American adults and 76 percent of American youth under the age of 
eighteen were video game players in 2021” ("Video Games."). One game that became incredibly 
popular during the pandemic was Animal Crossing: New Horizons, which was released in March 2020, right 
at the advent of lockdown in the United States. New Horizons set players on an island filled with 
anthropomorphic neighbors and tasked them with performing ordinary activities such as fishing, 
planting trees, catching bugs, and more. During a time when, on a global scale, life was no longer 
“ordinary”, New Horizons and similar video games helped players relieve their stress and escape from 
mental-exhausting reality. 
  
During the COVID-19 pandemic, people of all ages around the world needed mental relief from the 
public health crisis. Children needed a distraction, but so did their parents. For Amanda Farough, who 
is a journalist, video game business analyst, and mother of four, playing Animal Crossing: New 
Horizons with her children during the pandemic helped them unwind from reality and bond with each 
other. Though her other children have moved on to different hobbies, Farough’s youngest, V, still 
often plays it with her. After a long day of work and school, the two curl up together with their games 
and chat while performing mundane, relaxing tasks on their virtual islands. V leans into her mother, 
interlocks their legs, and recaps her school day while clearing her island of weeds. The mother-
daughter duo visit each other’s islands; Farough gives her daughter virtual dresses and helps her 
organize her outdoor decorations, and V runs through fields of pixelated flowers on her mother’s 
island, and shows her how to dive in the ocean. Farough writes, “While the world at large was out of 
our collective control, our Animal Crossing islands provided some relief, some semblance of same…It 
was a gentle, relaxing way for us to spend time together after the stresses of my day and the frenzy 
of hers” ("Mother's play…Animal Crossing."). 
  
Beyond just supporting social connections, cognition, and mental health, video games encourage their 
players to grow as people, too. Video games teach players about their own identity and ambitions, and 
about the world as a whole. As I previously mentioned, I am studying digital culture at Arizona State 
University because I want to work in the video game industry one day. One of my older brothers, 
Connor, is actually pursuing the same major as me, except he’s a few years ahead of me in the course 
and concentrating in design rather than media processing. When I visit him at his apartment one 
evening, we talk for almost two hours about how influential video games can be.  
As I’m admiring the twinkling Christmas lights hanging from the ceiling of his apartment, Connor tells 
me that a lot of people who play video games tend to go into STEM fields, which can lead them to 
higher paying jobs. He says, “If you spend a lot of time playing video games growing up, then you’ll 
[likely] become curious about why something [in the game] works in such a way that it does… [and 
develop] a feeling of ‘I could do better than that’,” which can influence you to learn how to make your 
own video games. Connor is into competitive gaming, also known as eSports. He has a large flag on 
one of the walls of his apartment, the initials on it, “BIG”, stand for Berlin International Gaming–an 
eSports organization that he is a fan of. One of Connor’s favorite video games is a multiplayer first-
person shooter game called Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO). Due to his interest in the 
strategic elements of CS:GO, Connor has tried designing his own levels for the game. “I’ve dabbled in 
making maps for CS:GO… that all kinda started [because I thought:] ‘I wonder how a map in this area 
would play out? What if this place existed–how exactly would that play out competitively?’”. Video 
game design isn’t just a simple hobby, for him–video games have seriously influenced the direction 
my brother wants to take his career in. “I would like to have video games involved in my career, I 
think it would be very fun to be involved with an eSports team…[doing] something managerial or 
something with the design of social media graphics,” explains Connor. When I express interest in the 
design aspect, Connor jumps up from his spot on the couch to show me examples on his phone of the 
marketing graphics he’d like to make. While we are on the topic of working in eSports, Connor also 
mentions ambitions of living and working outside of the U.S. He credits his growing interest in travel 
to the various live eSports competitions he has gone to, including one in Copenhagen, Denmark. 



When discussing his career goals in eSports marketing, Connor said, “I’d like to aim for a job 
abroad…I want to see if I could survive abroad, work abroad…Video games, and therefore eSports, has 
made me more interested in travel among other things”. Playing video games can open someone up 
to different life paths and influence them to be a more cultured, well-rounded person. In Connor’s 
case, exploring virtual worlds fostered an interest in traveling the real world, too.  
  
Finally, video games help people develop into well-adjusted individuals by teaching them life lessons. 
Video games are a medium of art, and artists often insert underlying messages into their work for the 
viewer to interpret. Whether it be through gameplay mechanics, dialogue, plot, cutscenes, music, 
setting, overworld design, or whatnot, video games use explicit and implicit storytelling to teach 
players life lessons and new ways of philosophical and ideological thinking. Some things that I have 
learned from video games is that it is okay, and at times necessary, to get help from others, and that 
there is often more than one way to solve a problem. One of the most impactful lessons that has stuck 
with me throughout my life is that the world is not black and white. Many things in life fall into morally 
gray ethics because human motivations and beliefs are complex. One of my favorite quotes from the 
Pokemon games, stated by the deuteragonist character N in Pokemon Black and White, goes: “It's not 
by rejecting different ideas, but by accepting different ideas that the world creates a chemical 
reaction. This is truly the formula for changing the world” (“N/Quotes.”). It’s not productive to default 
to extreme opinions because dilemmas are never morally cut-and-dry. If they were, then they 
wouldn’t be dilemmas. We should recognize that complex issues require involved solutions and that in 
order to make progress we need to be open to new ideas from people of various viewpoints. Video 
games helped me realize that, and overall gave me a chance to see the world from a different 
perspective.  
  
Thus, it really is unfortunate to hear people make poor generalizations about video games because 
they are ignorant to all of the great possibilities video games provide. There may be some undesirable 
elements to the video game industry, but the positive aspects of video games themselves surely 
outweigh the cons when it comes to the personal experience of the player. Video games can have 
amazingly practical uses for education and training cognitive skills. They can bring people together 
and promote bonding. Video games foster joy, creativity, and provide comfort. They can help you 
discover the kind of person you want to be, and teach you significant lessons that will be relevant 
throughout your lifetime. Playing video games inspires strong emotions and empowers our human 
hearts.  
  
In the darkness of my bedroom, my face is illuminated by a single source of light: the dual screens of 
my Nintendo DS Lite. The volume is turned up just a fraction above 0, the musical hymn that comes 
from the speakers is for me, alone, to hear. Cradling my DS in my hands, I curl into the blankets on 
my left side as two characters on the tiny top screen walk forward towards a gaping hole in the 
pixelated castle walls. The sprite with green hair throws a red and white ball, releasing forth a 
majestic black dragon. “What I should do now is something I’ll have to decide for myself.” The teenager stares at 
the dragon hovering before him, before his character model swiftly turns around. “Shannon!” The scene 
dissolves and is replaced with a close up of the green haired boy we have become familiar with on our 
journey. It feels like he is starting into my soul. “You said you have a dream… That dream… Make it come true! 
Make your wonderful dream a reality, and it will become your truth! Shannon! If anyone can, it's you!” I have to take a 
moment to roll onto my back and wipe at my eyes before I can continue. The interlude seems to only 
make the tears worse, though, as it gives me time to admire the melancholic lullaby playing in the 
background. Wordlessly, the music sounds like how it feels to say goodbye to a dear friend. It’s a 
goodbye that says, despite the distance I will care for you, always. It’s sad and nostalgic, but also hopeful and 
loving. It’s not goodbye forever. One day in the future–some place, some time–we will meet again.  
  
“Well then… Farewell!”  
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The Cheesiest Coming-of-Age Story 

Liz Milne 
  
The sound of the smoke alarm would worry most kids, yet the screeching, blaring shout followed by 
smoke pouring out of the oven excites my siblings and me when we enter the house after school. We 
race up the small flight of stairs, haphazardly kicking off sneakers and flinging our bookbags onto the 
coatrack, completely missing the target. We halt at the door to the kitchen, and my mom has the 
stainless-steel oven door propped open, bright teal oven mitts pulled up to her elbows as she lifts the 
blue dish up off the rack and out of the smoking oven. The leftover sizzle created from the milk 
spilling over the brim of the baking pan and hitting the burner inside the oven only means one thing: 
the mac and cheese is ready. 
  
Our next movements feel light with shared enthusiasm and happen automatically. My younger 
brother, after his recent growth spurt, is the tallest in our family of four, so he grabs the nearest 
kitchen towel and heads into the hallway, waving his arm underneath the smoke alarm until it stops 
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shrieking. I casually prop open the screen door to let out the residual smoke. My sister grabs four tall, 
white, glass bowls from the neat stacks in the cupboard – she stands on her the tips of her toes to 
reach them – and three smaller forks and one bigger one from the silverware drawer. We are 
coordinated in a way that speaks of family and the comfort of a routine.   
  
In our home, mac and cheese was its own food group. As one of the few foods our picky tastebuds 
could all agree on, it was a weekly occurrence throughout my childhood, yet each meal only added to 
my growing adoration for what is essentially just dairy and noodles. With each moment slowly 
solidifying itself as a core memory, cooking created a guide that would lead me through life and 
towards the woman that I would grow up to be. By feeding me the lessons that would lead to gaining 
the security I needed, I am now able to be myself and to pursue life confidently. 
  
I have distinct memories of progressively learning how to boil the noodles (always medium-sized 
shells for 10 minutes) and the correct order to assemble the ingredients. After delicately laying a thin 
layer of cool, cooked shells to cover the bottom of the pan, I searched for the containers of the 
cracker-sliced sharp cheddar in the cheese drawer and grabbed three. My mom and I used a whole 
container to add a layer of cheese before sprinkling a small bag of crushed-up Cheez-Its to the mix. 
Noodles, cheese, Cheez-Its, repeat. After we finished assembling a three-layer masterpiece, I 
attentively watched my mom as she poured milk into the pan to fill in the cracks. She never took 
exact measurements when she cooked, preferring to eyeball it, so sometimes it was only three-fourths 
of the way full but more often it was almost spilling over. I would pull out the aluminum foil and 
precisely, delicately rip what I guessed to be the perfect amount of foil to completely cover the edges 
of the well-loved baking pan, though I always ended up with too much or too little. She carefully 
pulled the oven door open and placed the pan on the middle rack. Then we wait for the sizzling of the 
milk as it spills over the brim and hits the bottom of the oven, which usually occurred about 40 
minutes in. 
  
As a child, the clean up process had a bigger impact on my love for the dish that anything else about 
the process. With our attention shifted away from the baking, my mom becomes wistful. Cooking has 
been a way for my mom to carry the comfort of her grandmother with her and to her children. As she 
scrubs and I dry the various dishes and utensils strung about, I get to hear small anecdotes from her 
childhood. While I never got to meet the kind, patient spitfire of a woman that she describes, I cherish 
each memory passed down to me as if it were my own. Whenever I groan or complain about picking 
up after a big meal, my mom always reminds to me what her grandmother shared with her when she 
was a child: the best meals always make a mess. It always pulls a smile out of me. The look of 
devotion and grief that shines on my mom’s face when she talks about her grandmother will remain in 
my mind as a reminder to love her while I can. I hope I can one day look back and recall my mother’s 
teachings with the same amount of affection and admiration that she has for her grandmother’s 
lessons to this day. As one of the only connections that ties me to the superwoman of a grandmother 
that raised and loved my mom, cooking provides me with a sense of community and family like 
nothing else in my life has. It is something I cling to hold me up in dark times and boost me in times 
of triumph. 
  
As I grew up and into my teens, the cooking process became more influential than I anticipated. The 
first time I made mac and cheese on my own, I was 15 years old, plenty old enough yet still terrified 
of making mistakes. My mom, stuck at work, fed me reassurances through the phone as I built up the 
courage to use the stove by myself. I hovered anxiously as I waited for the water to boil. As I poured 
the noodles into the bubbling water, her years’ worth of tips and directions pushed to the forefront of 
my mind, and I successfully got the pan into the oven sans meltdown and with only a moderate 
amount of melodrama. The aftermath of the assembly was spread across every accessible kitchen 
counter. Excess noodles, empty cheese containers, and milk splashes were only the beginning of the 
mess I had created, so I set about cleaning that while I waited. My grandmother’s teachings crept up 
on the edges of my mind, reminding me that the best meals always make a mess. They provided me 
with a temporary burst of confidence and relief, a pressure lifting from my shoulders, leading to the 
way I would come view cooking as a part of my life. I wasn’t sure exactly when it was supposed to be 
done, but thankfully my mom returned home in time to save me from that debacle. My mac and 
cheese did not boil over or set the smoke alarm off, but I was proud of myself anyways. Achieving this 
helped me build a confidence and self-assuredness I would need in the coming years. 
  



The summer before my senior year of high school, my mom, my younger siblings and I moved from 
Virginia to the sunny, hot state of Arizona. I didn’t know what to expect at the time. I had never left 
home but for more than a week at a time, and suddenly, my entire life was being unrooted 3,000 
miles away from home. We stayed in an Airbnb for the summer while we searched for a new home, 
eating takeout almost every night, as we were eager to try all the new restaurants. With all our 
cookware and utensils tucked away in a storage locker, we didn’t have the means to make 
homecooked meals anyway. Stressed out and anxious the week before school started, I bought cheap 
plastic utensils and two huge, aluminum, disposable baking pans from Walmart, and I created the 
biggest piles of mac and cheese I possibly could. I was no longer the young girl too nervous to spill 
the milk or overboil the noodles. The familiarity that came with the tradition brought back a sense of 
home and rightness that I had been missing for months. It calmed the unresolved, lingering fears and 
doubts I had replaying in my mind at the time. The mac and cheese had helped me overcome the 
feelings of grief I felt over the home I had lost and helped guide me in creating a new one. It solidified 
my confidence and composure as I maneuvered a time full of big transitions and new experiences. 
While I originally felt out of my depth and hopeless, I was filled with a renewed determination and 
courage. I had revived my bond with myself, my community, and the mac and cheese. 
  
Nowadays, mac and cheese has a more subtle impact on my life. During finals week, I will study 
flashcards or read over notes while waiting for the oven to preheat. The night before a big soccer 
game, I make my brother a bowl to show my support. From some of my earliest memories to last 
week, mac and cheese has created a comfort for me personally. It has been my solace in times of 
struggle or transition and my go-to comfort food when stressed or crying. While maybe not the 
healthiest coping mechanism out there, it works for me. It has become a self-soothing tactic, a way to 
calm my worries and focus my nervous energy on something productive. It has simultaneously 
become how I give and receive comfort in a way that feels natural and instinctive to me. 
  
Cooking has connected me to my ancestry and to my self-confidence. My grandmother’s teachings 
established the connection to my family. Cooking made me closer to my mom and the sense of 
connectedness allowed me to acknowledge my fears and led me to my discovery of my sense of self. 
It has instilled a courage in me that has bled into many aspects of my life. When I cook, I imagine 
that little girl, perfectionist at heart, afraid to even boil noodles, swallowed whole by the fear that she 
would make a mistake, and I think of how brave she was to take that first step and make a mess. Her 
bravery empowered me as I grew into myself and found my inner strength through times of transition 
and hardship. I feel certain of my capabilities and confident in my own skin. Mac and cheese has held 
an important and influential role for much of my life and has played an integral part in establishing the 
person I am today. 
 
 
 
 

Society’s Chains on Humanity 

Aayan Mojinder Baruah 
  
According to the public, men are always supposed to be tough all the time and not show any emotion 
other than anger. However, I disagree with this popular opinion. I think that men should be 
encouraged to show emotion and not be treated differently just because they are men. Reiner also 
disagrees with this common view. He writes an essay on why he disagrees with the standard view 
society has of masculinity. Andrew Reiner is a professor in Towson University who teaches writing, 
literature, and cultural studies. In 2016 he wrote an essay called "Teaching Men to Be Emotionally 
Honest" where he talks about the cause, effects, and solutions of toxic masculinity. He wants to 
eradicate any form of toxic masculinity today to make a safer place for men both mentally and 
physically. While Reiner talks about the negative effects of gender stereotypes of men, Sandberg talks 



about how these stereotypes are preventing women from reaching their true potential and stopping 
them from becoming great leaders. Sheryl Sandberg is the chief operating officer of Facebook and the 
first women member of its board of directors. She wrote a book called “Lean In: Women, Work, and 
the Will to Lead” talking about how many women are capable of becoming great leaders, but they are 
held back by fear and society’s stereotypes for women. While she mostly talks about women, she also 
talks about some important things which effect men in a variety of ways. I agree with Reiner and 
Sandberg when they say that society’s double standards for different genders and societal norms 
which result in many negative consequences for men and women, for example when Reiner points out 
that men following the tough guy stereotype and not confiding in others or ask for help leads them to 
perform violent acts as an outburst of emotion kept pent up over a long period of time. Biology has 
nothing to do with men underperforming in class or women being less ambitious as men, Reiner, and 
Sandberg both point out that its people being afraid of being judged and conforming to societal norms 
and doing things that are harmful for them, all just to fit in. 
  
Society’s double standards for men and women are stopping them from doing things that would be 
beneficial to them and to the people around them. Reiner talks about a presentation where he sees 
society’s double standards for different genders in action. “One of the most revealing projects was a 
PowerPoint by a student who had videotaped himself and then a female friend pretending to cry in the 
crowded foyer of the university library, gauging the starkly different reactions of the passers-by. “Why 
do you think a few young women stopped to see if your female friend was O.K.,” I asked him, “but no 
one did the same for you?”” (Reiner) He talks about how the presentation revealed society’s double 
standards for different genders and his student’s opinion on it. According to the student people get 
scared when they see something that isn’t according to the natural order of things, he is talking about 
how people get scared when they see men showing other emotions which isn’t normal for them. Of 
course, Reiner doesn’t agree with the double standards society has for men and women. He thinks 
men should be allowed to show emotions and be encouraged to do so. Sandberg directly talks about 
society’s double standards for different genders. Sandberg says that “Not long ago, at a small dinner 
with other business executives, the guest of honor spoke the entire time without taking a breath. This 
meant that the only way to ask a question or make an observation was to interrupt. Three or four men 
jumped in, and the guest politely answered their questions before resuming his lecture. At one point, I 
tried to add something to the conversation and he barked, “Let me finish! You people are not good at 
listening!” Eventually, a few more men interjected and he allowed it. Then the only other female 
executive at the dinner decided to speak up-and he did it again! He chastised her for interrupting.” 
(Sandberg 652) Here we can see that Sandberg would agree with Reiner because she has firsthand 
experienced society’s double standards for men and women. My 2nd grade homeroom teacher Ms. 
Kelly would scold me for talking in class no differently than she would to any other female classmate 
who was busy gossiping.  Although, I have never seen or been treated differently because of my 
gender, I agree with what Reiner and Sandberg say about society’s double standards. From my 
personal experience we can gather that people aren’t treated differently because of their gender. Then 
again, I think I’d agree with Sandberg and Reiner about society’s double standards for different 
genders because statistics don’t lie and the number of men committing suicide outpace women four to 
one. Which says a lot about the double standards society has for men and women. 
  
Men and women both try to conform to their respective societal norms most of which are negatively 
impacting them and severely impeding them from achieving their true potential. Reiner would most 
definitely agree with this as he talks about boys not doing well in school because of societal norms. He 
says that its not that they are biologically inferior than girls in terms of the skills required to do well in 
school but its just that they are being held back by societal norms. “When I asked one of my male 
students why he didn’t openly fret about grades the way so many women do, he said: “Nothing worse 
for a guy than looking like a Try-Hard.””(Reiner) From here we can infer that it is considered un-
masculine for them to look like a try hard which makes them not care about their grades. Because of 
gender stereotypes which are engrained into the minds of young men by the time they reach college 
they try to fit into the societal norms by not caring about their grades and not spending much time 
studying or doing homework. Sandberg would agree with Reiner when he talks about societal norms, 
while she mostly focuses on women, she points out that its not biology that’s holding women back 
from being great leaders but it’s the fear of not fitting into the societal norms that had been laid out 
centuries ago. “Are there characteristics inherent in sex differences make women more nurturing and 
men more aggressive? Quite possibly. Still in today’s world, where we no longer have to hunt in the 
wild for our food, our desire for leadership is largely a culturally created and reinforced trait. How 



individuals view what they can and should accomplish is in large part formed by our societal 
expectations.”(Sandberg 650)  I remember there was a point when I had super good grades, I would 
pay attention in class and listen to every word the teacher would say. This caused a lot of bullying 
from other boys. To them I was trying too hard in class, I wasn’t doing things like they were which 
made me seem different. which resulted in my conforming to the quote “When in Rome, Do as the 
Romans Do”. I stopped studying so hard, I stopped paying attention in class and spent more time 
talking and messing around. This was way back in 7th grade though, and things have changed for the 
better as time went by. Everyone has grown up and become more mature. 
  
Men not being able to confide is another negative consequence on societal norms resulting in a lot of 
pent-up negative emotions exploding out all at once in the form of anger and violent acts. Reiner tells 
us about how men only ever confide in their romantic partners while women can confide in their 
friends and family. This tells us a lot of about how women are more emotionally interactive with the 
people around them than men are. While women talk to others about their feeling’s men keep them 
hidden.  “As women surpass men on campus, the threat felt by thin-skinned males often reveals itself 
in the relationships where they feel most exposed. “Boys are not only more invested in ongoing 
romantic relationships but also have less confidence navigating them than do girls,” writes the 
sociologist Robin W. Simon in The Journal of Health and Social Behavior. That’s problematic, because 
“romantic partners are their primary sources of intimacy,” whereas young women confide in friends 
and family.” (Reiner) I also think that Sandberg would agree with what Reiner says on men not being 
able to confide in others because she talks about how female babies are more hugged and interacted 
with while male babies are left alone to play by themselves. This tells us that from a young age 
woman are told to express their emotions while men are told to suppress them. This is how women 
can confide in their family or friends while men don’t confide in either. They simply weren’t taught to. 
Personally, when I was younger, I was afraid of getting shots(injections). I would cry a lot; my mom 
and dad would tell me not to cry and be strong. Even though I wanted to cry. I held my emotions in 
and acted like a man. This tells us that from a young age, boys are told not to cry and be strong even 
when they are supposed to cry because it is normal to cry when u are hurt, but parents are raising 
boys in such a way that these emotions are suppressed and hidden and not revealed to other people. 
There are many things, many feelings which I don’t reveal to the people around me, it’s not that I 
don’t want to, I simply can’t. I have so many friends who I know would understand what I’m going 
through, but I don’t tell them because of the slim chance that they think I’m weird for that. 
  
Men embracing the full range of their humanity would not only benefit them but also the people 
around them. Reiner would agree with this because he well he wrote an entire article dedicated to 
men being emotionally honest. “But wouldn’t encouraging men to embrace the full range of their 
humanity benefit women? Why do we continue to limit the emotional lives of males when it serves no 
one?” (Reiner) From this quote we can see that Reiner is asking a rhetorical question whose answer is 
obviously yes, it would benefit women, not only women but the men themselves who are embracing 
the full range of their humanity. How many men suffered from anxiety and depression? According to 
the article “Building Emotional Safety Nets for Men” (Reiner) in 2015 77% of 1000 men suffered from 
anxiety and depression. While there could be many other reasons for depression and anxiety, 
suppressing emotions is a major factor in it. “This jibes with the findings of a 2015 survey of 1,000 
men conducted by Priory, a British mental health awareness organization, which found that 77 percent 
of men polled suffered from anxiety and depression. Forty percent of these respondents said that 
mental illness undermines their performance in jobs, parenting and relationships, but it would take 
thoughts of suicide or self-harm for them to consider seeking help.” (Reiner) I feel like Sandberg 
would also agree with Reiner because she talks about how her father didn’t want help from her mother 
in sustaining the family because it was seen as a sign of weakness. “It was thought to be a sign of 
weakness if a husband needed his wife’s help to support their family, so my mother became a stay-at-
home parent and an active volunteer.” (Sandberg 644) I definitely agree with both Reiner and 
Sandberg, men should definitely embrace the full range of their humanity, they should not be 
restricted because they are men. Everyone around me was always supportive of whatever I did.  But 
even after that, I didn’t tell or show people when I was sad or angry. The older I got, the less emotion 
I showed in front of others. It was always I’ll deal with it myself, they can’t help me either way. If I 
had showed my emotions, maybe I would have felt better, maybe someone would have been able to 
help me. 
  



In conclusion, Society has a lot of double standards for men and women because of which there are 
societal norms which people follow in order to fit in. One of these societal norms is men not confiding 
in others or asking for help because it makes them seem unmanly. If men could embrace the full 
range of their humanity, it would benefit all of humanity because there would be no pent up emotions 
which explode into violent acts. The world would be a safer place. If societal norms didn’t exist, our 
world would be a very different place. I think it would also bring gender equality into our society. 
Everyone would be healthier, both physically and mentally. This would inevitably lead to healthier 
relationships and families, which would also lead to a healthier, more prosperous economy. 
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Are you also brainwashed by these societal norms, or are 
you sane enough? 
Aashir Javed 
  
The standard views on masculinity are mainly what the society or the majority of the people in this 
world think. There are major conventional views on masculinity such as men aren't allowed to shed a 
tear, as they're supposed and expected to be strong, stronger than women. Andrew Reiner is a 
professor. He “teaches writing, literature and cultural studies at Towson University”. He has written an 
essay called "Teaching men to be Emotionally Honest", in which he provides exposure on certain ideas 
and ways to eliminate and get rid of the conventional stereotypes related to the toxic masculinity, and 
show men yet alone the world and society, that it is okay to have and show emotions, as a man. 
There is an essay I came across by Sandberg also wrote an essay exposing the stereotypes related to 
gender, especially in today's professional world. Though, her essay is more focused on women, it is 
based on generally, the same idea, and shares a lot of similarities to that of Reiner's. Sheryl Sandberg 
is the COO of Facebook, who wrote an essay called “Lean In : What would you do, if you weren’t 
afraid” , exposing “the gender stereotypes”, especially at the workplace or this professional world, as 
an attempt to somewhat eliminate the conventional stereotypes set by the society that women face 
and go through. Reiner and Sandberg, both in mutual agreement, discuss the different ideas based on 
toxic masculinity and gender stereotypes, as an attempt to eliminate the conventional standard 
stereotypes out there. I agree to both of them, when they introduce another idea, that is about 
disrespect. How some men think it's cool to disrespect women to prove their so-called manliness. 
Though I do agree with both of them when they talk about fear as one of the major negative 
consequences of the standard stereotypes and how it forces a person to bottle their emotions or even 
be unsuccessful in life; I do want to introduce a new idea, that fear is not necessarily a bad thing, 
always. In the bigger idea of negative consequences, I agree with both of them when they talk about 
the disastrous effects of the stereotypes, and how indulging in one, can ruin a person's viewpoint and 
perspective. yet alone directly affect their life. And I absolutely love how Reiner also talks about the 
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positive side of men expressing their emotions, to which me and Sandberg, do, and would greatly 
agree to, because this would also fall in the welfare of women as well, yet alone would be beneficial 
for humanity, in the bigger picture. 

Both Reiner and Sandberg talk and hint about disrespect respectively in their writings. They totally 
would agree with each other and so do I with them both of them when they explain how some men 
would disrespect women just to act "savage and manly" or show their "coolness and swag", and how 
they would only target women when disrespecting them, and won't carry out the same sequence of 
action or words for men. Reiner mentions how men created these disgusting and disrespectful norms, 
termed as the "Bro Code", as in a way to survive their college and bear their youth. Reiner is totally 
against this, as it does no good to both men as well as women in general. He says : “Dr Kimmel came 
to my campus, Towson University, in 2011 to discuss the “Bro Code” of collegiate male etiquette. In 
his talk, he deconstructed the survival kit of many middle-class, white male students: online 
pornography, binge drinking, a brotherhood in which respect is proportional to the disrespect heaped 
onto young women during hook-ups, and finally, the most ubiquitous affirmation of their tenuous 
power, video games.” (Reiner). I agree with Reiner, completely here as he talks about how men can 
be very morally low and disrespect women, especially during hook-ups just because it makes them 
look cool and manly, mainly in their college. Here, even though Sandberg does not directly talk about 
men disrespecting women, but she clearly hints on the same using a very strong personal experience 
of her. She firstly talks about how the teacher and boy interaction is more comparatively than with 
girl. For instance, they call the boys more, give the boys more permission to answer more frequently, 
while that's not the same case with girls, as girls are silenced and scolded for breaking rules. This is 
morally not correct at all and is disrespectful towards girls as they're being pressed for the doing the 
same thing boys are allowed to do. To support her idea, Sandberg shares a strong personal story of 
her being at a dinner with some executives and how the guest of honor silenced her and the other 
female executive present at the dinner, when they tried to talk. She says : "Not long ago, at a small 
dinner with other business executives, the guest of honor spoke the entire time without taking a 
breath. This meant that the only way to ask a question or make an observation was to interrupt. 
Three or four men jumped in, and the guest politely answered their questions before resuming his 
lecture. At one point, I tried to add something to the conversation and he barked, “Let me finish! You 
people are not good at listening!” Eventually, a few more men interjected and he allowed it. Then the 
only other female executive at the dinner decided to speak up—and he did it again! He chastised her 
for interrupting. After the meal, one of the male CEOs pulled me aside to say that he had noticed that 
only the women had been silenced." (Sandberg, 652) This was clearly immoral and straight up 
disrespectful as the Male guest of honor, allowed the men to interrupt and speak in between while he 
cut off Sandberg and the other female executive. Here, Sandberg would definitely agree with Reiner, 
as her idea directly connects with Reiner. Reiner talked about how some men would disrespect women 
during hook-ups and Sandberg talks about the same thing in a rather professional environment. 
Speaking from my personal experience, I would agree both of them. Though, I personally do not have 
any relatable experiences, but one of my very close friends has had an encounter with something very 
similar to the bro code thing. My friends' name is Tejas, and he is from the southern part of India, 
precisely from Bangalore. This happened last to last year in the winters. Tejas and his partner of the 
time, mutually broke up and separated as things weren't working out with them, even after trying to 
fix it. They called it quits mutually and ended things with respect. Now, one of the in real life friends of 
Tejas heard about this incident, and started calling his ex by disgusting and inappropriate names, 
which he ignored at first. One day, that friend of his got over the limit. While during a simple convo, 
he started arguing and accused Tejas of breaking the "Bros before h*es" code, which in today's 
generation means prioritizing the "boys" as in close friends and brothers, more than your female 
partners, and most importantly calling them by a dirty slur, as they think that these girls are meant to 
be disrespected. Now. this is a pretty disgusting and morally petty thing to say, even to the people of 
one's past or the people one is separated from. As I am his closest friend, I advised Tejas to not 
entertain that, and cut him off, as he was not a good influence to be around, which he gladly did. He 
confronted him, and to his argument he said it felt "savage" to say that. After that incident, my friend 
cut him off, once and for all. Well, my personal experience clearly shows how, some men think it's 
cool to disrespect only women for fun, or being delusional creating petty ways for themselves to 
survive in this world.  And, why I said "only" women, is because notice how the, guy who disrespected 
my friends' ex-partner, didn't criticize my friend and won't have ever done that for any other man as 
well, but since a female is in the scene, he called her by that dirty slur. My personal experience is 
exactly what Reiner and Sandberg both emphasize about respectively. How some men would 



disrespect women just to act "savage and manly" or show their "coolness and swag", and how they 
would only target women when disrespecting them, and won't carry out the same sequence of action 
or words for men. 
 
Both the authors, Reiner as well as Sandberg, agree with each other about fear being one of the most 
powerful forces of life, which can make humans worthless or feel irrational things. I agree to both 
Sandberg as well as Reiner, when they talk about the negative consequences of fear and how it can 
turn a person's viewpoint upside down, how it can force a person to bottle their emotions or be 
unsuccessful in their professions, yet alone their life, but with a difference, that fear, is not necessarily 
a bad thing, if one looks at the beneficial side of it. Reiner, in his own university course specific to the 
different aspects of masculinity, discusses and explains how boys basically are afraid of the very thing 
they necessitate in life, which is men suppressing and neglecting their emotions. He writes “As 
students discover in this course, an Honours College seminar called “Real Men Smile: The Changing 
Face of Masculinity,” what boys seem to need is the very thing they fear. Yet when they are 
immunized against this deeper emotional honesty, the results have far-reaching, often devastating 
consequences." (Reiner). I totally agree with Reiner here, when he explains about fear, and that how 
boys nowadays generally are afraid of the very thing they need in their lives and youth, which is 
expressing their smile or feelings and emotions. Interestingly, Sandberg directly talks about fear as 
well, and explains why fear is one of the biggest reasons women are unsuccessful. She mentions : 
"Fear is at the root of many of the barriers that women face. Fear of not being liked. Fear of making 
the wrong choice. Fear of drawing negative attention. Fear of overreaching.  Fear of being judged. 
Fear of failure. And the holy trinity of fear: Fear of being a bad mother/wife/daughter." (Sandberg 
656) Sandberg strongly believes that women who are afraid and fear the society, and the negative 
things that come along with it, becomes a reason in itself as to why they are less successful. And, I 
think Sandberg would completely agree with Reiner and similarly, Reiner would completely agree with 
Sandberg as well, because they know and very well understand what "fear" actually is and how it can 
affect a person, and their will towards success. Though I agree to both of them, and relate to them as 
well on a personal level, I feel like fear is not always a bad thing. Fear has definitely affected both me, 
and my life, directly. Just like any other human, I have been afraid of a lot of things, for instance I'm 
afraid of ending up alone, this is a thing I've lost sleep over in the past. But, one of the biggest fears 
I've been and still am scared of, is to be deemed as a failure. This is something I am really terrified of 
and I've had my share of chances and experiences with this specific fear. One of the experiences that 
stays with me, and will always, probably for the rest of my life, goes three years back, 3 years and 2.5 
weeks back to be precise (at the time of writing). This was the first time in my life I was scared of 
failing academically in life. I had to appear for my senior secondary final exam, at around 9 in the 
morning, and the night just before the exam, around 5 hours prior, I had to go through food 
poisoning, along with my dad and uncle. Now as I had the least immunity out of us three, I couldn't 
keep up with the exam, and since this exam is national level, there is no chance of postponing it, 
hence I had to force myself to sit in the exam, as a result of which, I passed out in the examination 
hall, around 20 mins in. I was taken out examination hall, and sent to the health ward of the school, 
from which I couldn't finish my exam ad I had to go back home, after which I was hospitalized for a 
week straight. The way back home, was the first time in my entire 18 years of existence (at that 
time), where I felt the fear, the fear of being a failure. The ride back home, was just me in a cab, and 
I cried my way back home, not just afraid of what I'm going to say to my mom, but also about my 
future, as I've never failed an exam in my life. This experience shook my roots, and this wasn't the 
only thing that happened, after I was admitted in a hospital, I still remember the name, it was called 
Silverline, a name I'll probably never forget. I had to miss 2 of my 3 next exams as well, and the last 
exam was postponed due to corona. Here I could see my life ripping apart, and all I was doing was, 
just watching it all happen, in fear. I never thought, this day would come in my life, but now that I 
think of it, it was pretty much inevitable, as everyone has got to learn some lessons, even if takes to 
learn that, the hard way. This experience, still shivers me, and has unlocked a new fear in me. I still 
get scared, to this day, I do. Even something that triggered it, happened just a month back, and I had 
to opt for regular therapy, even here at ASU. I can't take any chances and let this world see me as a 
failure. I have cried over this in the past, I have been depressed, in and out of therapy, barely 
survived and I still haven't healed from all that; which as to the second part of the question, is now a 
good thing to be honest as I really don't regret it. Trust me when I say this, I don't have one single 
little regret, and will never have, because that has changed me to a person that I guess I could've 
never been without that setback. My entire perspective of life, and myself has changed. Sometimes, 
the best lessons of life, are hard earned, and hard learned. I ask myself a question every time I fear 



it. What is fear ? Fear is just a primitive human emotion. It's something that makes me human, or 
more humane. Fear is just not a bad thing, if taken optimistically, this is something that I want to add 
on to Reiner's and Sandberg's essay and introduce my own idea, that fear is a double-edged sword, if 
you look at the bright side. It is a reminder of the danger, and prepares you for it and in the process 
makes you more human. Whenever I get scared of ending up as a failure, I prepare myself for the 
worst, I try to not just cry over that fear, but work for it. Fear lets me know, what can and most 
certainly will happen, and I try my best to change that "will" to "would've". Fear is a powerful emotion, 
and is very risky to play with. It can make us humans do irrational things, or can motivate us to do 
rational things. I still to this day, get scared over failing, failing my own expectations, my failing 
others' expectations of me, failing myself in general. But this just makes me even more productive 
and teaches me ways to tackle it. And to justify this, I always ask myself a rhetorical question, a 
question that I came up and wrote myself, that "If you can see a glimpse of your future, and it turns 
out to be horrible, would you cry over it and let it play out or take charge over the present to change 
the timeline in order to fix it ?."And, my personal experience clearly shows that, fear is definitely one 
of the most powerful forces of life, which can make humans do or feel irrational things. I agree to both 
Sandberg as well as Reiner, when they talk about the negative consequences of fear and how it can 
turn a person's viewpoint upside down, how it can force a person to be unsuccessful in life or bottle 
their emotions; but with a difference, which I very well talked about in my personal experience, that 
fear, is not necessarily a bad thing, if one looks at the beneficial side of it. 

Reiner and Sandberg, in mutual agreement, shed direct emphasis on the bigger cumulative idea of the 
negative consequences of conventional stereotypes. I agree with both of them when they say that 
how a person indulges a negative stereotype and they think they fit into it, and how that same 
stereotype ends up having a toll on them, which in fact is even true or women as how they also have 
to unknowingly have to go through the negative consequences of the stereotype that follows, almost 
all of the time. Reiner writes : “Despite the emergence of the metrosexual and an increase in stay-at-
home dads, tough-guy stereotypes die hard. As men continue to fall behind women in college, while 
outpacing them four to one in the suicide rate, some colleges are waking up to the fact that men may 
need to be taught to think beyond their own stereotypes"(Reiner). I totally and completely comply with 
Reiner here when he says that a lot of men are directly influenced and subjected by many gender 
stereotypes based on masculinity which he refers to as "Tough-guy stereotypes" and the same 
stereotypes end up resulting as a negative consequence for men. Sandberg, as well talks about this 
issue. She does talk about the negative consequences of the gender stereotypes, but for women. She 
says “Social scientists have observed that when members of a group are made aware of a negative 
stereotype, they are more likely to perform according to that stereotype. For example, stereotypically, 
boys are better at math and science than girls. When girls are reminded of their gender before a math 
or science test, even by something as simple as checking off an M or F box at the top of the test, they 
perform worse. 27 Stereotype threat discourages girls and women from entering technical fields and is 
one of the key reasons that so few study computer science.” (Sandberg, 653) And, I totally agree with 
Sandberg about the Stereotype threat idea as this is a direct negative consequence of the gender 
stereotypes that are reinforced and put up on women. both authors have strikingly similar views on 
the negative consequences of stereotypes, and would completely agree with each other. In my case, I 
agree with both Reiner and Sandberg when they talk about the negative consequences of the gender 
stereotypes, as my personal experience proves it. This personal experience of mine is pretty close to 
my heart. When my mom was carrying me during her pregnancy and I was an unborn baby, I was 
severely low on iron. And, the doctors of those times suggested my mom to intake heavy irony 
supplements and syrups. As a result of which, I initially for the first few years of my life, almost till I 
completely hit puberty, I had a very darker shade of skin-tone, almost black, even though both my 
mom and dad are very fair. In my country, it is a very popular stereotype, that if you're dark skinned, 
or have a black colored skin, you're automatically deemed ugly. I know that this is pretty racist, and 
very inhumane if you ask me, but that's something we grow up around. You would be shocked to 
know that; I have personally even witnessed this in some Indian English book. In a preschool book, a 
girl with a fair/white skin tone was termed "beautiful" and a woman with darker/black skin-tone was 
termed "ugly", even in a state here called Bengal, there was a black man who was called ugly and the 
white man was called handsome, and the worst part of this all, is that it was a pre-primary school 
book, for absolute children, children who are learning basic words like "beautiful, ugly" for the first 
time in their lives. Just imagine, the adverse effect that this could or does have on the kids and how it 
could change their definitions of "beautiful" and "ugly". This is something that can scar a kid for life, 
and I am one of those kids. It's just not about the book or because of it solely, it's the society where 



the problem resides in. As I was growing older, when I was about 4, almost about the age where I 
could talk and walk, comprehend things, I started to hate my skin, because I was told that I had a 
darker skin, and I immediately connected it to ugliness. One year later, my brother was born, and he 
was obviously fair, cause both my parents are fair and he didn't have any iron issues, and I started 
hating myself even more. Now, I did not stop loving my parents or my brother any less, but it's just 
that I hated myself more. This negative stereotype, even affected my own brother, after some years 
just over the simple fact that he got "tanned". And I think this is enough for any reader to know the 
intensity of this thing back in India. This is a dark side of the Indian society, which only us natives 
would know off. I used to shame myself a lot because of this, but with years went on, I grew up, and I 
understood that everything that society says or claims, or the stereotypes aren't true. Fast forward, as 
I grew up, the iron thing fixed itself, even though I might still be a bit deficient in it, and my skin-tone 
almost reversed back to what it should've been. For this, people started complimenting me over this, 
that how did your color even change, and that made me realize how fragile, and weak the society and 
that stereotype is. This, shattered me in the initial years of my years, I had no self-image, negative 
image of myself I'd rather say. I used to completely hate myself over this, but now whenever I go 
down the memory lane, my old pictures, I just don't analyze how my color severely lightened up, but 
mainly how my perspective changed. That character development, as a man, which resulted me into 
being way mature that what I used to be is something I will be forever grateful too. Sadly, this 
negative consequence, is just not limited to men, but affects the other gender as well, I'd say it is 
even worse on women there. Following is a very bold claim, but it is very true, as I have myself tried 
my best to convince and right some dumb and delusional people regarding this. It is said, especially in 
the backward areas, that if a girl is dark skinned in India, she won't get married, just because of her 
skin tone. This is pretty pathetic and disgusting, isn't it? But it is so true, as I have witnessed this 
myself, and any unbiased and honest Indian would agree with this, as this issue still very much 
persists in India, and both genders are affected directly by this. With age, I learnt about everything 
related to this, I researched it myself because I was fed up with all this color thing, even though that 
meant going against what people claimed, I still tried to do the right thing, and with time I understood 
that, no human is perfect, yet everybody is beautiful, especially in their own terms and senses. Today, 
this has changed me completely into a better person, way better, I find everyone beautiful, and I am 
grateful that I didn't let the society take this away from me. Fair or dark, doesn't matter what color 
you are, beauty definitely lies within the person, within the soul. I will end this paragraph with my own 
philosophy that I created to tackle this and live by, which is, I believe that picking out flaws, judging 
someone's color, telling them you're too dark skinned to be married or deeming someone ugly in 
general, clearly and directly means that you're judging God's creation and finding flaws in it, and how 
can you call the Almighty's creations ugly, as he made all of us the way we are and the way he 
wanted to, how can anyone deny his likings, or cross his decisions, as in the end, aren't we all his 
beautiful creations ?! This personal experience of mine, evidently proves both Reiner's and Sandberg's 
idea together as it shows that, when a person indulges a negative stereotype and they fit into it, they 
unknowingly have to go through the negative consequence of the stereotype that follows, almost all of 
the time. My personal experience proves the fact that, the negative consequences of a stereotype, 
especially a big one, can affect people, and the surroundings directly, even if that consequence isn't 
valid, it can definitely impact lives. What it takes, is just a simple ray of realization, of how most of 
these negative images are just merely hoax and are woven lies. 
  
I agree with Reiner when he says that cheering up men to express their feelings and emotions, to the 
maximum potential of humaneness, would fall in the welfare of women as well, yet alone society in 
general, and not just men themselves. Sandberg would completely agree to what Reiner says about 
motivating men to their full range of humanity, as Sandberg herself, in the case of women, believes 
encouraging women to their full potential, and not just letting women stay at home, but have a good 
balance in life, which in turn is beneficial for their homes yet alone the society in general. Reiner in 
favor of men’s emotions and feelings writes, rhetorically : “But wouldn’t encouraging men to embrace 
the full range of their humanity benefit women? Why do we continue to limit the emotional lives of 
males when it serves no one?”. (Reiner) The answer and explanation, lies in that rhetorical question 
itself and I 100 percent agree with what Reiner means here, and directs towards motivating men to 
express more emotions and feelings, which will as a result would even benefit women as well, and just 
not men themselves. Though Sandberg doesn’t talk about this directly in her essay, she would totally 
agree with this, as she hints about something similar in the case of women. While evidently stating 
research, that women who engage in more than one role, and have a healthy and balanced work-life 
environment, do better mentally. Encouraging women to the maximum potential of their humaneness, 



leads to better stability in marriages, good health and generally a more satisfied life. She writes : 
“Professor Rosalind Chait Barnett of Brandeis University did a comprehensive review of studies on 
work-life balance and found that women who participate in multiple roles actually have lower levels of 
anxiety and higher levels of mental well-being. Employed women reap rewards including greater 
financial security, more stable marriages, better health, and, in general, increased life satisfaction.” 
(Sandberg 655). The reason why she would agree with Reiner, is because she herself motivates 
women to try and reach the maximum potential of their humaneness, to have a good balance in life, 
doing work both at home as well as professionally which, can lead to a better and happy marriage and 
an ultimate life satisfaction, overall. Just like Reiner wants motivate men to express their emotions 
and feelings for the sake of themselves, women, society and humanity; Sandberg wants the same 
thing but with a different perspective, and for women. I agree with both of them, as this is something 
that if worked on, can change the way of life. Though I don’t have a lot of experiences myself as I’ve 
been emotionally expressive since my childhood. I do still can relate to this, especially Reiner because 
something similar happened to one of my friends of the time. My friend, his name is Divyansh. We still 
are very much in touch with each other, and we are pretty close, even on an emotional basis. He has 
had a very tough childhood. Something, that is pretty much unfair for a child. He grew up without a 
dad, as his dad passed away when he was very young. He never had a good relationship with his mom 
after that, and he grew up with family problems and responsibilities from a very young age. Well, that 
said, he was never the expressive type, and I don’t blame him for that. He never expressed his 
emotions, maybe because of his rough childhood and the trauma he had to go through. But he never 
was the expressive kind. He would bottle up his emotions inside of him, until he would explode all over 
the place, in anger mostly. And I was the complete opposite of what he was. I was aways very 
expressive and I hardly got and get angry. Around his 18th birthday, he had a fight with his mom, 
where he almost left his house, in anger, without a warning, and almost left to somewhere far away 
from that house. The thing is, he did not tell me anything. Even though I knew him for a very long 
time, I knew him inside out. Even being this comfortable wasn’t enough for him to share this huge 
incident with me, and I got to know this through her mom herself. And when she called me to tell me 
this, I was shocked and out of words. Even on text and chat, I didn’t notice anything strange, or a loss 
of energy or vibe from his side. I felt bad when she called me, even though I understood him, I felt 
unworthy. I called him straightaway, with a mutual friend of ours, took him on a conference call, that 
same day, and I guess that was probably my best decision with him. We called him, and I confronted 
him in a friendly way, and tried to have a conversation first with him, and gradually asked him what 
happened. He was shocked as well after hearing that his mom told me about everything. I asked him, 
I consoled him, and a guy, a friend, a person I never saw crying, broke down into literal tears. I felt 
like crying as well, but I had to stay strong for that situation. My other friend, I have already 
mentioned him once in this essay, Tejas, he felt bad as well. We both were feeling guilty, out of no 
reason, that maybe we did a bad job of not making him comfortable enough with us. But that day, he 
cried like a baby and told us everything he was going through. From his family fights, to his career 
tensions, everything. We never tried to push him past his emotional limit, but we definitely were 
trying to make him express what he is feeling, which makes him a human. The human potential he 
had in himself, we both tried to unlock that for him. We listened to him, we talked for around 4 hours 
that day. This is a day I would never forget, and from then, we all have gotten even more comfortable 
with each other and he shares everything with me, and likewise from my side. This personal 
experience, resonates a lot with what Reiner tries to convey to the world. That, a man has plenty of 
emotions, feelings and tears. But the society has, the wrong self-beliefs, trauma, makes them bottle 
up their emotions and make them emotionally unavailable. And all a man needs are, motivation and 
little bit of consoling, which goes a long way. Though we did not start by motivating him, but we 
definitely consoled him a lot. This personal experience is proof that if you help someone out, to reach 
their maximum potential  of humaneness, doesn’t matter in what aspect, for instance emotions in my 
case, it actually does wonders, not just for the person themselves, but for everyone. 

In conclusion, this essay has discussed how our society, and its standard views have some of the most 
negative consequences to humans, both men and women. This essay sheds light on Reiner’s and 
Sandberg’s views and ideas about some of the very deep issues, especially based on the conventional 
stereotypes that are still persistent in this world, which adversely affects that them and their lives, 
inside and out. I totally admit when Reiner and Sandberg talk about being morally low and disrespect, 
and how men, just to act cool and prove their swag, shame women, especially during hook-ups. This 
is a clear-cut example of toxic masculinity that is out there in our society. Something I totally agree 
on, but with a difference is when Reiner and Sandberg talk about fear. Though fear is a driving force 



of nature, which is inevitable in a human’s life and it directs and controls a person, makes them do 
irrational things, can tear up a person’s life, force them to bottle their emotions up or be unsuccessful 
in life; fear is not always a bad thing if one looks at the bright side of it, and tries to tackle the 
situation instead of being consumed by it and letting it affect them. I absolutely agree with Reiner and 
Sandberg when both talk about the negative consequences of a stereotype, ranging from toxic 
masculinity to the gender norms, from the tough guy stereotype for men to the stereotype threat for 
women and how these can destroy their will and ambitions, and make them unsuccessful in life. I love 
how Reiner talks about motivating men and maximizing their potential of humaneness, something 
Sandberg would totally agree on, as well as me, that motivating and consoling a person, in different 
aspects, whether it is emotional, or motivating them to have a good work life balance, goes a long 
way, which can be beneficial for both, men and women. I feel like, all this is just not limited to 
genders, or just mere stereotypical problems. This is bigger than that. This is about our world, the 
society we live in, and humanity in the bigger perspective. This essay was an attempt to fight against 
these kinds of stereotypes and eliminate them, just like Reiner and Sandberg. A world where, toxic yet 
standard and public stereotypes doesn’t exist, would only lead to new and more opportunities where 
everyone can play their part without having a second thought about what society would think, and the 
effect of this would be direct and positive, especially on the people. All this would fall in the welfare of 
the human race and if the stereotypes die in the near future, the world can finally move on from this 
and focus on other major problems that persist on our Earth, hence eventually making this world an 
even purer place for our human race to live on. 
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School Safety at Calabasas High School 

Billy Melcher 
  
            The issue of school safety has become a controversial, highly politicized topic in the United 
States today as the number of school shooting incidents continues to rise. Many schools have taken 
polar opposite approaches from one another to combat this issue, from arming teachers to hiring 
campus social workers. Calabasas High School (CHS), however, has yet to take any measures to make 
its campus safer. Contracting with the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department (LASD) for a School 
Resource Officer (SRO) to provide campus security and training for staff members would properly 
prepare Calabasas High School for a possible “active shooter” incident. The SRO would provide 
emergency medical training for staff, draft emergency procedures, serve as a proactive threat 
deterrent, and act as an immediate responder in the event of a shooting. 
  
            Many American schools have been subject to “active shooter” incidents on campus and most 
are inherently vulnerable targets. Calabasas High School has left itself particularly unprepared by 
failing to contract with law enforcement for full-time security, provide proper staff training, or develop 
infrastructure to deter such a threat. Without a full-time School Resource Officer (SRO) on campus, 
CHS relies on outside law enforcement to respond to a campus emergency, leaving students and staff 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/10/education/edlife/teaching-%C2%A0


vulnerable for at least five to fifteen minutes (Protecting America’s Schools). Malibu/Lost Hills Sheriff’s 
Station Captain Jennifer Seetoo, who oversees the City of Calabasas, recognizes the vulnerability of 
CHS and has assigned a Sergeant liaison to partner with the school district (“School”), but ultimately 
the decision rests on the district itself to contract for full-time personnel on campus. Calabasas High 
School has also been negligent in securing its campus by regularly leaving doors and gates open or 
unlocked, giving a potential shooter total access to the campus. Additionally, teachers and school staff 
have not been properly trained or equipped for an active shooter situation, nor are there any 
evacuation or reunification plans if a campus shooting were to occur. Without basic medical training on 
bleeding control or tourniquet use, teachers are unable to care for students or themselves and have 
no choice but to wait for help to arrive. 
  
            A contract with the Sheriff’s Department for security and training offers the best solution for 
Calabasas High’s school safety needs. A School Resource Officer serves as the first line of defense 
against an active shooter. A study conducted by the United States Secret Service concluded that over 
half of SROs arrive on the scene of an active shooter within one minute, with the rest arriving between 
three and ten minutes (Protecting America’s Schools). In 2018, SRO Blaine Gaskill stopped the Great 
Mills High School shooter within one minute of the first shot being fired, saving the lives of many 
students (Great). Having an SRO on campus significantly increases law enforcement’s to identify, 
locate and address the threat as quickly as possible. 
  
       Although arriving “on scene” quickly is an integral part of an active shooter response, identifying 
and locating the suspect(s) is an equally important component that an SRO can help streamline. One 
of the largest obstacles police officers face when responding to an active shooter, aside from the 
threat itself, is the lack of credible and coherent information. During an active shooter, 9-1-1 
dispatchers receive dozens of calls from panicked individuals. It is often “difficult [for] communications 
personnel to calm and focus callers so that they can provide essential information” (Active Shooter). 
At no fault of their own, 9-1-1 callers often provide inaccurate information regarding the suspect’s 
location, description, or direction of travel. It is not uncommon for officers to arrive on scene with no 
idea how many suspects there are, where they’re located, or what they look like. Having a School 
Resource Officer present provides a direct line of communication between a trained individual on 
campus, and outside resources that are responding to the emergency. This connection equips the 
responding officers with accurate and reliable information, helping them prepare and plan for the 
incident before arriving.  
  
      Campus familiarization is another commonly overlooked element of active shooter responses and 
also one where School Resource Officers are valuable. In 2019, as Deputies responded to the Saugus 
High School shooting, a Sergeant asked over the radio if there was a “School Deputy [on campus] that 
could guide [them] in since he [would] know the campus best” (Los Angeles). Because the campus is 
their full-time assignment, the SRO would be familiar with the location of buildings, class numbers, 
and common terminology used by students and staff. These three advantages will allow the SRO to 
identify, locate and address the threat significantly faster than relying solely on outside law 
enforcement.  
  
            As part of the Sheriff's Department’s contract with CHS, the School Resource Officer would 
also be responsible for conducting biannual medical training for school staff and ensuring that all 
classrooms are equipped with necessary medical supplies. Bleeding control and the use of tourniquets 
will be at the forefront of the curriculum taught to teachers and staff. Although unsettling, these are 
essential skills to have when faced with an active shooter, or any mass-casualty incident. In fact, “if 
school district officials were trained to use a tourniquet, the chances of survival can increase for 30 
percent of [school shooting] victims” (Conlon). LASD Deputies are all trained in Tactical Combat 
Casualty Care (TCCC), which includes airway and respiratory management, bleeding control, and the 
use of medical equipment such as tourniquets (SEB Training). The SRO will transfer this essential 
knowledge to school staff, who will then have the ability to act as a force multiplier for medical 
personnel. During an active shooter incident, “access to the scene by emergency medical services 
personnel (EMS) may be limited” (SEB Training), and such training will allow school officials to provide 
life-saving medical aid until EMS personnel can access victims. The biannual nature of this training will 
ensure teachers and staff maintain proficiency in these procedures and that all equipment is current.  
  



            Additionally, the School Resource Officer would proactively provide campus supervision and be 
tasked with the school’s emergency planning and management. As the liaison between Calabasas High 
School and the Sheriff’s Department, the SRO will not only draft emergency procedures but also 
ensure that the school’s administration and Sheriff’s Department are in agreement. Perhaps most 
importantly, the SRO will identify a designated reunification area in the event of an evacuation.  As 
witnessed in countless school shootings, the aftermath is nearly as emotionally taxing as the shooting 
itself as parents rush school campuses to locate their children. During the 2022 Robb Elementary 
School shooting in Uvalde, Texas, “frantic parents [went] from the school to the hospital to the civic 
center, and no one [could] tell them what happened to their child” (Homer). The School Resource 
Officer will ameliorate this issue by identifying and declaring a designated location for parent-student 
reunification. In the event of a school evacuation, students will evacuate to that location to reunify 
with their parents or family members. The Sheriff’s Department will also dispatch personnel to the 
designated location to assist with the reunification process.  
  
            An SRO would also alleviate the school's infrastructural shortcomings by providing campus 
supervision during school hours. The Officer will conduct routine patrols of the school’s campus, 
ensuring that doors and gates are locked. These patrols would also serve as a visible deterrent to 
potential threats. When in the office, the SRO would have the ability to monitor the campus through 
the school’s surveillance camera system. This proactive approach will keep the campus secure and 
allow the SRO to identify a potential threat before an incident occurs.  
  
            Those who oppose hiring a School Resource Officer may assert concerns regarding the cost of 
a full-time officer on campus. However, when put into context, this issue of cost is minor and easily 
curable. “One full-time SRO can cost a school district an estimated $75,000 to $97,000, annually” 
(Fulks et al.). After tacking on an additional $10,000 for medical equipment, this may seem like an 
expensive price tag, but when compared to other school expenses, it is quite reasonable. For instance, 
Calabasas High School doesn’t bat an eye to returf its football field every few years, costing them 
between $750,000 to $1,350,000 (How much). In comparison, an SRO would be an inexpensive 
investment and offers significantly more upside than a new football field. The federal government also 
offers grants for School Resource Officer programs. The COPS (Community Oriented Policing Services) 
in Schools Program, for example, is offered by the Department of Justice and “provides a maximum 
federal contribution of up to $125,000 per officer position over the three-year grant period” (COPS). 
Implementing a School Safety Booster Club is yet another way to raise additional funds via community 
donations. Most parents would be more than willing to donate money to fund school safety measures. 
This idea could be particularly successful in an affluent neighborhood such as Calabasas. 
  
            Hiring a full-time School Resource Officer is the most effective, well-rounded option to address 
Calabasas High School’s safety needs. Contracting for an SRO is a multilayered solution that offers the 
fastest response time to combat an active shooter, proactive campus supervision, emergency 
planning, and professional medical training for teachers and staff. Despite its annual cost, an SRO 
should be viewed as an investment, not an expense, and can be reduced with federal grants and 
community donations. With parental concerns over school safety reaching a record high since 2001 
(Czachor), the time has come for Calabasas High School to act by hiring a full-time School Resource 
Officer.  
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A Proposal to Alleviate the Dilapidated Playground 
Problem in Holzminden, Germany 

Artyom Gonzarenko 
  
Nearly everyone has had the experience of seeing abandoned playgrounds in a such dismal condition 
that it makes one shiver when imagining children playing on them. The Birken playground in 
Holzminden is one such recreational area and, like many other playgrounds throughout the country, is 
in a horrendously substandard condition. More precisely, like other decrepit playgrounds, the Birken 
playground is mainly comprised of deteriorated metal equipment with broken and missing components 
making it an eminently unsafe territory for children rather than a recreational area that is supposed to 
foster children's socialization and development. The dilapidated playground not only poses an eminent 
safety hazard for children but also jeopardizes the city's reputation and weakens the sense of 
community. To counteract this problem, the Park and Recreation Commission of the Holzminden city 
council could introduce a playground revitalization project with a primary focus on replacing old and 
dysfunctional playground equipment. Empirical evidence demonstrates that such projects reduce the 
safety risks for children, strengthen the city's reputation, and benefit the communal society.   
  

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/parents-fear-physical-safety-children-school-survey-gun-violence/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/parents-fear-physical-safety-children-school-survey-gun-violence/
https://www.childtrends.org/blog/research-to-consider-as-schools-address-community-demands-to-renegotiate-school-police-partnerships
https://www.childtrends.org/blog/research-to-consider-as-schools-address-community-demands-to-renegotiate-school-police-partnerships
https://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/great-mills-high-shooter-shot-by-school-officer-killed-self-police/44326/
https://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/great-mills-high-shooter-shot-by-school-officer-killed-self-police/44326/
https://www.khou.com/article/news/local/texas/uvalde-school-shooting-parents/285-88005709-1e4a-41a7-95b5-3c9204347548
https://www.khou.com/article/news/local/texas/uvalde-school-shooting-parents/285-88005709-1e4a-41a7-95b5-3c9204347548
https://sportsvenuecalculator.com/knowledge/artificial-turf-field/how-much-do-turf-football-fields-cost/
https://sportsvenuecalculator.com/knowledge/artificial-turf-field/how-much-do-turf-football-fields-cost/
https://m.broadcastify.com/archives/feed/829
https://www.cbsnews.com/losangeles/news/school-safety-top-of-mind-as-students-return-to-socal-classrooms/
https://www.cbsnews.com/losangeles/news/school-safety-top-of-mind-as-students-return-to-socal-classrooms/
https://lasd.org/tccc-training/


Before illustrating how a revitalization project would help attenuate the problem's conditions, it is 
essential to delineate the reasons why a dilapidated playground constitutes a problem for various 
stakeholders in the first place. According to a CDC report, in the U.S., approximately 200,000 children 
are treated in emergency departments for playground injuries annually, and "more than 40% of 
playground-related injuries are shockingly severe, such as dislocation, internal injuries, severe 
fracture, and even amputation" (Galfand). Kittelson, a reputable safety expert with over 20 years of 
experience in this field, points out that most safety risks result from run-down and improperly 
maintained playground equipment. Furthermore, the U.S. Consumer and Product Safety Commission 
(CSPC) also conducted a study to illustrate that injuries and deaths related to playground equipment 
are a consequence of old and unmaintained equipment. The CPSC reports that "much of the 
equipment appeared to be older styles" and "almost one-half of the public equipment was constructed 
primarily of metal.” In addition, the decrepit public playground can potentially damage the city's 
reputation and adversely affect the communal society. The number of recent litigation cases regarding 
playground injuries has increased considerably. For example, Kate Briquelet from the New York Post 
reports that in New York, “injuries on city playgrounds cost taxpayers $20 million in the last decade - 
with parents filing 577 claims against the Parks Department.” At some point, parents may file a 
lawsuit for negligence and a breach of duty of care since the city is legally responsible "to avoid any 
acts or omissions that could reasonably be foreseen to cause harm to others" (Bennett). Lastly, a 
playground that is in an abysmally decrepit condition also fails to fulfill the function of creating a sense 
of belonging by unifying the society into an "intergenerational and multifunctional public realm" 
(Williams et al. 17). Instead, it evokes feelings of anxiety, especially in the minds of parents 
"Dilapidated appliances, the remains of pets in the sandbox, leftovers from young people's parties or 
even poisonous ornamental plants - many parents can relate" (Litters). This legal and social backlash 
is contradictory to Holzminden's reputation of being a family-friendly city. Unequivocally, the 
dilapidated public playground in the Birkenstein community invokes a far-reaching fallout effect that 
negatively impacts multiple layers of the communal society.                                          
  
The introduction of a revitalization project by the city council of Holzminden would mitigate the health 
hazards of a dilapidated playground for children by replacing the old and dysfunctional equipment. 
Precisely, a revitalization initiative that focuses on replacing decrepit playground equipment could 
eliminate the safety risks for children and decrease the number of injuries sustained on the Birken 
playground. In Canada, a research study was conducted by multiple scholars to determine if the 
replacement of unsafe playground equipment can effectively reduce the number of playground 
injuries. The results of this study reveal that the removal and replacement of old playground 
equipment have "translated into 550 injuries avoided in the post-intervention period" (Howard et al. 
1444). Researchers came to the unanimous conclusion that "removing unsafe equipment and 
replacing it with equipment compliant with safety standards reduced the rate of playground injuries" 
(Howard et al. 1445). Municipalities that implemented playground revitalization projects registered a 
substantial improvement in children's playground safety. For instance, the Toronto District School 
Board introduced a large-scale playground revitalization initiative in which old playground equipment 
that failed to meet safety standards set by the Canadian Standards Association has been replaced at 
180 schools throughout the district. This initiative was quite successful, and achieving a result of 
“slashing” the injury rate by half substantiated the presumption that revitalization projects with a focal 
point on equipment replacement beneficially contribute to eliminating playground safety hazards. 
Tanya Talaga points out that "the year following the installation of new equipment, the number of 
injuries tumbled by 550, decreasing from 2.61 injuries per 1,000 students per month before the old 
equipment was removed, to 1.68 per 1,000 students per month after safer measures were taken." 
Although prior to the implementation of this project, high-profile individuals have voiced their 
discontent towards the project calling it a "waste of money," the improvement of injury rates was so 
evident that doctors and hospitals started to support the initiative. In accordance with these results, it 
is adequate to assume that introducing a revitalization project for the Birken playground would most 
likely have a similar positive effect on the children's safety and well-
being.                                                                                                                                            
        
A reduction in injury rates and an overall improvement in playground safety isn't the only benefit of a 
playground revitalization project. Frankly, all initiatives that are centered around improving the public 
infrastructure have a positive influence on the city's reputation. State-of-the-art playgrounds that are 
well-maintained, safe, and modern are not an exclusion because public playgrounds are a magnet for 
attracting young mid-income families and businesses. The urban planning expert Nelya Rakhimova 



proclaimed in a research study published in the Journal of Urbanism that "the need to develop cities that 
meet the needs of children is vital.” As a matter of fact, the availability and quality of playgrounds are 
key factors for determining a municipality's demographic and economic progress. According to ARUP, 
a multinational development firm, cities that fail to address the needs of children risk economic and 
cultural impacts as families move away. Evidently, a revitalization project focusing on equipment 
replacement would revive the Birken playground and have a boosting effect on the city's reputation, 
making it a more attractive place for young child-rich families to reside. For instance, Alan Ehrenhalt, 
the executive director of Governing Magazine, also proclaims that “cities can make themselves more 
attractive to young families by building more playgrounds.” Furthermore, experience shows that 
businesses will follow this demographic trend and relocate parts of their activity to Holzminden. Cities 
with superb public infrastructure allure high-skilled young families and thereby help stimulate the local 
economy since businesses find it lucrative to invest in the municipality, even further improving the 
city's reputation and financial standing. Therefore, urban development experts stress that "attracting 
and retaining a skilled workforce is critical to a city's social and economic future" (Williams et al. 27). 
Equally important, a playground with new and well-maintained equipment that meets all safety 
standards can improve the city's reputation as it diminishes the chances of potential litigation related 
to playground injuries. Lawyers emphasize that municipalities are liable for the injuries sustained on 
playgrounds because "a municipality has a duty to ensure people are not exposed to an unreasonable 
risk of harm on their property. If they breach this duty, they could be liable for negligence" (Bennett). 
Hence, a revitalization project revolving around equipment replacement would not only prevent 
injuries from occurring but also meliorate the city's reputation by averting consequences ensuing from 
such incidents.                                                                        
  
A more overreaching impact of a playground revitalization project with a focus on replacing dilapidated 
equipment would be the strengthening effect on the communal society. Public playgrounds that are in 
pristine condition serve as hot spots for intergenerational socialization. A revitalized playground filled 
with new equipment would not only invite children to socialize and play but also motivate parents and 
grandparents to congregate and establish interpersonal relationships with each other because 
"playgrounds add function to public spaces, which give communities more reasons to gather there" 
(Lucky climbers). After implementing the revitalization project, the modernized Birken playground 
could promote community pride and a sense of unity. Playworld, a popular and innovative playground 
construction company, enunciates that "a beautiful playground can foster community pride and 
encourage community members to be involved in their area" and "an increased sense of community 
pride can connect residents and bring them together for community events and projects." Therefore, 
through the increased involvement, communal members are more likely to develop a sense of 
community and belonging because "when residents of a community are satisfied with their 
neighborhoods, they're more likely to feel attached to the people and places around them and 
recommend the area to others" (Playworld). Additionally, "revived" playground areas with impeccable 
equipment contribute to the overall well-being of the communal society since "providing activity 
options for a variety of age and ability groups can help encourage more people to be active, helping 
improve the well-being of a community as a whole" (Playworld). Research observations also endorse 
the general conception that the overall condition of a public playground is positively correlated with 
community members' physical and mental health (Adventureplus).          
  
Regardless of all the benefits of such a playground revitalization project, some voices oppose the idea 
of modernized and well-maintained public playgrounds. Many safety experts support the notion that 
overly maintained playgrounds with "cookie-cutter" equipment are counterproductive for children's 
motoric and cognitive development (Reddy). A popular publication states, "a preoccupation with safety 
has stripped childhood of independence, risk-taking, and discovery" (Rosin). Consequently, adventure 
playgrounds are emerging as an alternative to excessively sterile and safe recreational areas for 
children. According to Misra, “these are spaces that look like scrap yards, with loose tires, blocks of 
wood, rope, and tools like hammers and nails, where children are free to build and destroy their 
surroundings as they choose. They can even set fires." A similar stance held by urban developers 
promulgates the idea that municipalities should, instead of allocating funds toward the reconstruction 
of playgrounds, focus on creating intergenerational and multifunctional recreational areas that can be 
enjoyed by nearly all groups of society (Williams et al. 17). Parks and other recreational areas that 
serve many functions in the societal realm and are intertwined with the natural environment are 
substantially more beneficial for the community. As Williams and his colleagues point out, "cities 
should aim to enhance a child's connection to nature through green and healthy environments.” 



Lastly, some experts believe that revitalization projects might not be affordable for most municipalities 
throughout the country because of persistent fiscal imbalances. Municipalities within the Holzminden 
district are compelled to allocate a substantial amount of funds toward the reconstruction of public 
playgrounds. However, such initiatives are often not feasible because they would require, on average, 
50,000 Euro to be implemented. Torsten Wegner emphasizes that local municipalities currently do not 
have these funds readily available for playground reconstruction. Opposing research results, on the 
other hand, imply that the modernization of playgrounds engenders a multitude of positive 
ramifications for the children's safety, the community, and the municipality. According to Naeini, an 
experienced medical expert, "there is no correlation between children's motor abilities and risk-taking 
behavior, assessment of children's behavior requires more in-depth observation" (Naeini et al. 67). 
Instead, well-maintained playgrounds with modern equipment are said to promote children's overall 
development without jeopardizing safety (Reddy). What's more, empirical evidence indicates that 
playgrounds are the backbone of recreational infrastructure and a crucial component of family-friendly 
cities. There is a salient correlation between the child-friendliness of a city and the availability of 
modernized public playgrounds because "if you plot the percentage of children in a big city against the 
number of playgrounds, you nearly always get a correlation" (Ehrenhalt). Playgrounds with high-end 
equipment are still the most popular places with the highest physical and social activity because 
"playgrounds are appealing to people of all ages and backgrounds and are instilling pride in the 
community in which they live" (Playdale). One of the most pertinent reasons why cities decline, 
cancel, or postpone playground revitalization projects are the for most municipalities unaffordable 
costs of such projects. However, numerous case studies imply that even financially downtrodden 
communities can find ways to raise funds for reviving and modernizing their recreational areas. For 
instance, the Pankow district in Berlin was able to gather funds for its playground revitalization project 
by raising money through a crowdfunding initiative (Toerne). In recent years, such pragmatic 
initiatives have gained eminent popularity as they are welcomed and supported by communal 
societies.                                                                  
  
In conclusion, the general intellectual consensus supported by research studies substantiates that 
introducing a playground revitalization project tailored towards equipment replacement could mitigate 
the negative repercussions of the dilapidated community playground Birken in Holzminden. A 
modernized playground would provide a safer environment for children to play and socialize. The city's 
reputation could improve because modernized recreational areas with new equipment attract families 
and businesses alike. Lastly, the communal society would benefit from a playground revitalization 
project by allowing members of the Birkenstein community to interact with each other and build 
interpersonal relationships. Such interactions will ultimately unify the community into a flourishing 
symbiotic social milieu. Therefore, initiating a playground revitalization initiative with an emphasis on 
equipment replacement will provide a great return on investment for the municipality and is, as 
empirical evidence has shown, the most effective way for the Park and Recreation Commission to 
resolve the dilapidated public playground problem in the Birkenstein community. 
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Help for Ukraine. Support, Opposition, and Middle 
Ground 
Alona Dzon 
  
On February 24th, 2022 Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine started. The ongoing war leads to 
numerous losses of human lives and economical assets. Not only did the issue affect people in 
Ukraine, but also the world. The refugee crisis, inflation, and lack of gas made everyone affected by 
the situation in some way. To some extent, the world is choosing to give up its comfort to help the 
people of Ukraine during the war. Most democratic countries put sanctions on Russia and stopped 
importing Russian gas, many send financial support to Ukraine, and a lot of places welcome refugees 
from Ukraine by creating environments where refugees can adapt easier. While a lot of people outside 
of Ukraine support such initiatives, many oppose this support due to their opportunity costs. This side 
believes that all the negative effects listed above are not worth supporting Ukraine. 
  
Before the full-scale invasion, Russian troops had already been on the territories of Ukraine since 
2014. Areas such as Luhansk, Donetsk, and Crimea were already under attack and even under full 
control of the Russian government. Therefore, support has been provided to Ukraine in form of 
sanctions and financial aid since 2014. For instance, the Ukraine Support Act passed on March 24th, 
2014 in the U.S. authorized President to impose sanctions on individuals responsible for acts 
undermining the sovereignty or territorial integrity of Ukraine (Support for Ukraine, 2022). Canada 
has always got immediately involved by imposing sanctions, providing military assistance, and 
supporting NATO measures (Marczuk-Karbownik, 2016). The European Union has been supporting 
Ukraine in various ways since its independence in 2021. The main goal of the support was to create a 
European future for the country. The most enthusiastic government in supporting Ukraine over all 
these years has been Poland (Burlyuk, 2017). The efforts to help Ukraine in 2014 were not big enough 
to feel negative effects in the developed countries. 
As the full-scale invasion started in 2022, the situation drew much more attention than it used to. As a 
result, the efforts of developed countries to support Ukraine increased dramatically. While these 
efforts were gaining a lot of support in February and March, the issue became more controversial 
later, when people realized the negative effects of these efforts on them as individuals. Examples of 
such effects are increased gas prices and the energy crisis in Europe. University of Maryland Critical 
Issues Poll found that Americans’ preparedness to support Ukraine at their cost on three dimensions 
(higher energy costs, increased inflation, and lives of U.S. troops) dropped in May with a slight 
increase in June (Figure 1). The decreased interest in supporting Ukraine in May can be explained by 
the effects of the increased inflation and energy prices the American population started to feel that 
month. It is harder to explain the increase in the preparedness to help Ukraine in June. One of the 
theories suggests that more people see Ukraine succeeding in war, which makes the costs of 
supporting the country more reasonable to them (Telhami, 2022). 
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Figure 1 
  
Besides governmental support, many companies also chose to get involved by supporting Ukraine in 
different ways. For example, many Finnish privately owned companies suspended their operations in 
Russia and supported Ukraine with donations (Tikkurila and PPG, 2022). All these efforts bring the 
question of why so many people choose to support help for Ukraine. 
  
There are a lot of reasons why people outside of Ukraine express interest in supporting the country, 
such as fighting the global aggressor, supporting victims of the crisis, promoting international justice, 
and protecting human rights. 
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Many democratic countries see Russia as a threat to global democracy. They believe that the success 
of Ukraine in Putin’s war will weaken the aggressor. 
For many people, it is also important to support Ukraine to promote international justice. While the 
invasion of a sovereign country is a violation of international law itself, a lot of other laws were 
violated by the Russian aggressor, such as directing rockets at civilians. Russia was formally admitted 
as a terrorist state by both the US and EU as a result of international law violations (European Parliament, 
2022). It is commonly believed that the success of Ukraine in the war will allow keeping Putin and 
other leaders accountable for international law violations. 
  
Many people also support sanctions on Russia as one of the means to support Ukraine because they 
see them as an effective tool to influence governments that violate human rights in general. The US 
itself has sanctions on many countries with human rights violations such as Venezuela, Cuba, etc. 
Increasing sanctions on Russia feels like a logical response to the invasion of Ukraine. Many people 
feel very passionate about the protection of human rights in developing countries. One of the more 
recent examples is World Cup 2022. The fact that the tournament is held in Qatar brought a lot of 
discontent on social media. News about the potential abuse of the workers who were building the 
stadium for the tournament and the strict authoritarian regime in the country made a lot of people 
question and even become angry with FIFA who chose to hold the World Cup 2022 in Qatar (World Cup, 
2022). Such human rights activists make up a big proportion of people in developed countries and 
create big support for sanctions on countries where such violations exist. 
  
Another popular reason for supporting Ukraine is the empathy people of Ukraine, who were directly 
affected by the invasion. The picture below is my photo taken from my grandmother’s window. It 
shows a building that was hit by a Russian rocket just a few blocks away from where my grandparents 
live. The rockets hit residential buildings almost every day, which leads to fatal consequences for 
civilians and their relatives. These thoughts encourage a lot of people outside of Ukraine to continue 
their support for the people inside the country. 
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We already talked about some reasons many people choose to oppose support for Ukraine. Besides 
negative results on their financial well-being, they also do not support help to Ukraine due to a lack of 
immediate results, other issues that the governments should focus on, and a lack of awareness on the 
issue. 
Some people don’t believe that the efforts of other countries in helping Ukraine are effective enough. 
After 9 months of increased sanctions on Russia, Putin doesn’t seem to react strongly or make any 
efforts for mediating the conflict. Moreover, the increasing value of the Russian ruble makes many 
people wonder if Russia is going through any economical consequences of the sanctions (Karaian, 
2022). 
  
Another popular argument the opposing side has is the fact that their governments should focus more 
on their internal issues rather than sending financial resources to a different country. In the U.S., for 
instance, many people believe that such issues as homelessness and inflation are the most important 
issues nowadays and should be addressed in the first place. This opinion is frequently referred to as 
“America First” and was discussed in my first paper. This idea is strong enough to keep people who 
would like to help the people of Ukraine more, remain on the opposing side. I learned about it when 
ASU created a post about the mural that Ukrainian Association at ASU created in Phoenix to spread 
awareness on the issue. The comment sections included the phrase “America First, but love the 
artwork” (Arizona State University). 
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Another reason for opposing help to Ukraine is the lack of awareness on the issue. Many people in the 
U.S. particularly heard about Ukraine as a country for the first time in their lives. As soon as they 
learned about the existence of Ukraine, their government told them that we have to send financial aid 
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to the country at cost of inflation and increased gas prices. For many people, it did not sound 
reasonable. It is harder to support something that hurts you at the moment as an individual when you 
don’t know the cause of the issue. 
  
After analyzing the two sides of the issue, I found two ways to get to the middle ground: searching for 
alternative sources of energy while keeping strict sanctions on Russia and implementing additional 
efforts that are not affecting individuals outside of Ukraine. 
  
While it would be challenging to address all the concerns of the opposing party, in particular, there is a 
way to continue support for Ukraine while decreasing the negative effects of gas prices. One such 
measure would be to develop alternative energy sources to combat the gas crisis. Biden’s 
administration already decided to purchase gas from Venezuela as an alternative to Russian gas 
(Daily, 2022). While this decision seems like a middle ground for the discussed issue, in particular, it 
brings a lot of controversies as well. Buying gas from Venezuela means weakening sanctions on one 
country to strengthen them for another country. In some way, it means choosing “the best out of the 
worst” options. This “middle ground” does not fit all the reasons for both sides on the issue, but it 
addresses at least one concern each side has. It allows people outside Ukraine to feel less effect of the 
energy crisis, and it addresses the supporting side because it helps to continue fighting against one of 
the biggest threats to global democracy. 
  
Another way to please both sides on the issue is to create additional efforts supporting Ukraine, which 
do not bring negative effects to people outside of the country. Such of such efforts can be addressing 
the psychological needs of refugees from Ukraine. According to ongoing research, children and 
adolescents that are making up the majority of people fleeing the country face the biggest risk of 
trauma (Jawaid, 2022). Grief appearing from forced migration and separation from families creates big 
psychological effects. Further research and development of trauma treatment can make a big positive 
impact on these people. This effort will support the people of Ukraine while not affecting those who 
are not directly affected by the war. 
  
There are many other methods one can support Ukraine without affecting others. One such method is 
to remain aware of the situation, which becomes especially important with the increasing public 
fatigue of the topic. It is important to stay on track with the news and think critically by comparing the 
received information to historical events to draw conclusions. It is beneficial to go into detail about 
different aspects of the country depending on individual interests. For example, even such a distant 
passion as biology can be applied to Ukraine and spark the interest of people in the field of biology. 
Ukraine holds a rich reservoir of biodiversity especially due to its complex history and variety of 
landscapes (Stryamets, 2022). This biodiversity is currently endangered due to the Russian invasion of 
the country. If one can connect their passion to the issue of Ukraine and increase their awareness of 
the country, it can be beneficial to spread the interest of support for the country and decrease the 
polarization of opinions. 
Therefore, there are a lot of reasons for the opposing views on support for Ukraine. The middle ground 
for such controversies can be found in the creation of alternative sources of energy and the 
implementation of additional neutral efforts to support Ukraine. 
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Gallus 

Alexander Fenlon 
  
Every morning, as the east alights a mystical green, I hear my neighbor’s rooster crow. Somewhere 
between a screech and an earnest yell, his call invites me to step outside and feel the cold soak 
through my skin. Unlike my other suburban avian neighbors—pigeons, collared doves, starlings, 
mockingbirds, whom I greet every day—we never seem to meet. He is elusive, hidden in the 
backyards of my neighborhood, yet his admonishing cry calls to me unlike any other bird song: it 
pierces my skin like the cold and confronts me with the regions of myself I typically shrink from. I am 
led to wonder if his crow is a message of some sort. 
- - - 
Gallus gallus domesticus is a species of bird of the family Phasianidae. Commonly known as the chicken, 
this species descends from several junglefowl from Southeast Asia but most prominently Gallus gallus, 
the red junglefowl (Eda 53). 
- - - 
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I wish I could understand what it’s like to be a Gallus gallus. This longing is likely why this species has 
occupied my thoughts for years. Amid the revolt of adolescence—the muck of accepting adulthood and 
the loss of innocence that entails—I looked to him. With his airy white feathers and unfathomable 
eyes, he seemed so pure, precisely as I wanted to remain despite adolescence. Bred and butchered 
for human consumption, he seemed like the perfect victim of gluttony too, exactly as I felt in my 
eating disorder. His siblings condemned to a life of servitude laying eggs, he was the perfect martyr, 
just as I wanted to see myself in the tragedy of losing innocence. 
Retreating into my imagination, I saw myself in the creature. 
- - - 
In humans, psychological suffering, or sustained stress, correlates with the accumulation of several 
hormones, the best known among these being cortisol. Typically, high cortisol levels indicate sustained 
stress (Buchanan et al. 227), whether from psychological challenges or environmental stressors. Thus 
cortisol is not only of interest to neuroscientists and endocrinologists but also to therapists, social 
workers, and psychiatric patients who seek to find solace in the tumult of everyday life, for a decrease 
in cortisol tends to correlate with a decrease in suffering. 
            
Outside of human betterment, hormones like cortisol offer some measure of understanding the 
experiences of non-humans. If cortisol in humans tends to correlate with suffering, then a hormone 
analysis of a non-human animal may reveal the extent of suffering within other beings. Thus, 
hormones may propose answers to the central dilemmas of animal welfare—especially in systems 
where animal welfare is often jeopardized, like battery hen farms. 
            
In a 2008 pilot study on egg-laying hens in different farming systems, researchers measured the 
levels of a related hormone—corticosterone—in eggs from hens in free-range, cage-free, and caged 
housing. Curiously, though the results were unclear, it appeared that corticosterone levels increased as 
perceived welfare improved; caged birds showed the lowest corticosterone levels while their free-
ranged counterparts showed the highest, suggesting that chickens in their homeland environs 
are more stressed than those in tower cages (Bulmer and Gil 2008). The social hierarchies and 
increased stimuli of ranges may keep the chickens on alert, as if their native environment, from which 
they are generations removed by selective breeding, has become too alien to find solace in. 
            
According to Kroger, a national supermarket retailer, consumers find the freedom from cages 
unsettling, too. In its August 2022 Animal Welfare Update, the company reported that, “Cage-free egg 
supply continues to outpace customer demand, despite Kroger’s efforts to invest in prices,” indicating 
that economics continues to favor caged systems. The company’s report suggests that, in spite of 
growing public attention on the welfare of farmed animals, consumers’ money remains indifferent to 
the hens’ well-being. In response to consumers’ lukewarm reception to cage-free products, Kroger 
retreated on its pledges to reach 100% cage-free production by 2025, stating that supplying eggs “as 
an affordable, high-quality protein source” remains the company’s primary objective, thereby 
suggesting that, to Kroger, the affordability of caged eggs outweighs the welfare of the hens. Both 
consumers and laying hens appear to resist the cage-free and free-range systems; for consumers, 
price keeps their dollars returning to the Styrofoam cartons, and, for the chickens, physiology may 
dictate that the cage is the safest place to be. 
- - - 
             
I relinquish no satisfaction in sharing that too much of my life has been devoted to obsessing over 
ingredients on food labels. Reading labels for the words L-cysteine, egg lecithin, or albumen—typically egg-
derived ingredients—became my claim to control for several years. “Ethical reasons;” I’d say, “the 
whole animal agriculture industry is cruel.” As with all eating disorders, the control was liberating at 
first; I held an effortless and unyielding grasp on moral scrupulousness simply by controlling what I 
ate. Yet, as years passed, I lost control, and the obsession dragged my mind and body down to a 
dangerous place. I needed help. 
            
I also relinquish no satisfaction in sharing one of my greatest challenges in accepting that help during 
my time in treatment: a plate of scrambled eggs. It came as all of the rest of our meals did: pre-
portioned with a smile from the hospital’s overworked chefs. 
A shivering ran up my throat as I sat down to it: a landscape of yolk-yellow peaks striated with white-
pale slivers shining from the sun outside—a mountain range in of itself painted with a curious palette. 
Before images of cages, smokestacks, and piles of plucked feathers—the environs of a battery farm—



appeared in an illusory glow, I was reminded of something else: rising to make eggs for my father as 
a child. The sun, yellow as a yolk, glowed through our strawberry-dotted plants, across the windowsill 
cactus, on to the stove, where golden bubbles cracked on the pan before me. The air, redolent with 
anticipation, blew in the giddiness of a brand new day as I waited to greet my father with breakfast. I 
felt useful making eggs—it was a claim to service during a time when I was dependent on him for 
most everything else. I had control over the eggs’ texture, the shape of the onion slivers within, how 
brown the yellows turned. 
Yet, then, in the hospital, what control did I have? I had already lost control of the eating disorder; my 
body bore the lacerations of that unnecessary obsession. And I had no control over the agro-industrial 
complex that produced these eggs; I was just one consumer in a country of millions. 
            
The laying hen in the battery farm flashed through my mind again. Her feathers pressed against the 
steel cage, her claws barely balancing on the metal bars below her, her eyes floating amid thousands 
of others, she stares into the void at the end of the factory’s aisle. Or is she staring at me? I wondered. 
            
It’s just this once, I reminded myself, And it’s allegedly the right thing to do. The metal of the fork pressed hard 
against my index finger, turning the skin below a speckled tan, I dipped the fork into the landscape of 
egg. The four prongs sliced into the surface as if they were clouds yet then tore through the ether 
below like a scalpel through flesh. Eventually, the fork met the plate with a dull clink, and I raised it 
up. 
“Alex, yes! We support you!” Someone across the table noticed my blank stare. I nodded and smiled 
but it soon faded upon looking back at my fork, heavy with a blob of yellow and white and rising ever 
closer to my face. Oh, this is the part I can’t watch. I felt the metal ridges against my lip, and a slimy, 
sulfurous sensation on my tongue soon spread over my whole face. 
  
And… I peek one eye open. The table is still there, as are the other patients. Nothing happened. My 
conscience did not throw my body into the abyss; no crisis of unbearable guilt precipitated; no 
condemnations from the vegan authorities shouted my name. I was the same as before. 
  
Perhaps the hen I pictured in the battery farm was not staring at me. Behind her stoic eyes may have 
been pure absence—an unfathomable indifference to the entire system of animal agriculture that 
engulfed her. She regarded me as no hero; I was just another soft animal who was as powerless in 
the system as her. Whether I scoffed at eggs made little difference to her. 
- - - 
            
In a 2020 study, two polypeptide researchers sought to verify the results obtained from corticosterone 
assays of hens’ eggs, like that used in Bulmer and Gil’s study. Noticing the wide use of hormone 
assays in poultry welfare science since the 2008 study, the authors recalled that hormones like 
progesterone, which has little relation to stress, have a chance of being registered as corticosterone 
due to the assay’s high sensitivity. Employing a new technique they thus endeavored to determine 
whether the assays were faithfully measuring the stress levels of laying hens. 
            
Using chromatography, which measures molecules’ different affinities for particular solvents, the 
researchers collected conventional cage eggs and took care to extract the corticosterone contents 
from the rest of the hormones in the egg whites. In contrast, previous studies that found little 
difference in corticosterone levels between caged and free-range hens used accessible immunoassay 
kits, which are similar to at-home pregnancy and rapid COVID test kits. With the rigor of this new 
method, their results suggested that the actual concentration of corticosterone measured in the 
picograms, nearly one-thousand times less than reported in the Bulmer and Gil study. The eggs held 
little indication of the hens’ stress levels. Evidently, determining welfare is not as simple as running 
test kits on factory eggs. 
             
Thus, it appears chemistry cannot easily tell whether the chicken prefers the cage or the pasture. 
Understanding psychological suffering—whether egg farms are humane or cruel—may be an 
unquantifiable question for which no decisive answer may arise. After all, the value of eggs can be 
measured in cents but the value of welfare cannot be measured in picograms. 
- - - 
“You’d like to see one of the chickens? Sure, I’ll see if one of them’s feeling up to it.” 



Grace, an overall-clad sales assistant brimming with morning sunshine, emerges from one of the 
store’s corridors. “This’s Ms. Frizzle,” she tells me and I immediately smile. “She’s a Serama—a 
Malaysian breed we keep here.” 
I can’t tell if Grace’s outstretched hands invite me to hold her, so I start, “May I—” 
“Of course!” 
  
Suddenly I feel the scales of her feet on my palms. Consternation perks my eyebrows up as I feel her 
tipping and slipping, but Grace adjusts my hands and soon she rests as still with me as she did with 
Grace. Her curved feathers abrade against my skin lightly, their grain and mine in the subtlest 
disagreement. Her peace and strange indifference to my presence warms my heart and alienates me 
at the same time. 
I blink, finally remembering my agenda for coming here. Lifting my eyes back to Grace, I rally my 
mind to pave a road from Ms. Frizzle to the chicken I am thinking of. “What has her life looked like so 
far? Like, welfare-wise?” 
  
Grace expounds to me, with unexpected humility, about the store’s free-range farm and its soy-free, 
corn-free, organic feed and the time the owner takes to sit down with each chicken. “However, over 
by Hickman’s, since it’s a large scale operation, their motivator is profit so sometimes the hens are 
swept under the rug.” I notice Grace’s lack of damning language. I’m not sure what I expected, but 
there is no indignation or contempt in the comment—no “Yes, the battery farms do this, but we are 
better.” I bite my lip. “But anyone with a backyard farm has to be pretty connected with their hens, so 
the hens’ welfare is priority.” 
  
I bend down so our heads are level and exchange glances with Ms. Frizzle for a final time. She still 
gives cheep, cheeps of contentment as she wavers about in Grace’s hands. Chickens purr just like cats, I 
would later learn, and it’s not hard to imagine Ms. Frizzle doing the same now—I cannot fathom how 
she feels yet I feel at peace in her presence. 
  
I bite my lip again and look around for evidence—something to instill a shred of doubt in me. The 
sunlight catches a magazine beside an armchair: “Benefits of Deliberate Cold Exposure” captions a 
photo of two tense-muscled people standing in a tub of ice water, and next to it, in “Healthier Homes: 
Can anyone make their home healthier?” a smiling suited man answers questions about air ventilation 
I never posed. I step a little closer, trying to not look too aimless to Grace, and I search for something 
damning. The suited man tells me that I can make my home healthier by sealing the ventilation and 
checking the insulation. That sounds rather feasible, I think. I inspect the ascetics in “Benefits of Deliberate 
Cold Exposure.” They’re holding their hands in prayer, just like I do when I finish a sun 
salutation. Curious, I think, I imagine the cold fixes the attention on the body. Perhaps these people do know 
what they’re talking about. 
  
My investigation ceases yet my heart remains unsatisfied. I see no vices in these free range egg 
producers; in fact, their hyper-awareness of environmental responsibility and human health leaves me 
feeling a little ashamed. Ms. Frizzle seemed so content, too, as if it was her natural disposition to live 
in such confines. Perhaps I am in no place to criticize; I don’t know what it’s like to be a chicken. 
  
As I make for the front door, a shelf of homemade soaps beckons me to pause. My mother would fawn 
over these. I typically don’t buy things unless I really need them, yet, surrounded by warm wicker 
baskets, handcrafted signs, and the optimism of sky-blue walls, I consider otherwise. I take my mind 
off Ms. Frizzle and return to who I really know: my mother. 
A bar of soap accompanies me as I exit the store. 
- - - 
The rooster’s crow greets the sunrise yet again. At this point the screech has become synonymous 
with the illustrious green that covers the eastern horizon at this time—both remind me of the 
discomfort of entering a new day and leaving behind the fantasies and misconceptions that thrive in 
darkness. Given that Gallus gallus domesticus allegedly crows in the morning to mark their territories in 
defense against competing males (Leonard and Horne 195), perhaps he is saying, “This is mine, not 
yours.” And he is right. I have no place in the world of Gallus gallus; all I have is the reality of Homo 
sapiens. 
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