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Uncaged is the newsmagazine of 
Freedom High School. The attitudes, 
opinions, views, and ideas expressed 

in Uncaged do not necessarily 
reflect those of this staff, the faculty 
adviser, Freedom High School, or 

the Loudoun County Public School 
system. Uncaged follows the county 
and state guidelines established for 

student high school publications, and 
disclaims any liability with respect 
thereto the use or reliance on any 
such information contained in this 

publication. The Uncaged staff wel-
comes contributions and encourages 

the expression of students, faculty, 
staff, and members of the Freedom 

High School community.

STAFFSTAFF
the

from the editors

Hey, free birds!

We are almost there! One more quarter until the school year is over. That 
means that this will be the final issue for the 2020-2021 school year. We 
hope you enjoy reading what the staff has put together and we appreci-
ated all of your support through this unprecedented time. 

Although Uncaged looks different this year with only 2 online magazines, 
please continue to visit our website at uncagedfhs.org for the latest news 
on the Freedom and South Riding community. We hope to continue our 
previous publishing schedule next school year and bring even more ex-
citing content for you to enjoy. 

As we finish off the 2020-2021 school year we want to congratulate the 
class of 2021 for finishing a year unlike any others. The successes you 
have achieved and future plans are ones that you should be especially 
proud of and we can’t wait to see where life takes you after Freedom 
High School. For the underclassmen reading this, enjoy your summer 
break and come back next school year eager to enjoy these years you 
have left of high school. As they say, it really does go by fast. 

Thank you so much for taking the time to read through this magazine. As 
COVID-19 affects most aspects of our lives, we hope that this magazine 
has still been able to reach you. The staff always appreciates and rec-
ognizes your support. Look forward to new content on our website and 
publications in future years. 

See you next year, free birds!
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“The caged bird sings with a fearful 
trill of things unknown but longed 

for still and his tune is heard on the 
distant hill for the caged bird sings 

of freedom.
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Virtual Loudoun, a 
program created by 
Loudoun County to let 

student’s take classes online 
and self-paced, is a great way 
for students to take class-
es early or retake a course. 
However, not many people 
know about it and its benefits. 

Virtual Loudoun was cre-
ated in the summer of 2014. 
The whole program is virtual 
and self-paced, so students 
can work on the assignments 
whenever they want, giving 
them flexibility. Students who 
take a class through virtu-
al loudoun have to register 
online, and can pick from 42 
different courses, some that 
may not even be offered at 
school. There are three dif-
ferent terms, two during the 
school year and one during 
the summer. 

Students can take many 
different courses over Virtual 
Loudoun, including eco-
nomic, personal finance, PE, 
drivers education and math, 
science, English and history 
courses. 

“The course is a series of 
modules that involve reading 
and applying the content,” 
said Robyn Griffis, Virtual 
Loudoun economics and 
personal finance teacher. “The 
course is self-paced and there 
are no penalties for late work 
as long as students submit 
work by the course end date.”

The assignments for the 
courses vary based on the 

topic and the class. Griffis believes 
that the assignments are reason-
able and fair. Ananya Ragunath, 
a sophomore who is currently 
taking economics and person-
al finance with Virtual Loudoun, 
believes that as long as students 
pace themselves, the assignments 
should be fine. 

“The assignments are very 
interesting,” Ragunath said. “Cer-
tain assignments ask you to do 
research, make slideshows, write 
letters, paragraphs, fill out charts, 
create brochures, [etc]. It is im-
portant that you plan and devel-
op time management skills when 
you want to work on [the course]. 
Overall, the assignments aren’t 
too bad if you stay on task.”

Sophomore Rashmi Admala 
took PE and driver ’s education 
with Virtual Loudoun during the 
summer. She enjoyed the course, 
but wishes she paced herself 
better.

“My overall experience was 
pretty good, and I’m glad I got PE 
out of the way during the sum-
mer,” Admala said. “The PE as-
signment was completely on your 
own time with six hours of tracked 
workout per week. The health 
assignments were pretty easy, and 
they were mainly short stories or 
projects.”

Admala believes that the drivers 
ed assignments were more diffi-
cult to complete.

“The drivers’ ed assignments 
were really long powerpoints with 
a quiz at the end of each one and 
a test at the end of each module,” 
Admala said. “I wish I managed 
my time better for the drivers ed. 
I had to do 1-2 modules a week, 

and I always left it for the end of 
the week, which was not ideal.”

The biggest challenge with taking 
the course is managing time. While 
there is no due date for the assign-
ments other than it has to be done 
by the end of the term, pacing is 
important for students, to prevent 
them from getting overwhelmed at 
the end. 

“There is no direct teaching and 
although we do have discussion 
forums, they are not as personal as 
discussion as it is with my students 
in my physical classroom,” Griffis 
said. “[However] students that sign 
up for Virtual Loudoun are gen-
erally already self-motivated and 
hard-working so [they] generally 
do well in the course.”

Ragunath believes that if stu-
dents pace themselves right, you 
could get through the assignments 
in a timely manner.

“The key to scheduling your nor-
mal classes along with your virtual 
ones is through time management,” 
Ragunath said. 

Overall, Students and teachers 
both believe that Virtual Loudoun 
is a great way for students to re-
take courses or make space in their 
schedule by taking a class earlier. 
Even though it is self-paced and 
self-taught, past students have said 
that the material is easy to under-
stand, and that they have gotten 
tons of support from teachers to 
finish their assignments.
“Virtual loudoun is a very good 
resource that really helps me learn 
and retain a lot of information,” 
Ragunath said. “I would consider it 
because I love Virtual Loudoun and 
think it’s an amazing resource to 
use and benefit from!”
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One of the downsides of 
distance learning is the 
lack of social interaction 

between students. Talking to 
group mates about projects used 
to be nothing more than walking 
up to each other in the hallways 
or finding one another during 
study hall. Because of distance 
learning, students are unable to 
interact with each other, much less 
face-to-face.

Marrissa Strong, a sophomore 
at Freedom High School, had felt 
withdrawn from her friends.

“Distance learning has definitely 
impacted my social life,” Strong 
said. “I’m not a huge texter, so 
I’ve lost touch with many of my 
friends from the past school year. 
I also can’t hang out with them 
either so there’s not much of a 
connection anymore.”

Molly Bercher, another soph-
omore, reflected a similar senti-
ment.

“During the school year, I would 
hang out with friends before, 
during and after school and I was 
a lot more involved in extracurric-
ulars,” Bercher said. “Now I really 
only talk to a few people a few 
times a week.”

Many students of LCPS have 
begun to take matters into their 
own hands. By creating pages and 
groups online, LCPS students can 
communicate with one anoth-
er through social media such as 
Instagram and Discord. Although 
this can never replace in-person 
conversations, online communities 

can help students feel connected 
with their peers.

One student created a meme 
page called ‘SchoologyMemes’ 
about LCPS’ new schoolwork 
manager and replacement for 
Google Classroom, Schoology.

“I started my account last year 
to take the stress off switching to 
distance learning and having to 
use a new program for school,” 
said the student behind the 
account, who wished to remain 
anonymous. “When this school 
year began completely online, I 
decided to continue making me-
mes since they also brought joy 
to others. Somewhere along the 
line, that turned into me spending 
the time to watch school board 
meetings, waiting to see what 
would happen with the return 
to in-person school. I started to 
provide information to students 
who often feel left out of the loop 
when the county makes decisions, 
having discussions and answering 
their questions.”

Before the student knew it, the 
account had reached 4,000 fol-
lowers. The Discord server contin-
ues to grow, reaching more than 
200 members, a majority of which 
are LCPS students.

“I feel really lucky to have the 
audience that I do, and I’m very 
glad that I’ve been able to help so 
many students,” the student said. 
“I’ve been able to meet some very 
cool people through the account, 
and I’m glad I can provide an out-
let for LCPS student’s voices and 
questions.”

Another student maintained 

their fan account for Wayde 
Byard, the public information 
officer for LCPS who records the 
school cancellation phone calls, 
under the username ‘WaydeB-
yardFans’. The account also 
informs students of any coun-
ty-related issues, such as closures 
or inclement weather.

“I try to make sure all informa-
tion I share is quick and correct, 
so I’m sharing the right infor-
mation,” said the student, who 
wished to remain anonymous. “A 
lot of parents restrict their kids in 
what they do on social media and 
such, so I’ve had a lot of people 
tell me thanks because they can’t 
get Twitter and other things of the 
sort.”

The student had also expressed 
concern about the wellbeing of 
the community and COVID-19:

“Please make sure you are 
following all COVID-19 guide-
lines and precautions that have 
been set in place. The longer we 
have students and members of 
the committee alike not follow-
ing these guidelines, the longer 
we will be out of school, limited 
events, limited sports, etc., and 
the longer we have to wait to 
go back to what was ‘normal’. 
Many people are struggling in our 
current learning environment, and 
we have to get our metrics low to 
go back to what we want to be 
doing.”

Both students created their 
accounts out of consideration for 
their peers, and intend on con-
tinuing to help spread information 
to LCPS students.
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Quarantine Fuels a New 
Drive for Fun

Stress rates have significant-
ly increased among high 
school students throughout 

the pandemic as COVID-19 has 
provided a significant challenge 
of figuring out the new ways of 
life during a pandemic. While 
students alone already have the 
heavy weight of college, grades, 
extracurriculars and balancing a 
healthy lifestyle, the pandemic 
has only provided additional 
stress. 

During these times, it is ex-
tremely important that teenag-
ers are prioritizing mental health 
to keep a clear mind and steady 
routine. With lockdowns and 
quarantine rules put into place 
many mental cleansing activities 
involving indoor areas or phys-
ical contact have been put to a 
halt. One thing teenagers have 
discovered as a breakthrough 
during stressful times is the 

freedom of going on a leisurely 
drive. Going on a drive is one 
of the few activities that doesn’t 
require a list of rules and regula-
tions, time limits or masks. It is a 
simple way to relieve stress and 
get out of the house all while 
being cautious. 

Senior Elena O’Brien prefers 
going on drives as a way of get-
ting out of the house. 

“Driving has been extremely 
beneficial during quarantine be-
cause it’s so easy to get stressed 
being in the same environment 
all the time so going on a simple 
drive and rolling down the win-
dows, listening to music really 
provides a therapeutic approach 
to dealing with quarantine re-
strictions,” O’Brien said. 

Along with allowing access to 
a change of scenery and sense 
of freedom, driving also pro-
vides time away from technol-
ogy. Being stuck in quarantine 
there is not much to do, leaning 
teenagers to be glued to tech-

nology more than ever whether 
it’s binging a new Netflix se-
ries or scrolling through social 
media, a leisurely drive provides 
time to oneself away from a 
screen. 

“I enjoy driving alone to relax 
myself and have time to myself,” 
O’Brien said.  

Listening to music or a pod-
cast while driving can also 
provide stress relief and increase 
one’s mood. 

“My favorite thing to do while 
driving is rolling down the 
windows and listening to my 
favorite music then I either get 
food or go to one of my favorite 
destinations to clear my head,” 
senior Ava Heeren said.

Living through a pandem-
ic can be a challenging task, 
involving various shifts in every-
day life. Mental health is a vital 
part of oneself to pay attention 
and care for. Going on a sim-
ple drive provides a change of 
scenery, freedom, and glimpse 
of COVID-19 free lifestyle. 
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The global pandemic has dra-
matically altered just about 
every aspect of life, from 

how we socialize to the way we 
learn. However, one often over-
looked aspect of distance learn-
ing is the relationship that builds 
between a student and a teacher 
over the course of a school year. 
That too has been upended as a 
result of COVID-19.

As a result of moving school 
online, a barrier has been put up 
between students and teachers 
causing communication to be 
more difficult. 

“It’s much more inconvenient 
through the virtual setting. [I 
miss] going in before school to 
ask a   teacher a question,” says 
senior Ryan Broussard. As a result, 
many students have reported 
feeling overwhelmed and alone 
while struggling through their 
schoolwork. In a world of emails 
and virtual office hours, reaching 
out for help may feel like an even 
more daunting task than a regular 
school year.

“I feel uncomfortable going 
[and] I don’t really like talking 
individually on a call,” said fresh-

man Hazel Nguyen. More than 
any other class, the current 
freshmen not only have to deal 
with the traditional challenges of 
transitioning to high school, but 
must navigate the challenges of 
doing everything online on top 
of that without the support of 
friends and classmates. The few 
human interactions that are able 
to exist within online school may 
feel artificial and superficial and 
connecting deeply with a teacher 
on a personal level now require 
a Herculean effort from even the 
chattiest of students.

“It feels like I’m not talking to a 
real person, like I’m communicat-
ing with a robot,” said Nguyen. 

Freedom High School biology 
teacher Hyun Yim echoes that 
sentiment, citing “seeing facial ex-
pressions” as the thing she misses 
most about in-person interactions 
(and even in-person, this is still 
hard with a face mask on). But 
there is still a glimmer of hope in 
classes that are often full of icons.

“If I pop into a breakout room, 
that’s when I can see their faces 
and it’s easier to turn your camera 
on when you’re in a small group 

where it’s people you know, so 
that’s when I do get to see my 
students here and there,” said Yim. 

Noting the distance that switch-
ing online caused, Yim and a few 
other teachers at Freedom High 
School have started social media 
pages for students to keep up 
with their lives and engage with 
their teachers. 

“I wanted to make sure there 
was a way like my students could 
see what I was doing at home, I 
was thinking of them, and trying 
to garner school spirit,” said Yim.
With a month of hybrid so far and 
only a few weeks before 4 day a 
week in-person school for stu-
dents, teachers and students alike 
are hopeful about the return to 
open conversations, social inter-
actions, and building relationships 
with their teachers and fellow 
students. 

Creating Casual Conversations
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While online learning has 
helped some students 
thrive in the learning 

environment, it’s also been the 
source of stress for many others. 

What causes the stress? How do 
you deal with it? Are other people 
going through the same thing? 
Cristi Goldberg, a counselor at 
Freedom High School, believes 
this stress is caused by a few 
different factors. First, there’s the 
isolation. 

“Not having the teacher or the 
students there in class does not 

allow for as much interaction or 
communal learning,” Goldberg 
said.

She also says that the students, 
“miss their social connections at 
school, so the isolation can create 
stress.”

Goldberg also believes that 
stress is caused by the indepen-
dent nature of online learning and 
the students’ difficulty managing 
that.

“The learning,” Goldberg said, 
“while being fully supported by 
teachers, is more individual, and 
the responsibility is on the student 
to engage and get motivated to 
complete work.”

While this may be true, FHS 
freshman Shelley Carter disagrees.

“I get stressed when I’m given 
a lot of homework and when I’m 
not able to get enough time to 
complete assignments,” Carter 
said.

There are a variety of symptoms 
that one can experience when un-
der pressure, and the signs vary 
from person to person. 

Hannah Bensley, a senior from 
North Dakota experiences,  “dif-
ficulty sleeping, fatigue, anxiety, 
and procrastination.”

Additionally, junior Nick Wer-
derman faces, “headaches and 
maybe a tiny panic attack.”

Other symptoms include an 
increased heart rate, an increased 
output of sweat, and erratic mood 
swings. 

Here are some resources students can utilize if they 
are feeling stressed:

1. Organize yourself: “Work on time management and organization to make sure 
[you] are using [your] time wisely.” -Goldberg said. 
2. Turn on your camera during synchronized class time
3. Refer to the Sources of Strength Wheel
4. Eat healthy food
5. Exercise regularly
6. Have plenty of sleep
7. “Access our Academic Support Center for tutoring support.” -Goldberg said.
8. Refer to mental health resources on LCPS website: https://sites.google.com/
lcps.org/resourcesforfamilies/home 
9. Do something you love 

Most importantly, there are people that you can talk to. You can also 
always talk to your school counselors, or another trusted adult. 

8 culture

[Story by Olivia Elliott]
[Photos provided by Shelley 
Carter, Nick Werderman, and 
Hannah Bensley]



Need motivational advice?  
Fellow teens and counselors can help:

Bensley: “Remember to take time for [yourself].” 

Werderman: “Make a point to talk to someone or work out.”

Goldberg: “Some stress is a part of life.  When we are learning new skills, or in a new situ-
ation, we may feel stress.  Recognize the difference for this kind of stress, and stress that is 
overwhelming.  If [you are] feeling overwhelming stress, then something is out of balance.  
Maybe [you] have taken on too many challenges, or are not enjoying the challenges, or may-
be [you] are trying to live up to someone else’s expectations or criticism.  Each student is 
unique and special and important and I hope that [you] know that [you] are enough, just as 
[you] are.  Also, we counselors are always here to help.”

9culture



This past year - marked by 
fear, uncertainty and loss 
- has been undoubtedly 

difficult for most, but even more 
so for one group in particular: the 
black community. Despite how far 
this nation has come, racism is still 
prevalent and continues to im-
pact the lives of African American 
citizens, especially the youth. 

“Although I am happy the injus-
tices black people face are getting 
recognized, there were some 
tough moments,” junior Leelie 
Kebede said. “I’ve been well aware 
about the police brutality the 
black community faces, but seeing 
my community getting killed daily 
on social media was definitely 
damaging to my mental health. I 
had to take multiple social media 
breaks and seek comfort through 
my black friends.”

However, in the face of adver-
sity, the black community has 
stayed strong. In light of recent 
events like hate crimes and police 
brutality, students at Freedom 
have really come together to sup-
port one another.

“During the summer we were all 
able to come together to discuss 
these issues because they affect-

ed all of us. I think having these 
conversations and being there 
for each other and taking care of 
one another has ultimately made 
us a stronger community,” junior 
Devon Chaulk said. 

In fact, Freedom’s Black Student 
Association has been taking initia-
tive in furthering its agenda. The 
club recently joined a community 
union and hosted its first open 
mic night. It also has a mural 
going up in the school, designed 
and painted by none other than 
BSA president Samantha Jenkins. 

“Everything that happened 
highlighted just how important 
our message is,” Jenkins said.  “I’m 
pretty excited about [the mural] 
because it portrays an important 
message about unity and advo-
cating for change.”

Though a number of students 
have expressed that the school 
can do better in supporting its 
black community, many staff 
members have stepped up 
and been a valuable source of 
strength for those in need. For 
instance, Darlene Adu Gyamfi, a 
counselor at Freedom, leads the 
Excellent Options program, ded-
icated to help students connect 
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with peers of similar backgrounds 
and graduate with options.

“[It’s important to understand] 
how being at a school where a 
lot of the teachers don’t look like 
you, a lot of the front office staff 
doesn’t look like you, admin and 
so on, impacts students and their 
level of feeling safe and support-
ed,” Adu Gyamfi said. “Self-ad-
vocacy is an important part of 
mental health because sometimes 
you could develop what is known 
as learned helplessness, which is 
when your past experiences make 
you feel uncomfortable or unable 
to speak up. So we don’t want 
kids to engage in that and devel-
op that attitude; we want them 
to feel empowered and have the 
ability to speak up and properly 
advocate when necessary.”

Many believe that Freedom 
HS and South Riding as a whole 
should strive to do its part to 
support the black community. 
Whether it be by advocating on 
social media, signing petitions, 
attending marches, or even just 
being there for those who need it, 
everyone can help make a differ-
ence. 

“Mentally, it was rough for me 
and others in the black commu-
nity last summer; I remember 
having this feeling of being angry 
and sad nearly every day when 
the news of George Floyd start-

ed to spread,” Caulk said. “But it 
made me really happy when I got 
a DM from a Freedom student 
who I hadn’t talked to much but 
they basically reached out and 
said, ‘Hey I’m sure this is a really 
rough time for you, but I am here 

for you if you need it,’ and that 
right there meant everything. 
Just to know that I could be sup-
ported by students I didn’t even 
know or feel all that connected 
to want to support me through 
that time meant the world.”
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As COVID-19 temporarily closed storefronts, and 
changed the activities accessible to teenagers, they 
were able to fall back on the source that will always be 

dependable, nature. 
Whether the form of activity is shown by hiking inde-

pendently, or running with friends, a grass field and pathways 
continue to be a source of enjoyment for many individuals. 

Sophomore Nicole Burch takes distance learning into a 
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positive light as a way to optimize her ability to 
enjoy nature. 

“Because of distance learning I was outside 
way more than I used to be,” Burch said. “I am 
able to do my schoolwork outside when it is 
nice out.”

Hiking is also a form of embracing nature, 
shown by senior Miriam McClure. Her ability to 
create a more flexible and open schedule has 
allowed her to go on walks and hikes on the 
weekends. 

“From activities like hiking I feel so much 
more relaxed,” McClure said.“I’m able to clear 
my mind outside from being cooped up in-
doors during the school day. I also just feel 
healthier in general!”

The benefits however are not limited to the 
plants and wildlife found in Northern Virginia. 
Changes in schedules and from normal day-to-
day life has created opportunities to appreciate 
various ecosystems such as the Outer Banks. 

“Quarantine definitely allowed me to vis-

it more beaches as well as live at our beach 
house for two months,” senior Anna Stewart 
said. “During such a hard time it was really nice 
to be able to get away, especially since it was 
starting to get warmer out.”

With the correct precautions, club teams 
for sports are also training on outdoor facili-
ties which allows athletes as well to maintain 
a level of fitness while receiving benefits and 
enjoying the outdoors. 

“I love being outside [and] playing soccer,” 
Burch said. 

The slow transition back to a life before 
COVID-19 is encountered by Senior Nathan 
Welz, who participates in various hiking activi-
ties in locations such as Shenandoah National 
Park or Washington and Jefferson National 
Forest.

“During the beginning of quarantine I was 
definitely outside more than before, but now I 
pretty much go outside the same as normal,” 
Welz said. 
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Freedom High School students 
have some up with a creative 
way to safely and freely voice 

their opinions on current popular 
topics. Podcasts are a way for cre-
ators to talk and interview many 
different people and publish their 
conversations on various music 
streaming platforms.

Senior Chas Chappell created 
a podcast called “Chas’s Chaps: 
The Podcast” where he focuses 
on interviewing people that live in 

or around South Riding who are 
either his friends or important to 
the community. 

“I want to get their perspective 
on the pandemic and gain insight 
into their daily lives and what 
they’re passionate about,” Chap-
pell said. 

His content was originally 
geared towards comedy, his ques-
tions aiming to provoke ridiculous 
or silly responses with almost a 
theatrical element to them but 
now he has since turned away to 
focus more on his guest’s pas-
sions. 

“My target audience is people 
in the Freedom and South Rid-

ing community, as well as people 
who are interested in the projects 
that some of my guests promote,” 
Chappell said, “ For example, Wim 
Tapley joined me fairly recently 
to promote his new album “The 
Woodlands” -- that particular 
episode gained a lot of plays from 
his fan base.” 

His podcast was inspired by 
American television host, comedi-
an and podcaster Conan O’Brien 
and hopes to continue making 
podcasts in the future as he is 
working on his second season. 

“I think that my youth gives me 
a very different perspective than 
Conan O’Brien, the person who 
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stress

inspired me to create this podcast, because I 
have a much more limited world view be-
cause I haven’t had as many life experiences 
yet,” Chappell said. 

He keeps his viewers up to date with new 
episodes through posting on his podcast’s 
Instagram @chass_chaps and his youtube 
where he debues clips of his interviews.

Junior Khamari Pineda also has a podcast 
called “Conversations of Self” filled with phil-
osophical conversations about anything and 
everything that his listeners and himself find 
interesting. 

“One day we can talk about meditation and 
have conversation about that and the next 
day we could talk about love and try to break 
down what we define as that,” Pineda said. 

He started the podcast because he always 
had a lot of topics he thought about on a 
daily basis. He wanted a platform he could 
where he could project his voice with no filter. 

While Chappell’s podcast focuses on the 
South Riding community, Pineda aims to 
reach those who want to have deeper philo-
sophical conversations about various broad 
subjects or are in general intrigued by life 

itself. 
“I think that my podcast helps spark conversa-

tions and thoughts about things that people may 
find interesting or may have never even thought 
of before,” Pineda said. 

He consistently posts on social media, promot-
ing his podcast on his Instagram @conversation-
sofselfv.1 while also connecting and collaborating 
with fellow creators and podcasters to broaden his 
audience. Pineda broadcasts on multiple different 
platforms through his Linktree @linktr.ee/Khama-
riii.

His favorite episode he has created so far is “Po-
lar Opposites” where he talks about the energies 
within a person both the positive and negative 
that can affect the mindset, perception and feel-
ings all within oneself. 

“‘My favorite episode that I have released so far 
is definitely “Polar Opposites” seeing as that was a 
really emotional episode for me and I was speak-
ing openly about a lot of things that I never really 
talked openly about before,” Pineda said. 
Both podcasts provide a variety of different per-
spectives and topics people can listen to. These 
students also show what FHS students are capable 
of while they share their opinions with the world.  

Scan codes on Spotify app to listen
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[Story by Michael Baker III]
[Photos by Robert Tang]

A regional run for the varsity 
and a strong freshman sea-
son highlighted Freedom 

High School’s football program 
this year. 

For the first time in school histo-
ry, with a record of 1-4, the Eagles 
made the regional playoffs.

“Three of our region teams 
were tied with a 1-4 record,” said 
Zach Barnisky, head football 
coach. “One of the three teams 
had to be selected to play in the 
playoffs. We were lucky enough to 
be selected and it was a great op-
portunity for our program to see 
playoff football and the work that 
still needs to be done to compete 
in playoff football. It is a credit 
to our seniors who have worked 
their tails off for four years to earn 
Freedom Footballs first opportuni-
ty to play in playoffs. It wasn’t the 
outcome we wanted, but it set a 
standard that will be expected in 
the program in the future.” 

In the playoff matchup, Free-
dom faced the Stone Bridge Bull-
dogs, with a list of football titles a 
mile long. Freedom was defeated 
6-74, but the playoff run helped 
inspire players to work harder and 
dig deeper for next season.

“Participating in the regional 

game was a chance to see what it 
feels like to be the one of the only 
teams to be able to compete for a 
state champ title,” said Josh Silva, 
junior and varsity kicker. “I’m plan-
ning on going to kicking camps 
this summer for this upcoming 
season.”

Instead of starting in the fall, 
the football season was delayed 
until technically the spring due 
to COVID-19. Restrictions were 
placed on off-season training and 
the actual season was shortened 
to six games. Coaches were pre-
pared for the changes.

“I do not think the timing of the 
season affected the games drasti-
cally,” said Nick Schwarz, FHS as-
sistant football coach. “We had to 
start the season at the beginning 
of February, so there were some 
practices that it was very cold and 
we had to take that into account. 
Also, because of the shortened 
season, some games are not 
played on the typical Friday 
nights. That does make us have to 
adjust what we do throughout the 
week to prepare for games.”

 Lack of off-season training was 
a concern, but players completed 

workouts on their own. 
“Football is football whether 

we play in the fall, winter, spring 
or summer,”  said Justin Schenck, 
FHS assistant football coach. “I 
think the lack of an off-season 
may affect some games since 
teams will have had less time to 
prepare, but overall the timing of 
the season really shouldn’t have a 
large effect. We sent out workouts 
to athletes to complete on their 
own which could be done without 
having any equipment.”

Timing, restrictions and pro-
tocols did play a role in some 
players deciding not to return to 
the field this season. Even with 
fewer players, FHS still was able 
to man a freshman, junior varsity 
and varsity squad. 

“As some players have opted 
out this season for obvious rea-
sons that we fully support, we 
felt that we had a great turnout 
for our freshmen, JV, and varsity 
teams,” Schwarz said. “We were 
able to get enough players to 
play at all three levels, which can’t 
be said at every school in the 
county. We have been in consis-
tent communication with players 
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that have decided not to play this 
year, and they do have a place in 
our program when the pandemic 
is over.”

The freshman team’s season 
ended abruptly due to COVID, 
but not before bringing home a 
3-2 record. It’s not the way players 
and the coaching staff wanted to 
see the season end, but precau-
tions were in place to prevent the 
spread and play as many games 
as possible. 

“We have been asking our 
players to continue to keep the 
end goal in mind,” Schwarz said. 
“The end goal, being able to play 
as many games as possible, has 
been something that our play-
ers have taken very seriously. 
We have educated our players 
on ways to limit transmission of 
COVID, have precautions built 

into our schedule such as regular 
wearing masks and using hand 
sanitizer, and we ask players to 
limit possible transmissions from 
outside our program. Our players 
have been doing a fantastic job of 
this.”

The JV started the season with a 
big win, 44-0, over Potomac Falls, 
but the team wasn’t able to keep 
up the momentum ending with 
one victory and three losses. Two 
games were cancelled during the 
season.  

“Our athletes have great work 
ethic and I believe the future is 
bright for Freedom football,” Bar-
nisky said. “All three programs had 
wins this year and we are excited 
for the future. We will continue to 
work toward becoming complete 
football players and building the 
understanding and concepts of 

the game in our program. 
The sky is the limit for the 
future.”

For the seniors, it wasn’t a 
fairytale ending, but the ef-
fort to build the program was 
not in vain. 

“A big thanks to our seniors 
that worked hard and took 
the program to new heights,” 
Barnisky said. “They set a new 
standard for our program, 
and I was lucky to have the 
opportunity to be their Head 
Coach. They leave the pro-
gram better than they found 
it, and that is the goal of 
every graduating senior class.  
I look forward to where the 
underclassmen will take the 
program as the seniors have 
passed the program to them. 
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[Story by Camille Desjardins]
[Photos provided by the athlete]
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Quitting
Over
COVID-19

21 sports

[Story by Morgan Maiden]
[Photos by Chong Chung]

In a year where it may feel the 
world was turned upside down, 
a different reality is created 

with limited sporting events and 
opportunities for athletes. As 
sports can be the center of many 
high schoolers’ career, not having 
a chance to play like normal can 
create a feeling of loss and re-
sentment.

Many high school athletes use 
sports as a way to reduce stress 
and control the rapid pace of 
high school. Additionally, earn-
ing a scholarship is a large part 
of competing. Due to changing 
competition and the risk of hav-
ing a season cancelled altogether, 
there are less chances to be seen 
by college coaches and scouts. 

Senior Lindsey Ahn played 
lacrosse for the past three years at 
Freedom.

“If COVID-19 was not a thing, I 
believe that I would still be play-
ing,” Ahn said.

This is a new reality for many 
high school athletes, as the im-
pact of COVID-19 has creeped 

into their sports. 
“COVID-19 affected my deci-

sion to stop running indoor track, 
as the season would not have 
been the same as the past and 
the experience being different 
was the reason why I chose not 
to participate this season,” senior 
Taylor Lech said. 

As the world begins to open 
up again slowly, there is a new 
normality that is seen with sports. 
Empty stadiums, mask mandates, 
and limited team bonding events 
are just some of the implemented 
changes that affect these athletes 
day to day. 

“I knew the season would look 
extremely different and in my 
mind I want to remember my time 
playing lacrosse as fun times sing-
ing along on the bus on our way 
to games or our pre-game day 
Jersey Mike’s boxes,” Ahn said. 

Sports may not look like they 
used to, but they still continue to 
go on following all the precau-
tions. Many athletes have used 
extra time as well to work on their 
sport outside of a team setting.

“Even though I am not running 
officially with the school, I run on 
my own often and running is still 

a very prevalent 
part of my life,” 
Lech said. 

Sports play a large 
role in the high school 
experience. The unknown 
of when or how you might 
be playing deters individu-
als from returning. This may 
cause a loss of identity and shaky 
grounds as many approach work-
ing out on their own for the first 
time. 

“My life is different because it is 
a lot harder to run on my own,” 
Lech said. “When I ran track I was 
able to run with friends or groups 
which made the workouts a lot 
easier and more fun.”



grades. Thus being said, it’s super important 
to prepare yourself for a work-filled year if 
you are in fact taking harder classes. This way 
it will be easier to stay motivated throughout 
the school year. 

As a senior, I want to reach out to all of the 
rising juniors and let them know that you’re 
going to be okay. If you decide to load your 
schedule with hard classes, as long as you are 
prepared to work, you are going to be fine. If 
you know that in the past you have struggled 
to keep up with work, just take a little break 
next year. Take less challenging classes so 
you have the chance to catch up. If you feel 
obligated to take harder classes because you 
feel you won’t get into a good college if you 
don’t, do not stress about that. You will be 
fine. 

I ended up sitting my little sister down and 
telling her exactly what I just told you. I told 
her to keep her head up and prepare for a 
year filled with hard work and motivation, but 
to not let school take over her life. Students 
often get so caught up in work that they miss 
out on the social experience of junior year 
as well. Obviously, this year is a little differ-
ent than normal, considering our battle with 
COVID-19, but having free time is a must 
when it comes to being stressed all the time. 

So, if you are a rising junior, do not stress. 
Whether you’re taking super hard classes 
or super easy ones, you will be okay. Don’t 
forget to enjoy your junior year as well, since 
after next year, your time as a high schooler 
begins to fade away. Enjoy as much as you 
can of next year, and don’t forget to stay mo-
tivated and work towards your own success. 
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[Editorial by Lindsay Brisson]

A few weeks ago, I watched my 15 
year old sister put her head in her 
hands and struggle to pick classes 

for her junior year of high school. She is 
currently a sophomore, and even talking 
about junior year was enough to stress her 
out. She asked me multiple times which 
classes to take, such as, “should I be taking 
AP Calculus?,“Should I be trying AP Lang?, 
Some of my friends are doing research 
chemistry, is that class hard?” When she 
had finally narrowed everything down, I 
noticed she was still super stressed about 
her 2021-2022 school year, and I wanted 
to do everything I could to help.

Long story short, yes, junior year is 
pretty challenging, but it is all up to you. 
If you feel the need to load your schedule 
with AP’s and Dual Enrollment courses, you 
will definitely have to prepare yourself for a 
long and hard year. However, if you decide 
to take more academic courses and less 
AP’s, junior year will be no different than 
the others. 

Junior year, as I have learned, is all about 
mindset. I went into my sophomore year 
of high school with a terrible mindset re-
garding my school work. Then approach-
ing junior year, I turned my head straight 
and went into the school year with a good 
work ethic and a drive to succeed. I took 
a good amount of higher level courses ju-
nior year, and I did not find myself drown-
ing in work or unable to obtain good 




