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Race and ethnicity
Growing up as one of the only 

Black students in the Saratoga 
community, sophomore Nadine 
Cobourn, who is half Ethiopian 
and half white, said she still re-
members an uncomfortable expe-
rience she had in middle school.

“At Redwood [Middle School], 
people thought it was OK to say 
the N-word, and it was very hard 
for me to educate people on it, 
because they wouldn’t listen,” Co-
bourn said. “With me being the 
only person that would educate 
them, I would get out-numbered 
by everyone else.”

Cobourn said that although 
the use of the N-word used to be 
prevalent in middle school, now at 
Saratoga High, the use of the word 
and other forms of overt racism 
have been traded for covert rac-
ism.

The school has 60 percent 
Asian population (according to 
the school’s profile). On campus, 
Black students account for less 
than 1 percent of the school de-
mographic. 

“[My experience] is very dif-
ferent in the sense that no one can 
relate to my personal heritage, cul-
ture and everything that happens 
at home with my family,” she said. 

Cobourn said that outside of 
her immediate friend group, she 
has found a lack of racial  inclu-
siveness. 

She believes the lack of a wide 
range of racial diversity affects the 
students’ perception of differ-
ent cultures and races. 

“I don’t necessarily 
blame the students 
because when you 
live in a society 
that teaches 
you just about 
yourself, it’s 
kind of hard 
to gravitate 
away from 
that,” Co-
bourn said. 
“But it is 
hard when 
people are 
unaware of 
the some-
what offensive 
comments they 
make.”

Despite this, 
Cobourn says most 
students are “actually 
very good-hearted.”

Confrontations lead to distress
Melissa, a minority student on 

campus, told The Falcon about her 
experiences with racism. 

During her freshman year,  one 
of her friends, who was white, 
started harassing her after their 
friendship had a falling-out. Al-
though the conflict originated as 
normal drama among friends, 

Melissa said the harassment even-
tually reached a point where it had 
become a “non-stop situation,” so 
she and a friend decided to ap-
proach the administration.

That’s when she said things 
went even further downhill.

In the multiple times when 
Melissa decided to talk to a coun-
selor about the issue, she said she 
felt like her experiences and com-
plaints were not fully heard. In 
fact, she felt like her harasser re-
ceived more empathy and support 
than she did.

“I felt like they gave that person 
more rights and support because 
of their race and their parent’s 
connections to the school,” Me-
lissa said.

One afternoon during the fall 
of 2019, as Melissa was leaving 
the school after sports practice, 
she said she was confronted by her 
harasser and the student’s mother.

“I heard [the student] talking 
to her mom about me, and the 
mom asked, ‘Do you want me to 
turn back and yell at her?’” Melissa 
said. “Her daughter was basically 
holding her back.”

Melissa said she quickly turned 
around and walked away, keeping 
her head down the entire time. 

Although the nature of the ha-
rassment was not racial, Melissa 
believes the reason the harassment 
had become non-stop was because 
of race, saying the student who 
bothered her has been notorious 
for circulating  anti-immigrant be-
liefs on her social media accounts. 

Despite the administration’s 
involvement, Melissa said that, in 
the end, the bullying has dissipat-
ed only because of online school.

Asked about the situation, as-
sistant principal Kerry Mohnike 
said: “Administrators take all ac-
cusations seriously and we investi-

gate and deal with each case based 
on the merits and what we can 
uncover.

 The student’s mental, physical 
and emotional safety is the most 
important thing to us. Unfortu-
nately, we are unable to 
share our actions 
and consequenc-
es based on 
any investiga-
tion because 
of privacy 
rights.”

 
Academic 
stereotypes

Another is-
sue for underrep-
resented minorities 
on campus are the many 
stereotypes that surround aca-
demics. 

“No one has directly said it to 
me, but some people will consider 
the Black community to be less in-
telligent, so they don’t expect me 
to be in those higher classes,” Co-
bourn said. “It kind of makes me 
feel bad because it’s like people are 
questioning my intelligence.”

Even when she is participating 
in honors classes, Cobourn said it’s 
still an uphill battle to be seen and 
respected.

“Again, no one has has ever 
treated me like I was completely 
dumb, but I wouldn’t ever be the 
first person [the teachers] would 
ask a question to, and I wouldn’t 
ever be considered smart in those 
classes,” Cobourn said. 

Cobourn said she’s been able 
to prove herself by always answer-
ing questions and participating in 

class. 
Even then, she said she 
wishes Asian Ameri-

can students would 
be more thoughtful 

about the experi-
ences of students 
in different races 
and be more 
careful with 
the language 
they use when 
referring to 
others’ intelli-
gence.

“A lot of 
times when I 
try to tell people 

about different 
things that are of-

fensive, they might 
not fully understand 

it and decide not to 
get educated on it,” Co-

bourn explained. “But it’d 
be nice if everyone could be 

more socially welcoming and ac-
cepting of others, so I wouldn’t be 
treated as a minority.”

 
Gender identity and sexuality

School dances have always 
been a source of stress for junior 
Koharu Miyoshi.

As someone who identifies as  
non-binary and bisexual, Miyoshi 
said the school’s heteronormative 

culture is “especially prevalent” 
during events like dances, where 
most attendees expect couples to 
be straight. 

Miyoshi, who uses they/them 
pronouns, is a part of the school’s 

LGBTQ community. Although 
the school has an active 

Gay-Straight Alliance 
club, Miyoshi said 
most of the LGBTQ 
students on campus 
find community 
in “smaller, more 
close knit groups” 
instead of a school-

wide organization. 
“It’s more like: ‘Oh, 

you know, my other 
friend turned out to be 

LGBTQ, and then their friend 
turned out to be LGBTQ,’” Mi-
yoshi said. “Then you end up 
sticking together like that.” 

Miyoshi said al-
though their close 
group of friends was 
supportive after 
they came out, 
they still had to 
deal with other 
forms of social 
repercussions, 
such as the 
reactions of 
their par-
ents.

Although 
their par-
ents are now 
accepting of 
their identity, 
their parents 
have told Mi-
yoshi that they 
would prefer if 
Miyoshi could 

t a k e 
b a c k 
t h e i r 
“c o m i n g 
out.” 

“It’s par-
tially because 
my parents are 
protective,” Miyoshi 
said. “They’re like, ‘Oh, 
but you’re already of a mi-
nority ethnicity. And top of that, 
you’re LGBT? That’s not going to 
work out for you.’”

In addition to their parents’ 
reactions, Miyoshi also received a 
lot of questions from their friends’ 
parents after they started to pres-
ent themselves as non-binary. 

“I have had a lot of people ask 
me, ‘Hey, my parents are wonder-
ing if you’re LGBT?’” Miyoshi said. 
“It’s always kind of odd, like, why 
would they need to know that?”

While in some cases, the ques-
tions have stemmed from curios-
ity, in other cases, the questions 
have been ill-intentioned. 

Some friends have told Miyoshi 
that their parents don’t want them 

to “hang out with ‘people like me,’” 
Miyoshi said.

Amy, a sophomore who came 
out as non-binary during late 
October and uses they/them pro-
nouns, had a similar experience. 

“For the most part, people are 
accepting of [others coming out], 
but there are almost always a cou-
ple people who will try to avoid 
you after knowing about your sex-
uality/gender identity,” Amy said.

But Amy said after they came 
out as bisexual, they have beensub-
jected to “a lot of ” bullying 
and homophobic 
slurs from 
c l a s s -

m a t e s . 
Miyoshi 
said a com-
mon micro-
a g g r e s s i o n 
against the 
LGBTQ com-
munity occurs 
when students 
use words like 
“gay,” “les-
bian” and 
“transgen-
der” as in-

sults. 
Even without the religious stigma sur-

rounding non-cisgender and non-hetero-
sexual identities, people treat those words 
as if they carry a negative connotation, they 
said.

“I think people unconsciously think, 
‘Since this community has been oppressed 
for so long, then calling [straight people] 
that immediately counts as a kind of insult,” 
Miyoshi said. “The few times that I’ve told 
people to not use ‘gay’ as an insult, I hear 
them telling their friends, ‘so and so told me 
not to use gay as an insult.’ And then they 

laugh it off.” 
According to Amy, 

another area of 
campus cul-

ture that 
makes 

LGBTQ 
students on 

campus uncom-
fortable is the gener-

al lack of understand-
ing regarding pronoun 

use. 
Amy, who permanently 

included their pronouns in 
their  Zoom display tag, said 
it can be frustrating when 
teachers or other students 
misgender them.

“I understand that be-

cause I express myself really femininely and 
have a very feminine name, I will always be 
perceived as a ‘woman’ no matter how hard 
I try,” Amy said. “But come on, if my pro-
nouns are there, you could at least honor 
them.”

Miyoshi has also their pronouns attached 
to their Zoom display name. Although some 
of their teachers “make an effort to actively 
use they/them pronouns” to refer to them, 
other teachers often have a hard time do-
ing so. Miyoshi mainly attributes this 
to the “general air of confusion” 
surrounding pronoun usage at 
Saratoga.

“I think some teachers 
just aren’t really sure how to 
use them,” Miyoshi said. 
“So they end up just like 
using my name or stop-
ping mid-sentence.”

To address the con-
fusion, Miyoshi said 
it would be nice to see 

the administration 
include a lesson or 

module on pronoun 
use during an ad-

visory period to 
combat the confu-
sion and encourage 
inclusivity.

“Bringing up 
proper pronoun use 
would be really big thing 
for the gender non-conform-
ing and trans community at 
SHS,” Koharu said.

STEM and academics
Junior Lance Wong 

stared in disappointment 
at the test his math teacher 
had just handed back to 
him. Although he had dedi-
cated a lot of time to study-
ing the chapter, he had, 
again, underperformed on 
the exam.

This disappointment was 
a common experi-
ence for Wong, a 
humanities-ori-
ented student, 

who spent almost 
his entire life growing 

up in Saratoga, a highly 
STEM-focused community 

home to many of the Silicon 
Valley’s leading computer scien-

tists and engineers.
Wong said the community’s strong 

emphasis on STEM, along with the wishes 
of his parents, caused him to set his mind 
on pursuing something STEM-related from 
an early age.

“I wanted to be a STEM 
student because I wanted 
to make my parents 
proud,” Wong said. 
“That’s the way they 
raised me. I also 
wanted to fit in with 
the general school 
environment.”

These beliefs led 
Wong to pursue more 
challenging math and 
science classes in middle 
school, along with a myriad 
of other STEM-related activities, including 
Math Olympiad and Rocketry Club.

But none of the extracurricular activities 
seemed to excite him, and the increasingly 
challenging STEM classes only became 
more and more unmanageable. Wong said 
that due to his lack of talent in the STEM 
field, he felt “super ostracized” in the Sara-
toga community.

“Especially in middle school, I 
was looked down upon a lot 

b y 
both my 

teachers and 
class- mates,” Wong said. “A 
lot of people looked at my test scores and 
laughed at me for it. Even my seventh grade 
teacher recommended me to just drop my 
math class.”

This trend continued into Wong’s fresh-
man year. After a particularly rough year in 
Algebra 2 Honors, 

Wong decided to scale back his 
STEM class commitments in 
sophomore year, opting 
to take regular pre-
calculus instead 
of pre-calculus 
honors. 

A r o u n d 
the same 
time, Wong 
also re-
turned to 
taking art 
classes — 
something 
he had quit 
in middle 
school in pur-
suit of being 
more STEM-fo-
cused.

Wong said it was 
this return to the art 

studio that helped 
him finally break free 

from forcing himself down a STEM 
path.

“It felt so good being finally 
good at something,” Wong said. 
“Looking back at how I felt doing 
engineering, coding and math — 
there was just such a stark con-

trast.”
Discovering he wasn’t interest-

ed in STEM was only half the battle. 
The other half was trying to stay afloat as 
a humanities-focused student in a STEM-
oriented school.

Although most of the taunts and open 
grade comparisons disappeared in high 
school, Wong said the campus still hous-
es a distinct social pyramid that’s 
largely based on STEM intel-

ligence — 
a sort of STEM-

social hierarchy.
“When you look at the 

status quo in Saratoga, you’re usu-
ally pretty well-respected if you’re generally 
good at STEM,” Wong said. “But you’re 
also, in a way, kind of isolated from the 
other kinds of ‘social classes’ or division 
groups that may not be as STEM-orient-
ed.”

From his experience, Wong said so-
cial mobility between the STEM-so-
cial hierarchical levels is often hard to 
achieve since many people on the top of 

the STEM-social hierarchy tend to look 
down on people who don’t take as rigorous 
of math or science courses. Wong struggles 
to connect with these people, and talking to 
them still “kind of leaves a bad taste in my 
mouth,” he said.Wong recalled one unpleas-
ant encounter. He had been working on a 
major project for one of his classes with an-
other student but had slight trouble during 
the presentation.

“I did most of the work on the project, 
but I wasn’t doing the presentation very 
well, so [my partner] just pushed me out of 
the platform and did the whole presentation 
himself,” Wong said. “He basically couldn’t 
stand to see my academic flaws exposed to 
the class, and I was personally offended by 

that.”
Wong said this experience 

helped shape the way he 
now interacts with other 

students who might 
be above him on 

the STEM-social 
hierarchy.

“If you’re go-
ing to talk or 
interact with 
these kinds of 
people, you 
have to adjust 
to their aca-
demic or social 
level and put 

up an act,” Wong 
said. “If it’s un-

convincing, then 
the whole conversa-

tion kind of falls apart 
and the danger of falling 

apart is real.”
Despite the prevalence of this so-

cial dynamic at the school, Wong said there 
aren’t many people who choose to acknowl-
edge its existence.But Wong believes that 
change can only begin when people choose 
to recognize the problem at hand.

“[This community] has created a toxic 
culture with an incredible pressure on stu-
dents who just aren’t well-adjusted, or just 
don’t want to be a part of it,” Wong said. 
“I wish we could all just acknowledge the 
problem, loosen up and accept people for 
who they are, wherever their talents may 
lie.” u
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