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It’s my first day in Forest Grove.

 I am waiting in line at Maggie's Buns, eying a statue with firmly toned buttocks, when the group behind me finishes up. They're all young girls, and when they leave they bid goodbye to an older woman, who they address as Mrs. something-or-other. I introduce myself, and ask if she teaches at the high school. When she says yes, I tell her that I am profiling students from the class of 2010. 

“Was today someone's birthday?”

No, she says. This was the morning of her seniors’ AP test, and she wants them to do well.

“That's nice of you,” I tell her.

“They're a sweet group,” she says, and smiles.

At 9 a.m. I arrive at the Forest Grove High School main office, introduce myself to a secretary, and tell her that I am looking for Principal John O'Neill.

A baby-faced man emerges from the other room, shakes my hand and shows me to a conference room. John O’Neill in the flesh. I ask him what makes the senior class special. He thinks for a while then describes them as a group of "dynamic individuals."

The class has "matured a lot," O’Neill says. And he expects them to "continue to reach their potential."

"They give the school a good atmosphere" O'Neil adds, "They're leaders."

With these high expectations, I began my project: finding the most interesting and diverse seniors to interview. Who I found, a cow guy, a pair of twins, a rebel, a fisherman headed into the Navy, the wisecracking student body president, a Mormon alto, and a guy who hopes to be the first in his family to graduate high school, isn’t a scientific sample.
But I think it contains the themes that both the teachers and I felt embodied the Class of 2010: hope, leadership and kindness. 

Thus begins my feature article for The Forest Grove News-Times. A piece where I unwittingly made some non-traditional stylistic choices, however, that part will come later. First let me back track a little, talk about how I got a hold of this article, a few quick facts about the school and then fast forward and run through my first three interviews, and give some tips on profiling. 

When I walked into the Forest Grove News-Times a month or so ago, I had some experience with interviews. My sister and I used to interview bands for my father’s website, so I knew how to connect with my subjects. My mentor, Christian Gaston, had read the interviews that my sister and I conducted, and he decided that it would be a good idea for me to profile seniors at the local high school. The point of the project, he explained, would be to collect as many different voices as possible and through them try to establish a few themes that define the class of 2010. “You’re their age,” he explained, “So they’ll have an easy time opening up to you and telling you things that they wouldn’t tell me or anyone else on the staff.” 

Before leaving the office, Christian and the editor John Schragg gave me the low-down on FGHS (a.k.a. Forest Grove High School). In 2002, when Jon O’Neill became the principal of Forest Grove High School, there was a 7.7% dropout rate. Half or a little under half of their students read at the tenth grade level, and under a third of their students met the state expectations in mathematics. In 2008-09, FGHS outperformed the other schools at a district and state level with 78% of their students meeting or exceeding the reading expectations and 83% meeting or exceeding the mathematics proficiency tests. However, the fact that I found the most interesting was the high percentage of Hispanic students, which, as John Schragg informed me, often led to racial tensions in the school. With these facts, I set off to Forest Grove High School, it’s Friday afternoon, and all I have is a list, and a promise from Jaime Oalez the student body president.

The next morning, before I interview Molly Shields, I make the biggest mistake of my 3-week journalistic career. I meet with the principal, and hand him a tentative list of potential profiles. At the time, it seemed like a polite thing to do and I had no idea that it would be so limiting. Or that it would cause such unneeded drama.
The first person I interview is Molly Shields, The Mormon. She is the only person whose interview follows my original plan, which was to shadow my interviewee for one period and then record all my interviews on camera and on a cassette. However, after shadowing Molly for a period and interviewing her on camera, I come away with a profile that I’m not really happy with, because passages such as:

Molly is also on the cross country and track team. She describes her cross-country coach as “probably one of the most influential people in my high school career.” “She’s just super down to earth,” Molly explains, “and like the best coach ever… my mom had her as a PE teacher which is funny.”

Besides singing and athletics, Molly’s also active in the community. For the past five years she’s volunteered with the Special Olympics, an experience she says has made her realize that, “everyone has a different level of learning.”

“I think it makes me embrace better the diversity of people,” she explains, “and I just love those kids, a lot.”

Molly’s church plays a big role in her life as well.  She goes to youth group every week, and seminar every morning at 6:30 a.m. at the Mormon Church on Leon Drive.
Make Molly Shields look saintly and bland. Which, as Tracy Kidder told the creative writing students, is a bad combination. So, in the true style of Mountains Beyond Mountains, I decide to make two nontraditional journalistic moves. First, I add a narrative section from Molly’s class where it shows her in her “natural environment” where she can be warm, friendly and surprisingly bossy. Second, I narrate that section from the first person. At the time it doesn’t really strike me as nontraditional, because I’m only familiar with one feature story, which is Joan Didion’s “Slouching Towards Bethlehem.” A piece that I really enjoyed, so in hopes of emulating the great Joan I copied her bare bones, first person style:

      The ending bell for first lunch has already rung by the time I slip into Molly Shields’ choir classroom. It’s a large space, filled with chairs and about 40 people. I introduce myself to Molly and she grabs a chair for me.

An alto, Molly’s extremely friendly with a welcoming smile and a reliable face

During songs she sings with all her heart, and even quietly gives the tenor part a shot. Singing along with the boys, and giggling when they sing too low. She has a strong voice, with lots of vibrato, and at one point I hear her identify a chord as “inverted.”

Mr. Berdahl jokes around with the class a lot. And after a particularly lackluster measure he stops them, and says that they would sound better if they stopped being “buttheads.” The class laughs.

Try again, he urges, except this time, “Sing with less butt.” 

After a couple songs, a student passes out the sheet music to a song he has arranged. He is loud and eccentric, and he has the choir stand up, and counts the rests before they come in.

“Sopranos, you lucky devils, you get 12 counts.” 

Next to me, Molly fawns over his combination of an A and a G-sharp, Molly gets frustrated when the other kids start to murmur, since the composer was putting himself out there. She shushes the class.

“I love you all as if you were my own children!” The choir teacher exclaims, before they leave. A statement, which elicits laughs from the students, especially from his son sitting behind me.

From there I transition into the main formula of all of my articles: how long they’ve lived in Forest Grove, a short biography or a list of hobbies and then the last paragraph about college and what they plan to do in the future. Also, most importantly:

JOURNALISM TIP #1: The last sentence of the article should always end with a quote, that way it ends in the voice of the interviewee.


My next subject: Matt Jansen is not as well spoken as Molly Shields. I meet up with him during English class, and while I was planning on shadowing him like I did with Molly Shields he insists on doing the interview right away. So, I humor him and we go into the library where I ask him all the same questions that I asked Molly Shields. This time though, I have trouble getting answers from him because I started with difficult questions. So after pressing him for a few minutes about racial issues at FGHS, I decide to give up and interrogate him about cows. In the end I come away with weird material and an important lesson:

JOURNALISM TIP #2: Foreplay is important. Or at least that’s what I like to call it, because I don’t know, interviewing somebody is a little like a first date. Start with easy questions and then move onto the hard hitters. Also, don’t press questions too hard if it’s obvious that they don’t have an opinion on it. Follow your instincts.


After interviewing Matt Jansen, I talk to my friends about one of the only African American kids at the school. Which leads me to a third tip:


JOURNALISM TIP #3: Friends are an insanely good idea. They help you pick up on gossip and it’s just nice to have them around, because they know the school’s inner workings, and they know their peers better than the administration ever could. I made my friends during my first day at school there, when I talked to the whole history class and asked if there’s anybody who could take me to lunch.


Back to the only African-American kid though, after a lot of asking around, I find out from one of my friend’s that his name is Mark. So, I track Mark down with one of my friends named Chino, and I ask him for an interview. Standing there, talking to him, I feel a little intimidated, not only is there a blond girl clinging onto him, but he’s wearing very ghetto clothing. However, he seems open to an interview, and in general he seems like a very friendly, easy-going type of guy.

JOURNALISM TIP #4: Have some cojones. Approach people, ask the hard questions, but don’t forget tip #1. You’re a journalist for god’s sake.

So, the next day, I meet Mark and we have a very interesting interview, and I leave with a few interesting bullet points:

· He’s been arrested 27 times.

· He went to jail for 2 years. As well as juvie several times.

· He’s adopted, and his adopted father is in jail.

· His biological father is also in jail.

· He knows nothing about his biological family, besides the name of one of his brothers.

· He’s in a gang.

· He will be the first in his family to graduate from High school.

· He has a son named Stefan who I think is probably 2 or 3, who has disappeared along with his mother a couple of months ago. A fact, which makes Demarcus sad.

I’m sitting in the hall editing these notes, when Mrs. Dober the secretary practically attacks me.

“Did you interview a student named Demarcus Castro?”

“Yes, I did,” I respond. She looks like she’s barely holding it together.

“We had a deal that you would run the list of students through the front office before you interview them.” She says, “So that we can get approval from their parents.” 

“He is 18,” I inform her. “As long as I have his permission it is perfectly legal for me to interview him.”

“Still, we had a deal. Be sure to run the other students through us,” She replies. At this point I honestly want to tell her that I never made a deal, and that she should grow up and stop torturing students. First amendment rights, lady, I can do whatever I please.

Thankfully, I held my tongue. Remembering that if I made her angry she could always bar me from school grounds, which would be crippling to my project.

JOURNALISM TIP #4: Be polite when people get confrontational, especially if they control your ability to access an important place in your story.

So I follow the above advice, and I smile and say:

“Oh, I’m sorry, we must’ve had a little mix up.”

But Mrs. Dober has already walked away in a huff.

When I return to the office I send my notes to Christian. Christian and I talk for a little bit, and he’s hesitant about running the story, there’s no way to confirm if Demarcus is telling the truth, and putting his mistakes out on the web could seriously injure his future. So, I compromise, and against Christian’s wishes I write a story anyway, because Mark’s story is important to me, we had an hour long interview and unlike Molly or Matt, Mark’s story is completely different, and though he’s not going onto college he’s shown a considerable amount of strength and courage. Also he’s just a good voice for a profile, he adds diversity. So, instead of casting him in a bad light I talk about his experience with racism and his experience as an adopted child. As for his crimes I just encapsulate them in a foggy conclusion:

Mark hasn’t always been on the side of the angels, he admits he’s had some trouble with the law. But he looks towards the future with hope. He plans to stay clean, and find a job. He wants to become a music producer, “I’ve been around music my whole life, and really gotten into it.”        

One day, Mark wants to have a family. I want to be a good father, he tells me, if he has a son he says, “I don’t want him to end up like me.”

This ending is optimal because it reveals that Mark is not a saint, and it’s a way for me to make sure that I’m not painting him as too much of a hero. Like Molly, he has to appear somewhat flawed, or his profile won’t be interesting.

Later in the week I run into a few more problems with Mrs. Dober when I interview another student without running it past the school. So, she calls my mentor and yells at him. Christian promptly pulls me out of the school, and I return to the office and finish up my interviews over email, phone conversations and finally at a boy’s house. I only return to campus twice after that to take pictures and show Mark Lawton around, and thankfully I am able to avoid conflict.

In the end, I write exactly 7 profiles, and I nervously send it to Chris through email. Looking at my final outcome, I feel like I have achieved my goal: I wrote an article that defines the themes that both the teachers and I felt embodied the Class of 2010, hope, leadership and kindness. Also, I’m surprised at the amount that I have learned about other people, and how quickly my writing has improved. If I could do the project over again, I decide, I would choose this project in a heartbeat.

When I read Chris’ response I can’t help but glow when he invites me back to write next summer, if I keep in touch with all of the kids, he tells me, they will pay me for another article next year.

“This is really strong writing,” He wrote, ”You've got a talent that far exceeds your years.”
