Over the course of my first year on yearbook staff, | wrote six stories. | conducted over
20 interviews. And | had countless drafts of every one. But more than these numbers is the
immeasurable impact these stories made on me — teaching me how to actively listen, support
those telling their stories and write them accurately.

The first time | walked into the autotechnology garage, | gasped. An open garage with
three broken-down cars and the whirr of machines confused me. | had never seen a classroom
like that before. After learning about the unique Autotech environment and classroom
dynamics, | set out to write about what became my most interesting angle of the year: a
Porsche being rebuilt for an eventual auction. My Autotechnology story initially taught me what
writing for yearbook is all about. There was a whole world in that garage, and it was my job to
share it with the school and provide recognition for the work they did.

My profile written about Jaylen Patel was my longest story of the year. The biggest
challenge was making a senior comfortable discussing Bollywood dance — a topic he had
been ridiculed for since middle school. With many follow-up interviews and explanations of
the story, | considered it a success. In the end, he told other seniors how | got him out of his
comfort zone by talking through how his dance experience reflected the highs and lows of his
relationship with his mom. Through the profile, | discovered that many people have stories to
tell, but maybe aren’t comfortable enough to tell them.

My first ever assignment was AP classes. A vague and daunting piece of school, and |
was tasked with finding a specific, unique angle associated with it. AlL | could do was interview
and interview until | came up with something. Eventually, | wrote two mini stories focused on
the dynamics between teachers in AP history classes. While the story wasn't particularly unique
to the school year, | was proud to have come up with something never done before. It was
extremely educational to start a story with no idea what it would be about, and | learned to ask
questions that would lead me to my angle, especially if it isn't handed up front.

Homecoming happens every year, yet it is one of the most universal subjects covered in
the yearbook. My first drafts of this story were focused on a day in the life of homecoming
royalty, but after more interviews, | discovered what really made 2024 homecoming special for
the royalty. A StuCo member finally experiencing what she previously organized for others. A
girl realizing everyone who had shown up for her from her grandma, cousins and countless
friends. Digging and connecting the dots on what was said in interviews made the story
deeper and much more interesting than it would've been otherwise.

| had never heard of Freelancer when | first got my assignment. The art magazine was
small and under the radar. After sitting in on only one meeting | saw the supportive community
the Freelancer provided. My story is not focused on that, but it shines through. After writing this
| realized that communities like the Freelancer are all over the school, but they maybe don't
have the coverage they deserve.



AUTOTECHNOLOGY

The Porsche Boxster had 250 horsepower, a shining dark blue exterior, the signature
low, sloping hood and round headlights.

At least in 2001.

Now, the convertible top was broken and its reflective midnight blue paint was dull with
dust.

While Auto Tech teacher Brian Gay slowly drove the Porsche from downtown Kansas
City to SM East, a crowd of students trailed close behind him to make sure the car didn't break
down.

The Porsche was 23 years old. Double its lifespan of 11-15 years — with crunching gears
and warped brakes.

The Kansas City Auto Museum donated the Porsche — giving students the chance to
work on a luxury car. In December 2025, their work would be nationally recognized at Mecum
High Performance — the world’s largest car auction. It was Gay's Auto Tech 2 and Auto Tech 3
classes’ responsibility to get the car as close to its original quality as possible by then.

After the 7-mile drive, Gay safely pulled the car into the Auto Tech garage and the work
began.

Over the next week, the students finished the basic maintenance: an oil change, tire
rotation and brake fixing. Then came the hard part: replacing the worn convertible top — a
2-week, 100-step process.

Gay needed a leader for the task — someone in the room every day who would
maintain progress and stay focused.

He knew exactly who to ask.

Senior Nathan Riordan was finishing up his lunch when Gay pointed to him.

"YOU! Come here," Gay said.

Riordan embodied the commitment Gay needed. He spent all his free time working on
cars — being in two Auto Tech classes at the same time and working in his uncle's auto shop
everyday after school until 6 p.m. and 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. on Saturdays.

Riordan stood over the Porsche with his phone propped on the seat — playing a
YouTube video from Jason's Porsche Channel to walk him through the entire process of
removing the old top and replacing it with a new one. Now, the convertible top was his
responsibility — and only his.

After two weeks of meticulously placing adhesive and rewatching clips of the YouTube
video, the top was complete. Solid black, smooth and sleek, just like it was 23 years ago.

The top was crossed off Gay's list. The next step was replacing the transmission and
installing a wrap designed by the art department — all funded by the KC Auto Museum.

“It's one thing to bring a [broken] car in here and fix it. ‘Congratulations. It's done,”” Gay
said. “It's another to transform it, both mechanically and visually, into something totally cool,
unique and different.”



JAYLEN PATEL PROFILE

The auditorium light blinded senior Jaylen Patel, the song “Rind Posh Maal" echoed
across the Johnson County Community College stage.

Standing in the center of the stage, he was already sweating in his baggy pants and
knee-length, long-sleeved shirt.

The past six hours built up to this moment.

As Patel and the nine other Bollywood dancers squared up to the audience, he forgot
about how blazing hot he was.

Now he needed to focus.

Focus on making his 13th and final Bollywood dance performance perfect — exactly
how he practiced it for three hours every week.

Bollywood, the Indian movie industry, was known for energetic musical dance numbers
— exactly what Patel and his group worked to replicate.

He wanted to do well for his mom, no matter how long, sweaty and uncomfortable the
dance was.

“I've performed for years, but I'm always nervous,” Patel said. “I always told people ‘If
you're not nervous then that's dumb, cause you should be.™

The Hindi lyrics began and his nerves disappeared. Patel's bare feet landed directly on
his mark — the green tape he laid on the stage earlier that day.

Then he jumped.

A stabbing pain shot through his foot.

This is the WORST.

*kkkk

Five-year-old Patel sat at the kitchen table while his mom, Darshita Patel, made an
announcement.

Jaylen, you have to get ready for dance class.’

"What dance class?’

‘The one I'm teaching!”

This was Patel's first time hearing about his mom teaching Bollywood dance. He had
seen it in Darshita’s favorite movies — but now she was starting a studio?

Patel's first practice was in a family friend's cold basement. He, his older brother and his
family friend stood awkwardly in a row, equally confused by Darshita’s instructions.

They had no clue how to do footwork or stay with the music.

Bollywood was Darshita’s thing, and she was Patel's only connection to dance.

At least at the start.

After a few years, Bollywood filtered into his home life. Suddenly, every night was
Bollywood movie night, and practice was no longer limited to once a week.

The only problem: Patel didn't want to dance.

At all.



*kkkk

Patel's tennis coach told him the bad news — Sunday was his only available day for
lessons this week.

Sunday was dance practice. He had to miss yet another week with his coach.

Why should I have to skip tennis for something my mom wants me to do?

Bollywood was never “his thing”, and now with advanced classes and varsity tennis, it
was an interruption to his junior year.

Patel's friends didn't help either.

After one boy found his recital video on YouTube, it became a daily source of ridicule.
Patel already avoided telling people about dance — he knew they wouldn't understand.

His friends thought any kind of dancing was ‘gay.’ Their cultures were the same as most
of the other white kids at school — the only hobbies they found acceptable were soccer or
football.

Patel's face turned red when his lunch table brought the video up, taunting him with
chants asking him to dance for them.

But he wouldn't think of quitting — he couldn't do that to his mom.

*kkkk

Uniquely patterned costumes covered the Patels’ basement floor.

Practices started for the 2024 recital next week, and now all of Patel's nights consisted
of recreating choreography for his mom in the living room.

There was no question for Darshita. Patel would be front and center. He brought the
energy needed. He made little movements powerful. And this year, he was the only senior.

During rehearsals, the other dancers glanced at Patel when the next move slipped their
minds. He advocated for water breaks. He was their leader.

Slowly, the group learned the choreography, but not just because of Darshita. If the
formation was shifting off-center, or someone was lost, Patel wouldn't hesitate to call them
out.

“I'always had to make sure everyone's in the right spot, so [the formation] didn't look
weird. There was always a certain side that would come too close to the middle,” Patel said.
And that was like one of the points where | would say listen for my voice so they know when to
move it back up.”

As he became more comfortable in practice, he became more comfortable mentioning
dance in school.

Patel decided to tell his marketing teacher, Mercedes Rasmussen, about the upcoming
performance and invited her to watch. Her reaction was free of the subtle judgment he
expected.

'That is so cool, Jaylen. | would love to!



Rasmussen’s support made his secret not seem so bad. Maybe it was never as bad as
he imagined. Maybe it wasn't bad at all.

*kkkk

Sweat clouded Patel's vision, and every stomp made his foot feel like it was on fire. He
wasn't even done with the first of three songs.

After 13 excruciating minutes, the curtains hid the dancers and he lifted his foot to see a
costume pin lodged in his heel.
After his friend pulled out the metal, Patel felt relieved — and he felt proud.

Even with a pin in his foot, he still put energy into performing.

“You work so hard to finally get to the performance, and if it's done right, there's like a
huge big relief that it all came out good,” Patel said. “The fact that you did that and you were
able to achieve something like that feels so great.”

Now, all Patel's close friends knew about dance. He wasn't scared to talk about it.

But this was his final recital. Next year, he would be at The University of Kansas, and
Darshita’s group would perform without him.

And even though Darshita never said ‘/'m so proud of you, Jaylen,” the dried tears on her
cheeks said everything he needed to know.

AP CLASSES
AP Gov

'I'll probably hurt your feelings,” AP Government teacher, Benjamin Hendricks,
announced to his students on the first day of school.

In the second semester, the AP Government classes covered abortion. With tension
between the pro-choice and pro-life movements — the teachers had to cover the subject
carefully, objectively and from all angles.

Hendricks strived to turn students into informed voters — covering topics that weren't
in the curriculum but applied to his students' lives. Such as a principal’s right to search a
backpack, the legal drinking age in Kansas and marijuana laws.

“Everyone's gonna have a different opinion,” senior Helen Miroslaw said. “[Hendricks]
just wants us to be educated, especially since we're gonna be the new generation of voters,
and decide the country's future.”

Down the third-floor hallway, AP Government teacher Jacob Penner wasn't used to
covering sensitive subjects — this year was his third year as a teacher and first year teaching
AP Government. He chose to stick with the content in the textbook, while still keeping the class
engaged.

In one lesson, Penner taught factions by dividing the classroom in two: Chick-fil-A
versus Canes. Students learned about tyranny of the majority and how it was addressed in the
Federalist Papers by having students experience tyranny from their peers.



Hendricks and Penner covered the same textbook, the same AP test and the same
content but prepared students with a different emphasis — Hendricks on the controversial and
Penner on the textbook information.

AP U.S. History

Room 301 was empty at 7:15 a.m., excluding the two AP United States History teachers:
Jenny Jordan and Alexander Henton.

They discussed how they can make their students comfortable, even through the
pressure that comes with AP tests.

“I think it's important how the kids are feeling about it," Henton said. “And we don't
need them to panic.”

Their solution was to provide students with short breaks in class to work on homework
or just talk to their friends.

“Sometimes [kids] go through a full day of school, and can't breathe because they have
so much on their plate,” Henton said. “If | can just offer a little bit of breathing room, then that'd
be great.”

After 5 years of teaching and coaching volleyball together, Henton and Jordan had their
communication down between each other and their students. With consistent weekly
discussions and accepting student feedback, Henton and Jordan’s support led AP U.S. History
students to have an average score in the top half of the state.

On Jordan's Macbook and Henton's desk, they had a list of every activity done in class
for the past five years, which helped the teachers prepare and track progress compared to
previous years.

The two ran different classes with different activities but faced the same issues. This
year that meant adapting to a new, online AP test by doing more online practice.

Sometimes they compared results, prepared for the AP test or focused on reducing
students’ stress. But no matter the subject of Jordan and Henton's meetings, the end goal was
the same — find what was best for the students.

HOMECOMING

Wake-ups

It was 6:30 a.m. and senior Mae Bledsoe stood in front of her bathroom mirror.
She ran her brush through her hair to get ready for a National Honors Society meeting.
It was just a typical school morning.

Quiet.

Peaceful.

The same as always.

That's when she heard the shouting in her bedroom behind her.

"You're on homecoming court!”



Bledsoe dropped her brush in the sink, turning around to see four of her fellow
StuCo members leaping towards her with wide grins.

Bledsoe knew exactly what was happening — the annual StuCo wake-ups.

Every year, the nominees’ parents let a group of four StuCo representatives into
the seniors’ dark rooms to wake them up with the news that they were on Homecoming
court. Usually, Bledsoe was one of the representatives. During her time on StuCo, she
had seen seniors jump out of bed, while others hid their faces under the covers and
awkwardly fell back asleep.

Bledsoe has three years of memories of getting up at 5:30 a.m. with her StuCo
friends blasting music, going out for breakfast and congratulating sleeping seniors.
Now it was finally her turn to be woken up.

Walk-outs

Instead of wearing her Lancer spirit wear like every other Friday, senior Rachel
Condon sat on the SM South bleachers for the white-out game in her flowery dress —
tucked between her grandparents, parents and cousin senior Maggie Condon.

They were with Rachel to find out if she would be one of the three nominees
crowned Homecoming royalty.

While the football players were finishing up the first quarter, it was time for the 11
nominees to line up single file under the bleachers.

On the field, Rachel scanned the packed bleachers for familiar faces. She caught
a glimpse of three of her friends through the sea of white, holding up signs for her that
read 'Our queen Rachel’in pink and purple cursive letters. She felt her grip on her
bouquet loosen.

The first girl crowned was senior Mae Bledsoe, and before Rachel could process
anything...

“Rachel Condon!”

Rachel felt a crown on her head and saw junior Fina Kessler standing in front of
her.

The cheerleaders swarmed Rachel, and she saw Maggie jump down the bleacher
stairs to get to her. After the rest of her friends made it down to the field, she took
pictures with everyone she could find — but only after giving each and every person a
hug.

For the second half of the game, Rachel was back in the stands, but this time
wearing the Lancer spiritwear she was storing in her bag, and in the student section
squished on either side by her closest friends.

FREELANCER



The projected pieces of writing in room 507 were familiar to the 11 Freelancer members.
Their chairs were arranged in a circle to rate, critique and pick submissions to go in the art
magazine, the Freelancer.

The glowing Google doc on the screen showed parody song lyrics with the same tone
as the original piece, but it wasn't completely new — each of the 11 members had created their
own version.

It was the project where students take a piece of writing and rewrite it in the same style
as the original author — the copycat project for the Writers' Workshop class. All 11 members
made their own when they took English teacher and Freelancer sponsor Amy Andersen’s
semester-long class.

One of these former students was senior Riley Gaikowski. She joined Freelancer
freshman year, took Andersen'’s class her sophomore year and is now the magazine's co-editor
— and a Writer's Workshop cadet teacher.

Gaikowski first started writing during COVID-19, and it didn't take long for the hobby
she loved to become part of her daily routine. Every morning she set out 20 minutes to work on
her latest project: this time it was a novel. So when her theater castmate recommended joining
Freelancer, there was no question about it — she was going to join.

Gaikowski's role as a cadet teacher for Writer's Workshop was to come up with
prompts for their weekly free-writes, organize writing projects to fit into the schedule and give
comments after someone shared a piece.

But she had her own goal too, she wanted to tell all the students in the class to join and
submit work to the Freelancer.

“I think [Writer's Workshop students] get sick of hearing about it,” Gaikowski said.
“Anytime someone shares a piece that's especially good or stands out to me. I'm like, ‘Hey, you
should submit that to Freelancer'.”

As the March due date for Freelancer submissions rapidly approached — so did the
marketing.

'SUBMIT TO FREELANCER' was written across Andersen'’s whiteboard with
smefreelancer@gmail.com right below it.

“I'm really glad that my friend told me to join Freelancer because otherwise, | don't
know that | would have really found it on my own,"” Gaikowski said. “That's why we've been
trying to do a lot of outreach, and we put up so many posters because | feel like a lot of people
don't really realize what Freelancer is.”

Gaikowski made sure the students in Andersen’s class knew about Freelancer and did it
by making Writer's Workshop a fun and stress-free part of students’ days.

Sometimes, she brought snacks, and other times it was as simple as giving a
compliment after someone shared their writing

“I love what a community we have,” Andersen said. “Because inevitably, when students
have the courage to share their voice, they find encouragement from each other, and that's a
wonderful thing to be a part of.”
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