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We the People State Champions

Rowan Kelley
Staff Writer

Breaking news has reached
the Freeman Leadership Pro-
oram. Mr. Peck’s second-period
Advanced Placement (AP) Gov-
ernment class placed first at the
We the People: The Citizen and
the Constitution Virginia State Fi-
nals on Feb. 8, 2026. The event,
usually held at Randolph-Macon
College in Ashland, VA, was held
at Freeman virtually due to the
days missed because of winter
weather. The hearings were held
in Mr. Peck’s classroom while
other students were allowed to
listen in from various locations.

Period two won the State Fi-
nals, but also, during the online
awards ceremony, the top-scoring
unit or units are recognized. For
Freeman’s team, Unit 5, which
focuses on what rights the Bill
of Rights covers, received this
award. Because of their win, Free-
man is now headed to Washing-
ton, D.C. for the national-level
competition, which spans across
three days. All teams attending
from across the country will com-
pete for the first two days. Then,
the top ten teams that qualify will
compete on the third, final day.

We the People is something all
seniors participate in with their
government class. The basic struc-
ture of We the People is that a
class is divided into six units, all
of which have specialized focuses
that branch from the main subject:
the U.S. Constitution. Students in
We the People testify in a mock
congressional hearing to a panel
of judges that evaluates the cri-
teria they put forward. For State
Finals, the students are allowed
to know if they are answering
questions one or two first, but for

—

the national competition, you’re
assigned three questions and are
asked them in a random order.

One of the questions is asked on
the first day, one of the questions is
asked on the second day, and if you
are one of the ten teams allowed to
move on, then you are asked the
final question. While they do not
know the order of the questions,
they will be able to prepare accord-
ingly to what the questions will be
about. The judges, of course, get
to select the lineup of questions,
which is different for each unit.

The competition itself, though
it may be strenuous, also has a
huge influence on the student body.
One student, senior Aaron Shook,
who is working with Unit 6, com-
mented on the impact of We the
People. “I think that this competi-
tion is important for purposes of
[understanding the Constitution],
and the government as an Ameri-
can citizen is vital to life as an
adult,” he said. “Also, the compe-
tition matters a lot to the people in
the Center,” Unit 6 focuses heavily
on what challenges the American
constitutional democracy might
face in the 21st century. The ques-
tions under each unit change year-
ly, and this year, they were no dif-
ferent in their level of difficulty.

“[One question] talks about
whether or not you believe a na-
tion should be more in tune [with]
its original values or more adap-
tive to change. So it’s a tough
question, because obviously you
want to honor American ideals,
but you also have to recognize
that it’s important to move on,”
Shook said. Mr. Peck agreed with
his student when talking about
the updated questions this year.

“The questions are a little more
interesting this year. There’s a new
team at the center for civic educa-
tion that is writing the questions,

and they’re more creative than
they sometimes have been in the
past,” he said. Each student indi-
vidually has to pull their weight
with these questions and dedicate
numerous hours to learning the
American history behind their unit
topic. Every participant has shown
their commitment by spending
their time in and outside of school
attempting to prepare as much
as possible for these questions.

“I can only imagine hundreds,
or maybe even thousands of hours
have been spent by people in the
classes, learning content to be used
during the Q and A sessions... |
can’t think of a single person [who]
isn’t fully bought in,” Aaron said.

The level of seriousness with
which these students are consider-
ing this competition has been as-
tounding and something Mr. Peck
has enjoyed working with. “[T]
he classes that are the most suc-
cessful are the ones that put in
the most time. So it almost cer-

tainly means something that we

won at states, and they must be
putting in the time. [T]heir work
ethic has been great,” he said.

During the Q and A sessions
at states, Mr. Peck also gets to sit
in and listen to each of the groups.
“It’s incredibly rewarding and
nerve-racking. [W]hen they know
an answer, find [it], and articu-
late it, that’s super rewarding. It’s
a little nerve-racking when they
know an answer, but can’t think
of it on the spot, and you can’t
help them. You expect them to do
great, and then they have a hurdle
that they have trouble crossing,
but this program is the most re-
warding thing I’ve ever been in-
volved in as a teacher,” he said.

Not only has this program
influenced many generations of
students, but it has also brought
them closer together and with
their teacher. “I called students
from previous years and said,
‘Who wants to be a mentor
to this group?’ And I had more
volunteers than I could take. So

Mr.Peck’s AP Government second-block class

there’s an ongoing community,
a community of people, par-
ents, and faculty,” said Mr. Peck.

Aaron Shook also mentioned
how he and his fellow classmates
have worked through this program
together. “It’s one of those things,
especially regarding center stu-
dents, that gets us very heated in
terms of opinions on how things
are written, what our opinions
are, [and] what we need to be
preparing for. Being able to work
through those bumps and become
a better team has been frustrating
at times, but I think ultimately, a
great experience that has really
brought my classmates and me
closer,” he said. Overall, there
is excitement across the board
about this competition and what
it will bring for Freeman students.

The opportunity to be a part
of this community is an exhila-
rating experience. Mr. Peck and
his class are excited about the
upcoming national event. “[We]
are most looking forward to it.”

U.S. Supreme Court Makes Decision
Regarding President Trump’s Global Tarifis

Nikki Rajan
Editor-in-Chief

On February 20, 2026, the Su-
preme Court ruled against Presi-
dent Trump’s tariff policy on
other countries. The case, specifi-
cally called “Learning Resources
v. Trump,” sought to outline the
powers of the executive branch
of the national government.

To understand the ruling, the
background behind the tariff poli-
cies is crucial. At the beginning
of his presidency, the president
imposed broad tariffs on imports
using the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act (IEEPA).
According to a statement made by
the President, his reasoning was
justified by trade deficits, current
drug trafficking, and the announce-
ment of a national economic
emergency due to rising inflation.

As found in the 1977 written

law, the IEEPA does outline that
the president is allowed to “inves-
tigate, regulate, or prohibit -- any
transactions in foreign exchange”
and the “importing or exporting
of currency or securities.” How-
ever, in section 1701 of the law,
it has also said that these powers
“may only be exercised to deal
with an unusual and extraordi-
nary threat.” This is where the Su-
preme Court found its argument.

The majority opinion of the
Court, a written document ex-
plaining the reasoning behind the
decision, was written by Chief
Justice John Roberts. Along
with Justice Roberts, five other
justices found the tariffs uncon-
stitutional, while the other three
dissented. According to the opin-
ion, the Court found this issue
to be one focused on the consti-
tutional separation of powers.

More specifically, the document

President Donald Trump delivers remarks on reciprocal tariffs

cited Article 1, Section 8, which
states that Congress has the power
to impose tariffs. Using a previ-
ous court case, “Nicol v. Ames,”
Chief Justice Roberts wrote: “The
Government thus concedes that
the President enjoys no inherent
authority to impose tariffs during
peacetime.” The IEEPA was also
mentioned, used to explain that
there was no mention of tariffs or
duties in any clause. “Absent from
this lengthy list of specific powers
is any mention of tariffs or du-
ties,” wrote Chief Justice Roberts.

Additionally, several justices
have mentioned that major eco-
nomic powers require congressio-
nal approval, as mentioned in K&L
Gates News. The major questions
doctrine states that courts should
require clear congressional autho-
rization for actions with major eco-
nomic or political consequences.

This doctrine provided reason-

ing behind the idea that Congress
must oversee major policy deci-
sions. These arguments all con-
tribute to the overall opinion that
the tariffs are beyond the presi-
dent’s current authority. The ad-
ditional justices include Justice
Sonia Sotomayor, Justice Elena
Kagan, Justice Neil Gorsuch,
Justice Amy Coney Barrett, and
Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson.

However, three justices also
dissented, with explanations and
evidence as well. Written by Jus-
tice Brett Kavanaugh, the IEEPA
gave the president enough author-
ity to impose tariffs. Given that
the law explicitly mentions that a
president can, during a declared
national emergency, “regulate...
importation.” According to Justia
Law, Justice Kavanaugh argued
that historically, regulating imports
has always included the ability to
impose tariffs or duties if inter-
preted broadly. “The tariffs at issue
here may or may not be wise poli-
cy, but as a matter of text, history,
and precedent, they are clearly
lawful,” wrote Justice Kavanaugh.

Justice Kavanaugh also ex-
plains why the major questions
doctrine should not apply in this
situation because trade policy is
inherently a part of foreign affairs.
He further states that Congress
intentionally created emergency
economic powers to be flexible
in times of economic emergen-
cies. Justice Samuel Alito joined
this dissenting opinion. Justice
Clarence Thomas wrote his own
paper, which emphasized that
Congress could delegate its trade
powers to the president, and the
courts should respect that choice.

After the court’s rulings, there
have been some implications for
the reversal of these actions. For
example, the United Statesgov-
ernment is now being sued by

many domestic businesses and
state governments for their loss
in revenue due to the tariffs. The
federal government may have to
refund money collected in duties,
according to Reuters. AP News
estimates that $135 to $175 bil-
lion may be returned to import-
ers. Under sections 232 and 301
of the Trade Expansion Act of
1962, tariffs on national secu-
rity and trade disputes will still
be valid to protect national inter-
ests, as stated by Bracewell LLP.

On February 21, 2026, Presi-
dent Trump brought in new 10-
15% tariffs, said BBC News. As
per The Washington Post, these
tariffs were defended by Section
122 of the Trade Act of 1974,
which allows temporary im-
port restrictions. This law states
“Whenever fundamental inter-
national payments problems re-
quire special import measures to
restrict imports...a temporary im-
port surcharge, not to exceed 15
percent ad valorem, in the form
of duties...on articles imported
into the United States.” Soon af-
ter this ruling, on March 5, 2026,
a coalition of 24 states filed a
lawsuit to strike down these new
tariffs, according to CBS News.

As Fortune states, some esti-
mates say the loss of tariff revenue
could add up to $2 trillion to long-
term deficits due to reduced rev-
enue and interest costs. CBS News
states, a “Court of International
Trade judge ruled on Wednesday
that businesses that paid IEEPA
tariffs are entitled to refunds. Sep-
arately, a federal appeals court on
Monday declined to delay imple-
mentation of the Supreme Court
ruling on IEEPA.” As the federal
government is working to imple-
ment new tariff policies, we will
continue to watch its effects. This
is all we know as of March 9, 2026.
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State of Union Address and
Governor Spanberger’s Response

Annie Ainsworth
Staff Writer

For the first time in his sec-
ond term, on Feb. 24, 2026, Presi-
dent Donald Trump delivered
his State of the Union Address
to the House of Representatives
and the Senate, as well as Su-
preme Court Judges and guests.
One notable absentee from the
address was Virginia Governor
Abigail Spanberger, who, after
the president’s address, delivered
her own response remotely on
behalf of the Democratic Party.

State of the Union Addresses
are an annual message to Congress
that outlines the state of the nation
and agenda for the upcoming year,
including economic and political
proposals. President Trump’s State
of the Union Address, clocking in
at 1 hour 47 minutes and 40 sec-
onds, the longest ever recorded,
centered around Trump’s ideal
economy, immigration and bor-
der security, and foreign policies.

Over the almost two hours
President Trump was speaking,
he introduced multiple new eco-
nomic, health, immigration, and
housing policies. Notable pro-
posals during his address include
“Trump Accounts,” which are tax-
free investment accounts for chil-
dren, “Trump Rx,” which aims to

lower prescription costs from “the
highest price in the entire world to
the lowest,” President Trump said.

Economically, the president
championed his “One Big Beauti-
ful Bill.” “[I] want to give mon-
ey directly to the people, so they
can buy their own health care,
which will be better at a much
lower cost,” President Trump said.

In response, Governor Abigail
Spanberger said, “The ‘One Big
Beautiful Bill’... [is] the one threat-
ening rural hospitals, stripping
healthcare from millions of Ameri-
cans, and driving up costs in ener-
gy and housing. All while cutting
food programs for hungry kids.”

Trump’s largest focus of the
address was the United States
(US) economy, his alleged im-
provements to the financials of
Americans, prices for goods and
services across the country, and
tariffs. Trump claimed that due
to his actions, the lives of mil-
lions of Americans have im-
proved. “The [Americans are]
all gaining. Everybody is up,
way up,” Trump said. However,
according to the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, inflation is up.

Some members of the Amer-
ican public disagree that prices
have been lowered since Presi-
dent Trump entered office. “As a
consumer, when I go to the gro-
cery store, I notice that the prices
have increased. Prices of health

insurance and medications have
gone up, too,” said Andrea Hale,
a finance teacher at Freeman.

Shortly before the State of the
Union address on Feb. 24, Presi-
dent Trump’s “Liberation Day”
tariffs and others under the Interna-
tional Emergency Economic Pow-
ers Act (IEEPA) were shot down in
a 6-3 Supreme Court ruling. This
rejection led President Trump to
focus on implementing further tar-
iffs in his address. “[T]ariffs, paid
for by foreign countries, will sub-
stantially replace the modern-day
system of income tax,” he said.

However, with tariffs, prices
are almost unilaterally placed
on consumers. “The debate over
tariffs is really about a trade-off.
[TThe goal is to protect Ameri-
can jobs by making it more ex-
pensive to buy foreign products,
which encourages people to buy
‘Made in America’ instead,” said
Ms. Hale. “Tariffs are essentially
a tax, and since most manufac-
turers can’t afford to pay that tax
themselves, they pass the cost
on to the consumer,” she said.

Governor Spanberger echoed
something similar, claiming Presi-
dent Trump’s tariffs have never
had America’s best interest at
heart. “[S]ince this President took
office last year, his reckless trade
policies have forced American
families to pay more than $1,700
each in tariff costs,” she said.

Affordability and the state of
our economy aren’t just a matter
for adults to wonder about; it’s
relevant for high schoolers in Vir-
ginia, too. “The guarantee of af-
fordability and an economy for
the future is relevant,” Jackson
Mayfield said, a senior and leader
in Freeman’s Young Dems club.

Governor Spanberger and
President Trump focused on dif-
ferent key points and held dif-
ferent tones throughout their
speeches. “Trump’s felt lacka-
daisical and simply unserious,
while Spanberger’s felt caring
and motherly,” Jackson said.

President Trump also fo-
cused on international deal-
ings, mentioning the capture of

Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro and the operation Mid-
night Hammer in Iran last June.

Happenings at the State of the
Union Address included honorings
of members of the US military, and
an individual protest from Demo-
cratic Congressman Al Greene.

Mr. Greene held a sign with
the writing “Black People Aren’t
Apes,” which was in direct re-
sponse to President Trump’s
post on social media previously.

The juxtaposition between
praise veterans received and
the protest by Mr. Greene dem-
onstrated the variety of opin-
ions people had on the state of
the union from President Don-
ald Trump’s past year in office.

PHOTO CREDIT: THE NEW YORK TIMES
Donald Trump giving his State of the Union Address

ICE Walkouts

Ava Harrison
A&E and Graphics Editor

Walkouts have been a way for
students to express and share their
opinions for many years. This
school year, numerous high school
students across Henrico County
are utilizing walkouts to protest
against Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (ICE) agents
in the area. The high schools
participating in walkouts include
Hermitage, Tucker, Glen Allen,
Godwin, Henrico, and Freeman.

Freeman’s first walkout against
ICE was on Jan. 23, 2026, dur-
ing Freeman Focus, a study pe-
riod for students. Students were
asked to gather on the front lawn
to show their support. It was also
made known that this walkout
was not an excuse to skip class,
and that students should return to
class after the walkout had ended.
Approximately 200 students par-
ticipated in Freeman’s first walk-
out. Many held signs with mes-
sages like “Abolish ICE,” “No
secret police,” and “ICE out.”

The main organizers of the
anti-ICE walkout at Freeman
are senior Electra Cimino, ju-
nior Adam Krawitz, and senior
Nem Murphy. They heard about
other schools starting to protest
ICE through walkouts and de-
cided to bring the walkouts to
Freeman. “We understand that
there’s a large immigrant stu-
dent population at Freeman,”
said Nem. “ICE being in Vir-
ginia would greatly affect them.”

In terms of planning the walk-
outs, they knew that they needed
to talk to the administration be-
fore they followed through. Ad-
ministrators did not approve the
walkout. Students approached the
administration with their plans
to make them aware. “[They
are] able to protect students from
adults and other outside forces
trying to harm the people par-
ticipating in the walkouts.”

A concern regarding the an-
ti-ICE walkouts was brought
to Electra’s attention. “A lot
of people were worried that
[walkouts] would draw ICE
to schools and draw atten-
tion to this area,” she said.

Some people were also wor-
ried that students were just par-
ticipating in the walkout to get
out of school. “If [people] see a
lot of students who are there who
genuinely do not care about the
issue, it forces this narrative onto

all students who want to incite
change with walkouts,” said Nem.

Advertising for the walk-
outs came from posters hung
up around the school. The main
way the walkouts were adver-
tised was through social media,
especially the DSF Walkouts In-
stagram account. “Social media
plays a huge role,” said Nem.

All of the promotion and
communication resulted in a
surprising turnout for the plan-
ners. “We were not expecting 200
people,” said Electra. “It was a
wholesome thing, and it was en-
lightening seeing how many
people showed up out of sup-
port for others and their beliefs.”

Electra wants people to know
that the purpose of these walk-
outs is to show that “we care
about this [and] we don’t want
this to happen,” she said. “We
are doing this because we want
to show support to all the fami-
lies that are being torn apart.”

Adam believes that walkouts
bring a lot of attention to the matter.
“We think it’s a really important is-
sue,” he said. “It may not seem like
it makes a difference, [but] a lot
of people showed their support.”
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Freeman'’s first anti-ICE walkout

Nem feels that walkouts arej
beneficial. “It increases students]
ability to think freely and politi-
cally,” she said. At the walkout,)
there was a group of students voic-
ing opposite opinions from the
majority. “It’s really important to
be able to showcase that differ-
ence and coexist with it,” she said,

Senior Jackson Mayfield par-
ticipated in the anti-ICE walkout
on Jan. 23. “I remember hear-
ing about [the walkout] in class
and throughout the day,” he said,
Jackson participated because his
family has a history of fighting]
for equal rights. “I want to do the]
same in my own way,” he said.

Jackson also remembers Mr.
Larkins talking about how Free-
man’s demographic is very reflec-
tive of the United States. “We have
a diverse school,” he said. “It’s
important to stand up for our com-
munity members and our peers.’]

Electra, Adam, and Nem are
currently planning more walk-
outs this school year, but they
have emphasized that they can-
not plan them recklessly. “We
are trying to make sure that we
can still have these [walkouts]
without much consequence.”
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The Mystery Behind Nancy
Guthrie’s Disappearance

Sophie Tluchak
Staff Writer

On Feb. 1, 2026, 84-year-old
Nancy Guthrie, the mother of
Savannah Guthrie, was reported
missing from her home in Tucson,
Arizona, after investigators say
she was abducted in the middle of
the night. The kidnapper was seen
on a doorbell camera, armed and
masked. An FBI agent told BBC
News that the suspect is believed
to be “a male between 5 ft 9 in and
5 ft 10 in...covering a camera lens
with some plants...wearing a 25-1i-
ter Ozark Trail Hiker Pack back-
pack,” according to the footage.

Pima County Sheriff Nanos
said the suspect’s clothes in the
footage were “believed to have
been bought at Walmart,” and that
“investigators had been review-
ing surveillance video from near-
by Walmart outlets.” Addition-
ally, law enforcement informed
CBS News that the suspect had
visited Guthrie’s front door ear-
lier that day. “I just believe she’s
somewhere here locally. I don’t
know why,” said Sheriff Faris.

Multiple ransom notes were
sent to media outlets, demanding
a multimillion-dollar sum to be
paid in Bitcoin for information on
Nancy Guthrie’s whereabouts. So
far, none have been confirmed to
be sent by Guthrie’s suspected ab-
ductor, and one of them has even
been declared fake, forged by a
man in California who was sub-
sequently arrested. Twenty-four
days after her mother went miss-
ing, Savannah offered the $1M
reward, but “acknowledged Nancy
‘may be lost,”” said BBC News.

The news of Guthrie’s disap-
pearance has spread worldwide,
leaving people in distress and
concern. “I think it’s truly a trag-
edy what happened to her,” said
Nahyla Barakat, a junior at Free-
man. Unfortunately, there are still
no plausible leads or enough in-
formation to identify a definite
suspect. Many people following
the story are hoping for a good
outcome. “I do hope that she has
returned safely,” said Nahyla. As
the search continues, communi-
ties all around the world remain
attentive to updates, sharing in-
formation and expressing their
support for the family during this
time. Authorities continue to en-
courage anyone with informa-
tion to come forward, hoping that
new leads may help bring clar-

ity and resolution to the situation.

The entire situation has been
broadcast on social media on al-
most every platform, leading to
contradicting beliefs on wheth-
er that is helpful. On one hand,
people like Nahyla recognize that
the popularity of this case could
take away from other missing per-
sons cases. “It is upsetting to see
acknowledgement of other cases
slowly decreasing as the atten-
tion of this one increases,” she
said. On the other hand, many be-
lieve the publication of this case
is what will lead investigators
to Mrs. Guthrie. Another junior
says that “People can help find
the person and see clues, and if
it’s somebody they know, they
could help find out who it is.”

After Mrs. Guthrie went miss-
ing, Savannah Guthrie took a
leave of absence from her job on
the Today Show in order to pro-
cess the entire situation and be
with her family, stepping away
from the spotlight to cope with
her grief. Tommy Noland, a ju-
nior who is a regular watcher of
the show, expressed his liking for
Savannah, labeling her the “main
person of the show.” Just recent-
ly, she returned to the show and
briefly acknowledged the situ-
ation. “I am still standing,” she
said while in between tears. She
also came out with a statement be-
fore her return that said, “Though
we are surrounded by so much
darkness and uncertainty, our
love burns bright. We love you,
Mommy. We miss you so much.”

The most recent leads found
by local investigators are “DNA
samples collected from Guthrie’s
Tucson-area home in southern Ari-
zona, as well as a backpack worn
by a suspect who ‘tampered” with
her doorbell camera the night of
her disappearance,” said USA To-
day. They also mentioned that on
March 8, 2026, it was confirmed
that a “damaged utility box around
the corner from Guthrie’s house
was ‘“being reviewed as part of
the ongoing investigation,’” ac-
cording to Tucson news station
KVOA. However, on March 9th, it
was reported that the utility box is
most likely unrelated to the crime.

As the investigation continues,
authorities urge anyone with infor-
mation to come forward. Despite
the uncertainty surrounding her
mother’s disappearance, Savannah
Guthrie has continued to express
hope that Nancy will be found. “[I]
will not give up hope,” she said.
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A Change in Society: Four Day
Work Week and School Week?

Nina Henley
Online Editor-in-Chief
Centerspread Editor

After being initiated by Henry
Ford in 1926, five day work weeks
have been the backbone of our
society. 40 hour weeks with only
two days off and a never-ending
cycle of work, rest, repeat became
the social norm for many work-
ers in the US. In the last couple
of years, however, several groups
have been trying to change this.

For starters, a nonprofit orga-
nization by the name of “4 Day
Week Global” has made strides by
leading an international campaign
to shift businesses from a 5-day,
40 hour workweek to a 4-day,
32 hour workweek without any
significant loss in pay. The group
was founded in 2019 by Andrew
Barnes and Charlotte Lockhart.
It has advocated that by making
this change, it will improve em-
ployee well-being, reduce burn-
out, and increase productivity by
focusing on output rather than
the specific hours and time. So
far, there have been experiments
leading to adoptions in Iceland
and Belgium along with ongo-
ing trials in the US and the UK.

This growing trend has ex-
panded beyond just work; in fact,
there have been many arguments
leaning towards a four day school
week. So far, this system has been
adapted in over 2,100 U.S. schools
within 2024-2025, typically in
more rural areas. This has led to
varying results based on location
and grade level. According to a
study at Harvard Kennedy school,
students, specifically those in rural
areas, have been underachieving

since the switch. “Most of the evi-
dence finds that the four-day school
week reduces student achievement
mostly due to reductions in the
amount of time students are in
school,” Paul N. Thompson, an
assistant professor of economics
at Oregon State University wrote
in an email to “The Journalist’s
Resource” on Aug. 26. 2025.

While there is a lot of evidence
against this newfound system,
there have been certain studies
that have shown positive effects.
According to “The Journalist’s Re-
source,” one study has shown that
fourth graders attending schools
in rural areas of Colorado have
earned higher test scores in read-
ing on a four-day schedule. It
also suggests fifth graders at rural
schools in Colorado earn higher
math scores. Other studies show
that districts operating fewer than
30 hours per week drive most of
the negative achievement effects,
while districts offering 32 hours
or more per week show no statis-
tically significant differences in
achievement. This shows that there
may not be a fair comparison be-
tween notations of straightforward
‘negative’ and ‘positive’ effects.

More evidence suggests that
there has been no significant
changes to support or deny this
action when looking at teachers.
According to NWEA, across Ar-
kansas, Colorado, Missouri, Or-
egon, and Oklahoma, four-day
schedules are associated with no
change or very small changes in
retention rates, ranging from slight
increases to slight decreases of
at most one to three percentage
points. Overall, teachers may pre-
fer a four day week, but there is

not strong enough evidence that
impacts employment decisions.

Other studies show mixed re-
sults. For example, a study in Or-
egon indicates a four-day schedule
might reduce high school drop-
out rates but increase absentee-
ism among students in grades 9
to 12. Another example is a study
of Oklahoma high school students
that suggests a four-day week
“probably reduces bullying, fight-
ing, and school bus incidents,” the
University of Oregon researchers
write. But it appears to have little to
no effect on reports of vandalism.

So far, three studies exam-
ine changes in student achieve-
ment for students in kindergarten
through eighth grade in several
states. All indicate that a four-day
schedule may lower students’ per-
formance in math and likely lower
their performance in reading, re-
gardless of whether they attend
school in a rural or suburban com-
munity. While the system itself
may seem straightforward, there

have been many different adop-
tions of this system. “In reality,
four-day week schedules vary a
lot — there are ‘hybrid’ schools
that use the schedule for only
part of the year, and the amount
of instructional time that schools
add to school days to make up
the time on the fifth day can vary
substantially,” said Morton, a lead
research scientist at Northwest
Evaluation Association (NWEA),
to The Journalist’s Resource.

With evidence showing that
in 2024, High School Seniors
math and English scores dropped
to their lowest levels in two de-
cades, is implementing a four
day school week the best path to
take? While the benefits of boost-
ing teacher and student morale
and recruitment, increasing atten-
dance, allowing for more mental
health rest days, and providing
costs due to reduced transporta-
tion and energy use are tempting,
the possible downsides may out-
weigh the positives. Losing sig-

nificant time in the classroom can
hurt academic achievement and
can cause parental supervision is-
sues as well if parents are work-
ing when students are at home.

As a senior in high school, I
can say with confidence that hav-
ing a four day school week sounds
like a dream for any student deal-
ing with senioritis or mental ex-
haustion from school. However,
the downsides are not worth it.
After the 2020 Pandemic, the
importance of students remain-
ing in the classroom is at an all
time high right now and while
I do believe the school systems
could be reworked, switching to
a four day school week would be
too much of a dramatic change
and will lead to more negative
outcomes than positive. Being
in school for five days a week is
not just for academic reasons, it
is to help develop essential skills
like socializing, critical thinking,
problem solving, and focusing.
students in an academic setting.

Glen Powell
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Repeated Casting of
Actors: Yay or Nay?

Maggie Walton
Staff Writer

Sydney Sweeny is a very tal-
ented actress. I’ve seen her in a
few films and her performances
are always witty with a mix of
emotion. Same with Glenn Pow-
ell, he brought Top Gun: Maver-
icks’ Lieutenant Jake “Hangman”
Seresin to life with well played
charisma and arrogance. They’re
both talented crowd pleasers, even
starring alongside each other in
the 2023 film “Anyone But You.”

Both of these people, among
other young actors, have been
appearing everywhere in Holly-
wood. There are many movies that
I will make a point to watch, mo-
tivated by a favorite actor. How-
ever, just because I’'m a fan and
someone is undoubtedly talented,
doesn’t mean they should be fea-
tured in any and all productions.

A lot of talent is going un-
discovered because the same
faces keep getting cast, even if
they don’t quite fit a role. Some
of the most talented and attrac-
tive actors’ faces get tiresome af-
ter a while. Yes, they were fan-
tastic in a few productions, but
does this mean they both fit ev-
ery role in upcoming movies?

I’m very biased in my opinion
on this. As a Grey’s Anatomy fan,
I believe the whole series wouldn’t
have been nearly as good, par-
ticularly season one, if big names
for that time had been cast. By
using actors that were new to the
craft, the characters felt more re-
latable than someone known to
make thousands, which was part
of the premise of Grey’s Anatomy.

Social media has of course
expressed annoyance with Hol-
lywood’s casting decisions. Some
controversy is sparked purely
over the actors appearance, es-
pecially in instances of book ad-
aptations. I consider myself an
avid reader, and I always have a
specific image of a character re-
gardless of what the book says.
When I see a movie adaptation
where my expectations aren’t met,
I’m immediately disappointed.

Furthermore, they should ac-
tually suit their role. The person
with pale skin might not be the
best person to portray a Spar-
tan warrior or Italian character.

Casting choices that make
sense are often forgotten because
money is the focus of a produc-
er’s mind. Jenna Ortega makes
a lot more money than many ac-
tresses currently, and significant-
ly more than someone who has
barely been cast in advertisements.
Regardless of bringing in bil-
lions, she doesn’t suit every role.

Image is an important aspect
to all of Hollywood. Disney Parks
in particular get away with sky-
high prices because of how magi-
cal their parks are. I can contest
this; each park feels so immersive
it almost felt like I’d left Florida
and was in some imaginary world.

With that being said, it’s no
wonder casting directors stick
to certain faces. Choosing ac-
tors everyone likes seeing on
screen almost guarantees that a
movie will do well. It’s almost
like a popularity contest where
the judged criteria is someone’s
complexion and body. It’s very su-
perficial, but typical that conven-
tionally attractive people get cast.

The image an actor brings to
a production can even outshine
the very thing one needs to be an
actor: talent. After talking to some
friends, we mutually agreed that
actress Gal Gadot may not actually
be as talented as she is gorgeous.
Similarly with Finn Wolfhard. One
of my friends allotted his continued
casting in Stranger Things to sim-
ply being there since season one.

The actors themselves are not
to blame for all of this. I read the
book “The Actor’s Life,” by Jenna
Fischer, and my understanding
is that actors actually have little
control over what roles they get.

If you’re a big star in Hol-
lywood, you might get calls from
casting directors offering you
roles, meaning you may be their
first choice. Most times, you audi-
tion and cross your fingers you

-

fit the casting director’s vision.
Acting is a job, just like finance,

or any other position you can think
of, except the pay is unpredictable.
I'understand why actors take every
role offered; they don’t know when
the next opportunity may arise.
Perhaps even the actors them-
selves feel overcast, however, like
everyone else, they need to keep
working to sustain themselves.
Despite all of the above,
there appears to be some hope
for change. Content creators on
platforms like TikTok and Insta-
gram made videos for their ideal
casting for the leads in the live
action version of Tangled. Direc-
tors have appeared to have lis-
tened to the media, casting Milo
Manheim as Flynn Rider and
Teagan Croft as Repunzel, who
were featured in many reels I saw.
Teagan Croft is a young Aus-
tralian actress who visually suits
the role of Repunzel with her
blonde hair and blue eyes. She
also has only appeared in a small
number of productions, similar to
Milo Manheim, while he is con-
siderably better known than her.
This casting is a perfect ex-
ample of Hollywood breaking the
cycle of repetition. Disney’s live
action casting hasn’t done well
in previous years. Fans were dis-
pleased with Snow White and The
Little Mermaid, but are optimistic
about the production of Tangled.
There is so much talent out

in the world, but we might not
get to see all of it because of Hol-
lywood’s habits. I think we should
give all actors a chance, and make
choices that appropriately reflect
character design. While I still en-
joy the performances of Timothée
Chalamet, Sydney Sweeny, Jenna
Ortega, and many others, I think
they should only be cast when
they fit the role, not just because
they bring in the money or views.

Teagn Croft and Milo Manheim cast in live action Rapunzel
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The Heart Racing Truth: Are Energy Drinks
Good or Bad?

Juliette Lawrence
Staff Writer

High schoolers love to crack
open a crispy energy drink before
school as a substitute or a sec-
ond drink with coffee to get them
through the day. Despite that, are
these energy drinks ultimately
harming us, even with the short
bursts of energy they provide?

With their array of flavors and
colorful packaging, energy drinks
are easy to give into. The flavor
profile of energy drinks can range
from “Ghosts Sour Patch Blue-
berry” or “Bangs Whole Lotta
Choclolata.” The wide range of
flavor variety comes from addi-
tives and flavor chemistry. These
strategies block out the drinks’
naturally medicinal bitterness.

I am not an avid coffee drinker
and I’ve never been reliant on caf-
feine in the morning. However, |
can understand how buying a cheap
energy drink that tastes sweet, like
a lemonade, may be more appeal-
ing than spending 13 dollars at
Starbucks before work or school.

We see it daily, Freeman stu-
dents walking into school hold-
ing a freshly opened can of Alani,
Celsius, or Bloom Energy, hop-
ing it will allow them to keep up
with their rigorous curriculum.
Students may think of them as a
way to “Lock In” more effectively.

Energy drinks primarily work
through high doses of caffeine and

loads of sugar, which increase
mental alertness, heart rate, and
blood sugar levels. The effect of
these can vary for different people.
Personally, I get jitters, become
super anxious, and shake all day
after I drink any type of energy
drink. I don’t drink them often,
which may be why they have this
effect on me. In my experience, en-
ergy drinks don’t help me to “Lock
In”; they just make me feel worse.
Energy drinks can indeed in-
crease alertness and combat fa-
tigue. These effects can benefit
individuals who may play sports,
are short on sleep, or are strug-
gling with cognitive perfor-
mance. Though some students
experience these effects, ener-
gy drinks still create problems.
Energy crashes can occur
from high consumption. Typi-
cally, 4-6 hours after consump-
tion of a dose of caffeine, the
stimulant wears off. Adenosine,
which is a neurotransmitter that
induces sleepiness in the brain,
floods brain receptors. This causes
rapid reversal effects, like fatigue,
headaches, and low energy levels.
Insomnia or trouble sleeping

can also occur from these drinks.
Having caffeine close to bedtime
blocks these Adenosine receptors.
This ultimately results in a longer
time falling asleep, shorter sleep
duration, and increased nighttime
awakenings. As a Junior with a
heavy workload, I know how a lack
of sleep can derail the rest of a stu-

Various Alani Flavors
dent’s day, leading to reduced pro-
ductivity and difficulty focusing.
The accessibility and avail-
ability of these drinks cause a
spike in negative impacts. En-
ergy drinks are sold at gas sta-
tions, convenience stores, grocery
stores, and many other businesses.
There is no age restriction on how
old someone has to be to buy,
so technically, anyone can pur-
chase them. This leaves the door
for overconsumption wide open.
In my opinion, the addictive-
ness of the drinks is the real haz-
ard. The high caffeine and sugar
levels induce a rapid increase
in dopamine levels. They create
cycles of dependency, inducing
alertness but increasing fatigue,
resulting in the consumer drink-

‘Ugly Dumpling’
estaurant Opens in
Willow Lawn

Maryam Vohra
Editor-in-Chief
Copy Editor

Ugly Dumpling, a New Jer-
sey-originated Chinese restaurant,
opened a second Virginia location
in Willow Lawn on Feb. 19, 2026.
The restaurant mainly serves au-
thentic, hand-crafted Shanghai-
style dumplings, called Xiao Long
Bao, and other Chinese dishes in
a fast-casual setting. It has taken
Freeman by storm, and students
have been visiting the restaurant.

I had heard whispers and talk
about a new Din Tai Fung dupe
in RVA, so naturally, I had to
give it a try. Din Tai Fung, a New
York-based Chinese restaurant,
has gone viral because of their to-
die-for soup dumplings, cucum-
ber salad, and more. Trying Din
Tai Fung has been one of my big-
gest dreams for some time(which
I will hopefully accomplish
one day), but Ugly Dumpling
will have to do for now. Safe to
say I was pleasantly surprised.

Ugly Dumpling was any-
thing but its name. As soon as we
stepped in, the atmosphere was
everything you would want in a
dinner setting. There was a com-
fortable level of chatter, ambient
lighting, and diverse seating op-
tions. The wait to be seated was a
couple of minutes longer than ex-
pected, but the food arrived fairly
quickly, and in a logical sequence.

We were seated in a well-lit booth
and given ample time to scour
the menu, which was needed.
After rereading the menu
close to ten times, we decided
to sample one item from every
menu section: appetizers, soup
dumplings, “from the wok,” and
greens. Our final order, after much
deliberation, consisted of spring
rolls, garlic green beans, chicken
xiao long bao, shrimp stir-fried
noodles, and vegan wontons.
The first dish to arrive was

the garlic green beans, which
were very convenient because
they acted as an appetizer dish.
These seriously wowed me.
They were a perfect texture, not
too soft, but also not too crispy;
they held a perfect crunch.
There was minced garlic season-
ing over the beans, but not too
much that it got overwhelming.
Second to arrive were the veg-

an wontons. We wanted to sample
both a meat entree and a vegan
entree to test the restaurant’s abil-
ity to accommodate different di-
etary restrictions. The wontons
arrived in green wrappers, hence
the vegan-ness, and were sitting
in an aromatic soup made of soy
sauce and various spices. Upon
first taste, they were not as good
as expected, but after the sec-
ond taste with extra soy sauce,
they became more enjoyable.
Third to arrive were the spring
rolls. I am a spring roll fanatic,
and my criteria for spring rolls

are as follows: it must be crispy,
the filling must be flavorful, and
the sauce must accompany the
rolls well. I am pleased to say
the spring rolls met two-thirds of
my requirements. Still hot and
crispy when they arrived, the fill-
ing was seasoned well, but the
sauce was lacking. It was almost
sweet, but peppery, and I would
definitely call it an acquired taste.
Rather than suffer through the
sauce, | enjoyed the spring rolls
with soy sauce, which I found
complemented the flavors better.
Fourth and fifth to arrive were

the chicken soup dumplings and
the shrimp stir-fried noodles, re-
spectively. A fun detail added to
the dumplings, probably more
for the chef’s convenience, was
that the dumpling wrappers were
dyed pink. In an attempt not to
burn our tongues, we cut the soup
dumpling open first in our spoons
to allow the soup to drain. Both
the soup and the chicken filling
were delicious, and complement-
ed each other beautifully. After
saving our tongues, we sampled
the shrimp noodles, which were
good, but nothing special. One
thing I hate is large shrimp, but
the shrimp in the noodles were a
perfect, mini size. I would have
loved extra soy sauce, which
would have made the dish perfect.
If I could go back, which

I most definitely will, I want to
try the orange chicken, edamame,
and fried rice. Another thing I re-

ENERSY 4

ing again to feel more “awake”.

Not only are there tempo-
rary issues that occur from the
drinks, life long risks also arise.
The large amount of sugar in
the drinks can cause diabetes or
tooth decay with overconsump-
tion. Many of the non-sugar-free
drinks contain 21-30 teaspoons
of sugar per can. That is equiva-
lent to around half a piece of cake.

The short bursts of energy
they provide increase heart rate.
This can result in a risk of cardio-
vascular issues. Spikes in blood
pressure, heart rate, and abnor-
mal heart rthythms can also oc-
cur after consuming these drinks.

Excess consumption of these
drinks puts teens at risk. Adoles-
cents have a smaller body size and

heightened sympathetic nervous
system responses, which increase
their chances of problems. It’s
also easy for teens to get roped
into the flashy, advertised flavors.

Disruption of gut bacteria also
occurs, which destabilizes the mi-
crobiome. The microbiome helps
our bodies to fight sickness and
digest complex fibers. It acts as
a protective barrier, reducing in-
flammation, managing weight,
and even communicating to the
brain, affecting mood swings.

Ultimately, the “quick fix” en-
ergy advertised by energy drinks
is a dangerous illusion, especially
for impressionable high school
students. Restrictions or regula-
tions on how many energy drinks
a person can consume or buy.

WHAT ENERGY DRINKS ARE
STUDENTS AT FREEMAN DRINKING?

Doesn’t
drink them - ul Red Bull -
34.6% 13.1%
— | =
o .
Celsius - C&J ' ' N
9.2% ‘ Monster - Bloom - .'
9.2%
=3 I
Rockstar -

TWERT D

0.8%

These results
came from a poll
on Schoology that
130 students

answered.
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ally wanted to try, but opted not
to, was a fun drink. Ugly Dump-
ling’s beverage menu included
milk tea, iced tea, honey lemon-
ade, and boba tea. I would have
tried the brown sugar boba tea,
but at 7 dollars, the price was a
little outrageous. I would think
twice about spending $7 for boba
at a small cafe, but I wouldn’t
think once about spending $7 for a
drink at a restaurant. Sorry! Price-
wise, Ugly Dumpling was aver-
age, not outrageously expensive,
but not cheap. It was an appropri-
ate price, considering the num-
ber of items we got and the tip.

Ugly Dumpling is hosting a
grand opening event on Wednes-
day, May 14, 2026, from 11 a.m.
to 4 p.m. A gift-card giveaway
will occur, all guests will re-

versatility of Ugly Dumpling.

ceive a free boba tea voucher, and
all dine-in guests will receive a
50% discount on food. Addition-
ally, there will be a celebratory
lion dance and a grand ribbon-
cutting ceremony. It is safe to say
that you will catch me skipping
school to attend the grand opening.

Overall, Ugly Dumpling of-
fered a wide variety of food op-
tions, including multiple entree
choices, and remained accom-
modating to dietary restrictions.
On a scale of 1 to 10, I rate it a
8.5/10. Minus one point for the
drink prices, underwhelming
wontons, and odd spring roll
sauce. I could 100% visit again,
pick all the different menu items,
and be completely wowed all
over again, a testament to the
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Navigating Her Way to the Naval Academy

Olive Schreher

Features Editor

Senior Madeline Garret is tak-
ing her sailing career beyond high
school and to the United States
Naval Academy, where she will
continue her academic and athlet-
ic career at the division one level.

To close off her senior year,
Madeline went to Argentina to
compete in the Semana Inter-
nacional del Yachting 2026, a
sailing competition, regatta,
that brought together around
300 sailors and their families.
Furthermore, the event last-
ed three weeks, accumulating
close to 1,000 kids competing.

The opportunity came through
her coach, Tom Pellejero, who

is from Argentina. He wanted to
have their last race together as
their team, Fishing Bay Yacht
Club, since three out of four
members are graduating this year.
“He had wanted the team to come
down and race for a while, and
siven that three of the four people
on the team are graduating this
year it seemed like the perfect
time,” said Madeline. “The idea

with this regatta was to have one
last regatta together as a team.”

Although the whole team could
not make it, Madeline and her
brother, Clark Garret, were able
to represent Fishing Bay Yacht
Club. The regatta consisted of two
days of practice and six days of
racing, testing the sailors’ adapt-
ability in conditions they weren’t
used to. “The sailing was super
memorable, especially since we
weren’t used to those conditions.
We’ve never sailed in the South
Atlantic or been so completely
exposed to the elements, waves
in the area can get above 20 feet
when the wind is right,” she said.
On top of this, they had one rest
day where Madeline was able to
indulge herself in the new coun-
try and its culture. “[We had] one
rest day at the end [of the trip]
where we went to the beach and
explored the city,” Madeline said.
In doing this, she discovered the
culture there to be more commu-
nity based, especially compared
to the US. “Argentina is more
centered around community and
spending time together rather than
what we have in the US, which
is a lot more isolated,” she said.
The same could be said for the
sailing community there. “At the
yacht club, there was a very laid
back atmosphere and despite the
large crowd, everyone seemed
to know each other,” Madeline
said. “The restaurant was relaxed
and people would just pull chairs
up to tables with their friends, or
sit down and hang out without
even ordering food. The whole
idea of the restaurant was to be a
place for people to gather and not
just for people to have a meal.”
This connection is something

that Madeline has found time and
time again through sailing. Before
starting competitive sailing at nine
years old, Madeline grew up around
the sport, sailing with her family.
“I’ve been sailing my whole life.

My grandparents owned a cruis-
ing sailboat, so they would take
me on trips all over when I was
young, especially in Maine or the
Bahamas,” said Madeline. “We
also had small sailboats, called din-

ghies, at our river house and yacht
club that my dad loved to take out

with me and my younger brothers.”
The fun and lightheartedness she
found for sailing in the beginning
has now turned into a serious ath-
letic commitment, but one Mad-
eline loves nonetheless. Despite
being on the track team at Freeman,
she still considers sailing her most
demanding sport, physically and
mentally. “It’s the hardest sport I
do,” she said, “[but] there’s really
no other feeling like it, it’s so free-
ing to move using just the wind.”
The combination of challenge and
freedom is what continues to mo-
tivate her. For her, the constant
decision-making and multi-task-
ing is what really relies on her
mental strength, “Racing is like
a puzzle,” she said, “...you have
to make sure your boat is mov-
ing fast while paying attention to
the wind, current, waves, pressure,
and making sure you don’t foul

other boats or break any rules.”

These strategy skills will be es-

sential as she moves on to sail at
the collegiate level, which is a big

commitment. Madeline will report
to Plebe Summer in late June, an
intense training period at the acad-

emy to prepare incoming students.

“The goal is to test us under pres-

sure; they make us do a bunch of

Sailboats in the regatta.

drills and workouts while yelling
at us the whole time,” she said.
Because of this, Madeline will
miss most of her summer before
college. “I’m missing pretty much
all of my summer,” she said, “T’ll
only have a month after gradua-
tion, in which I’m taking a two-
week vacation, volunteer coaching
at my club’s sailing camp, and then
leaving for training... [which]
doesn’t end until mid-August.”
Despite this, Madeline still views
sailing as something that is close
to her heart. Not only this, but it
has helped to shape her identity
over the past years, making her
motivated and resilient. “Sailing
has shaped the person I am today;
whether pushing through 9-hour
practices in the middle of sum-
mer, spending hours and hours
racing in windy conditions, or
getting through the outskirts of
a hurricane, sailing teaches im-

@MADELEINEGARRETT7582

portant lessons and values,” she
said. In conjunction with this,
“[Sailing] has brought me closer
to my family and introduced me
to some of my closest friends from
around the world,” said Madeline.
From lighthearted days with her
family on the boat, to days that
test her grit, sailing has remained
central to Madeleine’s identity.
Her journey reflects years of dedi-
cation to the sport, one that will
continue beyond high school.
As she prepares to leave for An-
napolis in June, her experience
in Argentina remains as a mile-
stone and a preview of her future
at the Naval Academy. Through
it all, one thing remains certain:
Madeline’s unwavering love for
the sport, “Sailing is my favor-
ite thing ever,” she said, “I just
love every aspect of it, whether
day sailing, racing, or cruising.”

Blooming Around Freeman: Candy Hernandez’s Bouquet Business

Kaylee Bendheim
Staff Writer

Between balancing being a
Freeman student in the Ad-
vanced Career Education Center
(ACE) center, Candy Hernandez
also manages her own bouquet
business. Candy Hernandez,
also known as @bouquetsby-
natiii, runs a small bouquet busi-
ness with the support of the pas-
sion to make her clients happy
while exploring the challenges
of being a teenage entrepreneur.
She found her interest in mak-
ing bouquets when her social
media algorithm started show-
ing her bouquet-making vid-
eos, “I found the process really
interesting and creative, and it
gradually became something I
felt passionate about,” she said.
This growing interest turned her
passion into a small business.
Candy finds most of her clients
through people she knows outside
of school and work, mutual friends,
or individuals that discovered her
business through her Instagram
page. Social media has helped her
stay connected to her current cli-
ents while introducing her busi-
ness to new ones: “Social media
has been helpful in showing my
work and allowing new custom-
ers to find my business,” she said.
She often notices her clients or-
dering for special occasions or
holidays such as birthdays, Val-
entines Day, and Christmas.
Many of her clients often buy
bouquets for their loved ones.
“I find it cute when couples are
very eager to make sure that the
bouquet is perfect for their part-

ner and it’s something that they
know they will enjoy,” said Candy.
Candy tries to make her bouquets
affordable for her clients. She cal-
culates her pricing based on the
amount of detail required for each
order, not a fixed price per bouquet.
“I typically determine my prices
by charging per flower and adding
additional costs for customizations
such as writing on ribbons or oth-
er decorative add-ons,” she said.
Not only has her business taught
her to explore her passions, but it
has taught her the importance of
skills such as communication, time
management, and responsibility.
“When working with customers,
I have to understand their ideas,
answer their questions, and adjust
designs based on what they want.
I’ve also had to learn how to man-
age my time by balancing school,
work, and bouquet orders.”.
Her commitment to these skills
has been noted by her clients,
who value her professional and
reliable approach. “She treated
me really well and was quick to
respond. The flowers were made
quickly. I submitted my order
last minute and she made time
to meet my expectations,” said
Edgardo Acosta, a client of Can-
dy’s and a student at Freeman.
Edgardo discovered Candy’s
business through instagram and
decided to purchase one of her
bouquets. He wanted to surprise
his significant other with a bou-
quet, confiding in Candy. “She
had my bouquet quickly done
and I was impressed with her
time management. I love how the
flowers come out each time and
how quick they come,” he said.
He believes Candy’s prices are
affordable and adjustable to the

client. “I think her prices are amaz-
ing compared to other people. She
could easily over charge, but she
chooses to charge at a fair price
without compromising the qual-
ity of her bouquet” said Edgardo.
He only goes to her now when
needing a bouquet, having be-
come a loyal customer who’s con-
sistently impressed by the care
she puts into every arrangement.
Educators who have come across
her business are equally impressed
by her sophisticated manage-
ment style. Mr. Behne, a Business
teacher and Future Business Lead-
ers Of America (FBLA) sponsor,
has never had Candy as a student,
but was nevertheless intrigued
after learning the techniques she
uses to run her business. “Time
management is one major skill
you need to be successful in most
businesses. You must develop a
good plan for different situations
while being adaptable to constant
change, which is a skill Candy
seems to succeed with,” he said.
Mr. Behne believes that passion is
a primary driver for student success
in entrepreneurship. “Students get-
ting involved in creating a business
can give them a drive of passion
when deciding their future career
path, whether sticking with their
business or not,” he said. “This can
show how a student overcomes ob-
stacles to be successful. How they
use Creative and Critical thinking
(some of HCPS Durable Skills)
to solve issues in the business.”
Not every teen entrepreneur might
stick with their business plan af-
ter high school, but they can still
learn valuable lessons from their
time running it. “I don’t see a
lot of your entrepreneurs stick-
ing with these early ideas, but,

they are developing skills to be
successful entrepreneurs and
employees,” said Mr. Behne
Candy sees herself continuing
running her bouquet business
after graduating high school. “I
believe I will have more time
to be consistent with it,” she
said. That time period will give
her the opportunity to fully fo-
cus on making bouquets and
taking care of her customers.
For the upcoming year, she wants
to improve her creativity in de-
sign and variety in products when
making bouquets. “I want to ex-

pand my bouquet designs and
experiment with new materials.
I am looking forward to explor-
ing different designs while ful-
filling a client’s vision,” she said.
No matter what type of event
Candy is creating a bouquet for,
she is happy she took the route to
explore her interest in bouquet-
making to fulfill her passion and
customers. “Being able to make
bouquets for people to give to
their partners or loved ones and
seeing the reactions when they
receive them brings me a lot of
joy and satisfaction,” she said.

Freeman at Scholastic Art Competition

Emerson Post
Sports & Copy Editor

Several students from Freeman
High School (DSF) earned Gold
Keys in the regional level of the
Scholastic Art and writing com-
petition, recognizing their artwork
among submissions from across
the region. The awards highlight
student work in different areas like
film, painting, writing, and digi-
tal media. Students submit their
work to the regional competition,
where judges review them based
on criteria such as originality,
technical skill, and the commu-
nication of their ideas. Gold Key
winners move on to national judg-
ing, where their work is consid-
ered among all submissions from
students throughout the country.

Two of the students who re-
ceived Gold Keys were seniors
Sarah Fuller and Marley Ander-
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multiple pieces of artwork, while
Marley received the recognition
for a short film that she created.
Their projects were developed
over several months and submit-
ted earlier this school year as a
part of the competition process.
The regional exhibition for the
Scholastic awards takes place at
the Visual Arts Center of Rich-
mond, where selected student
artwork is displayed in a gallery
type setting. By doing this, it al-
lowed the artwork to be viewed in
a more professional setting rather
than a regular school art show.
Sarah Fuller submitted sev-
eral pieces to the competition,
including a watercolor paint-
ing, a three-dimensional sculp-
ture, and political cartoons. Two
of those works earned Gold
Keys. One of her recognized
pieces was a watercolor paint-
ing showing the interior of a
house used as a metaphor for

the 2 sides of the human brain.
Sarah said the idea came from
the theme she chose for her AP
Art sustained investigation proj-
ect. “We pick a theme for the art-
works to correlate to for the [year]
and mine is about opposites,” she
said. “I feel like one of the big-
gest opposites to me is the dif-
ference between your right side
and your left side of the brain,
so I was trying to give commen-
tary on how if we’re viewing our
brains as houses, we have to keep
them clean, and we have to main-
tain them [so] that obviously your
right side of your brain looks a
lot different from your left side.”

In the artwork, the house is di-
vided to represent different ways
of thinking. She explained that
one part of the concept was meant
to compare analytical subjects
with more creative ones. “I kind
of took it into a different perspec-
tive, and had kind of the sciences

and the maths be represented on
one side, and [then] art and the
humanities on the other, etc.”
Sarah described how the process
of creating these projects can be
long, but worth it. “I usually listen
to audio books while I work, so
I listened to an entire book se-
ries. So probably around 27 to 35
hours,” said Sarah. “I felt pretty
excited. I’ve done it before, so it’s
kind of like a very repetitive cycle,
but I was happy [for] that piece,
because I spent so much time on
it, [and] it got some recognition.”
Another one of her Gold Key
pieces was a three-dimensional
sculpture built inside of a cigar
box. The piece represents a break-
fast nook scene in miniature form.
Another student who received a
Gold Key was Marley Anderson.
Marley earned the recognition for
a short film that she made titled
“With or Without you.” The film
focuses on a relationship and

shows the story before and after
a breakup through flashbacks.
Marley said the project “originally
started as a part of my college ap-
plication process when I applied
to film school... I started working
on it last April. I wrote the script
and started storyboarding it.”
Unlike many of her previous sub-
missions, Marley said this project
was different because she typically
works more with painting rather
than film. Because of that, sub-
mitting the film to the Scholastic
competition felt like a new experi-
ence. She said that fewer students
from Freeman usually submit
writing pieces, which could give
other students another opportu-
nity to participate in the future.
As their work moves on to the na-
tional level of judging, both stu-
dents said they were happy to see
their projects receive recognition
and encouraged others to consider
submitting their work in the future.



Vrusha Pramod
Online Editor-in-Chief
Centerspread Editor

In our community, there is
a tradition for high school
graduating seniors to re-
turn to their elementary
schools and process down
the halls, giving high fives
to excited children. While
there’s a significant differ-
ence in height, the smiles
are the same for both the
young and older students.
Graduation season is
upon us. Just a couple
weeks ago, millions
of high school seniors
across the country walked
through their old elemen-
tary and middle schools
in their school’s gradu-
ating caps and gowns.
The event is an excit

ing time for us seniors
and our families as it
marks a pivotal point in
our lives, but it’s also
a time for reflecting on
how far we’ve come.
The looks on the seniors’
faces when they saw the
little ones hollering for
them and going for high
fives says it all. It’s a
huge deal for us to real-
ize where we started and
now where we’re headed
for the next few years of
our lives. It’s also dawn-
ing on us that we aren’t
really kids anymore
and are leaning into the
start of our adulthoods.
It feels so special to see

younger students become
inspired by seeing what’s
in store for them the day
that they also graduate.

Many of these kids made &

posters and signs for the
seniors to support them
during the walk as well.
Alongside the students,
our old teachers were

waiting for us to come up g

to them and snap a pic-
ture or two for remem-
brance. For seniors, it is
a reminder of how much
we have grown, and fo
the younger students, i
is a glimpse of what they
can one day achieve. Mo-
ments like these make]
graduation meaningful!

SEIETTE SCHNEIDER

A Guide to the
Perfect Prom

Nina Henley
Online Editor-in-Chief
Centerspread Editor

As we are approaching the end of the school year, it is arguably
the hardest time of the year, especially for our juniors and seniors.
Luckily, prom season has just begun and there are lots of fun dis-
tracting topics to guide students through these rough couple of
weeks. Whether it’s talking about what dress you bought or who
you are going with, prom sparks all kinds of different conversa-
tions. Now, prom can appear to be overwhelming and making
plans for it may feel confusing, so here it is: A guide to prom plans.
As a senior who has been to all the dances that Freeman has hosted,
I would like to advise anyone who is planning on wearing a dress
to find one early. It is undoubtedly the worst feeling finding a dress
last minute and the Windsor in short pump only has so many backup

options. Moving onto actual prom plans, whether you are going with

your friends or your partner, having a structured idea of what
you are going to do never hurts. next step and while you do that,
it’s probably a good idea to figure out how you are getting to and|
from the dance because downtown parking can be miserable.
The dance goes on from 7:30 to 10, so figuring out how|
long you want to stay and if you are going to do anything
afterwards is the next and final step to prom plans. Depend-
ing on if you are up for an even longer day, having a sleep
over with friends, watching a movie with your partner, or get-
ting together with a group to hangout are all plausible options.
This prom season is coming up quickly so it would|

be wise to start planning. Whatever you decide to

do, make sure that it is safe and that you have lots of fun.
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Mania

Spring Break

Vrusha Pramod
Online Editor-in-Chief
Centerspread Editor
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Spring break gets treat-
ed like it only matters if
someone is getting on a
plane, going somewhere
tropical, and coming back
with perfect pictures. That
idea is way too narrow. A
good spring break does
not have to be flashy to
be meaningful. Some-
times the best kind of
break is the one that ac-
tually feels like a break.
By the time spring break
arrives, most students are
exhausted, especially our
seniors. School has a way
of piling everything on at
once, from tests and proj-
ects to jobs, sports, clubs,
and family responsibili-
ties. After weeks of that
fast-paced stress, students
need time to step back.
That is why staying home
for spring break should
not be looked down on.
A lot of people act like
going home is boring, but
it can actually be the most
relaxing option. Being in
a familiar place, catching
up on sleep, eating real
meals, and spending time
with family can be more
refreshing than trying to
make a trip feel exciting
enough to be worth it.

Not every break has to
be busy to be valuable.
Plenty of students in
high school and college
have so many different
responsibilities and ac-
tivities on their plates,
from part-time jobs to
homework, sports, and
their individual hobbies.
Many full-grown adults
do not even know how to
easily navigate so many
obligations and activities
at once, so students cer-
tainly need to be given
substantial breaks once
in a while to allow them
to destress and have the
ability to catch up with
anything pressing. While
spring break should be a
time for fun, it is also the
perfect time to regroup
and catch up with any
important assignments or
study materials that have
been pushed aside over
the course of the semester.
Even if some students find
spring break as an ideal
opportunity to catch up
on some of their classes
or other responsibilities,
a portion of their week
should absolutely still be
used for unwinding and
taking a mental break.

e

Spring break also mat-
ters because stress does
not just affect students
mentally, but can also
wear them down physi-
cally, too. When students
are constantly tired and
overwhelmed, even a
short break can make a
difference. More rest, less
pressure, and time away
from constant deadlines
can help people feel more
like themselves again.
That matters more than
people give it credit for.
At the same time, it
makes sense that travel
became such a big part of
spring break culture. Over
time, the break turned
into something associated
with expensive vacations
and long trips. That im-
age became so common
that people started treat-
ing it like the standard
version of spring break;
however, just because that
image is popular does not
mean it should define ev-
eryone’s experience. The
problem is that this puts
unnecessary pressure on
students. Not everyone
has the money to travel,
and not everyone wants
to spend their break in a

crowded place trying to
force fun. When spring
break starts to feel like
another competition, it
defeats the point. Students
should not come back
from a week off feeling
like they did it wrong just
because they stayed home
or kept things simple.
Spring break is important
because students need
time to breathe. Wheth-
er that means traveling,
working, visiting family,
or doing almost nothing
at all, the point is still the
same. A real break should
leave students feeling
rested and more pre-
pared to finish the school
year when they return!
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RVA Local Wins Grammy

Anna Minkler
Staff Writer

Rapper and musician, Skillz,
also known as Donnie “Mad
Skillz” Lewis, has spent decades
producing and writing original hip-
hop music while staying closely
tied to his hometown of Richmond,
Virginia. He has created 12 studio
albums, often referencing Rich-
mond in his music, and is com-
monly known for his famous end of
year “Rap Up” videos on YouTube
that typically gain over 200,000
views. Skillz, the Richmond native,
snagged his first Grammy win on
Feb. Ist, 2026, after being nomi-
nated twice. He won the Grammy
Award for “Best Spoken Word Po-
etry Album” with his latest project
titled “Words For Days Vol. 1.”

Skillz first emerged in the 1990s
as an involved member of the up-
and-coming Richmond hip-hop
scene, which was not widely known
as a hub for musical creation but
has since become a thriving com-
munity for local musicians. Music
at this time was mainly shared in
“tight-knit communities” through
independent labels, according to
Richmond Magazine. According
to the University of Richmond,
“Skillz got his start rapping on air
at WDCE, the University’s radio
station.” Later, “Mad Skillz won
second place in a national freestyle
competition, which led to a record-
ing contract with Atlantic Records.”

The rapper’s debut album,
“From Where???” was released in
1996 and poked fun at the small
town nature of Richmond. Since
then, he has also been a ghost writ-
er for music for popular artists such
as Will Smith, P. Diddy, and Nicki
Minaj. He also wrote Jay-Z’s 2021
Rock & Roll Hall of Fame induc-
tion video. Although his personal
projects garner less streams, his
ghostwriting is well known. “T have
heard of [Skillz] but I’ve never
listened to one of his albums... I
have definitely listened to the songs
that he helped write,” said junior
hip-hop fan Finnegan Ragland.

On a more local scale, Skillz
has be come increasingly involved
in Richmond’s musical and artistic
communities. In 2018 he became
the University of Richmond’s first
Artists in Residence. He contin-
ues to work as an adjunct instruc-
tor of liberal arts at the School of
Professional and Continuing Stud-
ies. Students and professors at the
university were excited to hear of
his win: “I was beyond excited
when I learned [Skillz] won his
first Grammy... This is a big win
for him, but it’s also a win for the
University and the city of Rich-
mond as a whole,” said co-teacher
Erik Nielson according to UR Now.
Beyond awards, Skillz has also
gained recognition through his
unique annual tradition he began
in 2000: the “Rap Up.” Each year
Skillz releases a song recapping the
year’s most significant events rang-
ing from music and art to sports
and culture. The tracks mix hu-
mour with heaving political and
social commentary. His 2025 Rap
Up gained over 150,000 views,
touching on topics like President
Trump’s reelection, Al in music,
and the hit movie Sinners. These

short form videos are beloved by
the internet. “[Skillz] has been do-
ing these rap ups since I was a
teenager and still the best to ever
do it. It’s not a new year if Mad
Skillz is not doing the Rap Up,”
said commenter @kenny.b.729
on Skillz’s 2025 Rap Up video.
Even through his Rap Up videos,
he pays homage to his hometown
of Richmond. Despite his strong
national connections through
world famous artists, he remains
devoted to uplifting his local cul-
ture and community. He stays in-
volved on the University of Rich-
mond campus and is credited with
widening hip-hop education. “Mad
Skillz is a familiar face on the Uni-
versity of Richmond campus... |
can say without hesitation that he’s
one of the most talented people I
have ever met. What’s more, he’s
a terrific teacher,” according to
Professor Nielson via UR Now.
Mad Skillz won a Grammy in
the category Best Spoken Word
Poetry Album. This category was
introduced in 2023 and the pre-
vious winners were J. Ivy and
Tank and the Bangas. The cate-
gory was presented on Sunday,
Feb. 1st, 2026. The ceremony
was held at the Peacock The-
ater in Los Angeles, just before
the main 68th Annual Grammy
Awards telecast for live television.
This win followed a nomination
in the same category in the previ-
ous years Grammys for his proj-
ect ‘The Seven Number Ones.’
Although the music industry
has rapidly changed since Skillz
debut, he still remains relevant
in the music scene. Through his
teaching and repeated investment
in his local culture, he can pro-
duce relevant and quality music.
Skillz has been an outspoken
advocate for reinvestment in
small town art and hip-hop com-
munities. Through his involve-
ment at University of Richmond
to his loyalty to young voices in
hip-hop, Skillz has continued to
keep Richmond arts alive. His
philosophy, as displayed in his
debut album, is that it does not
matter where you are from, all
music has value. Richmond’s for-
mer mayor, Levar Stoney, even
formally recognized Feb. 13 as
the official ‘Mad Skillz Day’ to
celebrate the 23rd anniversary of
“From Where???” and to honor
Skillz’s influence on the city. Ac-
cording to 12 On Your Side, “[The
album] showcases the collab-
orative spirit of Virginia’s music
community, featuring 16 addition-
al creative artists from the state,
including 14 from Richmond.”
Mad Skillz’ long career in the
arts and hip-hop has certainly left
its mark on the industry, Virginia,
and even Richmond. After more
than two decades, he achieved
one of the highest awards an artist
can get, ultimately demonstrat-
ing the grit and value of the small
town art scene. “I want this win to
inspire and uplift every creative
from where I’'m from. Through
hard work and dedication, you can
achieve any dream you have. It
may not happen when you want
it to... but if you stay on your
path with your passion, it will
happen,” said Mad Skillz via In-
stagram after his Grammy win.

Mrs. Polo Caught in Mexico Amid

RisirFlrngartel Violence

Colleen Conway
Staff Writer

Fires in Mexico
Mrs. Polo, one of Freeman’s
history teachers, was recently
stranded in Mexico for an extra
six days because of cartel vio-
lence in Jalisco. She was staying
in Sayulita, about an hour outside
of Puerto Vallarta and a one to
two-hour drive from the airport.
Mrs. Polo was originally in the
area to attend a family wedding
for one of her husband’s friends,
and she was only supposed to be
in Mexico from Friday, Feb. 20,
to Monday, Feb. 23. However,
her plans soon derailed when she
learned what had happened. “On
Sunday morning, my husband
suddenly got a text from his sister:
‘Everything is being boarded up,
there’s cartel attacks going on,””
said Mrs. Polo. The head of one
of the biggest drug cartels, Jalis-
co New Generation Cartel, had
been killed by the Mexican gov-
ernment, and chaos had ensued.
Right after receiving the news,
Mrs. Polo texted her colleagues
at Freeman, briefing them on her
newfound situation. “I sent our
whole social studies department a
text, and I said I think I might have
some trouble leaving the coun-
try. It became clear pretty much
immediately that that was the
case, and all flights were canceled
immediately, ” said Mrs. Polo.
The whole situation was un-
nerving, as no one knew what
would happen. “It was the not
knowing [that was the worst],
and I was anxious. Sunday was
scary,” said Mrs. Polo. She and
her husband had a short time to
run to the store and grab a couple
of things before they were told
by the resort to stay in the hotel
room for their safety. Residing
anywhere else was uncertain. “We
had friends that were staying in
an Airbnb in town, and we were
like, you’re not staying there; they
slept on our floor,” Mrs. Polo said.
Throughout the day, the after-
math of the chaos was visible from
their hotel windows as well. “We
could also see smoke in the sky,
and it got foggy and dark,” said
Mrs. Polo. However, this only last-
ed a short while, and by Monday,
things had seemed to calm down.
“When we woke up the next day,
it almost seemed like things were
back to normal,” said Mrs. Polo.
However, because Mrs. Polo
and her husband were originally
scheduled to fly out on Monday,
they were among the last to be re-
booked. This meant they couldn’t
get a flight until Friday and had
to spend extra days in Mexico.
During this time, Mrs. Polo
unfortunately had no way to set
up lesson plans, log in to Google
Drive, teach, or contact her stu-
dents. Her only form of communi-
cation was by email on her phone.
As a result, Mrs. Striker, another

an history teacher, took over
the lesson plans, while Mrs. Polo
sought to maintain consistency in
her classroom by scheduling the
same substitute, Mr. Bullock, for
most of her absences. This fact
was significant as it was crucial
to achieve a sense of normalcy
in her class despite her predica-
ment. “I think it’s pretty important
that we get some stability in the
room, and [the office replied] “Yes,
this is important,” and put him in
here. So that was nice and made
me feel better,” Mrs. Polo said.
This aspect was very helpful
for her students as well. “We
had the same sub for all three
days, and it was nice and con-
sistent,” said a 9th-grade student
of Mrs. Polo’s, Anna Reppard.
Despite this, her students
missed her greatly in the class-
room, and they were happy when
she returned. “Everybody was ex-
cited to see her back! Mrs. Polo
brings a very exciting energy
that just makes the students re-
alize how much she loves teach-
ing what she teaches. She’s so vi-
tal to the classroom,” said Anna.
While her safe return brought
relief to the Freeman community,
her experience also highlighted
the larger situation unfolding in
Mexico at the time. Drug cartels
and the violence they produce
have been a conflict within Mexico
for over three decades, peaking
in the years following 2006 when
the “Mexican Drug War,” a direct,
militarized conflict between the
government and cartels, began.
Cartels have now become some of
the most dominant groups in Mex-
ico. “Mexico was reaching a point
where the cartels were, in a sense,
running the government of some
states and in some places,” said Mr.
Larkins, a Freeman history teacher.
The United States has also
played a role in this, becoming
the prevailing problem it is today.
“The United States has a very
complicated relationship with this
Mexican cartel violence because
it wouldn’t be as big a problem if
the United States didn’t consume
as many illegal drugs as we do. It’s
a trillion-dollar business, and we

ar crashes in Mexico

are the number one consumer of
these [drugs],” said Larkins. As a
result, lots of drug cartels have a
very high presence in areas close
to the United States. “The cartels
have a lot of power and influence,
particularly in areas close to the
United States, because they want
control of the drug routes into
[the country],” Mr. Larkins said.
However, the recent situation,
in Feb. 2026, received specific
attention due to various reasons.
The first reason was that the Mexi-
can government killed the major
leader of a drug organization, El
Mancho, and publicly took credit.
“When the leader of a large group
of people, whether it be a coun-
try or a criminal organization, is
killed, all of a sudden, they are
gone. This creates a power vacu-
um, and then organizations want
to lash out,” said Mr. Larkins.
Additionally, the location of the
conflict was vital to why it sparked
conversation. “This incident got a
lot more attention because some of
the violence was in a very popu-
lar tourist city for Americans and
other foreigners. So that’s why it
was unusual,” said Mr. Larkins.
This contributes to lots of other
instances, like Mrs. Polo’s, where
tourists were unable to leave.
Some also say the Mexican gov-
ernment’s action was due to the up-
coming World Cup, jointly hosted
by Canada, Mexico, and the Unit-
ed States. “I also think the Mexi-
can government really wanted to
send a message, or have some-
thing like this occur, before the
World Cup starts, because you’re
going to have lots of people from
around the world coming to Mexi-
co, Canada, and the United States.
You don’t want cartel violence to
get in the way,” said Mr. Larkins.
Overall, the cartel violence

in Mexico has been around for
numerous years, recently spik-
ing due to the action taken by
the Mexican government. This
triggered conflict across the sur-
rounding areas, harming resi-
dents and tourists. Mrs. Polo’s
prolonged stay was a result of
this; however, the Freeman com-
munity is happy she is back!

A Taste of Paris: Show Choir Brings Paris to Freeman

Ingrid Jones
Sports Editor & Copy Editor

Show Choir is a class at Free-
man High School that choreo-
graphs and rehearses shows that
involve singing, dancing, and
the band, to ultimately com-
pete against other schools. Ev-
ery year, the show has a different
theme and this year’s theme is
Paris, titled “Bienvenue Paris.”

The process of show choir is
a lengthy one. From rehears-
als to performances, there is
a lot of time put into the show.
Preparation itself starts in Au-
gust with a “pre show choir”
camp. “The prep process is al-
most all year,” said Freeman ju-
nior in show choir, Reed Jones.

The camp involves team bond-
ing, revealing the theme, working
on songs, running numbers, get-
ting choreography and blocking,
and finally, making sure every-
one is performing well on stage.

On every day off school when
they can’t rehearse in class, there
are rehearsals from 9 A.M. to 4
P.M. through the months of Au-
gust, to February. The week before
Martin Luther King Junior day,
the group works with their show
designer, Ryan, who helps with

any struggles and makes changes.

The lengths of competitions can
go from lasting four to 18 hours,
including warm ups, performanc-
es, and awards. Schools are cat-
egorized into different tiers based
on their size and a school’s tier in-
dicates who they compete against.
The last competition of the sea-
son is the ‘Grand Champ’ and
involves schools from every tier.

There are a lot of different as-
pects to competitions, and Free-
man junior Rose Keiper’s fa-
vorite parts are “making fun
memories and performing in front
of'the schools we haven’t seen yet.”

The overall atmosphere of the
show choir community is one
of its highlights. “My favorite
part of show choir is being re-
ally close with everyone who’s
in it. It’s a really good environ-
ment,” said Raina Moreno,
Freeman junior in show choir.
The team themselves do not
perform for the whole time, so
while they wait there are many
forms of entertainment available.
“There’s food trucks, vendors,
and tons of fun things,” said Rose.

There are many different groups
that contribute to the success
of a performance, including the
crew and the school’s band, also
known as the ‘Schwazz’ band.

“They’re really important be-
cause you can’t compete with-
out the live band,” said Raina.

The band also plays a key role in
adapting to what is going on dur-
ing the performance. When asked
about the band, Reed shared that,
“They really make sure that they’re
following the tempo that is given
by the girls and making sure they
are following their dynamic too.”
There are also other people who
help behind the scenes, includ-
ing the crew, who take care of
important details to alleviate
any stress during a show. “They
help us change really fast and
do all the things we shouldn’t
be worrying about,” said Raina.

The crew is also sometimes in-
volved in small elements of the
performance on stage, whether
that is being a side character, or
handing the girls props. “They just
really make the show come alive
by adding little things,” said Reed.
With the band and crew playing
important roles in the show’s suc-
cess, the girls make sure to in-
corporate them in the tight knit
community of show choir. “[The
girls are] super inclusive with the
crew and everything,” Reed said.

With all of the time spent to-
gether the team gets to bond and
grow very close. The group’s dy-

namic is strong and serves as a
safe space. “Our team dynamic
is very positive and a sisterhood
that is so special. [There are] girls
you can talk to, and you know
they won’t judge you,” said Rose.
Show choir may seem like it’s all
fun, but it can come with challeng-
es as well. One challenge is time
management. “The hardest part is
getting into the groove, you lose
a lot of free time and that’s hard
for people to adjust to,” said Rose.
When these challenges get tough,
the group’s environment stays pos-
itive and ready with encourage-
ment. “It’s always very uplifting
and no one’s ever upset, if some-
one is upset, then, everyone just
uplifts each other,” said Raina.

With the theme of the show this
year being based around Par-
is, there is an essence of Paris
brought to life with the perfor-
mance. “This is what Paris would
be like and it’s all fun and glit-
tery and romantic,” said Reed.
Some of the songs even incorpo-
rate the native language of Paris.
“We are speaking in french for one
whole song and the beginning of
one of our other songs,” said Rose.
Some other exciting parts of the
show are the tricks in the closer.
“There are really cool moments
in the closer, like, I backflip and
there’s jump splits,” said Raina.
Freeman’s show choir dedicates
themselves to make the show the
best that they can. As the com-
petition season continues, Free-
man will have the chance to watch
the show and be brought to Paris.
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Coach Parpart Wins NFHS National Coach

Charlotte White
Staff Writer

As the spring sports season be-
gins, the girls’ tennis team is ready
for another season after their re-
cent four State titles. The team has
received more attention this year
due to head coach Clarence Parpart
being awarded as one of the NFHS
National Coaches of the Year. Only
24 coaches are chosen nationwide.

This award selects twenty-four
high school coaches from across
the country. This award highlights
the spirit and determination of each
coach. The award “honors coach-
es in the top 10 girls sports and
top 10 boys sports,” said NFHS.
Each coach is recognized for dif-
ferent aspects of their coaching.

Many decisions go into the
selection of this award as there
are many nominees. Coach Par-
part met many of these standards
due to his outstanding achieve-
ments. “No head coach in Vir-
ginia high school girls tennis his-
tory has more wins than Douglas
S. Freeman High School coach
Larry Parpart, who continues to
add to the record books after 47
years in the position,” said NFHS.

Coach Parpart has been a
prominent part of Freeman Athlet-
ics as he has coached Basketball,
Cross Country, Track, and Ten-

nis. He is now primarily coach-
ing girls’ tennis and is creating a
motivating atmosphere for them
after their previous wins. “He has
a very big impact. He’s always
encouraging us to do our best,
but also not pushing us over our
limit,” said senior Annie Flippin.

Coach Parpart has led the team
to four prior state championships
for Freeman, and they are hop-
ing to continue this streak this
upcoming season. “We want to
help our four outstanding se-
niors write the final chapter of
their tennis career at Douglas
Freeman,” said Coach Parpart.

The impact that Parpart has
on the team is one of the prima-
ry reasons that he received the
award. “From him, I’ve learned
that one match doesn’t define ev-
erything. A lot of times in tennis,
you think if you lose a match,
it’s gonna affect you a lot, but
he reminds us to keep going and
keep getting better,” said Annie.

The titles that they have won
have not come easily. Lots of hard
work, strategy, and teamwork go
into each one of their successes.
“Understanding that each match
is important, and regardless of the
opponent’s record, they have to
be ready to play and be focused
for each and every match. And
try to make sure we are well
rested and healthy,” said Parpart.

One of the team’s sayings is to

always have a lot of “GUSTO”
when they are playing. This is de-
fined as “enjoyment or vigor in
doing something.” This is what
the team is cultured around and
focuses on achieving every day,
both individually and together.

“To me, GUSTO means to
be kind to people and be kind to
your teammates and never give
up,” said junior Josie Fonville.
This is Josie’s second year on the
team, and this is something that
Coach has taught her, which she
applies to many parts of her life.

Coach Parpart not only cares
about the success of the team, but
he also values the connections
made within the team. “Outside
of tennis, he’s a very funny per-
son. He has a lot of personality,
and that helps us connect with him
better,” said Annie. “We know
him on a very personal level,
rather than just being our coach.”

Although tennis is an indi-
vidual sport Coach Parpart has a
different perspective on the way
the sport is centered. He brings
all players together creating a
team not just individual players.
“Parpart, a VHSL Hall-of-Famer
since 2021, said he emphasizes
making tennis a ‘team sport’ for
his student-athletes,” said NFHS.

Not all matches are wins for the
teams, but Coach Parpart creates a
positive atmosphere for everyone
involved. “He motivates us, he

tells us to focus on the little things,
rather than like the whole pic-
ture, not just win or lose, but each
point, kind of focusing on what
comes next, which helps all of us
just be less nervous,” said Annie.

The moments that happen
throughout the season stick with
Coach Parpart and the players on
the team. They make new connec-
tions every year, which makes the
team even stronger. “I have been
blessed to have had the opportunity
to work with so many fantastic in-
dividuals who have their own spe-
cial qualities, and each player and
team has given me so many won-
derful memories,” said Parpart.

These words from Parpart not
T T

Girls’ tennis team wins 5th straight State Championship

only affect the team in the moment
but also carry on with them outside
of their life. “He has taught us to
be better people, to be kind to ev-
eryone, and do good in everything
you do, whether it’s school work or
in other things in life,” said Annie.

Ultimately, all of the aspects
contributed to Coach Parpart’s
nomination for National Coach of
the Year. He is passionate about
what he does, which is what
makes the team. “Being around
outstanding young people who are
enthusiastic about being a part of
a team and who work very hard
to continue to improve in ev-
erything they do is my favorite
part of coaching,” said Parpart.

P
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‘Blade Angels’ Skate
Their Way to Victory

Ellie Broocks
Staff Writer

Dating back to as early as
1924, the Winter Olympics have
been an exciting event viewed
from many countries around the
world. It was known as Interna-
tional Winter Sports Week before
coining the iconic name that we
all know today. Opposing what
is most likely popular belief, the
Figure Skating portion was add-
ed to the Summer Olympics in
1908. It appeared 10 years later
in 1920, and after another 4 years,
it was finally added as a perma-
nent part of the Winter Olympics.

In general, the Olympics create
a lot of buzz, but recently, the Win-
ter Olympics have been a hot topic,
with top athletes from all over the
world competing for gold. One of
the most dedicated groups in our
time has made a star appearance
recently. A group referred to as
the “Blade Angels,” led by figure
skater Alysa Liu, alongside Amber
Glenn and Isabeau Levito, stood
out amongst the Olympic viewers
due to their pure enjoyment of the
sport and dedication to their team
and country. The group is consid-
ered to be some of the “strongest
US competitors in history” and is
often called “American showgirls
on ice.” Although the group was
competing against each other dur-
ing each event, they came togeth-
er to support one another, using
inspiring words throughout each
performance, coining their group
nickname. Each girl has openly ex-
pressed their strong love and bond
with one another, highlighting
the importance of female friend-
ships within sports where rivalry
and competition tend to take over.

Amber Glenn, a 26-year-old, is
a three-time US champion known
for her artistry, athleticism, and
being an openly-queer skater.
Growing up in Plano, Texas, she

began skating as early as 5-years-
old in a local shopping mall skat-
ing rink before later moving to
Colorado Springs to train. The
new location gave her access
to an Olympic Training Center,
which provided her with more re-
sources to take her skating to the
next level. The 2026 Olympics
were her first year after missing
the 2022 Beijing Olympics. She
placed fifth in the women’s sin-
gles category and 13th place in the
short program category. She skat-
ed to Madonna’s “Like a Prayer.”

Alysa Liu is a widely known
skater, originally from the San
Francisco Bay Area. She spent a
lot of time training at the Oakland
Ice Center, and eventually began
homeschooling to help progress
her skating and prioritize finding
a balance between schoolwork
and training. From there, she com-
peted in the 2022 Beijing Olym-
pics. Originally, she retired fol-
lowing Beijing, where she placed
7th in the Women’s Singles cat-
egory, but decided to return for
2026, becoming a worldwide
champion by winning Olympic
gold in the Women’s singles and
the team event. She skated to
“Promise” by Laufey and “Ma-
cArthur Park” by Donna Summer.

Isabeau Levito is a 2023 U.S.
champion, also competing in the
2026 Olympics, placing 8th in the
Women’s Singles category. She
grew up in Mount Holly, New Jer-
sey. She began training at the age
of three, primarily practicing in
South Jersey. She mostly skated at
the Igloo Ice Rink in Mount Lau-
rel for the majority of her career.
Her coach, Julia Kuznetsova, has
worked with her since she began
to skate, helping her reach her goal
of competing in the Olympics.
During her 2026 performance,
she skated to “Zou Bisou Bisou”
from the Millionaires and “Almost
in Your Arms” from Houseboat.

Many members of the Free-
man community are aware of

the accomplishments that the
‘Blade Angels’ have made during
this past Olympic season. Gracg
Deng, Freeman junior, had a lof
to say on the topic. “I’ve never]
watched the figure skating part of
the Olympics,” she said. “Oncg
I saw Alysa Liu’s performance
online, I decided to watch other
skaters and thought it was really
entertaining.” When asked abouf
what platforms she saw the per
formances on, she said, “I saw|
them on Instagram and TikTok. ]
only saw Alysia’s performance
but I got curious after and decid-
ed to watch the two other girls.’

The Blade Angles have been
gaining more and more popularity]
as of late. Freeman junior Trista Vu
noted how she watches the Olym-
pics often and has been follow-
ing the ‘Blade Angels’ throughout
the entire experience. “I alwaysg
wanted to go watch the Olympicg
in person when I was little,” she
said. “Seeing the friendship and
bond of everyone on the US team
especially the girls, is really inspir
ing to me,” Vu noted. Almost all
of my friends don’t know about
the Blade Angels, and she hag
been trying to get them invested in
their competitions and introducg
them to the Olympic experience

Although all 3 members of thg
“Blade Angels” have been gaining
popularity, Alysa Liu has made an
impact on the world overall. She
has recently appeared on The To-
night Show starring Jimmy Fallon
The TODAY show, and 60 Min-
utes, following her Olympic per-
formances. She discussed things
surrounding her retirement, come-
back, and sudden rise to fame

The whole world is waiting pa-
tiently to see what is in store for
the ‘Blade Angels,” following each
of their journeys closely. Whether
it be from their couch watching
on a home screen, or real life in
person at the Olympics, everyong
is staying tuned in to see what hap-
pens next for these rising stars

Ilia Malinin

AKA THE “QuAD GoD”

AMERICAN FIGURE SKATER BORN
IN FAIRFAX, VIRGINIA

2026 OLYMPIC GAMES TEAM
EVENT GOLD MEDALIST

PLACED 8™ IN THE 2026
OLYMPIC MEN'S SINGLES EVENT

2X WORLD CHAMPION

4X U.S. NATIONAL CHAMPION

Twin

Sophia Bove
Staff Writer

This year at the 2026 Winter
Olympics, history was made. The
United States Men’s Ice Hockey
team won gold for the first time in
46 years. In a truly historic feat,
they did it alongside the U.S. Wom-
en’s team. The two teams accom-
plished something no American
team has ever done before, defeat-
ing the Canadians in 2-1 over-
time victories to win gold at the
Milan Cortina Winter Olympics.

Exactly 46 years to the day
after the “Miracle on Ice” team
played at Lake Placid in 1980, the
United States added to the Olym-
pic lore when center Jack Hughes
scored the golden goal in over-
time. Hughes received a pass from
Zach Werenski, a defenseman,
and scored through the Canadian
goalie’s legs to complete the game

Wins

in this room is special. He was with
us in spirit the whole tournament.”

Unlike the men’s hockey team,
the U.S. ladies are no strangers to a
gold medal. Before this year, they
also won gold in 2018 and 1998.

For women’s hockey, which
was played two days before the
men’s on February 19, 2026, they
trailed Canada 1-0 most of the
game, and then tied up the score
when forward Hilary Knight scored
a goal in the last two minutes,
sending the game into overtime.

Just four minutes into over-
time, defensewomen Megan
Keller scored the winning goal
after capitalizing on a line shift
by Canada to seal the USA’s
2-1 victory. Through this win,
the United States avenged their
2022 loss in the Beijing final to
Canada, and it solidified Hil-
ary Knight’s legacy as arguably
the “greatest women’s hockey
player” in history, said ESPN.

Johnny Gaudreau’s kids joined Team USA to celebrate

in sudden-death overtime and end
the 46-year gold medal drought.

In the first of three 20-min-
ute periods, Matt Boldy of Team
USA broke through Canada’s
defense to score the first goal
of the game. During the second
and third periods, Canada in-
tensified the pressure after a
goal by Cale Makar, allowing
the game to go into overtime.

Despite Hughes being the one
to score the game-winning goal,
U.S. goalie Connor Hellebuyck
was described as “the best player
on the ice” by ESPN for mak-
ing a total of 41 saves, allowing
the U.S. to stay afloat and win.

During the celebratory photo,
the team brought out the chil-
dren of the late Johnny Gaudreau.
He was an American left winger
for the Calgary Flames and then
the Columbus Blue Jackets, and
would have been a candidate for
this Olympic team. The men’s
team dedicated Gaudreau ‘“his
own area in the locker room,”
said ESPN, and honored his leg-
acy by having his children join
the team on the ice to celebrate.

“To be able to get it done like
that, to win, to have [Johnny
Gaudreau’s] jersey out there in the
team photo, have his kids come out
and be with us, we’re obviously
thinking of him,” said Auston Mat-
thews, the team captain. “The im-
pact that he’s had on so many guys

Freeman’s resident hockey
enthusiast, junior Ella Maltby,
was excited to hear that both the
men’s and women’s teams had
won the finals. “I was shocked.
I was celebrating with my mom
and family,” she said. Ella was
especially impressed with how
the women’s team rallied in the
final moments. “It was just awe-
some how the women’s team came
back in two minutes,” she said.

She admires players like Layla
Edwards and Megan Keller. “I
grew up watching Megan Keller
play hockey,” as well as the
Hughes brothers, as her cousins are
New Jersey Devils fans, so “[she’s]
become a fan as well, being
around them so much,” said Ella.

Women’s hockey captain Ken-
dall Coyne Schofield said, “We’re
not playing for medals; we’re play-
ing to inspire the next generation.”

Reflecting on visibility, Ella
acknowledged a challenge for
women’s hockey: “Because the
women, often winners, don’t play
in the NHL, they get really over-
looked. Honestly, I’'m [happier]
about their win than the men’s.”

For Ella and many oth-
ers, it wasn’t just about the
wins, but about how the play-
ers embraced each other after-
ward, the sense of camaraderie
and spirit that was evident both
on and off the ice. “It’s not just
a sport, it’s a family,” said Ella.
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Emily Bronté

Caitlyn Kennedy
Staftf Writer

Emily Bronté’s novel “Wuther-
ing Heights,” published in 1847,
was adapted into a movie and
released in theaters on Febru-
ary 13, 2026. The movie was di-
rected by Emerald Fennell and
stars actress Margot Robbie and
actor Jacob Elordi as main char-
acters Catherine and Heathcliff.

The movie’s total global gross
has surpassed $200 million,
with over $34 million in North
America. As viewers watch the
production, controversy has
emerged over whether the mov-
ie correctly aligns with Bronté’s
novel, which is based on a trag-
ic love story that takes place in
the Yorkshire Moors of England.

Anaya Kaul, a junior at Free-
man, explains her take on the
novel, despite not yet watching
the movie. The book takes a spin
on the commonly glamorized
look of love and shows how it
can be expressed in many ways.
“It showed the duality of love,”
said Anaya. “Everyone portrays
love and romanticizes it, but re-
ally, there [are] two sides to it.”

Furthermore, in her novel,
Bronté emphasizes the complex-
ity of the relationship between
Cathy and Heathcliff. “It does a
really good job at confronting gen-
der roles,” said Anaya. “It shows
that the man isn’t the only one ca-
pable of abuse, but the woman is
just as capable of doing it too.”

Anaya thinks that the movie
can’t cover the book in the right
way. “I don’t think the movie can
capture the essence of the book,”
she said. This is because the book
was written in the nineteenth cen-

tury. Since then, our perspectives
and lifestyles have changed. “I feel
like the modern perspective could
muddy the waters with the way the
movie was produced,” said Anaya.

Juliet Gardner, a senior at
Freeman, recently saw the movie
and did not necessarily enjoy it.
“It was very different from what
I was expecting, and it was not
emotional for me,” she said.
Although she has not read the
book, she thinks that if she had,
her perspective might have dif-
fered with more knowledge of
what it included. “I think it would
have been more interesting if |
had [read the book],” said Juliet.

This unanticipated reaction to
the movie’s plot was agreed on by
others, too. “I originally thought it
was going to be a cute and excit-
ing romance story between Heath-
cliff and Catherine,” said Braedan
Conway, a freshman at Freeman.
“Instead, I walked into an over-
whelming film mixed with frus-
tration, confusion, and tragedy.”

However, Juliet was impressed
with the movie’s specificity. “The
movie had an insane attention
to detail,” said Juliet. “Wuther-
ing Heights” took nine months to
produce and had an $80 million
budget, spending time and mon-
ey on the sets and decorations.
“They put a lot of time into the
movie, and you can tell,” she said.

The performance of the ac-
tors has been applauded as well.
“I thought Jacob Elordi and
Margot Robbie were great ac-
tors,” said Braedan. “Wuther-
ing Heights” was Margot Rob-
bie and Jacob Elordi’s first time
acting together. “They executed
their roles very clearly and beau-
tifully and worked very well to-
gether in the film,” said Braedan.

In addition to the entertain-

“Wuthering Heighté” cast on the red carpet.

ment provided by the acting,
the soundtrack of the movie has
also been appreciated. “Wuther-
ing Heights” features a com-
panion album with pop singer,
Charlie XCX. “I really loved the
soundtrack, and I really liked
‘Chains of Love,’” said Juliet.

Overall, those who have seen
the movie think reading the book
prior would have given them a
better idea of what the movie en-
tailed. “I would like to read the
book to totally compare the two,”
said Braeden. “I’ve heard the
book dives deeper into the intri-
cate and deeper elements of the
overall relationship,” she said.

Juliet has a very similar
take on how the book might al-
ter her impression. “I would
maybe be inclined to go watch
it again if I read the book,” said
Juliet. “I think that [it] would

be interesting to see if my per-
spective [changes],” she said.

People who saw the movie af-
ter reading the book have more
knowledge of what it is about and
a more vivid differentiation of the
two. “I want to see if the book was
as good as some people say the
movie is, or vice versa,” said Juliet.

Juliet thinks that the movie
has left a split effect on viewers.
“You either think it's super emo-
tional, a really great story, and
you can’t stop thinking about it,
or you thought it was mediocre
and not so great,” said Juliet. For
her specifically, she did not leave
the movie emotionally unstable.
“When I wasn’t distraught and
when I wasn't sobbing, that's when
I was like, it’s a failure,” she said.

On the other hand, Braeden
was left perplexed and sorrowful
with how the movie ended. “Ev-

’s “Wuthering Heights” Enters Theaters!
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erything was sad and happened su-
per fast,” she said. This ending is
what Bronté intended when writ-
ing what she expected to be a story
with a “destructive relationship.”

In Juliet’s opinion, despite its
rocky plot and surprising storyline,
the movie, for the most part, was
put together nicely. “I think that
there are some really iconic scenes
and some cool parts,” said Juliet.
“I think that the acting was good,
and they were cast well,” she
said. These various pieces worked
to build the movie adaptation.

If you are interested in figur-
ing out the correlation between
written and filmed versions of
Emily Bronté’s “Wuthering
Heights,” pick up a copy at any
local bookstore or grab a friend
and go to the movie theater. The
movie is expected to remain in
theaters until late April 2026.

point average and must be taking
an adequate amount of classes:

ginia schools. If Freeman makes it
to the playoffs, they will compete

Esports Has Ulocked a New World

Maria McGuill
Opinions Editor

As of 2026, Freeman has
gained a new Virginia High School
League (VHSL) team. Esports
(Electronic Sports), a video game
team, has been rising in popularity
among high schools. In the Hen-
rico County area, Godwin, Deep
Run, and Hermitage high school
have all jumped into this new
world of sports and electronics.

Esports are multiplayer video
games played at a competitive
level. The games mimic real life
sports and common video games.
Over the past five years, Esports
has increased its market value by
70%, starting at $957 million in
2019 and $1.6 billion in 2024.
Currently, there are more than
8,000 schools in the United States
with an Esports team. Teams
often compete for prizes and
are streamed by live audiences.

A couple of years ago, Richard
Orr, a business teacher, sparked
the idea. Years later, at the begin-
ning of 2025, it came to fruition
when Henrico County applied
for and received the grant from
the Virginia Department of Edu-

One of ay Esports games.

cation to create Esports teams in
all high schools. Since then, Mr.
Fabian, an AP government teach-
er, has led the team at Freeman.

When the team was first de-
veloping, they faced technical
challenges that have since been
resolved. “I was brand new to
this, so I was learning how to do
it. Now, we think we’ve got the
system down pretty well,” said
Mr. Fabian. Their current obsta-
cle is to get the members more
competition-ready. “Just like any
other sport, the more you prac-
tice, the better you get,” he said.
Furthermore, Mr. Fabian contin-
ues to grow the team's popularity
at freeman in hopes for a larger
team over the next few years.

The addition of Esports to Free-
man has given students another
opportunity to become involved
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in the school. “I really love that it
has given a couple of kids a place
to be that they wouldn't have oth-
erwise...and it's great, they're tak-
ing it seriously, and it's created
this fun, small community,” said
Mr. Fabian. Students have had ac-
cess to varsity sports, music, and
the arts, and now have adopted
the opportunity to play competi-
tive online games outside of their
bedrooms. This opens up another
outlet of community. “The other
thing about it is that it really en-
courages kids who are in science,
technology, engineering, and math
(STEM),” he said. Also, students
do not have to give up this out-
let, as many colleges have started
to offer their own Esports teams.

It is like any other VHSL team
to become a member of the team.
Students must keep a certain grade

5 classes per semester. Students
must also not exceed the maxi-
mum number of absences each
semester. The code of conduct is
also expected to be upheld be-
fore, during, and after making
the team, along with maintain-
ing respectful behavior at school.

The Esports team has practices
each Monday and competes with
other schools on Thursdays. “I also
have a lot of the members of the
team frequently come during Free-
man Focus to play and just kind
of hone in their skills,” said Mr.
Fabian. The team does not know
who they are competing against
until the day of the event. Mr. Fa-
bian has added Godwin to the rival
list, but has yet to challenge them.

On the day of a competition, the
team meets, logs on to compete,
and has two students play at a time.
The team has a chat box in order to
contact their opponents, but they
are unable to verbally communi-
cate with the other team during a
match. Mr. Fabian is working to
grow their team. “Freeman com-
petes in Mario Kart, but in the fall,
we're going to expand that to some
other games,” he said. Currently,
they have played Northern Vir-

in divisions and regionals at the
beginning of April 2026, with the
opportunity to go to Old Domin-
ion University for a state in-house
competition at the end of April.

College Esports has over 200
institutions in the NACE (Na-
tional Association of Collegiate
Esports). Some offer varsity pro-
grams and many colleges now
also offer scholarships for Esports.
“When I went back and got my
second master’s degree, the uni-
versity had an Esports program
that offered scholarships for dif-
ferent Esports players,” said Mr.
Fabian. After college students can
further an interest in Esports, as
they have professional leagues.
The teams are growing globally
through streaming platforms,
live speculations, and sponsors.

As time goes on, Mr. Fabian
wants to keep the team alive. “My
big hope for the future is just that
we'll have more kids coming out,”
he said. The team can have a total
of 15 members, but there are plans
to create an Esports club for inter-
ested students who did not make
the team. Esports is on the rise,
and Mr. Fabian is excited to see
its growth in the following years.

leTok to the Top:

Tylerson Tweardy
A&E/Graphics Editor

A lot of people used to discover
music through the radio, TV, or
by hearing about new artists from
friends. Now, for many teenagers,
that happens on TikTok. The app
has changed the music industry
in a huge way because it gives
smaller and lesser known artists
a chance to be heard by millions
of people almost overnight. What
starts as a short clip attached to a
trend, dance, or edit can quickly
turn into something much bigger.
In some cases, an artist who was
mostly unknown can suddenly
end up climbing the charts, get-
ting signed, or becoming a name
that people everywhere recognize.

Tiktok’s logo.

What makes TikTok so differ-
ent is how fast music spreads on
it. A song does not need a full ra-
dio rollout or a huge promotional
campaign before people start hear-
ing it. Sometimes all it takes is
one catchy lyric, emotional line,
or beat that fits a trend. Once peo-
ple start using that sound in their
own videos, the song can spread
quickly. Then, more users hear it,
save it, and go stream the full ver-
sion on Spotify or Apple Music.
Because of that, TikTok has cre-
ated a new path for artists who
might not have had access to the
traditional music industry before.

For underground artists, this
has opened a lot of doors. Instead
of waiting for a label or manag-
er to notice them, they can post
their own music directly and see
what happens. That makes the pro-
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cess feel a lot more accessible.
A teenager making songs in their
bedroom technically has the same
chance of reaching people online
as someone with a professional
studio, especially if their song con-
nects with listeners. TikTok can
reward music that feels authentic,
relatable, or easy to use in content,
and that helps independent artists
stand out, such as Mae Stephens,
whose song blew up on TikTok,
said, “It proves that TikTok can re-
ally take someone and boost them
so far,” which supports the idea
that the app can help unknown
artists break into the mainstream.

At the same time, going viral
is not always as simple as it looks.
From the outside, it can seem like
a random video just blows up and
changes someone’s life. But be-
hind that, there is usually more go-
ing on. Artists often post multiple
clips of the same song, interact
with comments, tease unreleased
music, and try to build attention
before the full track even comes
out. In that way, TikTok is not
just a place where songs random-
ly trend. It is also a place where
artists have to market themselves
constantly. They are not only musi-
cians anymore. A lot of them have
to act like content creators as well.

That can be both good and
bad. On one hand, it gives artists
more control over their own suc-
cess. They do not have to wait for

someone else to tell them they are
worth listening to. On the other
hand, it can put pressure on them
to always be online, always post-
ing, and always trying to chase the
next viral moment. That pressure
can make music feel less about
artistry and more about what will
perform well in the algorithm. A
great song might not get atten-
tion if it does not fit what people
want to use in videos, while a short
catchy part of another song might
take off for reasons that have noth-
ing to do with the full track itself.

Another interesting part of this
is how much power listeners have
now. People on TikTok do not just
listen to music. They help decide
what becomes popular. A song can
gain momentum because users
choose to make edits with it, use
it in storytimes, attach it to funny
trends, or turn it into a dance. That
means fans and regular users play
a huge role in shaping what rises.
In a way, the audience has become
part of the promotional process.
That is different from older music
industry models, where labels, ra-
dio stations, and critics had more
control over what people heard.

Even though TikTok can launch
an artist fast, it does not always
guarantee long term success. Some
artists go viral for one song and
then struggle to keep that same at-
tention afterward. That is because
there is a difference between hav-

Underground Artists Breaking Into the Mainstream

ing a trending sound and building
a real career. A trend might last
for a few weeks, but a music ca-
reer takes consistency, strong re-
leases, and an audience that stays
interested after the viral moment
fades. Because of that, TikTok
fame can be a starting point, but
it is not always enough by itself.

Still, it is hard to ignore how
much the app has changed the way
artists break through. It has made
the music industry feel more im-
mediate and more connected to ev-
eryday people. Someone can hear
a 15 second clip, look up the artist,
stream the full song, and become a
fan all in the same day. That speed
has helped underground artists get
opportunities that would have been
much harder to get in the past.

Overall, TikTok has become
one of the biggest tools for mu-
sic discovery today, especially for
younger audiences. It gives under-
ground artists a real chance to be
heard, and it has made mainstream
success feel more reachable than
before. At the same time, it has
also created a new kind of pressure
where artists have to balance their
music with constant online promo-
tion. Even with those challenges,
one thing is clear: TikTok is no
longer just an app for trends and
short videos. It is now one of the
most powerful places where the
future of music is being shaped.
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Megan Mononey’s Richmond Pop-Up Show

Saanvi Gourishetty
Head of News

On February 21, 2026, country
music artist Megan Moroney per-
formed a special acoustic pop-up
concert at The National in Rich-
mond, Virginia, as part of her pro-
motional tour titled “9 Cities. 9
Days.” The tour featured a series
of performances across the coun-
try to celebrate her new music and
connect with fans on a smaller
scale. What made the Richmond
stop stand out was partially its
accessibility. Tickets for the show
were priced at just $9, with pro-
ceeds going toward the Megan
Moroney Foundation, an organi-
zation focused on youth support
through mental health aware-
ness and anti-bullying initiatives.

Richmond was one of only
nine cities selected for the tour,
making the event feel unique for
fans in the area. Senior Juliette
Schneider, who previously attend-
ed Moroney’s concert during the
Virginia State Fair on September
24, 2023, believes the city’s mu-
sic culture likely played a role in
the decision. “I think Richmond
has a really strong country music
fanbase, especially with a lot of
college students and people our
age who listen to her,” she said.

For Juliette, seeing Megan

Moroney live in 2023 gave her
an impression of the artist’s stage
presence. She described the ex-
perience as memorable, stating
that the artist stood out as a per-
former who connected with the
crowd. “She has a really strong
stage presence,” Schneider said.
“From what I remember, she was
a great live singer and connected
with the audience.” Throughout
the concert, the audience played
a major role in the atmosphere of
the show. “From what I remember,
the crowd was really energetic.
People were singing along and
waving their phones,” she said.

Although Schneider attended
the 2023 state fair performance
rather than the 2026 pop-up show,
her experience offers insight into
what many fans may have expect-
ed from Moroney’s Richmond ap-
pearance. At the state fair concert,
she arrived early to secure a good
view of the stage. “I got there about
one or two hours before the show
started because I had been there
for the state fair, and I also had
seats towards the front,” she said.

Tickets for the state fair per-
formance were relatively easy to
obtain compared to what many
people experience today for more
mainstream concerts. “When I saw
her in 2023 at the Virginia State
Fair for the Lucky Tour, it was

actually really easy to get tickets
because the event was a part of
the fair,” Schneider said. “Com-
pared to now, they were really af-
fordable, and I ended up getting
front-row seats.” Moroney’s deci-
sion to price tickets at $9 for the
“9 Cities. 9 Days.” tour created
a rare opportunity for fans who
might not normally attend concerts
due to cost. Schneider believes the
idea could be beneficial if more
artists adopted similar strategies.
“I definitely think more artists
should try something like that,”
she said. “It makes concerts way
more accessible for fans who nor-
mally wouldn’t be able to afford
them.” For many fans, especially
students, lower ticket prices can
make a major difference in their
ability to experience live music.

The charitable aspect of the
event also added significance for
attendees. According to Juliette,
knowing that ticket sales supported
an organization focused on young
people likely would have made
the experience more meaning-
ful. “Yes, definitely,” she said. “It
would make it feel like the concert
wasn’t just entertainment but also
something supporting something
important.” The Megan Moroney
Foundation focuses on initiatives
related to mental health awareness
and anti-bullying, issues that affect

many teenagers and young adults.

Being chosen as one of the nine
cities on the promotional tour also
gave Richmond fans a sense of
exclusivity. Schneider described
the opportunity as something that
made the event feel more special
for the local community. “It felt
special knowing only a few cit-
ies got the experience,” she said.

Even though Juliette did
not get the chance to meet Mo-
roney in person at the state fair
concert, she said there is some-
thing she wishes she could have
told the singer. “I didn’t get to
meet her, but I wish I had told
her how good she sounded live
and how much her music means
to a lot of her fans,” she said.

Live music experiences often
leave lasting impressions on au-
diences. Juliette believes Megan

Moroney’s concerts offer an envi-
ronment that many fans appreci-
ate. “I’d tell them it’s definitely
worth going,” she said when asked
what she would say to someone
who has never attended a Me-
gan Moroney show. “She sounds
amazing live, and the environment
at her concerts is so welcoming.”

If Moroney were to return to
Richmond in the future, Schnei-
der said she would likely attend
again. “Definitely,” she said.
“After seeing her live once, I’d
definitely go again if the ticket
prices were affordable and if it
were to be close by again.” By
offering affordable tickets and
donating proceeds to a charitable
cause, the “9 Cities. 9 Days.” tour
created a concert experience that
was for entertainment and impact.

Megan Pictured on stage in Richmond, VA.

Remembering Eric Dane

Vrusha Pramod
Online Editor-in-Chief
Centerspread Editor

Eric Dane, a television actor
known to many viewers for his
roles on “Grey’s Anatomy,” “The
Last Ship,” and “Euphoria,” died
on February 19, 2026, in Los An-
geles at the age of 53. A state-
ment released by his family and
confirmed by People, described
his final days as being spent sur-
rounded by close friends, his de-
voted wife and his two daughters,
Billie and Georgia. The family
asked for privacy as they navigate
this difficult time. “With heavy
hearts, we share that Eric Dane
passed on Thursday afternoon fol-
lowing a courageous battle with
ALS,” the statement read. “He
spent his final days surrounded
by dear friends, his devoted wife,
and his two beautiful daughters
who were the center of his world.”

Dane first went public with his
ALS (Amyotrophic Lateral Scle-
rosis) diagnosis in April 2025, re-
vealing that he was grateful for his
family’s support and planned to
continue working while navigat-
ing his illness. ALS, a progressive
neurodegenerative disease, affects
nerve cells in the brain and spinal
cord, eventually leading to loss of
muscle control and paralysis. In
the year following his diagnosis,
Dane continued to be involved
in projects and advocacy. He was
scheduled to attend events sup-
porting ALS research, although
physical limitations related to his
condition prevented him from at-
tending some of these engagements.

Over the course of
more than three decades in film
and television, Dane became a
familiar presence on American
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television. While he appeared in
a variety of projects, his career
was often associated with long
running ensemble dramas that
attracted dedicated audiences.
Eric William Dane was

born on November 9th, 1972, in
San Francisco, California. He
grew up in the Bay Area and was
involved in athletics during his
teenage years. Surprisingly, he
initially had little interest in act-
ing; however, that changed after
he took part in a school production
of “Arthur Miller’s All My Sons.”
The experience led him to consider
acting more seriously, and after
graduating from high school he
moved to Los Angeles to pursue
work in the entertainment industry.
Like many actors start-
ing out in television during the
1990s, Dane built his early ca-
reer through a series of guest roles
and small appearances. He ap-
peared on several network shows
including “Saved by the Bell,”
“The Wonder Years,” and “Mar-
ried... with Children.” Although
these early roles offered limited
screen time, they allowed him to
gain experience and visibility in
an extremely competitive field.
Over time, he continued to ap-
pear in television and gradually
established a steady presence
within the entertainment industry.
Dane rose to international
fame for his portrayal of Dr. Mark
Sloan, also known as “McSteamy,”
on the long-running medical tele-
vision show, “Grey’s Anatomy.”
His work on the series turned him
into a household name within pop
culture history. Dane remained
an integral part of the series until
2012. During this time, his charac-
ter’s storyline expanded beyond its
original introduction as a rival to
other doctors on the show. Writers
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developed Sloan into a more com-
plex character whose personal life
consisted of a variety of friend-
ships, romantic relationships,
and unexpected responsibilities.

Following his death, the cast of
“Grey’s Anatomy” and the show’s
creator Shonda Rhimes have spo-
ken out. On behalf of her com-
pany, Shondaland, Rhimes wrote:
“Eric Dane was a beloved mem-
ber of the Shondaland and ‘Grey’s
Anatomy’ families. He was truly
a gifted actor whose portrayal of
Dr. Mark Sloan left an indelible
mark on the series and on audi-
ences around the world.” She con-
tinues, writing “We are grateful
for the artistry, spirit, friendship
and humanity he shared with us
for so many years. Our hearts are
with his family, loved ones, and all
who were touched by his work.”

After “Grey’s Anatomy,” Dane
joined the cast of HBO’s newest
2019 teenage drama, “Eupho-
ria,” which explored the lives of
teenagers dealing with identity,
relationships, and addiction. He
played Cal Jacobs, a role that dif-
fered significantly from many
of Dane’s earlier performances.
Rather than portraying a heroic
or positive figure, Cal Jacobs was
written as a complicated and of-
ten controversial character. The
performance not only introduced
Dane as an actor to younger gen-
erations, but also demonstrated
his willingness to take on dark-
er material that viewers hadn’t
seen from him as much before.

Dane’s career developed during
a period when television itself was
undergoing significant change.
When he first began acting, net-
work television dominated the
entertainment industry and guest
appearances on established shows
were a common entry point for as-
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Memorial of Eric Dane poster.

piring actors. By the later stages of
his career, streaming platforms and
premium cable networks had be-
come major sources of how people
watched their TV. This made his
last years as an actor significantly
more impactful and gave him the
opportunity to make himself even
further known as an entertainer.

2026
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Eric Dane will be remembered
as a remarkable actor whose talent
and dedication left a lasting mark
on television and on the hearts of
viewers. He will be deeply missed,
but the impact of his work and
the characters he brought to life
will continue to be remembered
and celebrated for years to come.
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The Canadian airplane

At about 11:40 PM on Sun-
day March 22nd, a Canadian
airplane landing in New York’s
LaGuardia airport crashed into
a fire truck at about 100 miles
per hour. Prior to the incident,
another flight attempting take
off aborted due to an odor de-
tected by pilots. A firetruck
was called and began crossing
the runway, but seconds later
was told to stop. As a result,
the truck was in the path of
runway four, and the Canadian
airplane t-boned the vehicle.
Officials are still investigating
the incident, however the death
of both pilots has been con-
firmed.

A crowded alrport :

Crowded airports have been
a source of traveller dismay as
TSA lines have become hours
long due to a partial govern-
ment shutdown keeping agents
from getting paid, resulting in
some workers quitting. These
understaffing issues were re-
cently consequenced by the
above incident at LaGuardia
airport. This has also nega-
tively impacted travel through
rerouted or cancelled flights.
To aid the situation, the Trump
Administration has deployed
ICE agents to assist with se-
curity checks; however, that
has been met with controversy

concernmg their qualifications.
UTEL & //

ICE officers in airport

Some of the nation’s busiest air-
ports have had ICE agents de-
ployed in an attempt to speed up
TSA security checks and to pro-
vide crowd control at airports that
have been severely affected by the
Homeland Security Department
shutdown. More than 11% of TSA
workers have either quit or called
out of work due to a lack of pay-
ment, resulting in longer wait times
for security checks. ICE has assist-
ed by monitoring exits and being a
security presence amid the safety
concerns during the war on Iran.

Content by Maggie Walton

Caitlyn Kennedy
Staff Writer

On Wednesday morning of
March 25, 2026, NATO members
Estonia and Latvia claim stray
drones were brought into their ter-
ritory during Russia’s drone at-
tack on Ukraine. NATO members
have said that this was one of Rus-
sia’s biggest daytime drone attack
since Vladmir Putin launched a
full-scale invasion four years ago.

Estonia’s Internal Secu-
rity Service explained that the
drone entered the country from
Russia’s territory and collided
into the chimney of the Auvere
power plant in Ida-Viru Coun-
ty. On the other hand, Latvia’s
armed forces have shared that
the drone crashed into the south-
ern Kraslava region of Latvia
without any damage following.

There is controversy between
the two countries on where the
drones originated from. Esto-
nian officals claim the stray
drone came from Russian air
space amidst a Ukranian coun-
ter attack. In contrary, Latvia’s
President, Edgars Rinkevics
says the drone was Ukranian.

The most recent drone incur-

Iran Strikes U.S. Military Bases

-

Iraninan strike overseas boat.

Anna Minkler
Staff Writer

The Islamic Republic of Iran and
the U.S. recently rekindled their
half-century-old conflict this past
February. President Trump and
Secretary of War Pete Hegseth
launched “Operation Epic Fury,”
the latest conflict in an accu-
mulation of decade-long proxy
wars between the two nations.
During World War II, the United
States, the United Kingdom, and
the Soviet Union gathered at the
Tehran conference and agreed to
formally acknowledge Iran as an
independent territory. Later, in
1953, the U.S. government secret-
ly fueled a coup that ousted Iran’s
democratically elected Prime
Minister, Mohammad Mosad-

degh, over oil concerns. Mosad-
degh was replaced by Iran’s last
shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi,
who was an ally to the US. The
relationship took a turn after the
1979 Iranian Revolution, trans-
forming the nation into the strict
Islamic Republic of Iran, ruled
by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.
Khomeini pushed the nation into
harsh theocratic rule, vowing the
U.S as their sworn enemy. Since
small singular conflicts surround-
ing the Iranian-backed terrorist or-
ganization Hezbollah and various
U.S bombings lasted until 2000.
Reagan’s scandals regarding the
use of secret Iranian weapon sale
funds to fuel the anti-commu-
nist group the Contras and 9/11
only heightened these tensions.
Tensions bubbled up again in 2018
after President Trump withdrew

from the nuclear deal and imposed
restrictive economic sanctions on
Iran’s economy. In June of 2025,
the U.S. bombed several Iranian

nuclear sites to stop their nuclear
weapons program, claiming the
attacks were fully successful. This
year, the U.S and Israel began
large-scale attacks on Iran again,
with unclear motives, killing hun-
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dreds and assassinating Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
To retaliate against these at-
tacks, Iran has launched around
170 missiles on Israel, the Gulf
states, and four US military
bases in the Middle East. U.S
bases in Qatar, Kuwait, U.A.E,
and Bahrain were struck, re-
sulting in hundreds injured.
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Journalists at ABC strike for the first time in 20 years

Colleen Conway
Staff Writer

On March 25, over 1,000 jour-
nalists from Australia’s national
broadcaster (ABC) walked off
the job, going on strike for the
first time in 20 years. The action
involved members of the Media,
Entertainment & Arts Alliance
(MEAA) and the Community and
Public Sector Union (CPSU). The
staff started the strike at 11:00 am
(local time), and it lasted a dura-
tion of 24 hours. During this time,
scheduled broadcasting was in-
terrupted, as reruns and prepro-
grammed shows aired instead.

The strike was a result of sev-
eral factors, including the ad-
vance of Al in the workplace and
working conditions; however, it
was primarily caused by ABC’s
economic proposal. ABC had
revised the proposed enterprise
agreement, claiming that their new
offer reflected the highest level
of pay they could give while be-
ing a government-funded outlet.
“The pay offer reflects the maxi-
mum level the ABC can sustain-
ably provide and is balanced when

looking across all the factors that
we need to consider,” said ABC
managing director Hugh Marks.
However, the staff did not agree
with these statements. “[The of-
fer gave] limited improvements
to job security but no increase
to pay or key conditions, with a
one-off $1,000 payment offered
in lieu of a base salary increase,”
said an International Federa-
tion of Journalists staff writer.

Additionally, the offering pro-
posed a 10% total salary increase
over three years, 3.5% in the first
year and 3.25 % in the follow-
ing two years. Australia’s annual
inflation was 3.8% in January,
meaning the pay offer fell below
the inflation rate. As a result, over
60% of staff rejected the agree-
ment and went on strike to protest
the pay they felt they deserved.
“Public broadcasting is the hope
of the future of journalism, and
it has to keep up with wages...
and promise secure futures for
those who invest their lives in it,”
said ABC veteran David Marr.
The staff is also aiming for more
job security, speaking out against
how_the broadcast might let Al

replace them and ABC'’s reliance
on short-term contracts. There
have been many situations where
workers have to face choices con-
cerning whether the short-term
contracts are worth staying at ABC
for. “It’s really stressful, I love my
job, and I want to stay, but that’s
the decision I have to make,”
said a woman working in pod-
casting on a short-term contract.
Overall, Australian journalist

Showcase of protest poster

want to have their work recognized
and accounted for. “ABC plays
such an important role in our soci-
ety and in Australian storytelling.
It’s really important ABC manage-
ment comes to the table,” said a
member of the Community Public
Sector Union, Melissa Donnelly.
In the future, the ABC will take
the matter to Australia’s workplace
tribunal, the Fair Work Commis-
sion, in a bid to solve the conflict.

PHOTO: REUTERS

Estonia and Latvia Say
Territories Hit By Stray
Ukranian Drones

A Ukrainian woman was wounded by the Russian drone at-

=

tack as a result of a nine-story apartment building being hit

in Lviv, Ukraine.
sions followed one of Russia’s
largest scale aerial assaults on
Ukraine since the war first started.
According the the Ukraine Air
Force, on Monday evening, March
23, 2026, Russia launced around
1,000 drones towards Ukraine.
On Tuesday afternoon, over 550
drones were launched, targeting
the western regions of Ukraine.
This area is where Ukraine bor-
ders NATO member states.
On Tuesday, Ukraine’s pub-
lic broadcaster aired a video clip
presenting a Shahed drone made
by Iran crashing into a building
near a church in Lviv, a historical
center, which is around 40 miles
from the Polish border. This is a
weapon Russia has heavily used
throughout the war. Soon after,

a second drone struck a residen-
tial area there, injuring 22 people.

In a social media post, Ukrai-
nian Foreign minister Andrii Syb-
iha said that from these actions,
“Russia proves its status of a ter-
rorist state.” He then drew paral-
lels between the Russian attacks
with the attacks being carried out
by Iran across the Persian Gulf,
involving civilian infrastructure.

Ukraine’s president, Volody-
myr Zelenskyy has stressed that
Putin’s increasing aggression is
a threat to not only Ukraine, but
contries beyond them. “There
are signals encourgaing Russia
to continue what they have been
doing for years, only increasing
their aggressiveness,” he said.
“This is dangerous for everyone.”
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Parliamentary
Elections Taking Place in
Hungary

Sophia Bove
Staff Writer

Over the course of the last 20
years, Hungary has had a major
flip in its government structure,
transforming from a liberal democ-
racy into an electoral autocracy.

The goal of this change was
to keep the roots of the old de-
mocracy while simultaneous-
Since around
2010, there has not been a free
and fair election within Hunga-

| ry, which has concerned many

of the people living there.
A popular topic that has risen
this year is the previously elect-
ed prime minster, Viktor Obran,
who is currently at stake of los-
ing his position, following the
upcoming election on April 12.
Obran has been serving as
prime minister for approximately
16 years, leading to a rise in fear
throughout the public and his large
mass of supporters. The reason for
his massive support amongst the
population is the border that he
had built to prevent any refugees
from illegally entering Hungary.
This border could be put at risk
if he loses the upcoming elec-
tion, causing a large amount of
panic throughout the country.
There has been a recurring ten-
sion between him and his opposing
candidate, Peter Magyar, beliefs

around different policies, includ-
ing migration, LGBTQ+ rights,
and financial aid for Ukraine.
Not only are these candidates

on strictly opposite sides of the
spectrum, but this has caused a
major divide with their supporters.
Magyar has launched a new
party, gaining attention from the
public. He is especially popular
with voters under 45, attract-
ing a large younger audience.
Magyar is overall known

for his connections and cam-
paigns for alliances with the
EU and NATO, launching him
into popularity. He has made it
clear that he plans to tackle the
issue of corruption in Hungary,
shifting the position of Hun-
gary as the EU’s “black sheep”.
Voter turnout in the previous
years have fallen short, leading to
a very small amount of valid vot-
ers in order to finalize the election.
With the new addition of Mag-
yar, the voter turnout this year is
looking more like 80%, one of the
largest percentages of voters that
Hunary has had in the past 20 years.
The population of Hungary is
seemingly in favor of this new
face, but the decision between him
and their faithful minister remains
a root of tension. The election is
slowly closing in, leaving every-
one at the edge of their seats, wait-
ing for their new Prime Minister.
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