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Author's Guide

Voices of Kansas, digitally published by the Kansas Association of 
Teachers of English, welcomes manuscripts and artwork in the 
categories of Perspectives & Literary Criticism, Artistic Expression, 
Poetry, and Creative Fiction & Non-Fiction from educators, student 
teachers, and students in grades 3-7 & 8-12. Our mission is for this 
journal to be a place for young writers to have a voice through both 
written and visual expression. Editor's choice entries are featured with 
lesson plans aligned to state standards for use by Kansas English-
Language Arts teachers.

Deadline: January 31, 2022
Please send all submissions via the online submission form at 

http://www.kansasenglish.org. Voices of Kansas does not accept 
physical or hard-copy submissions.

Submission Guidelines
Submissions must be made by a KATE member via our online 

submission system. Submissions to Voices of Kansas are reviewed by 
editors and reviewers of the journal, and the editors share critiques 
and work with the authors advancing toward publication in the 
journal. We provide constructive feedback for all submissions. Voices of 
Kansas publishes in the spring, and all applicants receive an emailed 
copy of the journal. The present year’s publication can be downloaded 
for free on the KATE website; however, previous volumes can be 
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accessed via a KATE members-only archive. 

Written Manuscripts
Literary Criticism, Poetry, Fiction & Non-fiction
• Prose: maximum of 1,000 words
• Poetry: maximum of 100 lines
• Typed (Times New Roman 12-point font)
• Double-spaced
• Number by page; conform (if applicable) to MLA or APA
• Save attached work as: (.doc/.docx) for Word, Rich Text 

Format (.rtf), or Google Doc format
• No identifying information should appear on the manuscript.

Artistic Expressions
Submit photographs of non-digitized art (pottery, etc.) and digital 

art in one of the following formats: 
• .jpg, 
• .jpeg, 
• .png
Include a 100 word (maximum) written description of the piece

Lost & Deleted Journal Copies
If you are a student who was published in a previous volume and 

have lost your copy of the journal, or if you were a teacher who had 
students published in a previous volume, please email us at 
voicesofkansas@gmail.com! We’ll happily send you a new file.



Younger Voices: Grades 3-7
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Tales of the Bronze Beetle

Presley Borgerding

As I was walking my way home, I felt a strange figure watching me. 
My normal path home didn’t involve the forest, but the normal road 
was currently under construction, which caused me to take a slight 
detour. The second path took me through a thick forest, which was  
dark and silent. I heard one sound and one sound only, a quick 
rustling in the leaves near my feet. I went and picked up the leaf that  
rustled the most. I lifted it up, and it startled me a bit, but the source of 
the rustling was just a small green and bronze beetle. I read something 
about those kinds of beetles in second grade; it was a dung beetle, and 
they usually live in deserts, but I did not know how it got to this small 
forest in my town.

I live in a small town in Massachusetts called Westport. I live with 
just my mom in a small house near the coast. It’s just the two of us 
because my dad died in a car crash three years ago. I was only seven.

I looked at the beetle. It looked helpless, so I picked it up and started 
to walk back home. It was now dark by the time I got on my street, but 
suddenly a giant figure appeared out of the trees. It had to have been 
the person who was watching me! I didn’t know what to do, so I just 
ran. I ran until I couldn’t see the person behind me anymore. I was 
really tired, and when I felt for the beetle, he was in my left hand still 
as a statue. I was a little scared when he didn’t move. I shook it a little 
bit in my hand, and he started moving again. I was relieved. I thought 
to myself, “Oh, I should name him! But what should he be called?” I 
thought and thought and then I knew it! Cobre! It’s perfect! When I 
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said it to him, his exoskeleton turned a shiny bronze color, and I 
jumped. I accidentally dropped him, and I was terrified that he would 
be hurt or worse. When I picked him up again, golden dust  flooded 
around him, and I jumped again, but I still held onto Cobre. 

I looked around for something, but then I realized we were in a 
huge field in the middle of nowhere. I didn’t know where we were. I 
was really scared, especially when I saw the same man that was 
chasing us before was in the field with us! I thought in my head, “I 
wish I was home right now.” 

Then, suddenly, I was outside of my door at my house. 
I looked at Cobre and the golden dust was surrounding him again. 

Then, I wondered to myself, could it be him doing this? I was relieved 
when I opened the door and my mother was cooking supper. I 
instantly took Cobre to my room and took a box from the kitchen. I set 
him in the box and placed some grass and a few small rocks  with 
Cobre. It was  late, and I was super hungry. I went to the kitchen, and 
mom served me a plate of spaghetti and salad. I had three bowls of 
spaghetti and two plates of salad. I went to sleep pretty early, and 
when I woke up again, Cobre was gone. I looked all over for him, but I 
couldn’t find him. I went out the window and was searching all over 
for him. Somehow, I ended up on the beach and no sign of him. 

I started to walk back home when I saw the man who was chasing 
me earlier. I started to run, but I had tripped over some seaweed. This 
time he had a knife! I stood there, frozen with fear. As the man walked 
up to me, I could see some sand moving around near his feet. I then 
knew what it was Cobre! But, how did he end up on the beach? I 
lunged forward for him, but the man was one step ahead of me and he 
stomped on my hand where Cobre was. He had killed him. I screamed 
in agony. I grabbed a nearby rock and threw it at the man’s head. It 
had smashed into his head and a splash of blood hit me in the face. 
The man  collapsed to the ground and made a loud thump. 

Cobre was dead, and now I was sad. I picked up the dead beetle, 
and once again the golden dust returned, and it was more than earlier. 
But this time a huge golden lightning bolt out of nowhere crashed to 
the ground with a huge boom! Another went right next to me, but 
before it hit me, I jumped out of the way. I went towards the pier, but 
before I could know it, a huge blue bolt of lightning crashed onto me, 
and I collapsed right then and there.

I woke up in my bed, and I looked at the date: November fourth. 
That meant that Cobre never happened, and I never died, and that 



A Journal of the Kansas Association of Teachers of English

8

scary man never chased after me. My life was back to normal. A 
normal normal. I would miss Cobre and the adventure, but I was glad 
to be back home. So, I cuddled underneath my blankets and went back 
to sleep to more restful dreams. 
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The Fall of Tirinan

Luke Lingle 

Chapter 3: The Beating, a History Lesson, and the 
Omnipotent Key

John ran along through the woods. Seeing a small spring, he 
stopped to catch his breath and wet his dry mouth. He had run for a 
stunning five miles in a time of 36 minutes, at about a 7:15 pace, a pace 
impressive and faster than ever before, but he still had 19 miles to go if 
he had hopes of ever making it to Hing. Exhausted, he collapsed to the 
ground. He rested a while, unwilling to get up. Finally, he forced 
himself to, this time a little slower and less rushed. He went on 
throughout the night. He walked some. He even became bold enough 
to go out on the roads, but then he decided not to. The night was chilly. 
He wished he had a jacket. When the sun finally rose, he was relieved, 
even though he was now less concealed by darkness. By midmorning 
he had gone 22 miles. Then, he bumped into something hard. He had 
not seen it step from behind a tree. His lip started bleeding. He looked 
up. He had run right into a Tirinan soldier’s breastplate. He groaned. 
The soldier grabbed him. 

"What are you doing, running around in the cover of the woods, eh 
little squirt?" the solider asked spitefully. 

"I'm, um, I'm, er, rounding up lost cattle, sir," John said, trying to 
sound cheerful and innocent, and he winced at how quickly he had 
been able to make up such a  lie.
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"Well, doesn't that beat it all, a boy running around some obscure 
woods near no pastureland, where there have been no cows running 
around loose at all. You can do better than that. Come on, I'll show ya 
to the boss. He'll know what to do with you." He grabbed John roughly 
by the arm and led him southwest, when what John was aiming for 
was directly south. Then, John attempted to jerk his arm free. It, 
unfortunately, did not work, and he hurt his arm because it was 
yanked back. He tried reaching his sword and caught it, but not before 
being dealt a hard knock from the soldier. John stumbled back, and he 
put his hand to his head, and then drew his sword. The soldier drew 
out his. For a while they circled, round and round, each waiting for the 
other to make the first move. Then, all of a sudden, John leapt at him, 
brandishing his sword. The swords clashed. The two opponents fought 
savagely, and the soldier tried to take advantage of his size, while John 
used his quickness and small size to confuse his opponent. At last, the 
soldier fell after bashing his head on a tree. John knew that he 
shouldn't kill his enemy while he could not defend himself, so he left. 
His thigh had been pricked by his opponent's sword, so John slowly 
limped the rest of the way to Hing. Finally, exhausted and pained, John 
came to Hing's post office, where he found out about the location of 
Lord Hoyroir. He reached, finally, a medium sized house, Hoyroir's 
house, and he knocked on the door, and collapsed, and passed out.

John awoke to a pleasant fire on a comfy reclining chair. He was 
being fed broth. John remembered his sword, and he handed it to his 
feeder.

"What's this?" the fellow asked.
"This has the list of the people in the rebellion. It has other important 

info that I was not told about. I came from Zonder's house, which is 
under attack by Tirinan soldiers." Then, realizing how odd it was to be 
holding a sword and saying that it was a list, he added,"There is a 
secret compartment in the handle."

"Ah," said Lord Hoyroir, opening it up. He read it, flipped it over 
and read more. His face went from cheery to grave. He said,"It seems 
he is after the Omnipotent Key."

"Who and what now?" asked the confused John.
"The Sorcerer of Doom. He wants the Omnipotent Key." John knew 

who he was. He was the power behind the throne of the Tirinan 
Empire, who had helped the most in conquering his country. The war 
had happened over 30 years ago.

"The key," began Hoyroir, "has a long and dark history. It has been 
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coveted by many men. It was made by a magician from the Green 
Swamplands. He was making it to...do good, as the story goes. He 
made it where it could heal all people. But, he also gave the key 
absolute power, so whoever possessed it would know and see, and 
hear all things. They could kill without opposition, and they wielded 
the greatest power imaginable. Immortality. It was, the key to 
omnipotence. Though made in good intentions, the temptation to do 
evil with power like that could not long be held at bay. Its creator gave 
in, as any mortal man would do. He began to kill many men, and he 
nearly took over the entire Green Swamplands. But his apprentice 
secretly killed him when that wizard was not expecting it. For he was 
not exercising his power then, and he was not prepared to heal himself 
from the killing blow. The key was taken by the apprentice, who did 
not destroy it because he was already partly enslaved by it, but for the 
most part, held off its power long enough to throw it somewhere by 
the Dry Isles. Although, he knows not where it landed, but that has 
been found by the lore master, Blonir the Bard, who left it there. But 
the desire for it drove him mad, and he is searching for it even now. 
For he has now taken over the world, and he is the one who supports 
the evil emperor. He is the Sorcerer of Doom. It says in this letter that 
he has captured and tortured the lore master, Blonir the Bard, and he 
has gotten out of him that the key is on a rock by the biggest island in 
the Dry Isles. Now, the Sorcerer of Doom himself is leading a unit of 
Imperial Troops and minotaurs to capture the key." Looking down at 
John gravely, Hoyoir said, "We must reach the key first. They have a 
head start, but we are closer. The coast is around 31 miles away. Then, 
the voyage to the Dry Isles is 60 miles. Our enemies will have to march 
90 miles to the coast and sail another 180 miles to the Dry Isles. Boy-" 

"John, sir."
"John, I want you to sail with the most elite unit in our rebellion, 

the-- well, they don't have a name yet, but they are under Captain 
Marintar, a good soldier and the veteran of many wars. He leads them 
well. You will march to the coast, and the fairies who live in that area 
will provide you with a boat and some supplies. You, since, at least 
according to rumor, got away from an enemy soldier on patrol and 
were wounded but still made it back, which means you are very tough 
and you are honorable because you did not kill the soldier while he 
was on the ground defenseless. Most likely you will resist the key's 
luster bravely. The others will be your crew, and you must use your 
wizard's sword there to destroy the key."
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"But sire," said John,"why do you trust me?"
"Because," replied Hoyroir, "of that sword. It is Zonder's, and I can 

tell it would not be stolen by an enemy, for because of its magic, it will 
not let its enemies hold it. Therefore, you are a trustworthy ally. Now, I 
will go get the rest of the soldiers. We must gather your company, and 
gather our army, for our enemies are approaching to destroy us. The 
forges have finished our weapons. It's time for war."
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The Key to Invisibility

Brenna Long

“GET EM, CECE!” yelled Trump. “He’s almost dead!” 
“I'm trying, Trump, he’s the final boss!” Cecilia said frustrated. “You 

already lost to him, so be quiet!”  
Trump laughed and added, “Because you were yelling in my ear.” 
“Yeah, great excuse.”
“It’s true!” 
“Mhmm, whatever, loser.”
VICTORY flashed across the screen.
“I did it, Trump!!” said Cecilia excitedly.
“Congrats, but the real winner is the one who makes it to the tree 

house first.” 
The kids raced to the tree house, Cecilia’s long legs putting her in 

the lead. Cecilia was always good at running; she ran Cross Country 
each year. Her long, red curly hair flowed behind her as she ran. The 
big jean shorts were falling down her thighs. The flannel shirt she tied 
around her waist loosened as she ran. 

Trump, on the other hand,  was a strong kid. His shirt clung to chest 
and stomach; his shorts flowed as they raced. 

“Haha, I win!” exclaimed Trump.
“It’s not fair, you always win! said Cecilia sadly. 
“Because you’re a twig!”
“Or you’re a brick!” 
“Workout more, then!” exclaimed Trump. 
“I don't want to, I have to focus on running!”
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“Mhmm. You can still work out. You can work on your legs!” 
Both of them stopped talking when they approached the tree house; 

it was old and shaky. But the kids didn’t care. They still climbed up in 
the tree. 

“This thing is getting old,” Trump said. 
“I know, my dad said we might have to tear it down soon,” Cecilia 

said sadly. 
“Noooooo!” Trump exclaimed. 
“I know,” Cece said quietly. 
The kids were talking when Trump noticed something glistening. 

He stood up to go get it, hesitated to grab it. 
“What are you doing Trump?” Cecilia asked. 
“There’s something in here,” Trump replied. Cece got up to  look at 

what Trump saw. 
“It’s a key!”
“A key?” Cece asked. 
“Yeah,” Trump replied, as he pulled it out of a hole in the boards. 
Everything went silent. 
“Trump?” Cece asked. “Trump, where are you?” 
“I’m right here,” he replied. 
“I cant see you,” Cecilia said, scared. 
Trump touched her shoulder. “I’m right here, Cece.” 
“Trump, you’re invisible.” 
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The Old House

Tatum Johnson

I woke up not really wanting to move when my mom came running 
into my room.  

“Pack your bags,” she said.  Then she ran right out and said nothing 
else.  

I was still kinda asleep, so I just got out my suitcase and started 
packing.   I later went out to the kitchen to eat, and my mom was on 
the phone and about to cry.  I went back to my room because I knew 
she didn't want me seeing her like that.  Once I heard the phone hang 
up, I went out to see what was going on.  When I walked out, she was 
full-on crying in the kitchen.  

“What's wrong?”
She looked at me and asked, “Are you done packing your bags? We 

will never come back here.” 
“Hold on. What? Please explain what is going on,” I begged.  
She handed me a plate with two waffles that had butter and syrup 

on them.  I could tell I didn't need to ask anymore questions. I went to 
my room and ate my waffles on my bed.  Once I finished, I started to 
get another bag because my little suitcase was not big enough for all 
my clothes.  

My mom came into my room and looked at me and said, “Let's go, 
honey.”   

Yes, I was very scared, but I had to be brave for my mom.
I got in the car and watched my mom pack my bags in the back.  

Once she got in the car and started driving, I asked her, “What are we 
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doing?”  
“Look, I will tell you the full story when we get closer,” she said.  
After a couple of hours, I asked if she could explain.  She sighed and 

said, “Your father is back in town, and wants to meet you, but he is not 
stable enough to see you, so I couldn't let that happen . . . We’re 
moving to an older house, but it is very nice,” she added.  

I just sat there in in shock. I have never met my dad, but I just let 
that go and said, “Ok.”   

After another hour of driving, we got to this really big and old 
house.  It looked like it was haunted,  which would be interesting.  We 
got out of the car and started to unload out stuff.  

My mom said, “You can go in and take a look.”   
I started towards the door and saw a key in the bottom of the door, 

already in the lock. I grabbed it and opened the door.   Inside was a big 
case of stairs, and it looked very creepy.   The key was really big,  so I 
set it on the railing and started up.   When I got to the top, there were 
three doors, but they were locked.  I went back downstairs to grab the 
key and tried to unlock each door.   It worked on the final door, but the 
room was really dark, so I was a little scared to go in.  Once I went in, I 
heard a voice.

Humming.  
For some reason, I was not scared, and the voice continued.  I finally 

found a light switch in the corner of the room. I turned it on  saw a 
chair rocking very slowly, and the voice slowly came back.   

I hurried out of the room and slammed the door.   I didn't want to 
tell my mom about it because I was sure that she would call me crazy.  

It was the next day, and I awoke with the key by my side.  I had 
slept on the couch in the living room because I was a little freaked out 
about what happened yesterday.    

When I was just about to find my mom, she came downstairs and 
sat on the couch,  and started folding the blankets that I used.  “I have 
to run to town real quick. I think you will just stay here,” she said.  

“What? No! This place is creepy,” I protested.   
“Well, this is a good chance for you to get used to the place.”  
Once she left, I went up to the room and opened the door and 

walked in.  The door shut behind me,  and the light turned on.  The 
chair was rocking but no voice was there.  

“What do you want?” I yelled.  
I felt a hand over my mouth and the other on my waist.  “Shhhh. . .” 

said a voice.  
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This  person led me to sit in the chair and then patted my leg.  They 
turned around and faced me. They looked about 36.  “Where is the 
key?” he demanded.  

“What key?” I lied.  
“This will be much easier if you tell the truth.” 
“Why do you want to know?” I asked.  
“I don't think you know the power of that key.  Don't go snooping 

around this house anymore,  you will get trapped in your own mind.  
Then, once you unlock the doors, they never leave your mind,” he said 
cryptically.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.   
He picked me up and shoved me out the door.  
Once my mom got home, I decided not to say anything.  I helped 

her unload groceries and then sat down on the couch with her.  I 
looked over at the staircase and the man was standing there.  He was 
just looking at me and was standing really still.  I told her I had to do 
something really quick and went to the staircase. I walked up to the 
man and went right through him.   I was so confused, I walked back to 
the couch with my mom.  

“How was your trip to town?” I asked.    
She didn't respond, and just kept reading.  
“MOM!” I said.  
She still didn't say anything,  I looked at the staircase again and then 

the man was smiling at me.  
“What do I do?” I said to the man.  
“Simple. Give me the key.”
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The Thunderstorm

Emma Spellman

My name is Samantha Rye. I am twelve years old. I live in 
Sacramento, California. I love all of my friends here, but I am moving 
to a small town in Oklahoma.

“Samantha,” my dad called from down stars,  “do you have your 
bags packed yet?”

“Yes!” I yelled to him.”
“We are leaving in fifteen minutes!” he exclaimed.
“Fifteen  minutes,” I mumbled to myself. “Only fifteen minutes until 

I am in the car on the way to my new house away from all of my 
friends . . .only fifteen minutes.” 

Fifteen minutes  passed, so I put my suitcase in the moving van and 
got in the car. Then, I realized I had forgotten something. 

“Smokie!” I hollered out the window. Smokie is my cat. We always 
forget him when we go places. Once I got Smokie and put him in the 
car, the moving van left, and we followed.

 After what seemed like the longest car ride, we arrived at a place to 
stop for the night.  We were going to check-in at the hotel, and I was 
holding Smokie. Once we checked-in, we went into the elevator. 

“Are you scared?” asked dad. 
“No, just nervous, and I already miss my friends.”Once I said that, 

we got to the top floor where we were staying.
When we woke up, we got straight back in the car. It was the a 

pretty long car ride until we went into a driveway and my dad 
announced, “We’re home!” 
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It was a big, gray house with a lovely porch. The moving van was 
already there, and the movers had stared putting furniture into the 
house.

“Do you want to see your room?” asked mom excitedly. 
“Yes.” So we went to my room. 
It was the biggest room I had ever seen! It had a walk-in closet, my 

own bathroom, and a big window sill so that I could sit and reed my 
books.

“I love it!” I shouted. 
“Good,” smiled mom.

Time had passed, and all the furniture was unloaded. I 
went to bed because I had school the next day. The next morning I got 
ready for school, and the bus came. I got on the bus, and I sat across 
from a girl. 

She looked at me and asked, “Are you new?” 
“Yes.” 
“Cool! My name is Shophi.”
“I’m Samantha.” 
“This is my brother, Jake,” replied Sophi.
”Hi!” 
Jake was a boy with black curly hair. He said, “Hi,” back, blushed, 

and turned away to hide his smile.
“What grade are you in?” Sophi asked.
“Seventh.” 
“Same!” exclaimed Sophi.
“Cool,” I said. 
Sophi began to speak, “Yeah, my brother is in eighth grade, and I 

have a little sister who is in second grade”
“What is her name? I replied.
“May. She is so sweet and polite."
Then, the bus stoped at a small sized building.
“This is our school,” Shophi said to me quietly.
We got of the bus, and there was a group of people waving at her.
“Sorry, I have to go!” and she ran to them.
So I walked into the school. It was a quiet school. Once I started 

reading a poster on a wall, a group of boys walked in. I turned around, 
and there was Jake.

“I think you are supposed to go into the office.” 
I looked at him in confusion. 
“There.” He pointed to a big door.
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”Oh, okay. Thanks,” I said, while I walked towards the door. 
Once I stepped into the room and closed the door, one person in the 

group said very loudly, “Looks like Jake has a new girlfriend!”
“Shut up,” Jake snapped while the rest of the group 

laughed.
 “Hello, you must be the new student,” said a nice lookingwomen 

behind the counter.
“Yes, I am.”
“Ok. Great! Here is your schedule with all the room numbers so you 

can find where each class is.” 
“Thanks,” I said quickly.
A bell rang, and the nice lady said, “That is your homeroom bell, 

and your homeroom is on that sheet. You have two minutes until you 
are late. Now, go along!”

Once I found my homeroom, I walked in and Sophi was sitting there 
at a desk reading a book.

“Sophi,” I said in a slight whisper.
She turned around. “Samantha!” she said in a loud voice. Sometimes 

I wonder if she can whisper -- or at least talk quietly.
“Did you get your  schedule?”
“Yes.” 
“Ok. How did you know were to go?”
“The office lady.” 
“Oh, she is nice!”
“Yeah.”
“Can I see your schedule?” she asked.
So I gave it to her, and she started marking certain classes.
“What are you doing?” I asked curiously.
“Marking all the classes we have together.” 
“Wow! We have a lot of classes together, but all except gym,”she 

said in an exciting voice.
Five minutes had passed, and she asked me, “Do you want to come 

over to my house today?”
“Sure, I don't think my parents will care.”
It was a long day, and I texted my parents, saying I was going to 

Sophi’s house. They said that was okay. Once I got to her house, the 
sky started turning gray.

“Is it about to rain?”
“I don’t know. Let me check the weather...Oh we are going to have a 

thunder storm!” Once she said that, there was a rumbling boom, and 
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the rain started to pour. I looked out the window in her room, and 
there was a small shining thing.

“Do you know what that is?” I  pointed at it.
She looked out the window. “I don't know. Let’s go see!”
“Are you crazy?” I shouted while she ran to her front door.
“Yes!” she replied and went and got it. She came back inside with a 

key.
“What do you think this opens?” I asked quietly.
“I don't know, but I have a shed in my back yard we haven't been 

able to open it since we moved in,” she said in a calm tone of voice.
“Maybe it goes to that,” I said desperately.
Once the storm ended, we sprinted out her back door and went to 

the shed. She took the key out of her pocket and put it in the socket, 
twisted it, and then it opened. 

“What are the odds?” she asked excitedly. “On three we open it!” 
“Okay.”
“One!”
“Two!”
“Three!” We swing the door open, and there was nothing.
“Well that is exciting,” Shophi said while laughing.
“Yeah, I guess so!”
And still to this day we laugh about that moment when nothing 

happened.   



Older Voices: Grades 8-12



Artistic Expression



24

Toxico

Karen Madrid

Editor’s Choice Award Winner
* * *
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Toxic Masculinity
Cultural expectations and standards of aggressive male behavior are 

harmful. As someone who does not get attacked with slurs about this 
topic, I find it important that I show my support, especially since I do 
not struggle with it.  

I hate to see when men get bashed for doing basic human activities 
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or conveying basic human emotions.  Of these, there are those are 
deemed feminine by society, when in reality they are just a part of life. 
This can include areas such as hygiene, emotions, and organization. 
Most of the time men bash other men because they were raised to 
think that way, were bullied themselves, or do not want to seem “not 
manly.” Toxic Masculinity usually originates from early ages.

That is why I painted Toxico. Not only to make toxic men actually 
LOOK, but to show younger generations that basic human activities 
and preferences do not define us if we do not want them to.  A man 
wearing a bikini: you don’t know his back story, nor need to, but you 
know he’s a man wearing a bikini. Manicured nails, good skincare 
routines, and tears…these are not isolated feminine characteristics. 
Any person’s habits, preferences, and emotional responses should be 
accepted, especially if no one is affected.
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Lesson Plan for Artistic Expression Editor's Choice Award 
Winner

Art as Critical Commentary

Materials Needed
Copies or a copy of Toxico, writing utensils, paper.

Time Frame: One Class

Objectives
• Students will learn respond to art through writing.
• Students will make connections between art, life, and 

themselves.
• Students will practice writing poetry through ekphrasis.

Essential Questions
• How does art connect to written response?
• How can art create a conversation with a viewer through 

surprise and connections to the self and everyday life?

The Assignment
Students will learn about poetic ekphrasis, journal a response to a 

painting, and then write an ekphrastic poem regarding the painting 
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Toxico.

Bell Work / Opener
When students enter the room, have the word “ekphrasis" written or 

displayed at the front of the room. Say the word for the students, and 
have your students repeat the word back in choral response a few 
times to practice pronunciation for general classroom discussion. Then, 
provide a student-friendly definition of the term. One has been 
provided below:

Ekphrasis: a detailed description responding to art — 
often visual art like paintings.

Once students have seen and heard the definition, remove the 
definition and have students paraphrase their understanding of 
ekphrasis with a shoulder partner. After the review, explore the roots, 
prefixes, and suffixes with students.

Ekphrasis:
• Via Latin from Greek: “ekphrazein”
• Ek- “out”
• phrazein “to tell”  

Thus, “ekphrasis” literally means “to tell out (through description).”
Because students will likely not have been exposed to many 

examples of ekphrasis, this warm-up should be enough to help them 
develop word awareness for the day’s concept.

Tell students that they are now ready to respond to a piece of 
artwork and to take out paper and writing utensils such as journals 
and pens. They are to free-write for ten minutes without stopping and 
record every thought and reaction that they have to the painting.

Then, reveal the picture of Toxico.

Main Activity
Once students have finished their free-writes, have them do a team-

then-share (to save some time). Upon hearing from all the partnerships 
with their initial reactions to the art, distribute the artist statement for 
the piece. Read this aloud or individually. Then, have students discuss 
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any similarities or differences in their interpretations of the piece to 
what the artist intended.

Following this discussion, students are to create ekphrastic poems 
based upon their free-write and further contemplation of the artist 
statement. Poem forms should be up to the teacher and students; 
although, free-verse and choice of format is usually the best approach 
with ekphrasis.

Closing Activity
Wrap up the day by asking students to share their ekphrastic poems 

in progress. Then, have students turn in their work for you to review.

Standards Alignment
• Speaking & Listening 1: Initiate and participate effectively in 

a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher-led) with diverse partners on GRADE-
APPROPRIATE topics, texts, and issues, building on others' 
ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.

• Writing 3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective technique and relevant, 
well-chosen descriptive details and clear, well-structured event 
sequences.

• Writing 4: Produce clear and coherent writing in which the 
development, organization, and style are appropriate to task, 
purpose, and audience. (Follow expectations for writing types 
defined in standards for Writing 1-3).

• Writing 5: Develop and strengthen writing as needed by 
planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach, focusing on addressing what is most significant for 
a specific purpose and audience.

• Writing 12: Write routinely over extended time frames 
(research, reflection, revision) and shorter time frames (a 
single-sitting or 1-2 days), for a range of tasks, purposes, and 
audiences.



Creative Fiction & Literary Non-Fiction
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A Girl's Best Friend

Laryssa Stahl

I have had many “firsts” in my life, but one of the most memorable 
was the first time I watched Scooby-Doo. My mom loves Scooby-Doo, 
and she wanted me to watch an episode with her. I was about four or 
five years old when she told me to try an episode. We started 
watching, and I was frightened because of the monster, but I didn’t 
want to let one scary monster stop me from finishing the episode; I was 
determined to make it through to the end. 

After the episode was over, my mom asked me, “It wasn’t that bad, 
was it?” I lied and said, “No”; however, she soon found out the truth 
when I came into her room to tell her about the abominable snow 
creature that was in my nightmare. The snow creature is in the first 
episode of the series What’s New, Scooby-Doo? About a year later, my 
mom bought me a Scooby-Doo movie for me to try to watch, I made 
the decision that I was more mature and I could watch the whole 
movie all the way through. We started watching, and I was hooked. I 
thought to myself, “That was the greatest movie I have ever seen. I 
don’t know why I thought it was so scary.”

I still remember the first Scooby-Doo movie and DVD my mom 
bought me. (Chill Out ,Scooby-Doo! was the movie and Space Ape at the 
Cape was the DVD) 

Today, I own every single Scooby-Doo movie and DVD and love to 
watch them whenever I need a pick-me-up or something to laugh at. 
Scooby-Doo has had a giant impact in my life; therefore, I am grateful 
that the one episode I watched didn’t scare me forever. I love when the 
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Scooby gang collaborates with celebrities: KISS, Bobby Flay, the 
Harlem GlobeTrotters, Elvria, Bill Nye the Science Guy, and the WWE 
Superstars. All of these celebrities love Scooby-Doo, maybe not as 
much as I do. I can only think of one thing about Scooby-Doo that I 
don’t like, and that’s one of the newest TV series called Be Cool, Scooby-
Doo. That show does not represent what the series and movies are 
about at all. Daphne has zero common sense, when she’s actually only 
danger-prone — not flat-out dumb. Fred and Velma are just as horrible. 
Do not even get me started about Shaggy and Scooby; the whole series 
depicts the Scooby gang incorrectly. 

Altogether, I have grown from being scared of one episode of 
Scooby-Doo, to now owning every movie and DVD. This may sound 
like I have a problem, but I promise I don’t. This was one of my many 
firsts I have had throughout my life, and I am extremely glad Scooby 
and the gang have had a huge impact. If my mom hadn’t started me 
watching Scooby-Doo, I wouldn’t have learned how a smaller group of 
friends could be all someone needed. Friends are about quality, not 
quantity. I would also probably have a lot more money if I had not 
spent as much on all the Scooby-Doo stuff in my house; however, I 
wouldn’t want my Scooby-Doo stuff anywhere else.
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Bus Stop

Olivia Perkins

Being a 15-year-old boy, I didn’t have a car, so I would have to go to 
my friend’s house on the bus. It was a Tuesday and I had missed my 
bus. As I waited in the shelter for the next one, it was starting to get 
cold and snow was peppering the ground. The bus was taking longer 
than normal, so I decided to put my headphones on and listen to 
music. Three hours passed. It was 9 o’clock the night was freezing, and 
no one was in sight, but a man dressed in thick layers of clothing. He 
was walking towards me slowly, so I pretended to do something on 
my phone. He sat at the other side of the bench and stared at me. There 
was something off about him; I guessed that he might be drunk or on 
drugs.  

Suddenly he asked, “When is the bus due?”
I took my headphones out and said, “It’s delayed because of the 

snow.”
I went back to my phone. After a few minutes passed, I noticed that 

he moved closer. Then I asked, not really wanting an answer-back. 
“You ok there?”
He stared at me with glassy eyes and then leaned towards me. I 

grabbed my bag immediately and ran as he fell off of the bench. I ran 
down the road, and I didn’t stop running till I reached the next bus 
stop. Finally, there, I rested against the wall only to be awakened by a 
knock. It was the man! He launched towards me but before he could 
reach me, I ran, and he fell to the ground; I froze as blood ran from his 
face. Immediately, I called 911. The cops arrived and took him to the 
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hospital. After this incident, I got my driver's license and never took 
the bus again.

If you are or you suspect someone you know may be a victim of 
human trafficking, please contact the National Human Trafficking 

Hotline: 1-888-373-7888.
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Devil's Slope

Jude Barnes

On the coast of Stewart Island, New Zealand, lived a colony of little 
Fairy Penguins. Among that colony lay a small nest containing two 
eggs about the size of chicken eggs. With those eggs, two elegant 
penguins, the mother and father of what were soon to be Spot and 
Atlas lay about. The mother was an average-sized penguin with 
brilliant blue feathers, whereas the father was a grey penguin and 
alpha-male of the flock. The eggs had entered the world on January 
10th, 2006, and the penguins did whatever they could to protect them.

 One day, a seagull flew and tried snatching one of the eggs; 
however, the proud father saved them from becoming the gull’s 
dinner. A couple of months passed by, and on March 12th, the eggs had 
started to hatch. To an extent it was going well, until one of the eggs 
stopped moving for a while. The penguins waited anxiously until it 
moved again, but little did they know he was struggling, and only a 
little spot poked through the egg. 

They did the best they could to help the hatchling and eventually 
freed him from the clutches of the eggshell. Atlas made it out without a 
scratch, and so did Spot-or so they thought.  

Several weeks went by, and they noticed several changes in Atlas 
but not Spot. Atlas had feathers and fur; meanwhile, Spot merely had 
patches and he was the same size as when he hatched. They had the 
slight worries about Spot but assumed he would grow after a couple 
more weeks. Late August came, and the only change for Spot was that 
his feathers had grown in, but he was still small. The parents started to 
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worry while Atlas made fun of him and called him names.
Atlas said, “Look at that freak! He will never be like us!” 
Spot whimpered and ignored him as best as he could. 
One day, Atlas and his friends went diving for fish.
Spot asked, “Can I go?” 
His mother replied, “No it's too dangerous for you. Maybe when 

you grow a little bigger.”  
“Yeah, it's too dangerous for a little freak like you!” mocked Atlas. 
Atlas’ buddies laughed and they went diving. 
Spot felt useless and alone. 
He said to his mother, “Maybe one day I’ll grow big and strong like 

you and Dad!”
“Maybe so,” said Mother. The next day, Atlas and his friends came 

again. Atlas asked his Mom if he could go snow sliding with his 
friends. 

Mom said, “Sure.” 
And once again Spot asked, “Can I go as well?” 
Mother said, “No, I am sorry. You're still too small.” 
Then Atlas and his buddies waddled away, snickering. 
The next day, Spot thought to himself, “Today, I am going to break 

the rules and prove that I am big enough!” 
As the sun broke through the clouds, Atlas came waddling along 

with his friends again, but something was different. The boys’ Mom 
was off diving for fish. Atlas started to leave after noticing her absence.  

Spot asked, “Where are you going? Can I come?” 
Atlas snickered and replied, “We're going sliding down the Devil's 

Slope.” 
Devil’s Slope was an extremely dangerous mountain that everyone 

feared. 
Spot stomped his feet in protest. “I am going too!” 
“You could never make it. You're too small and pathetic.”
Spot growled in anger, “Watch me do it, then. We will race to the 

bottom.” 
Atlas and his friend laughed and went towards the slope while Spot 

followed behind. The entire way Spot thought to himself, “I can do 
this. I’m going to prove everyone wrong.” A couple minutes later, they 
reached the slope.

Atlas said, “Here we are. We just have to ascend to the top, so I can 
beat this pathetic loser.” 

Spot kept his thoughts to himself as they headed up the slope. On 
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the hill was a lot of rough terrain they had to avoid on the way up and 
would be concerned of on the way down. 

Back at the nest, mother returned to see that Spot was gone and she 
panicked. She asked around but no one had seen her sons. 

She thought to herself, “Maybe I should wait here, and they will be 
back.” She waited several long minutes until she heard shouting from 
Devil’s Slope. It was Atlas and his friends at the top of the hill. 

Spot prepared himself to beat Atlas, yet he was scared, and he had 
to overcome that. As they lay down, they maneuvered into position. 

Atlas muttered, “See you at the finish, Loser.” 
Spot ignored him. When they heard “Go!” shouted from one of 

Atlas’ friends, they took off down the hill, and Spot was behind. He hit 
everything in his path, and then he had a change of thought. He knew 
he could do it.  He had to go just a little faster to be Atlas. 

Spot mocked, “See you at the finish, Loser!” then sped ahead. 
When he made it to the bottom, Atlas was nowhere to be seen. They 

then spotted his feet poking out of the snow. The boys rushed over to 
retrieve him and ended up saving him while he was on the last of his 
breath. 

Atlas congratulated Spot and said, “Maybe you're a lot bigger than 
we thought, just on the inside.”

Spot grinned and replied, “Thanks, Big Bro.” 
They returned to the nest, and Spot told his Mom all about it. While 

proud, she also scolded the boys about the dangers of reckless 
behavior. Spot was very confident, and Atlas invited him to do 
everything he and his friends did from that day on. 

If you are or you suspect someone you know may be a victim of 
bullying and may also be having thoughts of suicide, please know that 

help and resources are available at StopBullying.gov and 1-800-273-
TALK (8255).
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Feelings in Nature

Marcos Martinez

Colorful leaves fly freely in the wind without a care in the world. 
Their lack of responsibilities allows them time to observe the world 
around them. Beehives sit in the trees, filled with bees that are 
completing their daily jobs. The trees they sit upon are big and bold, 
reaching high into the sky like dominant forces of the fields around 
them. The grass creates big dancing pools, overflowing with life 
underneath. The dirt is riddled with colonies of insects, all living in 
unity and community among each other like humans in busy cities, 
each having their own part to fill, working as  assets to the community. 
Hustling and bustling about as they all work together to keep their 
towns running as good and as new as ever, each community has their 
part to fill: ants work to bring food and build their hills as high as 
possible; bees work in unity to pollinate flowers to keep nature 
beautiful and to make honey for nutrition and survival, and they both 
have the same goal in mind. Live, survive, and expand. 

I like to believe that they sing as they do their jobs, as a way to keep 
themselves productive and on task the same way we humans do. They 
get to that point in working where nothing else goes through their 
minds, except the hum of what they are working on, the crescendo of 
what they’re working towards, and the grand finale of their jobs. We 
share this same determination as if it’s a feral instinct that allows us to 
work together and work towards a common goal. Success.  That 
success ultimately brings the feeling of happiness to the communities 
that it affects. Happiness like the playground down the street from the 
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beautiful landscape of nature, overflowing with happy kids playing 
around and enjoying their lives and the life of nature around them. 



Framed

Olivia Perkins

“Josiah, I declare you innocent,” the Judge announced. 
“Case dismissed.” 
I walked out of the courtroom relieved.
I had been to court for a murder I hadn’t committed. About three 

weeks after I had gotten fired, I had seen in the news that my boss had 
been murdered with poison. A day later the SWAT team broke down 
my door, and as I heard the crash, I escaped out the back door and 
went into hiding. 

It took me months to prove my innocence after I was framed. 
Whoever framed me did it well. 

First, I’d done some research and discovered multiple suspects. I 
had investigated each one, but two stuck out to me: Lea Landon and 
Mike Locke. Mike was my boss’s son who has a grudge against his 
father and me. Lea was my former best friend who also had a grudge 
against me. I returned to the office where my boss had been killed and 
recovered the cup he was drinking from.  I was able to run a test in our 
lab for a drug called NOEXUM31. If it came back positive, then I 
would know exactly who did it.

With results in-hand I secured a lawyer.  I knew Lea was the 
scientist working on this specific new drug — the only one who could 
get her hands on it. I had gathered the evidence I needed before 
turning myself in. My job was done; now, my family and I are safe.
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Halloween Night

Malloree Matlack

It was October 31, 1992 in Salami, Massachusetts. Julie and Kara 
were getting ready to go trick-or-treating. Julie was a chicken and Kara 
was a ghost. Their friend Jack’s costume was going to be a surprise, 
but when they got to his house he had already left. 

“He probably thought we were meeting at the trunk-or-treat. Let’s 
go there,” Julie said.

The girls walked to the trunk-or-treat and looked for Jack, but he 
was nowhere in sight.

“Maybe he decided to go trick-or-treating with the other boys in our 
class.” said Kara, “There’s no need to panic.” 

“You’re right. I’m sure he totally wasn’t kidnapped or anything.” 
replied Julie.

Kara rolled her eyes and laughed. The girls continued walking.
As the girls were walking around town collecting candy, they 

noticed someone in a pig costume was following them. They tried 
taking varied paths and made sudden turns, but the pig was always 
right behind them.  They didn’t know what to do and it was really 
scary. Finally, they ran to Julie’s house and went up to her bedroom. 

Julie’s mom heard a knock on the door. When she opened it she 
discovered a boy in a pig costume standing on the other side. 

“Oh hello Jack. I didn’t recognize you in your costume.” 
Julie’s mom said, “The girls just went upstairs.”

“Thank you!” Jack replied.
As Jack went upstairs the girls became more and more worried. 
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Then out of nowhere, Julie’s bedroom door swung open. It was the boy 
in the pig costume. The girls were screaming and trying to hide. 

“Hi guys!” Jack said as he took off his pig mask. 
“Jack? Is that you?” Kara said frightened.
“So, you’re the one who’s been following us all night!” Julie 

exclaimed.
“I was just trying to catch up to you, but you two ran pretty fast.” 

Jack replied.
They all laughed and then went back outside to do more trick-or-

treating.
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Home Alone

Icyanna Bailey

One cold, windy night, a girl named Grace was left home alone on 
Christmas.  Despite the fact that her nose was ice cold, she still 
appreciated the smell of buttery biscuits floating through the air. 
Fourteen-year-old Grace sat on the couch sipping on a warm glass of 
apple cider. She flipped her long brown hair out of her pear green eyes 
and reflected she had everything the way she liked it.

While Grace was watching TV, a warning popped stating that a 
dangerous murderer had broken out of prison and was loose in her 
town. She ignored the warning and continued playing on her phone. 
All she was worried about was that her service had gone down. She 
could hear the roaring wind outside and it was scaring her. 

Suddenly, she heard a loud knock on the door. She jumped off of the 
couch and she ran upstairs into her room and hid under her blanket. 

On and off she rambled to herself, “Stay calm Grace. Don’t open the 
door and stay inside at ALL costs.” She tucked herself even tighter into 
her blanket.

The knocking at the door kept growing louder. It wasn’t going away. 
She imagined it was a tall middle-aged man standing in front of the 
door wearing an orange suit and had tattoos covering his arms. She 
didn’t have a good feeling and with no phone reception she could not 
call for help. The knocking at the door sounded again and this time she 
thought she heard someone yell.

“I know someone’s in there. Let me in!”
The banging didn’t stop, so Grace hesitantly crept to the window 
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only to see a tree branch banging against the door.

If you are or you suspect someone you know may be a victim of 
human trafficking, please contact the National Human Trafficking 

Hotline: 1-888-373-7888.
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Kai, the Beast Tamer

Wallace Lang

In a small village there lived a lonely boy, as lonely as a star in the 
night sky. His name is Kai. As a kid, Kai was scrawny and small, with 
brown, dirty hair. He liked to keep to himself and didn’t have any 
friends. One day while playing by himself, he came across a small, 
injured wolf pup, its mother nowhere to be found. Kai decided to take 
the pup home and care for it. When he returned home his parents were 
surprised. 

“What is that?” exclaimed Kai’s mother.
“It’s an injured wolf pup,” replied Kai. “I’m going to take care of 

him until he gets better.”
“Okay,” said Kai’s father. “Just remember that you have to take care 

of it.”
“I will keep it as safe as possible,” Kai exclaimed as he took the pup 

to his room.
As time passed the pup healed and grew, so did its friendship with 

Kai who decided to keep the wolf and named him Senshi. A year after 
finding and helping Senshi, Kai decided to study the many creatures 
that are scattered throughout the world, in hopes to eventually travel 
the world and assist other beasts in need.

After many years of study, Kai became an adult and began to travel 
the world in search of animals in need. Kai and Senshi went on many 
expeditions, often returning to the village with a new beast that 
needed help.  Kind Kai would care for and raise the animals, 
regardless of what the creature was including dragons, sprites, 
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mammals, and aquatic beasts. 
After some time, Kai gained the title of Beast Tamer from the village. 

When the beasts that Kai and Senshi rescued were healed, he released 
them to their homes, or let them stay and help around the village. The 
beasts that chose to stay would help with many tasks around the 
village such as agriculture, construction, and other duties.

Throughout his journeys, Kai gained many friends, both animal and 
human. Kai has welcomed anyone interested in assisting him take care 
of the beasts. One such person was a girl named Kari, who was a tall, 
pretty girl with long, black hair. As a kid, Kari also did not have many 
friends, so as a way to pass time, she liked to read and write. After 
growing into an adult, Kari, who was also fascinated by all the living 
things, decided to travel the world and document every animal she 
found, in hopes to create a bestiary that included every living thing to 
ever have a spot on their world. 

Kai met Kari on one of his expeditions to the frozen lands. While 
exploring, Kai and Senshi saw Kari being attacked by a group of yetis. 

“Help!” cried Kari. 
Kai and Senshi stepped in as soon as they saw someone in trouble. 

The two were able to fight off the yetis with the help of the phoenix 
they brought along for heat in the cold. After aiding Kari, Kai noticed 
that Kari was protecting an infant mountain drake, whose wing had 
been broken during a fall. That was when he asked Kari if she wanted 
to help out with the creatures and beasts back in his village. She agreed 
and now lives in the village. While living there, she has become friends 
with many people. 

Today, Kai and Kari are a couple and have a child whose name is 
Nia. Senshi found a mate and is a father to a small litter of wolf pups. 
They all are living their best lives, saving beasts, and making friends.
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My Coming Out Story

Ashdon Childs

Before I could turn to my father and snatch my phone back, he 
started reading what was written on it. My heart ached. I can’t stop 
him now, I thought to myself. The fire crackled as silence filled the 
long, lonesome night. His words still ring in my head, helping me 
realize that not everyone understands.

A few days prior to the situation with my father by the fire, I was 
still trying to figure out my biggest problem: how to tell him that I 
wasn’t who he thought I was. Coming out as transgender is not an 
easy process, especially to a father who is moody and hard to read. 
Most days, I try to stay out of his way, try not to cause more trouble. I 
usually spent this time outside or watching television in the basement. 

One way I thought I could solve my problem was to talk to some of 
my friends. Out of all of my friends Alexa tried to help me out as much 
as possible. As I sat on her bed with her, playing with her long brown 
hair, we discussed some ways I could come out. At least, I tried to 
figure out how to come out. 

“Honestly, you should just tell him. I mean, it’s better to do it sooner 
than later,” she said.

“Yeah, but the thing is, I don’t know when a good time is. He always 
seems to be in a grumpy mood when I talk to him.” 

We talked for a couple of minutes trying to ease how nervous I felt 
about the situation before changing the subject. She was right on one 
thing: if I didn’t tell him sooner, I probably would never be able to 
later. I began trying to think of a way to tell him, to get this huge 
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weight lifted off my chest. 
Before I knew it, I was sitting by the fire pit with my father. I was on 

my phone, writing out a page of explanation for my dad. My scrawny 
fingers slid across the keypad. Multiple times I felt his piercing eyes, 
staring over my shoulder. He would ask the same question: “Who are 
you texting? Is it about me?”

“No, I’m not texting anyone, I swear.”
“Then what are you doing?”
“I’m just writing something down. I’m not ready to show you yet.”
Although I told him I was not texting anyone, I kept being furtive 

with my phone. The soft wind blew through my partially blond hair as 
I typed; soon enough, the wind seemed to pick up and blow harder. 
My father grabbed my phone and started to read it. I started to tear up 
from how scared and nervous I felt. What is he gonna say? His 
expression seemed to be focused, nothing changed at all. He did not 
look weirded out; he did not look upset just a blank, focused stare. I 
panicked; the air grew colder. My father looked at me, his spiky, brown 
hair was more noticeable in the firelight. He placed a hand on my 
shoulder.

“Brooklyn… I already knew this. It was obvious for a while. I knew. 
Your mom knew. Heck, even Danny knew when you were at the 
hospital.” 

For a moment, I thought he actually understood. I started to tear up 
more, but this time, I was happy. Tears of joy filled my eyes, that was 
until he continued to talk. 

“You will always be my little girl. And you know my cousin? I 
mean, he’d been in the closet for a while, but everyone knew he was 
gay. We were all happy for him too. I know what you are going 
through, Brooklyn.” 

My mood went from cheerful to dejected. He thought I was coming 
out as gay all over again. I probably should have seen the sign when he 
said Brooklyn instead of my preferred name, which I did write in the 
letter. I listened to him finish talking but didn’t process the words. 

When he finished, I made the excuse that I was tired. I gave him a 
fake smile and went to bed. I stared at my reflection for a while, my 
forest green eyes surrounded by red, puffy eyelids from the crying. I 
barely slept that night because of what happened. I stared at my ceiling 
while many thoughts swirled in my head: I did not have to carry a 
huge weight on my chest anymore; my dad could learn to understand 
where I am coming from; I could try to be myself to help him 
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understand me more. 
After that day, I knew I had to be myself.  To be who I am and not 

who people want to see me as.  Because if I go on living the way 
people tell me to, I will not ever feel safe to be myself.

If you are or you suspect someone you know may be a victim of 
bullying and may also be having thoughts of suicide, please know that 

help and resources are available at StopBullying.gov and 1-800-273-
TALK (8255).

Resources and support for LGBTQ+ youth can be found at GLSEN.org 



Opening Night

Malloree Matlack

It was opening night at the Fox Theatre. Luke and his band, Now or 
Never, was about to go on stage. Guitarist Kary was incredibly 
nervous. 

“This is our biggest gig yet,” she said. 
Mitch, the drummer, replied, “I know. I’m a little nervous.” 
“Guys. we all need to chill out. We’ll be fine!” Luke exclaimed.
“Yeah, this is awesome!” Bobby said, “I’m so ready to play bass.” 
One of the stage managers came backstage and said, “Now or 

Never, you’re on in two minutes.” 
Mitch said, “I think I’m gonna throw up.” 
“Come on Mitch,” Luke said. “Remember a year ago when we 

started the band? We were at our very first gig-- I guess it was more of 
a school concert, but still. We were so nervous to go on stage and 
perform in front of a crowd, but everyone ended up loving us.” 

“Luke’s right,” Kary replied. “We can do this. We just need to go out 
on the stage and perform as if we’re back in the garage practicing.” 

Bobby chimed in, “Let’s go out there and give them a show they’ll 
never forget! This is going to be great!” 

“Yeah, I got this. We got this!” Mitch said. “I think I’m ready now. 
I’m not nervous at all anymore!” 

Luke replied, “Alright guys. We’re gonna kill it tonight! Just 
remember to sing like our lives depends on it. Let’s give them songs 
they’ll be singing until tomorrow morning!” 
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Overcoming COVID-19

Shelby Ryan

She couldn’t taste anything and neither could Ashely. Then, they 
both walked around the house and smelled every candle we owned; 
they couldn’t smell any of them. We were all surprised because we 
never thought that anyone we knew would get what they had got. But 
here they were, my mom, cousin, and aunt all positive for COVID-19. 

On the morning of July 9th, 2020, I woke at a normal time of about 
7:30 AM with my mom, and we ate breakfast. 

My mom told me that she wasn’t going to work: “You can’t go 
anywhere either because your aunt Julie is sick, and we don't know 
what she has so we need to stay home to be safe,” she continued. 

My Aunt Julie went to the doctors and got a coronavirus test. The 
test results could take a couple days to come in, so we all had to wait. 
My mom and I hadn’t been around my aunt for a while, but we stayed 
home just to be safe. We watched movies and played a lot of Yahtzee.

The couple of days passed and Aunt Julie had received her results. 
There was a feeling inside me: nerves. I kept telling my family that the 
tests would come back negative; I think I was just in denial because she 
had every sign of coronavirus. She called and told my mom and I that 
her results were positive. I was freaked out. My mom and dad then 
went to a rapid-testing site; their results came back in just fifteen 
minutes. There was one thing I wanted that test to say: negative. My 
dad was negative, and my mom was positive. My dad also had no 
symptoms, but my mom did. She couldn’t smell or taste. They said 
that the cotton swab that was stuck up their noses felt like they sniffed 
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battery acid or snorted pool water. I had no reason to get tested 
because I had zero symptoms, and I would have to quarantine for two 
weeks anyway because I’d been around my mom: two weeks of my 
summer locked away. 

We live in the country so that was a plus. We still got to go outside 
because no one was around. My cousin Ashley also tested positive; we 
all got to quarantine together. I didn’t like that I couldn’t go hang with 
my friends, but I knew that I had to for everyone's safety. We watched 
so many amazing movies: Spider Man: Homecoming, The Hunger Games, 
and a lot of Hocus Pocus. Every night I said, “Let’s watch Hocus Pocus 
again tonight.” Also, lots of TV including Keeping Up with the 
Kardashians. I love watching TV; however, I really enjoyed laying 
outside in the pool. It was a blessing that none of them developed any 
really severe symptoms and recovered quickly. We did a little more 
than two weeks of quarantine because we wanted to be safe. Being 
locked away wasn’t all that bad in the end. Actually, it was a good 
break and a time to come to realization that everything happens for a 
reason. I learned a lot about myself and probably more than I needed 
to learn about some of my family members. I’m lucky that my family 
and I could overcome this and come out of it strong. 
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Ride

Perla Calamateo

To me, nothing has impacted my life more than learning how to ride 
a horse. Riding was something that my father and my uncles  learned 
from their father. This is something that has been passed down from 
father to — most typically — their sons from generation to generation. 
I was the one who broke that chain. In my family, I was the first (and 
only) daughter that ended up learning and loving the sport of 
horseback riding.

When I was younger, my father took me and my brothers out to our 
land where we had our stables. My father brought my love of horses to 
life, and we’ve always shared a close bond because of our love towards 
animals. Of course, I love my mom, but when it comes to animals my 
father and I have more in common. I like to believe that my father saw 
my passion that violently burned through my veins and lit up my eyes 
like wildfire when we went to go feed our horses. 

 As I grew older, the earthen horse scent of the barn and the familiar 
whinnies of the horses never bored me. As soon as I hit the age of four 
my father  decided that I should learn how to ride; thus, he bought a 
horse for us kids, and that was the first time I ever sat in the saddle. I 
don’t remember much, but I’d have to say that I ended up loving it a 
lot because I still throw myself over and up a saddle to this day. 

Riding, to me, is my way to escape the world and let me feel free. 
The soft and smooth, yet well worn, leather  under me brings comfort 
as the squeaky, yet not irritating, sound of the leather breaking-in 
alongside my partner’s strides brings comfort — a comfort that no 
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other feeling has brought me before. The cool, yet soft, feeling of the 
reins between my fingers as I let my partner take control, for I know 
that he will keep me safe. 
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Strength in Sadness

Hailey Trahern

I was eleven years old. It was springtime. Spring is supposed to be 
happy, hopeful, and beautiful. It’s supposed to be a time of renewal 
and rejoicing. That year’s spring was none of those things. It was 
dismal and dark. 

My uncle, Dom, died on March 19th, 2014. Unbeknownst to me, he 
was sick for a long time. He had the phantom disease, a deadly 
sickness that you couldn’t see, but it was still there. He suffered not 
from a physical ailment but from a mental illness. He had depression, 
and it killed him. He committed suicide. 

His death set off a chain reaction within my family. My parents 
acted tough, as if it hadn’t deeply affected them . They kept busy and 
did what they could for us. Nan cried but refused to talk about it. Pop 
threw himself into his work. My brother wrote letters to our late uncle. 
I didn’t know what to do. I felt like I couldn’t go to anyone else. I 
didn’t want to be a burden on them when they were already suffering. 
So, I did as they did. I distanced myself and didn’t talk about it. I 
found things to preoccupy my time, but I soon realized that distracting 
myself  wasn’t the solution.

I wanted to be strong. Strong like the characters in the books I loved 
to read. Strong like Clary Fray or Aelin Galathynius. So, as I read about 
these daring, determined, and resilient women, I too trained. Trained 
myself to be caring, to notice if someone was hurting or needed a 
hand. Vowed to be helpful, passionate, and stubborn to a fault. To fight 
for what I believed in.
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 I wanted to be independent. I knew it was time to stop relying on 
everyone else and rely on myself first. As a consequence, that summer, 
I packed my bags and flew to my first sleep-away camp, located 
halfway across the country. The first few nights, I cried, alone in my 
homesickness. However, over the next six weeks, I fell in love: in love 
with the scenery, in love with the people, in love with the arts. As it 
turned out, creativity turned out to be my coping mechanism, and it 
still is  to this day. Whenever I’m upset, I strike out on my own for a 
while: choreograph a new tap dance, watch and obsess over “The Guy 
Who Didn’t Like Musicals” for the millionth time, or play my guitar 
until my fingers burn and my mind is clear. Then, just like that, I feel a 
weight lifted off my shoulders.

When it comes down to it, so much of who I am today stems from 
the aftermath of one singular event. Uncle Dom isn’t here anymore, 
and nothing will bring him back. He will never get to read this essay or 
see who I’ve become. But I hope he knows that I’m okay now. So are 
Mom, Dad, Nan, Pop, and Chase. Love and togetherness sprang forth 
from the devastation his death wrought. And now we look with 
hopeful faces towards a brighter future, even as we continue missing 
him.

If you are are thinking about suicide, are worried that a friend or 
family member may be suicidal, please contact the National Suicide 

Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255.
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Surf's Up

Malloree Matlack

It was a lovely evening in Malibu. Kamryn sat at the table and ate 
his dinner as fast as he could. He wanted to go to bed early so he was 
well-rested for the next morning.  A typical 16-year-old boy, Kamryn 
Moore was tall with long, blonde hair; He loved the beach more than 
anything. So, when he finished eating he went to his bedroom and 
went immediately to bed. 

After lying in bed for a while, Kamryn couldn’t sleep so he climbed 
out of bed and sat by his bedroom window watching the waves crash 
together. Finally, around midnight he went to sleep. The next morning 
Kamryn woke up excited because it was the morning of the surfing 
competition. Kamryn had been surfing since he was seven. He loved 
every moment of being out on the ocean and riding the waves. Now, 
he put on his wetsuit, grabbed his surfboard and headed outside to 
practice a little before the competition. Once other competitors started 
showing up, his parents came outside to watch. 

“Are you ready?” Kamryn’s mom asked. 
“Is that even a question?” answered Kamryn, “I’ve been ready since 

the first day I started surfing.”
 His parents laughed and let him continue practicing. When it was 

time for the competition to start Kamryn realized that Brady Johnson 
was competing. Brady Johnson was 19 and the oldest in Kamryn’s age 
group. He had won first place the past three years. Nobody could beat 
Brady, but Kamryn was determined that he would. 

The first part of the competition was to see who could stay up on a 
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surfboard the longest. After a few competitors had gone it was Brady’s 
turn. Brady stayed up on his board for 3 minutes and 26 seconds. 

“Good luck beating that,” Brady said to Kamryn. 
“Watch me,” Kamryn replied. 
Kamryn went next. He was doing good until he lost his balance and 

wiped out, he stayed up for 2 minutes and 48 seconds. Brady laughed 
at him; of course, this made Kamryn mad. 

The last few competitors took their turns. Then the judges 
announced that Brady won the first round of the competition. The next 
round of the competition was to see who could do the best tricks on 
the surfboard. Since Brady won the first round, he would go last this 
round. Kamryn won second so he would go before Brady. All of the 
competitors took their turns; some of them even had good tricks. 

Now it was Kamryn’s turn. He was a little nervous, but he wanted 
to win this round. While Kamryn was surfing, he did a front flip on the 
board. That gave him have a perfect score. In fact, all of the judges 
gave him a 10. Next was Brady’s turn. He didn’t want Kamryn to beat 
him this round. Brady tried to one-up Kamryn and do a backflip, but 
he missed his board and wiped out. Brady was mad that Kamryn had 
beaten him. 

The next two rounds of surfing were freestyle; The competitors 
could do whatever they wanted, and the judges would give them their 
score. This time Kamryn went last because he won the last round. 
Kamryn was happy that he won the last round and was determined to 
win the next two. The other competitors did things like 360s. Brady 
and Kamryn knew they were going to win.

Brady took his turn. He did a couple 360s and a few aerials. The 
judges all gave him a 9. 

Kamryn did a backflip and a few 360s. The judges also gave him a 9. 
Now, Brady and Kamryn were tied. 

All of the surfers took a break and ate some food. 
Brady was furious. He did not want Kamryn to beat him, so he had 

to find a way to make sure that Kamryn didn’t win. While Kamryn 
was at the food stand buying a meal, Brady took his board. He broke 
the fin so that Kamryn couldn’t surf; He knew it wasn’t right, but he 
wouldn’t let Kamryn beat him. Brady put the board back where he 
found it. 

After Kamryn ate, he grabbed his board so he could go practice 
before the last round. Then he noticed that his fin was broken 

“Mom! Dad!” Kamryn yelled.
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 “What’s wrong Kam?” Kamryn’s mother asked. 
“My board is broken. Something happened to the fin.” 
“Oh no! What did you do to it?” asked Kamryn’s father
“Nothing. I swear it was fine when I put it down before I started 

eating.” Kamryn replied
“We can go to the surf shop down the road to buy a new fin.”
Then the whistle blew to warn the surfers that the next round was 

about to begin.
“There’s no time to go buy a new fin,” Kam said.
“What are you going to do?” asked Kamryn’s mother.
“I’ll find a way to surf with a broken fin. It can’t be that hard can it?”
Kamryn went over by the other surfers and waited for the 

competition to begin. 
“Good luck surfing with a fin like that,” Brady said to Kamryn.
Kam rolled his eyes and walked away. The last round of the 

competition began. Since Brady and Kamryn tied in the last round, 
they had to decide who would go last. Brady let Kamryn go last. 

When it was Brady’s turn, he started out strong. He did lots of 
aerials and he even did a backflip too. Kamryn knew that would be 
heard to beat. When it was Kamryn’s turn, he was a little bit nervous. 
He did a few aerials and 360s, but he knew that wouldn’t beat Brady. 
Then Kam had the perfect opportunity to surf inside the barrel of a 
wave. He went for it and he nailed it! When he came out of the barrel, 
he did a backflip. 

The competition was so close that everyone was on the edge of his 
seat. 

The judges announced, “The winner of the competition is… Kamryn 
Moore!” 

Everyone was jumping and yelling for Kamryn. He was so excited 
that he won. Kamryn told Brady, “Good job,” and then went home and 
celebrated with his parents. It was a great day.
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Thank You Letter to Bus Bus

Katie Tuohey

To My Lovely Companion,

I want you to know that even though you can’t understand 
anything in this letter I am about to read you, I want you to 
understand that the words aren’t what I want you to be conscious of, 
but of how much I love you and how much you have made an impact 
on me. 

Through my rough mental state of my middle school years, you 
never looked or treated me any differently then or now. No matter how 
many times I was in the hospital for days you would always greet me 
with a smile and many kisses when I was able to return home. You 
always forgave me when I couldn’t control my emotions or when I 
became upset at you for no reason. You always loved me and 
comforted me when I couldn’t love myself. In the weeks I sat in my 
dark room alone with only my negative thoughts to accompany me, 
you would always sit by my door and let me know that you were right 
there with me the whole time. I want you to know that you have made 
a huge impact on me and my future for the simple act of caring and 
being in my corner.

Despite the days we live in now together, you have not changed. 
You never seem annoyed by me -- even when I mess around with you 
or play with your floppy, fat cheeks. Thank you for the numerous 
amount of concerts you have helped me with by singing along and 
dancing with me as we ran around the house,  jamming to our favorite 
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songs while Dad and Ms.Cara were out at dinner. Thank you for 
always admiring and eating my cooking,  even when Kaylan says it's 
horrible and refuses to eat it. Thank you for knowing  the multiple 
nicknames I call you and for responding to them. Here are  a few of my 
favorites: Bus Bus, Booger, Poopy, Bo Bo, Chonkers, Mr. Bo Bo, Mr. 
Chonkers, etc. My favorite part of my day is when I walk into the 
house and yell “BO BO!” and I hear you downstairs, waiting for me. 
No matter how many times you have irritated me -- from always 
sitting on me or laying on me while I’m doing something important -- 
my love for you has never changed, and I promise you it never will.

My hopes and advice to you for the future are countless, but here 
are the ones I want you to hear. I hope and pray you know that no 
matter how many days or hours I am not home, because I’m at mom’s, 
never miss me or be sad, for I will always return to you. Enjoy life! I’m 
doing my best to give you the most love-filled and adventurous life…
even though I don’t have a car (for now), but I promise you when I 
have a car and a job, all my paychecks will be used on you, and I will 
take you to every doggy park in Kansas. Please never leave me.  I 
know one day you will be gone, so for now I will cherish you as my 
best friend and take care of you. No matter what, you will always be 
my Gus, and even when you’re gone, I promise to spend time with you 
and sit by where we rested your body every day and remind you how 
much I love you. 

P.S. A best friend is someone who loves you when you forget to love 
yourself. Thank you for not only being my dog but also my best friend.

If you are are thinking about suicide, are worried that a friend or 
family member may be suicidal, please contact the National Suicide 

Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255.
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The Tortoise Finished Off the Race

Abir Haque

Editor’s Choice Award Winner

There are three of us huddling around a fire. Although the planet 
our ship crashed into is known for its tropical climate, one could say 
we’re the first to have discovered a glacial island. What a discovery! 
We’re even luckier to have started a large, but contained fire from our 
crash; thus, freezing to death is something we can forget about. While 
most of our ship is burning, the cargo containing a week’s worth of 
food remains in perfect condition, so we don’t have to worry about 
starving. What’s even better is that the bags of tasty carrots I slipped 
into the glove compartment before our departure are still there! Since 
my space suit’s battery was destroyed in the crash, my suit’s oxygen 
tank is dysfunctional, but the planet we crashed on is rich with oxygen. 
Although our accident happened at night, in the most isolated region 
of the planet, the solar system we crashed in has a reliable crash alert 
network, so news of our mishap has already been relayed to a nearby 
freighter. The three of us are quite lucky.

The two individuals sitting with me are Booleans. Their appearance 
is quite ridiculous. The number of limbs a Boolean has increases 
alongside their age. XOR, one of the Booleans sitting in front of me, has 
a five hundred. Sitting next to XOR is AND, a Boolean with two 
thousand limbs. Seeing them try to dress up in their space suits is a 
comedy. I imagine that tailoring those suits is a nightmare. Booleans 
are covered in crimson-colored scales. If you become friends with a 
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Boolean, they might let you use one of their scaly limbs as a 
backscratcher. Booleans have wide jaws containing at least fifty rows of 
razor sharp teeth, and their tongues are a meter in length, but a width 
of a few centimeters. Having dinner with solid food is quite unpleasant 
for them, given they end up tasting the blood of their tongues more 
than the actual food.

People miss out on so much when they only acknowledge the 
appearance of Booleans. The Booleans communicate using musical 
frequencies. Simple words are expressed through single notes, while 
words with a more complex meaning are expressed through chords. 
For example, home is expressed as an A above middle C, while a few 
phrases censored by modern translators use diminished C chords. 
Their numerical system is also based on music. A above middle C not 
only represents home but also 0. Numbers increment and decrement 
by one with pitch, where A# above middle C is 1 and B is 2, while G# 
is -1 and G is -2. The Booleans don’t hesitate to ridicule our race for 
programming our computer systems with indices starting at A# while 
composing with indices starting at middle C. A few Booleans 
immediately apologize, claiming it’s wrong to chastise lost individuals. 
My knowledge of their language ends there -- only trivia.

My suit’s translator also relied on my destroyed battery, so I can 
finally witness XOR and AND speak in their native tongue. I’m pretty 
sure their translators don’t work as well, but to be sure, I asked them a 
random question. After XOR and AND exchanged confused chords, 
they tapped their translators. AND, the older Boolean, looked back at 
me and repeated a single chord, egging me to repeat my last statement, 
so I repeated. XOR violently rolled over, emitting a series of rapid 
arpeggios ranging at least 10 octaves in some major key. He’s laughing 
at me. 

AND erupted into a collection of descending minor scales at XOR. 
AND then pulled XOR’s tongue out, then downward against his jaw. 
As AND roared innumerable diminished C chords, XOR’s major 
arpeggios immediately turned into a series of high-pitched tremolos. 
After a few seconds, AND let go of XOR’s tongue. The elasticity of 
XOR’s tongue caused it to slap XOR right in the forehead. As XOR’s 
tongue returned to his mouth, AND let out a soft resolved chord 
towards me. Out of respect for the old Boolean, I nodded back.

---
* * *
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A few hours passed by with nibbling on carrots, fluffing my two 
long ears, and XOR and AND exchanging light chords. After a bit of 
silence, XOR let out a melancholic A. He must have been homesick. 
This was XOR’s first week as a delivery Boolean. Junior delivery 
Booleans are known to be homesick for the first few weeks on the job. 
In an effort to console him, I tried to respond back with an A#, then A. 
We will return home. XOR seemed to understand. He then repeated an 
A, this time with a more hopeful tone. All three of us started to repeat 
home.

What XOR doesn’t know is that I’ve seen AND grow a thousand 
limbs since AND and I last visited our respective home planets, and 
we plan to see him grow a million before we even consider returning. 
The only reason we took this job was to escape the internal conflicts of 
our home planets. While information repositories depict these conflicts 
to be contemporary events, these conflicts were always there. Few 
understand how these conflicts could have been prevented without 
violence. AND and I have made deliveries to planets that figured it 
out! Even fewer acknowledge the purging of contesting space alien 
races. Dozens were finished off, all because we ignored, or failed to 
understand, how conflicts slowly arise from centuries of ignorance 
from both sides.

I wish I could call this island home, just as long as I can rest with 
these Booleans. Only with them do I want to share the dominion of our 
little island. I sincerely hope that the rescue freighter can wait just a 
few more hours.
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Lesson Plan for Creative Fiction & Literary Non-Fiction 
Editor's Choice Award Winner

Universal Themes with Aliens

Materials Needed
• Copies of “The Tortoise Finished Off the Race”
• Writing utensils and paper or access to computers, printers, 

and word processing programs

Time Frame: 6-7 50-minute class periods

Objectives
• Students will draw connections between fictional themes and 

present day topics and issues.
• Students will discuss and analyze theme.
• Students will participate in a recursive writing workshop.

Essential Questions
• How can science fiction create allegories to present-day issues 

and topics?
• What universal themes about Others exist within texts?
• Who are Others in society?
• How can I improve my writing through a workshop?

* * *
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The Assignment
Students will read the short story “The Tortoise Finished Off the 

Race,” participate in a discussion on universal themes and the 
treatment of Others. Then, they will write a reader-response literary 
analysis on Othering, making connections to present events.

Bell Work / Opener
At the start of class, provide the definition for an Other on the board 

(one has been written for you below). Ask students the following 
question: “What groups or individuals are Othered by society or the 
world today?” Give students 5-10 minutes to respond in their journals. 
Then, hold a discussion or sharing session with their responses. If 
students are uncomfortable sharing their thoughts, you may have an 
anonymous submission via Socrative.com or Mentimeter.

Othered (v.): view or treat (a person or group of 
people) as intrinsically different from and alien to 
oneself

Main Activity
Following the opening free-write on Othering, introduce the short 

story from Voices of Kansas. How students read the story is up to the 
teacher (group, partner, individual, etc.). Since they will be performing 
a reader response essay, encourage students to annotate throughout 
the reading: unfamiliar words, questions for discussion, surprises, 
important parts, etc.

When finished reading, conduct a Socratic circle discussion 
regarding the characters, plot, and themes of the text. Students should 
pay attention to details regarding language, culture, and war. 
Connections that they may make in their discussion could include — 
but are not limited to — the Syrian refugee crisis and civil war, the 
United States’ own borders and views on immigrants.

Following the discussion, give students at least one hour to draft 
their essays.

* * *
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After the drafting period, place students into revision groups for 
another period that will focus on organization, thesis statements, 
transitions, and ideas like discussion of theme, characterization. It may 
be best to use a protocol in groups of three or four like as follows:

1. Each student receives a copy of the essay to be workshopped.
2. The essayist reads the essay aloud; workshop participants take 

notes on their copies of the essay. No discussion should 
happen.

3. Role switch: workshop participants share their thoughts on the 
prioritized focus for the workshop with the essayist. The 
essayist takes notes on their own copy. No discussion should 
happen.

4. Following the exchange of ideas, both participants and the 
essayist discuss points of clarification, outstanding questions, 
etc.

5. All copies of the essay are returned to the essayist; the next 
essay is distributed, and the protocol repeats until the group is 
finished.

Following the first revision workshop, give students another period 
to revise their essays based upon peer feedback.

Take another class period to work on editing. You may use an 
editing checklist, focus on a specific need or concept for editing, or you 
may combine the workshop method with a checklist for editing.

Finally, allow students one more period to make final changes to 
their essays before turning in.

Closing Activity
Prior to submission, students should share their essays with the 

class or small groups. You can also submit essays to next year’s Voices 
of Kansas contest! We’ve always wanted to start a dialogue between 
students and published works.

Standards Alignment
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• Reading Literature 1: Cite textual evidence to support analysis 
of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn 
from the text, and cite strong and thorough evidence; 
determines where the text leaves matters uncertain.

• Reading Literature 2: Determine a theme or central idea of a 
text; provide an objective summary of the text (one free from 
personal opinions or judgments).

• Reading Literature 3: (Varies by grade level)
• Reading Literature 13: Read and comprehend literature, 

including stories, dramas, and poems.
• Speaking & Listening 1: Initiate and participate effectively in 

a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher-led) with diverse partners on GRADE-
APPROPRIATE topics, texts, and issues, building on others' 
ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.

• Speaking & Listening 3: Evaluate a speaker's point of view, 
reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric. Assessing the 
stance, premises, links among ideas, word choice, points of 
emphasis, and tone used. 

• Speaking & Listening 4: Present information for a specific 
purpose, audience, and task.

• Writing 2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and 
convey ideas, topics, concepts, and information through the 
selection, organization, and analysis of content.

• Writing 4: Produce clear and coherent writing in which the 
development, organization, and style are appropriate to task, 
purpose, and audience. (Follow expectations for writing types 
defined in standards for Writing 1-3).

• Writing 5: Develop and strengthen writing as needed by 
planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach, focusing on addressing what is most significant for 
a specific purpose and audience.

• Writing 6: Use technology, including the Internet, to produce 
and publish writing & projects.

• Writing 9: Draw evidence from grade-level literary or 
informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and 
research.

• Writing 10: Demonstrate command of the conventions of 
standard English grammar and usage when writing.

• Writing 11: Demonstrate command of conventions of standard 
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English capitalization, punctuation, spelling when writing
• Writing 12: Write routinely over extended time frames 

(research, reflection, revision) and shorter time frames (a 
single-sitting or 1-2 days), for a range of discipline-specific 
tasks, purposes, and audiences.
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The Wind

Hailey Trahern

A quiet, gentle breeze fills the air. It swirls around the bean bags that 
are haphazardly strewn in the grass and whispers to the trees, inviting 
them to dance and sway. A girl sleeps soundly in her bean bag while 
the rest of us prattle on about our lives, our futures, and anything else 
we can think of. We do not worry. We do not fear or stress. We only 
find our inner peace and let our thoughts wander away on the wind’s 
breeze. 

The breeze does not care who we are. It knows nothing of what we 
have done or may go on to do. It tangles our hair indiscriminately. It 
blows the scattered leaves in our faces. It brings a chill to those who 
meet it. And yet, still we sit here talking about it because, whether we 
realize it or not, we are more like the wind’s breeze than we think. 

We, both as humans and as high school students, do not like to stay 
put. We do not go only where people bid us go; we do not do only 
good or bad things, and we most certainly do not stay the same. We 
change direction endlessly. We have such a fierce passion and drive for 
one thing, but care not at all for another. We are contradictory and 
inconsistent. We are, after all, human. That is where we differ from the 
breeze.

The breeze has nothing, not a single thing, to tie it down other than 
Mother Nature herself. The red lines of fate ensure that this is not the 
case for us. We have our beloved pets who howl and purr for all the 
world to hear as if they are thespians at Denny’s after their show’s 
closing night. We have friends, family, and loved ones to hold us 



Voices of Kansas vol. 7 (2021)

71

steady. They hold us close in our darkest of hours and share our joys 
on the brightest of days. Then there are the acquaintances we meet, 
and the life events we experience, that seem too well timed to be 
coincidental. With love and hope in our hearts, and faith and courage 
in our brains, we know we have each other. 

Hearing the music of life, we band together and rise above. We 
become a guiding hand for each other. We become a compass to direct 
one another's breeze. That is something the wind’s breeze will never 
understand. 

Sure, it interacts with things all the time. The breeze wraps itself 
around the world like an anaconda, unwilling, or perhaps fearing, to 
let go. But it is thoughtless. It has no guidance. Its only fancy is to flow 
through the air, stirring up trouble when it’s warranted and rushing in 
peace when it feels like it. 

On this day, the breeze decides to be peaceful. It delicately swirls the 
clouds up above our heads, shaping them and unshaping them. Our 
little group looks at the sky, trying to make sense of what we see. A 
dinosaur? A flower? A little kid with ice cream – or God himself? 

Predictably, humans try to make sense of everything. We claim that 
magic is not real in the same breath that we affirm our religious beliefs. 
With mundane thoughts, we deny the existence of the impossible, 
pushing them to the deepest parts of our minds. Maybe a cloud is just 
a cloud, not a flower or a dinosaur. Or, maybe fairies live in the clouds, 
precisely shaping them with glorious bits of glittering magic. We 
debate over this again and again. The breeze simply watches, knowing 
the truth behind everything but never deigning to share the 
information. It only remains to keep the peace. 

When a cute, little puppy starts to come trotting over, the breeze 
becomes excited. It pushes him onward, carrying him towards us with 
exhilarating speed. The breeze’s aggressive insistence that we be with 
the pup continues even when he reaches us. It nips at our exposed skin 
until we curl up close to the pup, giving him all the attention he 
desperately desires. The pup’s licks leave room for the breeze to 
assault and chill us further. Finally, the pup decides it is time to go 
back home. Well, it’s more likely that he wants a treat and knows home 
is where he will receive it, but, nevertheless, away he goes. He trots 
with an awkward sprint, running at an angle. This time, the breeze 
does not help him. It stays quiet, returns to its peace and urges us to 
feel that same peace once again. 

So, we do as the breeze commands. We relax and enjoy our time 
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together. Talk of college emerges. Where will each of us go? What will 
be our majors? Who do we want to become? 

That’s when it hits me. This is the beginning of the end. The end of 
an era.



Perspectives & Literary Criticsm
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American

Stacey Chastain

Over 330 million people live in America, and thus are Americans in 
name. Each one brings something different to the melting pot of the 
United States, whether it be their culture, language, traditions or 
mindset. Almost every single culture around the world is represented 
in homogenous America today. The people that represent these 
cultures each came to America with a dream: safety, a better life for 
future generations or another personal goal.  An American in word is a 
person with undying acceptance of others, pure optimism in the search 
for a better life, and a determined spirit to achieve. 

In order to succeed in America, there is a certain amount of 
acceptance required. Acceptance of other races, religions, languages, 
cultures, preferences, sexualities and political ideologies is essential. 
People on every corner of every spectrum exist in America. Without 
acceptance, there is no America in the way it is thought of today. Even 
in the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson states, “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The 
acceptance of all people was ingrained in the founding of the United 
States of America. Acceptance has been a steady foundation in the 
United States for over 250 years, with its share of trials and naysayers, 
of course, but it has always connected Americans as one. 

Immigrants come to America for a myriad of reasons. Some come 
for asylum from violence and others come for new opportunities. It is a 
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common sentiment of immigrants to attribute their arrivals in America 
to creating a better life for their children. During the Irish Potato 
Famine in the 19th century, many immigrants flocked to the other side 
of the Atlantic Ocean for a chance of a better life for themselves and 
future generations. During the Cold War, thousands of Hungarian 
refugees would make their way to America’s shores (history.com). 
During Operation Peter Pan, 14,000 unaccompanied Cuban children 
would create new lives in the United States (history.com). Despite the 
differences between these groups of immigrants, a single thing 
connects them: their hopes for better lives. Each one is optimistic about 
a better future. Whether that future includes an education, security 
from domestic violence, or a fresh start in a new place, there is always 
a deeply optimistic philosophy, and a dream, ingrained in everyone 
that calls himself an American. 

Along with every dream, there must be a drive to succeed. Nothing 
ever happens without hard work. Americans are often known as go-
getters, with little room for downtime. The vast majority of Americans 
work incredibly hard for what they have and what they want. This 
work ethic defines Americans, regardless of where they were born. 
Ever since the American Revolution, when the founding fathers put 
their hearts and souls into the Declaration of Independence, the war 
itself, the Articles of Confederation, and the current United States 
Constitution, the American work ethic has been apparent. The United 
States’ history would look starkly different without the hard work of 
the founding fathers. The hard work of the founding fathers brought 
about massive change to America and the world with the Constitution. 
The desire for change, no matter how few supports it, can change the 
world. Even protesters today personify this determination to change 
the world with a vision for change and a passion to fight for their 
beliefs. Regardless of any sort of beliefs, fighting valiantly and 
tirelessly for a cause is the timeless American way. 

Under the United States of America, we are united as Americans, 
regardless of our origins. Despite our differences, the acceptance of 
fellow Americans, optimism in the journey to a better life, and 
ferociously passionate determination unite us in the definition of 
Americans. In the cultural melting pot of the United States, our 
differences are many, but we are all united under the definition of 
American. 
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An Inaugural Address

Alex Ritter

Editor’s Choice Award Winner

My fellow citizens of the United States, and anyone that may also 
wish to hear: I am honored to be the president-elect of this great 
nation. I extend great gratitude that I have been chosen to lead this 
great nation for the glory of all of humankind. I know that many of us 
are left sourly stung by my predecessor.  However, I did not come here 
to speak of those that came before me. The time that strikes us as of 
right now is undoubtedly horrid for all of us. The greatness of this 
nation, however, has never and will never become squandered under 
the challenges of a global pandemic. Regardless, I would be simply 
foolish to underestimate the horrors and atrocities that the lives of the 
American people have had to undertake. I would also be foolish to 
believe that everyone, sitting in their homes across this great land, is 
gaily listening to my words. Thus, let us all, however divided we may 
be, come together as a nation even so that we may unite the world 
around us as one in fighting off the atrocities that our lives have been 
forced to bear.  

In our minds, the world is being dominated by the pandemic and 
the hardships it has brought us. This is wholly understandable, and I 
would like to be the first person to declare the course of action of this 
nation under my leadership for the next four years: do what you must 
to survive. It may be a shock to many of us to hear those words from a 
president. Is there any hope for us if the call is simply to survive? 



Voices of Kansas vol. 7 (2021)

77

However, I implore you to survive these desperate times. Do not 
give up on yourself. Do not give up on your family, be it the people 
around you or the family that you have forged for yourself. Do not 
give up on the dreams that you have striven to achieve for yourself. Do 
not give up on your right to remain strong. For simply living is not to 
survive, but to fight for the soul that keeps us together and keeps us 
strong. This very soul, the soul of the people of the United States of 
America, is one that will forever be worth fighting for. Thus we, as a 
nation, are all depending on each other to survive. 

The challenges of the twenty-first century are numerous. But with 
them come the technology, innovation, and progress needed to face 
them. Recent technological developments such as a COVID-19 vaccine 
and new and emerging technologies to combat climate change have 
come to part the seas of the challenges that would have flooded over 
us just some fifteen years ago. These new challenges may not have a 
direct impact on us today, but they will for the people that matter the 
most: those that come after us. Let the future not be dictated by the 
actions of the past such as we have been. Embrace the future, and 
rejoice in what the findings of today will do to remove the hardships of 
tomorrow. I, as president, will oppose any false claims and support the 
truth of the science of the future. Only then will the generations after 
us make progress towards a society that can accomplish the problems 
that we will never even have to ponder.

I leave today with a special message: although we face many 
setbacks in the desert of the pandemic, I believe in the soul of the 
people of this great nation. May the problems of today not weaken the 
soul of this nation, but the soul of this nation weaken the problems of 
today.

May God bless America.
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Lesson Plan for Perspectives and Literary Criticism 
Editor's Choice Award Winner

I President

Materials Needed
• Technology: laptops/computers, speakers, projector screen
• Paper
• Writing implements
• Highlighters

Time Frame: 5-7 50-minute class periods

Objectives
• Students will explore, analyze, practice, and begin to master 

rhetorical techniques using foundational and model speeches.
• Students will create and present speeches.

Essential Questions
• What rhetorical techniques do effective public speakers use?
• How can I become a better public speaker?

The Assignment
Students will learn about rhetorical techniques, watch/listen to 

famous inaugural addresses, annotate techniques in the model speech 
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from Voices of Kansas, and then they will write their own inaugural 
address and perform it for their classmates.

Bell Work / Opener
When students enter the room, on the board or as a prompt on an 

online form, have the following question displayed: “If you were the 
president, what would you do to make the United States a better place 
for all people who live within her borders?” Give students 5-10 
minutes to free-write their responses. Then, have students share their 
thoughts.

Main Activity
Segue into the main activity by then prompting students to listen to 

and annotate inaugural speeches by former presidents. 
AmericanRhetoric.com features a plethora of speeches from which you 
can choose, or students can visit and select a speech to analyze.

Explain to students that to be an effective public speaker, various 
rhetorical techniques can be used. Below is a list of some — but not all 
— possible techniques to discuss, explore, and eventually integrate 
into their own speeches:

• pathos
• ethos
• logos
• kairos
• repetition
• parallelism (anaphora, antistrophe)
• synecdoche
• metonymy
• analogy
• allusion
• metaphor
• simile

Once you’ve explained the desired techniques, provide students 
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with a means of annotation (e.g. highlighters and color-coding) the 
selected inaugural speech or speeches.

Following the allotted time for listening and annotating the 
inaugural speech(es), discuss the various techniques and share 
findings. This can be done via a jigsaw, a round-robin, think-pair-share, 
etc.

Once you feel your students are ready, move into the explanation of 
the main assignment: writing your own inaugural address and 
presenting it.

Reveal and distribute the model “Inaugural Address” from Voices of 
Kansas. Explain that this is what students should be aiming for in their 
final speech. It uses allusion, repetition, parallelism, and other devices 
to unify listeners.

Spend several days drafting, revising, and discussing their speeches 
before the closing activity.

Closing Activity
Bring a podium to the front of the classroom. Be creative — perhaps 

arrange the class so it mirrors an auditorium (better yet: host this in the 
school auditorium). Have students present their speeches to their 
classmates. Then, submit them to the next Voices of Kansas competition!

Standards Alignment
• Reading Informational Texts 6: Determine an author's point of 

view or purpose in a text, and analyze how an author uses 
rhetoric to advance that point of view or purpose, OR in which 
the rhetoric is particularly effective, analyzing how style and 
content contribute to the power, persuasiveness or beauty of 
the text.

• Reading Informational Texts 9: Analyze documents of 
historical, foundational, and literary significance for their 
themes, purposes, and rhetorical features.

• Reading Informational Texts 13: Read and comprehend 
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grade-level appropriate nonfiction literature.
• Speaking & Listening 1: Initiate and participate effectively in 

a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher-led) with diverse partners on GRADE-
APPROPRIATE topics, texts, and issues, building on others' 
ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.

• Speaking & Listening 3: Evaluate a speaker's point of view, 
reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric.

• Speaking & Listening 4: Present information for a specific 
purpose, audience, and task.

• Speaking & Listening 6: Adapt speech to a variety of contexts 
and tasks, demonstrating command of formal English when 
indicated or appropriate.

• Speaking & Listening 7: Demonstrate command of the 
conventions of standard English grammar and usage when 
writing or speaking

• Writing 1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of 
substantive topics and texts, using valid reasoning and 
relevant and sufficient evidence. Introduce precise claims, 
distinguishing claims from alternate or opposing claims, and 
create an organization that establishes clear relationships 
among claims, counterclaims, reasons, and evidence. Develop 
claims and counterclaims fairly and thoroughly, supporting 
evidence for each while pointing out the strengths and 
limitations of both in a manner that anticipates the audience’s 
knowledge level, concerns. Link major sections of text, and 
show relationships between claims and counterclaims. 
Maintain objective tone while attending to the norms and 
conventions of the discipline in which they are writing.

• Writing 5: Develop and strengthen writing as needed by 
planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach, focusing on addressing what is most significant for 
a specific purpose and audience.

• Writing 6: Use technology, including the Internet, to produce 
and publish writing & projects.

• Writing 10: Demonstrate command of the conventions of 
standard English grammar and usage when writing.

• Writing 11: Demonstrate command of conventions of standard 
English capitalization, punctuation, spelling when writing

• Writing 12: Write routinely over extended time frames 
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(research, reflection, revision) and shorter time frames (a 
single-sitting or 1-2 days), for a range of tasks, purposes, and 
audiences.
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Climate Change: It's Real and a Problem

Krista Woodworth

The ongoing debate over the reality of climate change has happened 
for decades. Multiple arguments have been made for its reality and 
why people think it’s a myth. Science is usually right; although, people 
still try to argue either climate change is not real or that it is a distant 
issue.  Climate change is a serious problem happening in the world 
right now; if change does not start soon, the effects will be irreversible.

People that do not believe in the reality of climate change typically 
use the argument that not all scientists agree, that climate change is a 
natural phenomenon, or that it is a conspiracy. NASA says that ninety-
seven percent of scientists agree that humans are causing climate 
change. In fact, most leading science organizations agree (NASA). 
Usually, science is right. Another argument against climate change is 
that the earth’s climate is changing all the time. Although that is 
technically true, this expanse of warming usually occurs throughout 
thousands of years, not decades. Furthermore, climate change is not a 
conspiracy. Once again, when ninety-seven percent of scientists agree, 
that probably means that the topic of agreement is real.  This alarm is 
for good reason: all of the warming affects weather patterns.

Droughts, rising temperatures, and an increase in extreme weather 
are all effects of climate change. The rise in temperature causes 
droughts to occur more frequently, longer, and are more intensely. 
Droughts, of course, lead to water sources drying up, and that leads to 
crops failing. Crop failures lead to further catastrophes like food 
shortages and starvation. But, drought is not the only weather pattern 
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to worry about; there has been an increase in extreme weather 
conditions. For example, hurricanes and severe storms have become 
more frequent in the past years. This year (2020) there have been 
twenty-five named storms; the average is twelve, according to NASA’s 
website. The economical effect of hurricanes and storms is as 
disastrous as the damage they do to the land. When hurricanes and 
strong storms occur, they destroy the habitat of local animals; habitat 
loss can lead to declining animal populations. This clear increase in 
hurricanes cannot be ignored, especially with the sheer number of 
storms hitting land, for coastal cities are not only affected. The stronger 
the storm, the more the effects it can have farther inland. That being 
said, hurricanes are not the only natural event that is destroying the 
environment. 

Rising temperature and frequent droughts cause wildfires to occur 
more often. According to a NASA article, “Satellite Data Record Shows 
Climate Change's Impact on Fires,” 2018 was California’s worst year 
for wildfires. Even this year (2020) has been a record year for wildfires. 
With high temperatures and low humidity, only a tiny spark can cause 
a monstrous fire that can go on for days, affecting wildlife such as 
animals and plants. Wildfires also destroy homes and other property. 
The effects of a fire can be seen miles away. The smoke from wildfires 
has been known to travel into different states. In this last fire that 
happened on the West Coast, the effects could be seen one thousand 
miles away in Kansas. Although not a debilitating effect, the skies did 
appear darker. Another problem that occurs from wildfires and causes 
climate change is carbon emission. 

Carbon dioxide is a gas that traps heat in the atmosphere via the 
greenhouse effect. Carbon emissions also cause global warming. 
Global warming in turn causes rising temperatures, melting ice caps, 
and rising sea levels. Multiple sources fuel carbon emissions. 
According to the Environmental Protection Agency, transportation 
such as cars, trucks, ships, trains, and planes are the leading cause of 
carbon dioxide: 28%. Moreover, with a booming global population, 
carbon emissions will most likely only continue to rise. An increase in 
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere will continue to warm the earth 
through global warming. 

Global warming is when heat is trapped in the atmosphere through 
the process of the greenhouse effect. Global warming causes rising sea 
levels, shrinking ice sheets, and the ocean warming up among other 
unfavorable events. Of course, rising sea levels are not favorable for 
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humans. According to Live Science, about half of Earth’s population 
lives in coastal regions: places that would be most affected by rising 
sea levels (Bradford). Also, according to Live Science, global sea levels 
have increased around eight inches since 1870. NASA says that by 2100 
the sea level will have risen by one to eight feet and that the level will 
only continue to rise. Given the current course humans are on, that 
number will most likely only continue to rise. The warming of the 
ocean also has unfavorable effects on plant and animal life. Due to the 
rise in acidity in the water, the shells of some sea animals are 
dissolving. The Great Barrier Reef is also being affected negatively by 
the rising temperature in the ocean. The coral in the reef has suffered 
from belching due to being stressed by the unusually warm water. 
Nevertheless, Earth can be saved.  

There are steps that can be taken to help the Earth. Strong 
restrictions for factories will help lower carbon emissions. All of the 
carbon dioxide caused by those sources help cause global warming. In 
turn, global warming is causing rising temperatures, rising sea levels, 
and melting ice sheets and glaciers. Rising temperatures cause 
droughts and droughts can cause wildfires. Wildfires destroy homes 
and they are costly to put out. The first step is making sure people are 
informed and believe the scientists when they say that the Earth has a 
problem.

Climate change is a serious problem happening in the world right 
now; if change does not start soon, the effects will be irreversible. The 
effects of climate change are obvious to anyone willing to pay attention 
to them. All of the data is there, supporting claims made by scientists 
from around the world. It is not a hoax; it is our reality, and we must 
do something about it.
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Contrasts in Word Choice

Sarah Blount

Both Nathaniel Hawthorne, author of “The Minister’s Black Veil,” 
and Mark Twain, author of “Was It Heaven? Or Hell?”, use religious 
motifs in their writings, but each takes a different approach; 
Hawthorne writes his motifs in using his religious diction, and Twain 
uses more normal, colloquial language.

While Hawthorne’s “The Minister’s Black Veil” has religious 
symbolism, most of it is conveyed through the word choice and 
Biblical diction. One such example is the deathbed scene, specifically 
this quote: “Why do you tremble at me alone… and, lo! On every 
visage a black veil!” (Hawthorne 13). The language is ornate and 
written in a style somewhat similar to many modern Bible translations. 
Most modern translations —  NKJ, NASV, NIV, etc. — have not 
retained the archaic “thees” and “thous,” but do use the ancient 
rhetorical devices, such as the not/but construction, exclamations such 
as “lo” to add emphasis, and elaborate figurative language. While the 
age of the language is not necessarily religious, the style is similar to 
hymns from that era, adding to its religious implications. This is not 
necessarily a theme by itself, but it does lay the foundation for later, 
more overt motifs.

One of those motifs is, again, the deathbed scene. In the Old 
Testament, many prophets act in a determined but seemingly irrational 
manner in order to prove a point. Notable examples include: Isaiah 
walking around naked like a slave to foretell the Assyrian captivity of 
Egypt and Ethiopia; Jeremiah making yokes, wearing one, and sending 
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the rest to local kings; and Hosea, with his marriage and children 
(Parry). The idea of an illogical action (wearing a veil), determination 
(dying while wearing it), being persecuted or cast out in some fashion 
(the people feared him), and proving a point through that action (that 
people were fearful simply because of Mr. Hooper hiding his 
appearance) fits this formula. The only thing missing is some divine 
inspiration, which was never actually claimed or denied in this short 
story. Either way, this scene is a textbook prophetic action motif.

In contrast, Mark Twain takes a more colloquial route. Instead of 
talking like a 1800s hymn, the author writes in language that, while 
slightly formal, was not out of place for the time. To be clear, this 
language is not quite truly colloquial because it is a bit more ornate 
than common speech of that era, but it is far closer to it than, say, 
Hawthorne’s. This somewhat normal word choice that is used for the 
vast majority of the story contrasts sharply with the final scene. 
Twain’s language is from another time period, so it does read as more 
elaborate to modern audiences, but, for the time of publication, it was 
fairly tame. The action in the final scenes, however, is not.

In the final scenes of “Was it Heaven? Or Hell?” an angel, very 
obviously a religious motif, comes to visit the two surviving aunts. The 
concept of angels visiting mortals to pass on a message is a rare one in 
the Bible, but several examples exist: Mary, mother of Jesus, being told 
she would have a child; the parents of Samson being told that they 
would have a child, who was to be a Nazarite; and the angel with the 
sword blocking Adam and Eve out of the garden. In Twain’s story, an 
“angel of the Lord appeared in the midst transfigured with a radiance 
not of earth” (20). The appearance of the host of heaven is generally 
not considered believable, and thus it stands out even more in the 
context of oddly normal language. No thees or thous or foreasmuches — 
the plain and colloquial language highlights the sheer oddity of this 
motif, thus emphasizing it.

While these authors have extremely different approaches to their 
word choices in their writing, both Hawthorne and Twain use their 
choices to emphasize their religious motifs. Hawthorne uses religious 
diction in the form of Biblical word choice to highlight the motif of Old 
Testament prophetic martyrdom. Twain uses normal, colloquial 
language that, while slightly more ornate than modern literature, 
contrasts to bring emphasis to the motif of an angel bringing a 
message. 

* * *
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Dress Codes in a Sexist Society

Laryssa Stahl

Dress codes in school and society are sexist and biased, for a woman 
could be bigger and be dress-coded for something similar to what a 
smaller girl wearing. This is an example of an administrator’s bias. 
When it comes to comparing the way men and women dress, society 
objectifies women. Women should not feel ashamed for the way they 
dress in school, public, or anywhere else; they should be able to dress 
however they want and not feel or be judged.

Dress codes vary from school to school. For example, at my school, 
we are not allowed to wear spandex for volleyball practice because 
boys walk through the gym to their locker room after football practice. 
Those same boys are allowed to walk through the same gym shirtless if 
they so choose. When they walked through shirtless, they do not 
distract any of the volleyball players; however, if the volleyball girls 
were to wear spandex, they would be considered “too distracting.” For 
volleyball games we are allowed to wear spandex, and some of the 
football boys would come to our game to support us. If we’re wearing 
spandex at the game and the boys are there supporting, then they 
should not be distracted by us walking through the gym. 

My school has plenty of dress code rules; however, sometimes they 
are not enforced. If a dress code is going to be put in place, then the 
dress code should not be biased, sexist, or stereotypical. Sometimes our 
principal is biased. For example, my sophomore year I was dress 
coded three different times — all because my shorts were too short, 
when they were the exact same shorts as the other girls were wearing. 
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Each time I was dress coded, I had to change. Shorts are not the only 
thing that girls are dress coded for. Administrators need to understand 
that boys are not distracted by our shoulders, back, or legs. 

Tank tops, crop tops, and spaghetti straps are another example of 
how dress codes are unfair. The boys at my school are allowed to wear 
cutoffs — ones that show quite a bit of skin — all day; however, girls 
cannot wear a racer-back tank top unless for practice — only. Any kind 
of strap has to be at least two fingers wide; otherwise the woman is 
considered a “distraction.”  Women should not be considered a 
distraction, when boys are the issue. Are boys seriously going to be 
distracted by a girl's shoulders? If they are, that should be a completely 
different issue because the girl is not at fault if a guy objectifies her 
shoulders. Objectification of women should be considered as horrible 
as the “dress code violation” because the guy is at fault and needs to 
bear responsibility. Men need to be taught to not objectify women's 
bodies; the woman cannot control what men want. Men being 
distracted by a woman’s body should be a completely different issue.  

Shoulders are not the only part of the body that everyone over-
sexualizes. People are not only criticizing shoulders; they are shaming 
the whole body. A bigger deal is made out of backs, stomachs, and 
thighs than it should. A woman should not be objectified because she 
wants to wear a cute tank top. Society should normalize women 
showing some skin without the women being considered sluts. A 
student in Florida violated a dress code they placed at their school 
(Kelsey). Consequently, she was forced to wear a shame suit, consisting 
of a neon yellow shirt that read “Dress Code Violation” and bright red 
sweatpants. That student was body shamed in her own school by 
administrators she thought she could trust. If adults in schools have 
the power to body shame, that means adults in society have the exact 
same — or more — power to protect women. 

When a woman is body-shamed, everything in her world flips. She 
becomes less happy and confident, and loses all faith in herself. The 
woman now thinks everything she does is wrong. She sees everything 
she wears as either too slutty or too Puritanical. Society sends far too 
many mixed signals about how women should dress. When women 
dress up and feel confident, too often an abundance of people end up 
slut-shaming them and ridiculing their bodies. Society causes strong 
and independent women to lose confidence and become self-
conscious; everyone shaming women about their bodies often 
tragically leads to more extreme measures. Society is why so many 
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women feel the need to become anorexic, bulimic, and decide they 
need implants or other body modifications.

Society judges women so much more harshly than men. It makes up 
these rules and expects women to be able to follow them; however, 
nothing is that easy. If a woman covers every inch of her body she is 
encouraged to “show a little skin”; however, if she shows too much 
skin, she is considered a slut and shamed. This hypocrisy is why the 
world is so harsh and why women are indecisive about what to wear. 
Society seems to let boys do whatever they want while women 
struggle with many internalized stigma: self-confidence, not feeling 
like they’re enough, and feeling like they’re at fault. Everywhere, 
women are always questioning whether they are actually at fault for 
distracting men, but they should know that they are not at fault 
because society teaches men to not control themselves and does not 
hold them accountable for their actions. Women should be able to feel 
confident wherever they go, whether they are going to school or 
wherever. 

What crushes women the most is when we think we look amazing 
and someone says something to objectify us. Women want to be 
accepted, not crushed by people telling them that they are not pretty 
enough to wear a certain thing. When a woman is told something 
along those lines, all respect for herself vanishes. If the outfit is 
outrageously inappropriate, then there is obviously a problem; 
however, what does “appropriate” mean, and where did the meaning 
come from? The meaning of appropriate comes from a Latin root that 
states, “to make something fit, to make something one's own.” To 
make something one’s own could be interpreted in different ways; one 
way “appropriate” could be interpreted is that the woman owns this 
outfit — like she’s confident that she looks amazing. By this definition 
“appropriate” should be used in different contexts when thinking 
about dress code or how people dress in society. 

Women are judged no matter where and what they wear; they 
should not feel the need to change their entire appearance to impress 
anyone. People everywhere judge women based on their appearances 
no matter if they are in a school, restaurant, or shopping. Women 
should not have to worry about if they are distracting men because 
they’re dressing to make themselves feel confident. No matter what, 
there is always going to be discrimination about how women dress in 
society. The way people in society act towards and treat women is 
offensive, especially if they treat women differently because of their 
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looks. The most “inappropriate” thing about this situation is how 
society does not trust women to dress themselves “appropriately.”
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Hamilton's Broadway Revolution

Hailey Trahern

Hamilton, a musical about the American Revolution and the creation 
of the United States,  seems to be that musical that everyone, people 
within the theatre community and people outside of the theatre 
community, knows and loves, but is it worth all the hype? Since its 
Broadway debut back in 2015, all anyone hears while walking down a 
busy New York City street is, “So, have you seen Hamilton yet?” For a 
long time, many people had to answer that question with a 
resounding, “No,” but now, with the Disney+ pro-shot of the musical 
available for online streaming, more people than ever before have been 
able to witness the Broadway sensation. It’s drawn in more of a crowd 
than the theatre community could have ever hoped for. Hamilton has 
revolutionized the Broadway experience with its multiple musical 
genres, its cast that includes mostly people of color, and the influx of 
new people it has brought to the theatre. 

Famously, Hamilton uses multiple musical genres. The show has 
elements of traditional Broadway, pop, R&B, and hip hop. However, 
Hamilton was not the first, nor will it be the last, musical to use 
multiple genres. There are way too many shows to count that do that. 
These include, to name a few: Bring It On, In the Heights, School of Rock, 
and Something Rotten. However, none of these hit the sweet spot quite 
like Hamilton did. For example, most people tend to dislike showtunes, 
but King George III’s song “You’ll Be Back” is always a favorite of the 
audience and is also a showtune style of song. People are pulled in by 
its humor and overall uniqueness. Then, they are lulled by the familiar 
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sounds of pop, R&B, and hip hop. Because of this, every member of the 
audience is able to hear a musical genre they already know and also 
expand their knowledge of the musical genres, thus hitting the 
aforementioned sweet spot. 

The next big thing Hamilton did that caused a stir in the Broadway 
community was having a majority cast of people of color. Something 
that pretty much any history buff would know: the main historical 
figures portrayed in Hamilton were all white. However, upon 
watching the show, the first thing one is confronted with is the 
apparent lack of white actors within the show. In most productions of 
the show, almost all of the cast, with the exception of King George and 
a few of the ensemble members, are all people of color. This is no 
accident, and Lin Manuel Miranda, the show’s creator, has gone on 
record many times to talk about it. In one interview with the New York 
Times, Miranda said, “This is a story about America then, told by 
America now.”

As shown in the Actor’s Aesthetic article titled “Broadway Actors 
Share Their Harsh Realities As POC in the Theatre Industry,” getting 
any sized role on Broadway is hard for POC actors. Hamilton not only 
opened up a whole new world full of possibilities for these actors, but 
it also started conversations about these issues within the theatre 
community. The fight for racial equality is even referenced in the 
musical itself. John Laurens says the line, “But we’ll never be truly free 
until those in bondage have the same rights as you and me.” While, in 
this case, Laurens is talking about freeing people from slavery, it still 
applies when it comes to having equal rights to roles on Broadway as 
well. While some still rail against this idea, Hamilton full-heartedly 
support it, and due to its immense success, more and more Broadway 
shows are adapting to that stance. 

The last thing Hamilton has done for the theatre community is to 
bring in new people. In part because of the musical genres and the 
diversity of the cast, there was a huge influx of people going to 
Broadway to watch the show. According to Forbes, Hamilton has made 
over one billion dollars in global revenue. Essentially, this means that 
more and more people who do not usually attend Broadway 
productions are going to see the show, which is great for Broadway. 
The more people who see and fall in love with Hamilton for its unique 
style and modern rap music, the more people will start exploring other 
Broadway shows. If people start attending these other shows, then 
more shows will have the budget to open and/or stay open on 



A Journal of the Kansas Association of Teachers of English

96

Broadway. It also encourages more people to invest in Broadway, 
which is always desperately needed. Thus, by being an addicting 
musical that everyone can’t stop raving about, Hamilton has ended up 
greatly helping the Broadway economy and the theatre community in 
general. 

Even with the infamous Broadway shutdown still going on, 
Hamilton continues to bring new people to the theatre. This is mainly 
due to the fact that the Disney+ pro-shot of the show has now hit 
streaming services. While everyone was quarantined this summer, the 
movie version of the show was released, and many people flocked to 
watch it. Now, many people are wanting to go watch the show live as 
soon as they are able to, which could very well cause another huge 
influx of people brought to the theatres by Hamilton. 

In so many ways, Hamilton has effectively changed the way we view 
Broadway, both as people who are already a part of the theatre 
community and as people who are new to the community, in society 
and pop culture. The show has modernized the music of Broadway, 
started tough conversations about racial equality within theatre, and 
introduced tons of new people to the industry. Yes, Hamilton is 
partially about the American Revolution, but it’s started a new 
revolution as well: The Broadway Revolution. 
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How Video Games Changed My Life

Michael Lynch

The morning of Christmas 2007 started as well as any average 
Christmas morning when I was a child. I saw a pile of gifts with 
everyone’s names on them, and to me, the boxes adorned with my 
name were the most important of all. However, I was never prepared 
for the main gift of that year, as it put my life on a completely different 
course and taught me the value of both entertainment and escapism.

Video games were always in my life somehow. Some of my earliest 
memories that come to mind involved my dad and I sitting on the floor 
together, with him playing strange games I hadn’t heard of at the time, 
and me gazing over my small collection of Pokémon cards while 
watching him. On some lucky occasions, he’d let my brother and I play 
on his PlayStation 2 together — or Dreamcast, and we’d enjoy 
ourselves some Sonic until we inevitably fought and were separated 
for a bit. After a few years, I’d come to want a console of my own, and 
he made a promise to buy me something special when the holidays 
came around. 

Returning to Christmas Day, we were all gathered around with our 
final gifts. I remember only two of the gifts from that circle, those being 
my mom’s back massager (something she has to this day) and my very 
own red Nintendo DSi. The handheld came with two games: a Mario 
platformer and Pokémon SoulSilver, as I still had the pride and joy that 
was my Pokémon cards. For a time, these games were my life. I’d play 
them for hours and hoard my DS like a dragon over its gold pile. 
While I might have been a bit greedy back then, even breaking a 
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smaller DS that my brother shared with me, two games weren’t 
enough to me. Using whatever money I could make, find, or ask for, I 
slowly built up an impressive collection of ten or so DS games. This 
hyper-fixation on my games had its upsides and downsides, however.

When a kid plays with their games all the time, they’d likely be 
forgetting something big in the background. For me, that was school 
work, which led to many problems: low grades to a near-complete 
banning of my gaming for some time, with only an allowance of one 
gaming day a week. Eventually, through a combination of excellent 
behavior and reprioritization, I was regifted my gaming privileges.  If 
any game helped me during these times, it was Mario Kart for Wii. 
When times were rough, or when I landed in hot water with my 
parents, within my room was at least one game I could constantly 
return to, and the racing game later became my favorite of them all.

After years of living around Cheney, my new stepdad made us 
move out to the country, where things stayed normal for some time. 
There were some odd moments in those years, like my brother moving 
out to my dad’s house after a particularly long fight. However, when 
our landlord was found dead, causing us to have to move out of town, 
I was confused and quite scared. I had never been outside of Cheney’s 
schools, and we also had to throw away many possessions due to our 
shrinking living space. Soon enough, we were prepared for the move, 
and for a time, it was just me, my parents, my sister, and my 3DS to 
keep me company in a hotel stay while the house plans were 
concluding.

After two slow months of hotel time, including my actual first few 
weeks of school, we moved into Burrton, where I currently live. Things 
were looking up for everyone, as my sister started school for the first 
time, and I had my first job — albeit a low-paying one. Then, because 
those who said they had “2020 vision” were being awfully quiet for 
some reason, a pandemic broke out across the world, changing the 
entire course of the year. Sure, I could still go out on Pokémon GO 
walks, but schools went remote, and businesses shut down, including 
the very restaurant I worked at, which left me jobless. However, video 
games and I were closer than ever during these times. What else would 
someone with a sizable collection of video games and now endless free 
time do? While school returned with some major changes, I certainly 
changed as well. That free time let me try out new series that I came to 
love, and as of writing this, I’ve started to enter full-time video game 
collection.
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Because of my 2007 Christmas gift of a Nintendo DSi, I learned the 
value of video games, both as a form of entertainment and escapism. 
From the early years with my old red DSi, to the escapism years with 
the Wii and 3DS, and to the modern era with my Switch and ever-
building collection, video games changed my life for the better, and 
without them, I’d be a completely different person for sure. People 
around the world cry out about how video games hinder people and 
ruin their lives when in reality, they can help more than one could 
possibly imagine. In fact, I plan to work on video games for my future 
career.
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In Light of Style

Jacob Norris

Each and every individual is unique, much like the infernal stars in 
the fading twilight; thus, each individual author has his or her own 
inherent raging flame burning within, fueling their boundless 
creativity. This delicate light usually manifests itself in stylistic choices, 
as it does in the works of Poe and Faulkner. While Poe writes “The Fall 
of the House of Usher'' in a gothic style, Faulkner writes As I Lay Dying 
in a modern style. These differences give way to the development of 
introductory settings using the same stylistic tools but also give rise to 
contrasting moods. In short: Faulkner and Poe both introduce their 
stories with the main characters approaching a house, and with their 
unique interpretations of style — those being Poe’s diction and long, 
winding sentences and Faulker’s use of present tense and shorter 
sentences — they both develop captivating and contrasting moods, 
demonstrating the subtle flicker of their genius.

Throughout history, many philosophical and ideological groups 
have coalesced out of belief-sharing individuals. The collection of 
candles of the gothic school of thought is no different. Gothic literature 
typically contains fantastical ideas regarding the supernatural, pathetic 
fallacy, and humans’ emotions. These ideas clearly guide Poe’s stylistic 
decisions when he sets out to write his story. Some important things to 
note include Poe’s use of long, winding sentences. One example of this 
syntactic choice can be found in the following excerpt of the opening 
sentence of the story: “During the whole … House of Usher” (Poe 1). 
This sentence is incredibly long. Along with this, it includes many 
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descriptive words such as “dull,” “dark,” “soundless,” etc. (Poe 1). The 
effect of the long sentences is that they serve to develop the mood of 
the story by giving every possible detail regarding the house, the 
narrator, and his surroundings. By doing this, Poe paints his picture in 
excruciating detail, unveiling his fantastical setting. Poe’s diction also 
contributes to setting the scene for his mysterious story by introducing 
words with negative connotations. His word choice reinforces the idea 
that the house is not merely a house; it is an evil entity, seeking to 
spread its plague-like darkness everywhere. There is one particularly 
interesting phrase that subtly reinforces the narrator’s feelings of 
isolation and helps to cement the established mood. That phrase is 
“found myself” (Poe 1). This phrase emphasizes that it was just the 
narrator who arrived at the house. The reflexive reinforces the 
narrator’s loneliness, thereby demonstrating how the sight of the 
house was in no way comforting. Finally, Poe uses many dashes when 
he describes the scene the narrator sees before himself (Poe 1). These 
dashes illustrate how the narrator’s eyes keep moving from point to 
point, noticing all of the creepy details in the house and its 
surroundings. By not putting full stops between the particulars, Poe 
piles eerie detail after eerie detail onto the reader, in a way depicting 
the house in a crazed manner, developing the overarching mood of his 
work. In short: Poe’s syntactic decisions of using extremely long 
sentences allow him to build his desired mood with his careful use of 
diction, illuminating with his inner light the story that he wants to tell.

Some might say that Faulkner’s light is not quite as bright as Poe’s 
in that his stories are not nearly so long-winded. Contrary to this, 
however, Faulkner has his own light that glows just as brightly as 
Poe’s, but in a much different way. Instead of resorting to incredibly 
long sentences that shower detail after detail upon the reader, Faulkner 
uses much shorter sentences while including only the most essential 
details. The first sentence of his piece is the following: “Jewel and I 
come up from the field, following the path in single file” (Faulkner 3). 
This sentence is relatively concise, and it provides only the details 
necessary to picture the image, those details being the two characters 
and the manner in which they are walking. By using shorter sentences 
like this throughout, Faulkner makes the scene seem to flow at a faster 
pace, keeping an individual reader’s attention for more extended 
periods of time and making it more entertaining. Unlike Poe, Faulkner 
utilizes the present tense in penning his work (Faulkner 3). Faulkner’s 
use of the present tense makes it seem as if the events are unfolding in 
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real-time, as if they had never been thought of before. This furthers the 
intrigue for the readers because they want to find out something 
unknown and new to others and the world, in a way. Faulkner’s use of 
shorter sentences and present tense helps to keep the reader 
entertained, furthering the purpose of the work, that purpose being to 
engage with and entertain the reader.

When looking at the works of Poe and Faulkner simultaneously, it is 
immediately apparent that Faulkner’s style of writing produces a 
much clearer picture than that style of Poe’s. This is because Faulkner 
is better able to communicate the key aspects of the story; whereas, 
Poe’s long, winding sentences leave the reader struggling to figure out 
what detail is significant. Examine the first sentence of “The Fall of the 
House of Usher'' and As I Lay Dying. The first sentence of the first is 
filled with many details, so it may be difficult to decipher what is 
important. The first sentence of the second, however, is short and 
concise, allowing the reader to quickly pick up on the crucial details. 
This is not to say that Poe’s style of writing is worse than Faulkner’s in 
every aspect: Poe’s details allow a broad use of diction and for the 
reader to more easily figure out the mood of the story. Both styles have 
their benefits and detriments, and the relative brightness of each is to 
be determined by the reader.

Overall, both Poe and Faulkner used stylistic devices to develop 
their settings and set the moods for their stories, painting the openings 
for their respective masterpieces. While both authors introduce their 
respective works with their main characters approaching a house, their 
contrasting styles, those styles being Poe’s long-windedness and his 
strong diction and Faulkner’s brevity and use of present tense, lend 
themselves to different genres of literature, and whichever master of 
the pen holds a brighter candle is truly a subjective decision in the eye 
of the beholder.
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Large Bodies of Water Keep Me Smiling

McKinsie Hoopes

For the past couple of years, large bodies of water are my go-to 
vacation get-aways. Vast bodies of water are the place I count on the 
most to bring joy to my face. The water’s beauty keeps me occupied 
for hours and even days and gives me a sense of calmness and comfort 
like a charming date; although, I tend to be busy when near a body of 
water. Depending on where I am, and what resources I have available, 
I could be swimming, wakeboarding, boogie-boarding, or hanging out 
and relaxing. Large bodies of water bring a huge grin to my face and 
have helped me in clearing my head when I am not doing well. 

The first time I fell in love with the water was on my family’s 
vacation in 2018 to Huntington Beach in California. My eyes lit up and 
sparkled with the waves the first time I stepped foot into the ocean. We 
arrived at the beach late at night; however, I begged my parents to take 
us down to the beach. As soon as the water touched my foot, I 
squealed happiness. When the next day arrived, I was excited to spend 
the entire day in the water. Throughout the whole day, I boogie-
boarded the gargantuan waves at Huntington Beach; they pushed and 
pulled me through the water. At some points, I could not control my 
own body because the waves were stronger than myself, and I would 
have to hope that soon I would be able to be in charge of my own body 
again. Rarely, did I ever leave the water; my parents kept telling me 
that I needed to stay closer to them, but I wanted to be out in the water 
and enjoy my time. My body was not once dry because I was in the 
water; the water was my happy place, and I wanted to stay for as long 
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as possible. Although the water was salty, I did not care one bit; I, on 
no occasion, left. I cannot remember a time when I was unhappy in the 
water at the beach. I had the greatest smile on my face, and I did not 
give a care about anything else in the world, except enjoying my time. 

The second time the water stole my heart was when my family took 
a vacation to Galveston, Texas, in 2019. I convinced my parents to take 
another vacation somewhere close to an immense body of water 
because I enjoyed the last trip. The one downfall of Galveston was that 
the waves were not as strong and epic as Huntington’s. Even though 
the waves were tamer, I still stayed in the water and kept my 
indefatigable smile through boogie-boarding. Being able to boogie-
board again gave me a rush of happiness and was a way to stay 
entertained and workout at the same time. I had to jump the waves 
until I found the one wave that was strong enough to carry me. Again, 
my parents wanted me to stay closer to them, but I could not leave the 
water; I could not leave the place that gave me my most joy. I love the 
large bodies of water, and that is where I wanted to spend my entire 
time while in Galveston. 

The final, and most recent time, a large body of water has “called 
my name” was the Eldorado Lake, here in Kansas. During the summer 
of 2020, I visited Eldorado Lake as often as I could, especially towards 
the end of the summer when days were delightful, and the water on 
the lake was calm. The lake made me realize that boats and 
wakeboarding on the water was a great way to smile, have excitement, 
and let go of all the difficult parts of life. Wakeboarding became my 
new favorite form of exercise because it combined my love for water 
and helped keep me in shape. To wakeboard, I had to have an 
abundance of muscle in my legs to be able to pull myself up when the 
boat started to move forward. Once I was up, it was all about balance 
and being able to keep myself up on the water. One of my favorite 
things to do while wakeboarding was to reach down and touch the jet 
kicked up by the board. The lake was the place I could go if I needed to 
leave to clear my head. Since there are not many beaches close to 
Kansas, the lake was the easiest access point to get-away for a day. The 
lake and being in the water helped to keep me in shape with 
wakeboarding and to spend time in nature to enjoy the pleasant, cold 
water; the water is enjoyable and helps to keep me happy and sane. 

Since my first time visiting a body of water as large as the ocean, I 
knew that was the place I wanted to be. I knew anywhere near a body 
of water bigger would keep me happy, keep me sane, and keep me 
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distracted from the troubles of the world. I have not had an unpleasant 
experience while at a body of water, and I do not plan on ever having 
one. I would not have thought that I would find a place that gave me 
joy, peace, and overall kept a smile on my face until I visited the water. 
Large bodies of water have a place in my heart and will forever be my 
go-to for when I am feeling down and need a pick-me-up. I have a love 
for the beach and the lake, anything with massive bodies of water; they 
help keep me occupied and happy. I am forever grateful that I was able 
to find a place that I can call a get-away and even a second home. 
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My First Bike Ride

Naesha Ducimetiere

Should a toddler be learning to ride a bike? Well, I was three years 
old when I learned to ride one. The bike didn’t happen to be mine, but 
it was small enough — surprisingly — to seat my awkward, three-
year-old body. I grew up in a house with foster parents that later 
adopted me and my biological brother; I had seven brothers altogether: 
two younger and five older at the time, and I was the only girl. I don’t 
remember much; however, I do remember being a tomboy who always 
seemed to have dirt under her fingernails. It was my older brothers’ 
idea to place me on my first bike, at age three, without training wheels. 
The idea seemed a little dangerous. Nonetheless, being the little, 
courageous, and fearless girl I was, I did whatever they wanted me to, 
even if that meant risking my life. 

 The day came to hop on my first bike without training wheels, and I 
don’t remember being scared; all I remember was the feeling of 
excitement because — to me — this meant that I was becoming a big 
girl. Apart from this, being included in an activity with my older 
brothers was “cool.” The bike I was to use was small and green; the tire 
rims were bent inward, and the paint was rusted. The bike probably 
shouldn’t have been ridden, but it was the only one that fit me. 

I sat down on the bike seat; I felt my little toddler heart beating 
faster and faster with a jackhammer of excitement. As one of my 
brothers guided me down the street, I felt my feet begin to pedal 
harder and harder, and as soon as I got the hang of pedaling, my 
brother let go of the back of the bike seat. What all my brothers failed 
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to remember was that one of the streets our family lived by was 
sloped; consequently, I just happened to take that turn. 

The bike started to go downhill, and because of how fast I was 
going, the pedals moved faster than my legs could. I let my legs flail 
out at my sides like a crazed bird’s wings as I raced downhill. To me, 
the trip was fun, and to this day I’d even do it again, yet what I didn’t 
know was that following behind me were my brothers — all racing to 
catch me. Running down the street they screamed, “Brake, Naesha, 
brake!” and probably thought, “Dang, if she gets hurt Missy (our foster 
mom)  is gonna kill us!” I didn’t hear them through the wind rushing 
beside my face. 

I reached the end of the road safely; however, my brothers, who 
were all out of breath, raced towards me to see if I was okay. It was 
clear to me that with the look they had on their faces going down the 
sloped street was not in their plan of teaching me how to ride a bike. 

Ultimately, even though I was a toddler, it was a good thing that I 
was big enough to ride the tiny bike and stay balanced; moreover, I 
had a lot of older brothers push me to do daring things at such a 
young age: even if it was a little dangerous. After all, that’s how we 
grow: we make mistakes and learn from them — especially if they’re 
fun.
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Relentless Reflections

Anoushka Raju

Edgar Allen Poe’s clear-cut Gothic style in his short story “The Fall 
of the House of Usher” and William Faulkner’s pronounced sense of 
Modernism in his novel, As I Lay Dying, both illustrate their respective 
settings by introducing the main character approaching a house.  
While detailed descriptions are prominent in the introduction of the 
setting of each piece, the drastic differences between each author’s use 
of word choice and sentence structure establish two distinct 
perspectives which remain for the entirety of each piece.   

In an almost journal-like fashion, Poe introduces the setting for his 
short story through the thoughts and observations of the narrator. As 
the narrator approaches the House of Usher, he conveys not only what 
he observes of his surroundings, but also the thoughts and feelings he 
associates with them. These thoughts and observations are emphasized 
and made clear through the author’s distinct word choice and sentence 
structure. As the narrator looks upon the House of Usher, his thoughts 
remark, “. . . — upon a few rank sedges — and upon a few white 
trunks of dedicated trees — with an utter depression of soul…” (Poe 
1). The repetition of dashes within one sentence denotes active, 
unorganized thought, almost as if it passes directly from the narrator’s 
mind to the reader’s page. The words “utter depression of soul” are 
the only ones that suggest a sense of inner reflection in the midst of 
outer observation (Poe 1). This combination of active outwards 
observation and self-reflection sets the perspective of the narrator for 
the rest of the piece, creating a short story that has obvious depth 
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within its layers. 
On the other hand, Faulkner’s work is almost solely filled with 

unceasing observation, lacking the reflective element seen in Poe’s 
writing. Keeping with the style of Modernist literature, Faulkner strays 
from a traditional plot line, using observations via a constant stream 
consciousness by the narrator in order to portray the setting. Unlike 
Poe, Faulkner focuses on the observations of the setting through the 
use of human senses, rather than self-reflection. As the narrator 
approaches the cottonhouse, the path is described as “worn smooth by 
feet,” appealing to the human sense of touch (Faulkner 3). By using the 
words “worn” and “smooth,” Faulkner suggests that the narrator is 
able to feel the path under his or her feet while describing the 
sensation to the reader. Similarly to Poe’s portrayal of active thought, 
Faulkner also uses a multitude of punctuation marks within a single 
sentence. For example, Faulkner describes the path to the cottonhouse 
as “worn smooth by feet and baked brick-hard by July, between the 
green rows of laidby cotton, to the cottonhouse in the center of the 
field…” (Faulkner 3). The long description of the path, interrupted by 
multiple commas indicates the unfiltered, continuous passage of 
thought. Faulkner’s combination of sensory details and steady thought 
establishes the perspective of the narrator who only describes what is 
seen and felt in his or her surroundings. This allows the reader to 
experience a similar perspective when reading the piece, as Faulkner 
limits their comprehension of the writing by providing a set outlook of 
it. 

Although both Poe and Faulkner utilize sentence structure in order 
to portray a sustained flow of thought, which continues past the 
introduction of the setting, the authors differ on whether outward 
observations are projected towards the inner or outer part of their 
respective characters.  The different stylistic choices made by each 
author affects the perspectives depicted through the narrator of each 
piece. 
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Small Town or Big City?

Alisha Burris

Ever since I was a little girl, I have always loved to travel — not 
because I moved around regularly, though. In fact, I have lived in 
Kansas my whole life. My addiction to traveling started when my aunt 
decided to take me to St. Louis with her to watch a basketball 
tournament. I was around eight-years-old, and for the first time since I 
was an infant, I got to leave Kansas. Since then, I have been on 
numerous vacations to different states. Furthermore, because I travel 
frequently, I have learned to appreciate the simpler things in life. 

St. Louis, Missouri, was unlike any city I had been to before. My 
aunt had never been there, so we had no idea what to expect when we 
arrived. Our hotel was in the poorer area of the city, decorated by 
vandalism everywhere you looked; businesses were boarded up, and 
we even saw a few street fights while we were there. The whole area, 
except for our hotel, smelled like the inside of a dumpster and was 
terrifying for us both, but not enough to make us leave. Although our 
time in St. Louis seemed like a horrible experience, it was one of the 
best vacations I have ever been on. 

I went back to St. Louis every year for six years after that. Every 
now and then, I travel someplace else for vacation. For instance, when 
I was fourteen-years-old, I flew to Las Vegas to visit my aunt; it was 
my first time on a plane, and I was by myself. Taking off was 
terrifying, but once I was up in the air, a sense of calmness came over 
me. As soon as I exited the plane in Vegas, the weather was extremely 
hot — almost as if the sun was attempting to boil my blood. The 
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temperature was well over 100 degrees, and there wasn’t even a slight 
breeze. For the time I was there, the weather remained that way. The 
heat wasn’t unbearable, but it was definitely uncomfortable. Even 
though it was sweltering, I still had a fun time and made countless 
memories. 

The worst vacation I have been on so far was to the East Coast. I was 
visiting my aunt while her job stationed her in Pennsylvania. She 
decided that, considering New York wasn’t too far from there, we 
would spend the weekend sightseeing in the city. When we arrived, 
the streets looked spectacular — exactly how you see it in the movies. 
There were cabs everywhere, incessant honking, and people crowded 
the streets. You could barely hear your thoughts over all the chaos. 
Moreover, at night the noise was just as awful, if not worse. The 
crowds weren’t the worst part, though; the people were insufferable. 
Everywhere we went people seemed to be ill-mannered. Overall, New 
York was the worst place I’ve been, but it was also the most 
memorable vacation I have ever been on. 

I have traveled to quite a few places and had dreadful experiences 
on pretty much every vacation I’ve had. Going to different places and 
seeing new things made me appreciate what I have back home. It’s 
quiet here. You can hear the crickets chirping or the leaves rustling any 
time of the day. The heat is not outrageous during the summer, and the 
people here welcome everyone with open arms. Traveling has 
expanded my view on an abundance of different things, but overall it 
made me realize how exceptional living in a small Kansas town can be. 
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The Importance of Privacy and the 4th Amendment

Michael Lynch

Privacy is imperative for people in the United States of America, as 
the right to express one’s freedoms should come without supervision. 
With the government, the people, and what they each do constantly 
changing over time, protection from search and seizure is an important 
amendment to everyone, and possibly the most important one.

From as far back as Entick vs. Carrington, the topic of personal 
privacy is heavily debated. In 1765, John Entick, an associate of John 
Wilkes, attempted to sue Nathan Carrington’s agents for a forced 
break-in into his house; consequently, almost all of his possessions 
were broken into and most of his pamphlets and papers were 
unreasonably seized (“SEARCH AND SEIZURE”). Upon this case 
being moved to the Supreme Court, they soon realized that the 
warrant brought with the agents did not specify what exactly to search 
for. While this case may be a prime example of the 4th Amendment in 
full effect, the entire incident actually occurred prior to the 
Constitution’s creation. Later on, the Supreme Court would remark 
this case as “a ‘great judgment,’” and “‘one of the landmarks of 
English liberty . . . one of the permanent monuments of the British 
Constitution,’ and ‘a guide to an understanding of what the Framers 
meant in writing the Fourth Amendment’” (“SEARCH AND 
SEIZURE”). This case was important enough to become the basis of the 
4th Amendment of the Constitution.

However, suppose that the 4th Amendment was never written, what 
would change throughout the United States? The major increase in 
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activities would go to smuggling, as one only needs to look at cities 
where laws are broken more often than not, such as Detroit (“2019 Part 
1 Crimes”), to see how many people commit to illegal smuggling. 
While the lack of the 4th Amendment seems like it would lead to a 
complete lack of privacy and possible chaos in some locations, places 
with higher crime rates — like the earlier cities mentioned — would 
make way for far more unreasonable searches and seizures than 
anywhere else in the US.

Some people would claim that other amendments are of more 
importance, such as the 1st and 6th, but the 4th Amendment allows 
these other two to expand their meanings. The 1st Amendment gives 
“the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of 
grievances” (“U.S. Constitution - First Amendment”), but the 4th keeps 
freedoms secure by restricting illegal searches for out-of-the-ordinary 
expression. The 6th Amendment allows for speedy, fair, and public 
trials, but unwarranted evidence searching leading to false accusations 
is certainly unfair. Without the 4th Amendment, other amendments 
would be much different from today’s interpretations.

The right to privacy and no unwarranted searches and seizures is 
almost necessary for the modern age. The amendment’s beliefs have 
been used since the 1700s, used to expand the meanings and rules of 
other important amendments, and government and police privacy 
would be gone without it. The 4th Amendment is a cornerstone of the 
Bill of Rights that, without its existence, would change some of the 
largest locations in the United States, as well as several other pieces of 
the US government forever.
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Unreliable Narrators in Gothic Literature

Carly Parker

Gothic literature highlights the darker side of reality through 
imaginative diction and mysterious settings. Another important trope 
in gothic literature is the possibility of an unreliable narrator. Two great 
examples of gothic pieces are “The Fall of the House of Usher” and 
“The Minister’s Black Veil,” by Edgar Allen Poe and Nathaniel 
Hawthorne respectively. Poe and Hawthorne both make stylistic 
choices that make readers question the reliability of the narrators of the 
two stories. Specifically, both authors’ distinct word choice and Poe’s 
unusual sentence structures add to the idea that neither narrator is 
trustworthy. 

Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher” contains many 
examples of complex oxymoron and long-drawn-out sentences. These 
stylistic elements cause readers to pause and question if what the 
narrator says is true. One excellent example of this creative diction in 
action is the phase, “gentle violence” (Poe 12). This contradictory 
statement slightly confuses readers and makes them think about Poe’s 
meaning. In addition to his diction, the author uses long, almost 
rambling sentences to demonstrate the thoughts of his narrator. This 
occurs throughout the story, but one example appears on the first page. 
The narrator says, “I was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory 
conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are combinations of very 
simple natural objects which have the power of thus affecting us, still 
the analysis of this power lies along considerations beyond our depth” 
(Poe 1). This sentence, along with many others in the story, follows the 
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narrator’s unorganized thoughts about his surroundings and 
emotions. Additionally, these sentences often have short interruptions 
within them that interfere with the narrator’s train of thought, such as 
the phrase, “that while, beyond doubt,” in that sentence (Poe 1). 
Therefore, after reading and reflecting upon this piece, one might 
conclude that the narrator did not completely understand what 
actually happened in the House of Usher. 

The second piece, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Minister’s Black 
Veil,” uses mainly elaborate diction. This narrator, unlike Poe’s, is 
supposedly omniscient; however, readers still speculate on whether or 
not he is trustworthy. This stems from Hawthorne’s use of speculative 
words rather than definitive phrases. For example, the narrator 
describes Elizabeth’s actions by saying, “considering, probably” 
(Hawthorne 8). The word “probably” indicates that the narrator 
doesn’t actually know what Elizabeth was thinking; he is merely 
guessing. In addition to this speculative narration, the narrator also 
appears to have a bias towards Mr. Hooper. This is apparent when he 
describes the minister. He says, “... it was now good Father Hooper’s 
time to rest” (Hawthorne 11). He uses this description multiple times 
throughout the story, which could mean he has an inclination towards 
Hooper. This all suggests that the narrator might not be an entirely 
reliable source. 

“The Fall of the House of Usher,” and “The Minister’s Black Veil,” 
both contain unusual diction that implies that the narrators might not 
be trustworthy. Poe’s tasteful use of oxymoron and Hawthorne's 
speculative vocabulary help to create this notion in readers’ minds. 
However, Poe’s piece also uses syntax to add to this idea, which makes 
this narrator more obviously unreliable than Hawthorne’s. This is due 
to the narrator’s chaotic train of thought and unnatural sadness. 
Hawthorne’s narrator definitely does not seem as unreliable as Poe’s, 
but his apparent bias and speculation give one reason to believe that 
he may be withholding information. Therefore, readers must be wary 
when reading these gothic pieces, for the information from the narrator 
could be misleading. 
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Using Style to Mock Sin

Elizabeth McClellan

Authors commonly use religious themes in stories they write. 
Hawthorne does this in his story, “The Minister’s Black Veil”, and 
Twain does this in his “Was it Heaven? Or Hell?”. This theme can be 
shown through different ways. Hawthorne uses a mysterious black 
veil to emphasize this theme; Twain emphasizes his theme through a 
powerful, harsh problem of lying. Both Twain and Hawthorne portray 
a theme of sin through strong adjectives and repetition, but Hawthorne 
uses long periodic sentences while Twain uses semicolons.

In “The Minister’s Black Veil”, Hawthorne continually uses long 
periodic sentences. Through this style, he mimics the plot of the story, 
which builds up to the end like a periodic sentence would. He adds to 
the gothic nature of the story by making sentences dramatic and 
making the reader wait until the end to find out what is important. 
This stylistic choice adds to the theme of sin by highlighting the fear 
and guilt that the black veil represented as well as how it hid his sins. 
Twain takes a different approach to emphasize this theme and uses 
long sentences split up by semicolons. One example of this is when 
Hester said, “We have lied; we perceive it; it will occur no more...” 
(Twain 16). Because of this style choice, the reader rushes through 
sentences faster. This leads to the effect of guilt, similar to the way 
someone who is lying would talk. Ultimately, Twain mocks the theme 
of sin and lying in his story by copying the way a lying person, like the 
twins in his story, would speak.

Although their sentence structure differs, Twain and Hawthorne 
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both use very descriptive adjectives and detailed repetition, which 
allows the reader to see more vividly their mocking nature towards 
sin. Twain uses genesis instead of beginning. Genesis is the first book 
in the Bible, so rather than using a more common word, he specifically 
chooses a word to mock Christians and their beliefs. This again mocks 
the theme of sin and being hypocritical of those who believe they 
know everything of Christianity, like referring to the overbearing 
doctor as “The Only Christian” (Twain 12). He also uses hyperbolic 
descriptive words rapturous, haunting, and ceaseless to make fun of 
the fear of sin the women in the story have. In a similar manner, 
Hawthorn uses words such as “The lawless wind...respected his 
dreadful secret” and “heart-dissolving” (Hawthorne 10). The use of 
exaggerated diction by both Twain and Hawthorne mock the sins the 
other characters are afraid of and add to the theme of hypocritical sin. 
This mocking nature can also be seen in their use of repetition. 
Hawthorne repeats the exclamation “Never!” at the climax of the story 
as Father Hooper tries to unveil the man searching for what terrible sin 
he had committed (Hawthorne 13). Twain repeats similar ideas of lying 
and repeats the phrase “‘You told a lie?’” in the first lines of his story to 
emphasize the woman’s shock and judgment of her niece while also 
making her feel guilty for lying to her mother (Twain 11). The 
repetition these authors use continue to highlight the theme of sin and 
the strict judgement the characters have against people who had 
sinned.

Although Hawthorne and Twain’s stories were written in different 
time periods, they both have a religious theme that they portray using 
the style of their story. They have the same mocking theme of sin and 
show the problems that can lead to. While Hawthorne uses long 
periodic sentences and Twain uses semicolons, both Twain and 
Hawthorne portray a theme of sin through strong adjectives and 
repetition.
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Poetry



A Merry Goodnight

Deacon Sanchez

 
Snow falling among the ground.
The sounds grow quiet among the town.
The storm ceases for the night.
To bring upon us a wonderful sight.
The stars bright in the glory of  the moon.
The man we await comes soon.
To deliver gifts and toys.
To all the good little girls and boys.
For the children a holiday is due.
And with that I bid you goodnight and adieu.
Merry Christmas And A Happy New Year.



Appreciation

Sean Neff

 
Yonder thy houses in the south

Songs of joy and praise
Santa heading from north
Presents under a wreath

Grandfather stoking the flames 
Whiffs of peppermint and mocha

Flakes melting on palm
Earth still and calm

Yonder thy bridge in the west
Flame in the eyes of a child

Drunken and the lost gather round
Parents left, aged three

Crackles of fire and gunshots 
Bitter snow reminiscent of sweet dreams

Wishes and prayers of suns return
Yet stars only visible in the south



Breaking Silence

Carol Blagg

In our world of chaos and loud noise,
silenced are those with bright hope of life.
Never seen, never heard, without voice.

We are the same, no matter the strife.

Our leaders can’t help, only the willing
are those who stand up to humanity.

Without the brave, we are slowly killing
our own species — what pure insanity!

If we take a stand, against the evil
that is the uneducated man;

If we turn away from the medieval,
we can now all take a strong and proud stand.

Man is man, no matter the color.
We fight to make diff’rences smaller.
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Earth Burnin'

Jenna McFall

 
My soul belongs with the stars,
And my blood is compiled of  the constellations.
I watch from afar
The world burning softly,
And I forget.
There are other stars around me
Gazing upon the earth,
And burning so brightly,
Trying to pull and prod,
To hold the world in their jaws,
But it’s too far gone.
And its flames continue dancing.
I observe
To be a star is to be in solitude.
And yet,
It is the least peaceful and practiced thing.
Experienced constellations
Burn out,
And the ground’s flames
Envelope them,
And my soul still
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Belongs with the stars,
And my blood
Still is made of  constellations.
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Gone Like Snow

Timothy McLemore

This poem is about a little boy’s view on Christmas, for his father was 
shipped to war in the 1950s, never to come back. The boy now has the 
responsibility to work to keep his family alive.

 
I don't believe in Santa,
For we make all the toys.
Shipped away from China,
For all you girls and boys.

I don't believe in Santa,
For I don't look like an elf.
Shipped away from China,
And put upon your shelf.

Away they go,
Gone like snow.
Just keep working,
For “Santa’s” lurking.

For they will never know.
Why our heads are hung so low.
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I don't believe in Santa,
For I’m not filled with joy.
Shipped away from China, 
I work hard like other boys.

I don't believe in Santa, 
For my father’s in bad health.
Shipped away from China, 
I’ll feed the family myself.

Away it all goes,
Gone like snow.
Just keep working,
For “Santa’s” lurking.
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History

Hailey Trahern

Editor’s Choice Award Winner
 
History is not a textbook
Only remembered when for a grade.
History is not a joke
Lightly said by students passing by.
Nor is history a bore,
A breath, or background noise.

History is important.
History is a broken femur that was healed.
History is the music of  a nation. 
History is the culture of  many. 
It’s the difference between civilization and destruction.

History is a British sit-com that we can’t stop watching.
We can look back and laugh.
Look back and cry.
But we always look back. 
To move forward we must look back. 

* * *
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History is an adventure.
It’s the “great, wide somewhere” 
That Belle talks about in Beauty and the Beast.
It goes on and on, and just when you think it’s about to stop
Another event happens. 

History is a fantasy book.
There are twists and turns,

Fire and fury,
War and glory.
Having read it many times,
We all know what’s going to happen,
Yet we read it over and over.
We repeat it,
Always hoping for a different ending,
But the ending has already been written. 

History is
A legacy
A family
A hope
And a life.

History is what makes us
Us
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Lesson Plan for Poetry Editor's Choice Award Winner

Drawing Inspiration from Current Events

Materials Needed
• Writing implements
• Paper
• Copies of “History” from Voices of Kansas
• Technology for word processing

Time Frame: 1-2 50-minute class periods

Objectives
• Students will review or learn literary techniques including 

metaphor and parallelism
• Students will create and share poetry

Essential Questions
• What poetic devices and techniques are there to make a free-

verse poem?
• How can I draw inspiration from history and current events to 

write a poem?

The Assignment
Students will brainstorm their thoughts on history and current 
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events, learn about poetry techniques, and then craft their own free-
verse poems.

Bell Work / Opener
When students enter the room, provide the following prompt for 

them: “History is . . .”

Give students about 10 minutes to write freely. They can let the 
thoughts flow; they can list metaphors — up to them.

When time is up, allow students a chance to share their initial 
thoughts via a think-pair-share session. Then, move into the main 
activity.

Main Activity
Introduce the concepts of metaphor, connotation, and denotation to 

students. It is quite likely that the initial prompt for writing caused 
many students to write metaphors (e.g. History is story of victors). 
However, below are some basic definitions provided for you.

• Metaphor: a direct comparison between two unlike things that 
does not use comparative terminology such as “like, as, 
resembles, appears.” (e.g. A heart of stone)

• Connotation: all of the emotions, ideas, events, people, and 
other things that we associate with a given word. 
Connotations can be positive or negative.

• Denotation: the dictionary (literal) definition of a word.

Have students practice these three concepts before returning to the 
notion of history. Then, refocus students on the concept of “history.” In 
their journals or on scratch paper, have them generate some fresh 
metaphors, define it for themselves, and create a cluster chart of 
connotations for the word.

Next, distribute copies of “History” from Voices of Kansas, and have 
students read the poem. This is the model text — what one student 
somewhere in the state of Kansas interpreted history to be to them. 
Guide students in a discussion of the figurative and connotative 
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meanings of the word “history” throughout the poem.

Now, it is your students’ opportunity to write a response poem and 
what history means to them via a free-verse poem. Encourage students 
to use any of the materials they created today to aid in the creation of 
their new poems.

Closing Activity
End the day by providing an opportunity for students to share their 

finalized poems or poems in progress. This share session can be as 
formal or informal as you desire. When finished, encourage your 
students to submit their work to the next Voices of Kansas contest!

Standards Alignment
• Reading Literature 4: Determine the meaning of words and 

phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative (e.g. 
similes, metaphors) and connotative meanings.

• Reading Literature 10: Apply knowledge of language to 
understand how language functions in different contexts, to 
make effective choices for meaning or style, and to 
comprehend more fully when reading.

• Reading Literature 12: Demonstrate understanding of 
figurative language, word relationships, and nuances in word 
meanings.

• Speaking & Listening 1: Initiate and participate effectively in 
a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher-led) with diverse partners on GRADE-
APPROPRIATE topics, texts, and issues, building on others' 
ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.

• Writing 3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective technique and relevant, 
well-chosen descriptive details and clear, well-structured event 
sequences.

• Writing 5: Develop and strengthen writing as needed by 
planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach, focusing on addressing what is most significant for 
a specific purpose and audience.
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• Writing 12: Write routinely over extended time frames 
(research, reflection, revision) and shorter time frames (a 
single-sitting or 1-2 days), for a range of discipline-specific 
tasks, purposes, and audiences.
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Just Wasn't Built for Me

Jenna McFall

 
Society wasn’t built for me
A complicated tangle of  unsaid expectations
I was built simply
for present and lively interactions.

I was built for the trees, 
For scraped up knees. 
I was built for community,
Not cellphone connections.
I was built to watch
And I was built to listen.
I was built for quick replies
Not three day waits. 
I was built for the obvious
Not the presumed. 
I was built for careful consideration
Not superficial conversations. 
I was built for arguing and discussion.
Not tiptoeing around growing conversation and intolerance. 
I was built for impulsivity.
But I wasn’t built for society.
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And why should I be?



Masks

Carol Blagg

 
A mask to choose to wear and hold dear,

the only choice left for us all in life.
For it is the way to hide what you fear,

less you be found, attacked with the world’s knife.

Hiding. It has become the only way,
unless you risk the world seeing the truth.
Hide under your skin, you creature of clay,

neglect the reality of your youth.

The view of your face is all that matters.
Not charm, or wit is important to us,
only that of the outside, unshattered.
This is the way, no need to discuss.

Humanity has proven our choices.
We have had to silence our voices. 



Quarantine Drives

Jenna McFall

 
I scrape the edge of  the earth
Searching for a consolation,
Mindlessly driving
Past fields,
With blades of  grass, in the wind
Collected underneath my fingertips.

Stuck beneath my fingertips,
Sharp edges where the sky meets the sea
And ceaselessly tumbles the clouds,
Kneading them like dough.
And I am eager to be within them,
Churning and rolling.
Leaning over the steering wheel in anticipation,

Here I am, entranced.
Only to scrape the edges of  the earth.
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Regret

Stacey Chastain

 
I smashed a fired pot 
Threw it in frustration 
The pieces on the floor 
Shattered in damnation

I didn’t mean to break it 
I just acted on temptation 
The pieces on the floor 
Looking up in adoration

The pieces crushed 
The soul in preparation 
The pieces on the floor 
Swept in no hesitation 

Wiped up the mistake 
Hidden from perception
The pieces on the floor 
Left only in imagination 

Past regrets left in tatters 
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It’s our assumption 
That they’d mar us 
No hope for redemption 

Is that a false claim? 
Is it merely distortion? 
Is the truth a product 
Trained for decoration? 

Dust flakes from regrets 
Have no expiration 
Leave the stains 
On every aspiration 

The unfired clay to mold
Just waiting for rejection 
From the standards 
Passed down from perfection 

Human regrets collect
From the induction 
Of  comparison 
To our competition 

They tear into our flesh 
Saturated with pollution 
Holding onto regrets 
Is just tradition 
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Seasonal De--------

Ashlyn West

 
Winter nights
Frigid temperatures and lonely thoughts
I am alone after all

Every teardrop that falls upon my cheek is colder than ice
It stains my skin

My lips pale
Fingers stiff
I am fighting the winter demons that rise again

It is supposed to be merry and bright
And yet— 
My mind is overthrown 
It is seized without mercy
How is it that my heart is colder than the snow that races down
It caresses the small blades of  grass oh so warmly

It burns 
The pain in my chest is overwhelming 
I am drowning in the horrid sorrows 
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They plague my mind each passing day
But today is worse than yesterday

Every year
Every winter evening 
It worsens
And my heart grows colder 
My mind corrupt with a coal-black soot 
I call out your name in this god forsaken blizzard 
But no one can hear

My voice aches as my throat closes 
The tears roll down 
I am suffocating 
I cannot breathe—
Too cold

No
No one
No one's around
Please save me from them
I am stuck in an everlasting winter 

They chase after me
So desperate 
I think they've won 

Come
Come and save me 
There is nothing left
But I'd like you to remember 
Remember
Remember their names 
Remember their faces 
Just like yours or mine 
Remember their words 
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“I’m fine”
Remember their comforting touch
Their painful stings 
Remember how lonely and sweet
How they bared their teeth 
Remember the everlasting winter that stayed well into spring 
Remember 

If you are are thinking about suicide, are worried that a friend or 
family member may be suicidal, please contact the National Suicide 

Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255.



Sitting by the Fire

Landon Coy

 
Sitting by the fire,
The urge for hot chocolate is dire.
Sparkling Christmas trees shining so bright.
Making cookies is always a fight.
At home with all our family,
Whom we love so dearly.
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Soul of Neighbours

Hailey Trahern

 
Read a book
Read a soul.
Soul of  the weary
Soul of  the hurt.
Hurt is making us go crazy.
Hurt is making us lose our empathy.
Empathy will save us all
Empathy will guide us to the golden hall. 
Hall of  marble where roses fall
Hall of  hatred to kill us all. 
All of  us can rise hand in hand
All the people taking a stand. 
Stand for the poor.
Stand for the broken. 
Broken lives of  broken people
Broken hearts symbolize the prequel. 
Prequels mean change can still happen.
Prequels don’t shock, they make us understand. 
Understand our mistakes
Understand our plans.
Plans to soar above
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Plans to show our love. 
Love our brothers and our sisters
Love the things we want to hate too. 
Too many nights have been spent in silence.
Too many tears have been shed in the name of  violence. 
Violence in the rising of  the pyre
Violence seems to be our only desire. 
Desire love.
Desire hate.
Hate the warmongers who seek to harm us.
Hate the leaders who don’t care about their people. 
People can lift each other up.
People can tear each other down.
Down to the ground, where they see no more.
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Special Time of the Year

Bhigisa Mainali

 
Yesterday I felt tired sick.
Today I feel better, actually good.
I wanna wake up quick.
Why is there a sudden change in my mood?

I get up, look at my phone.
I hear my bell suddenly ring.
It’s my family now. I am not alone.
I hear them joyfully and wonderfully sing.

Let’s help and bring a smile to everyone,
Decorate our home and make it pretty.
Looks like my work is done.
Oh I forgot to buy a present for my kitty.

Let’s pick a wonderful outfit for all.
We all will enjoy, be happy and grateful.
For boys to enjoy, we will buy them new balls.
We will be eating food by the plateful.

Together let’s enjoy this special time of  the year
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Dedicated to us and our beloved ones.
Don't forget to leave food for Santa and the reindeer.
Wish everyone a meet a Christmas with love and cheer.
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Spooky Season

Alexeia Criman

 
I think I’ll be a zombie this year,

Or maybe a werewolf,
Perhaps a character from a movie.

Halloween is my favorite year,
I get to dress up however I want.

The lit up jack-o-lanterns are marvelous,
I enjoy reading about the origins,

The old traditions, the games,
The rituals, the scary stories.

Spooky decorations are incredible,
The haunted houses always amaze me.
The traditional colors are even spooky,

Orange, black, green, purple.
Candy and dressing up

Are not the only things I am excited about
On Halloween.

The old games people played,
Are incredibly creepy.
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There is a game where
A girl looks into the mirror in the dark holding a candle,

If she sees a man’s face in the mirror,
That said man would be her husband.

Now when we think of looking in a mirror in the dark,
We think of Bloody Mary,

Not finding a husband by seeing a face.
Apparently the Japanese are obsessed with

The paranormal.
Lots of rituals to contact the deceased

have originated from Japan.
Now I want to go to Japan,

To celebrate Halloween.

Halloween used to be all about
People hiding from evil spirits by dressing
The way people thought the spirits looked.

Hallows eve is when the evil entities would come out of hell
Which is the reason for everyone disguising themselves as demons,

Witches, ghosts, anything evil they could think of.
Over the years many traditions, games, and rituals have died out.

Letting new ones form, taking the old ones’ place.
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Valentine's Day Blues

Ava Barnett

 
Happy Valentines
From me to you
But as I look at the signs
I get more blue 
You made me sad
So you became a fad

Happy Valentines
To my love
But you decline
I shove it off
And keep saying your mine

Happy Valentines
But goodbye
Read between the lines
My love
 a bad guy 
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Happy Valentines 
But now I say 
Your actions hurt
And you’re breaking away
You made interactions
With other people
one after another 

Happy Valentines 
In the past
Not recent times
But at last, I say
Bye my pal
I shall not cry
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You Know You are Home

Genevieve Cayless

 
When the gentle snow is silently falling into the green pine trees,

With the sweet aroma of hot chocolate lingering in the air,
And with the blissful crackling from the fireplace that surrounds you, 

You know you are home.

When you hear the loud laughter of excited children,
And the quiet murmuring of the tired parents drinking wine,

Who cannot wait until the children go back to school,
Begging for some peace and quiet, 

You know you are home. 

When you see the charmingly strung fluorescent lights,
Shining brightly over the houses oh so close together, 

As you wave to friendly neighbors buzzing with that Christmas joy,
You know you are home.

When your family is dancing around the crowded living room,
Whilst listening to the cheesiest but catchiest Christmas songs,

Leaving the room in complete disarray,
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You know you are home.

When you shake the neatly wrapped presents,
Waiting to hear something solid,

Instead of the regular socks and underwear,
You know you are home. 

When you are all warm and snuggled up with your loved one,
While wearing matching fuzzy red and green socks,
With a strand of mistletoe hovering over perfectly,

You know you are home.

And when you hear the heavenly sound of silver bells,
And the beating hooves of beautifully synchronized reindeer

And with a crunch of a cookie
And a gulp of milk

You know Santa is in your home. 
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