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On the dance floor, Bethle
hem Thok kicked off her heels 
and danced all night, unloading all the wor
ries in her world.

Christian Peralta swayed with his girlfriend, 
Hannah Dennis, their muchacho meets girl 
romance playing out on a special night.

Somewhere in the corner, dressed in her 
special gown, Bu Meh searched for courage. 
Oh, if she could only let go of her fears and 
overcome the shyness that kept her from 

dancing with the crowd.
This was no ordinary night, 

not for Bu, Christian, Bethlehem or the hun
dreds of other Lincoln teens who are taking 
part in a quintessential American adolescent 
experience: the high school prom.

Nor is it an ordinary night for students like An
gela Spencer, who have grappled with their sex
uality and who have sought acceptance among 
their peers at school and loved ones at home. 
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By NICHOLAS BERGIN 
Lincoln Journal Star

The U.S. State Department on 
Friday announced yet another 
delay in the Keystone XL pipeline 
permitting saga.

State Department officials said 
a challenge to Nebraskaí s pipeline 
siting law, which has been taken 
up by the state Supreme Court, 
has called into question the path 
the pipeline would take through 

Nebraska. The department has 
extended a 90 day comment pe
riod for federal agencies indefi
nitely ó  until the Nebraska route 
has been determined.

TransCanada needs a presiden
tial permit to build the 36 inch
diameter, $5.4 billion crude oil 
pipeline from Hardisty, Alberta, 
to Steele City because it crosses 
an international border. The ap
plication process calls for eight 

federal agencies to comment on 
whether the pipeline would be in 
the national interest before Secre
tary of State John Kerry or Presi
dent Barack Obama can decide 
whether to issue a permit.

Dave Domina, the Omaha at
torney representing three land
owners who challenged Nebras
kaí s hastily passed pipeline siting 
law, said the Supreme Courtí s 
schedule makes it highly unlikely 

the case will be resolved before 
the November midterm election.

ì This is a great example of the 
problem of having haste make 
waste,î  Domina said. ì Trans
Canada and the Legislature acted 
in haste to enact LB1161, after 
the hearing process, with four 
amendments, without debate, 
and unfortunately the legislative 
product produced is under seri
ous question.î

Rep. Lee Terry, an Omaha Re
publican, condemned the State 
Department announcement as 
political shenanigans. 

ì Yesterday, the president had 
the audacity to stand at the po
dium at the White House press 
office and lecture Republicans in 
Congress about the need to make 
tough decisions,î  Terry said in a 

State Department again delays decision

By KEVIN ABOUREZK 
Lincoln Journal Star

Lancaster could become the 
stateí s only county to levy a 
sales tax on its residents.

Officials are contemplating 
placing a question on the No
vember general election bal
lot asking voters in Lancaster 
County to approve either a 
quarter cent or half cent sales 
tax. Only voters who live out
side of Lincoln, Bennet, Hick
man, Malcolm and Waverly ó  
cities and villages that already 
impose a sales tax ó  would be 
able to vote on the issue.

The Lancaster County Board 
has until Sept. 2 to decide 
whether to place the ques
tion on the November ballot, 
Election Commissioner Dave 
Shively said.

ì Ití s just exploratory at this 
time,î  said board Chairman 
Larry Hudkins.

The county is facing a sig
nificant decline in inheritance 
tax revenue this year and is 
looking at ways to make up a 
potential budget gap.

County 
considering 
asking 
voters for 
sales tax

WEATHER

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Junior Christian Peralta dances with his date, freshman Hannah Dennis, during Lincoln High’s prom at the Pla Mor Ballroom.
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 ■ KEYSTONE XL

PROM SEASON 
I N  A L L  I T S  C O L O R S

AN AMERICAN TRADITION, SPRING DANCE CAN 
PROVIDE SENSE OF BELONGING FOR MANY STUDENTS.

By BOBBY CAINA CALVAN 
For the Lincoln Journal Star

s the music pulsed, rows of gowns and suits slid to the left, then to the right. There was hopping 

and stomping. And the cha cha got danced real smooth amid a shimmer of lights.  ■  Girls twirled 

in floorl ength gowns, and boys paraded in the finest threads their allowances could rent.  ■  It 

was prom night, the biggest party of the year, and almost every high school student wanted to be part of it.

a
Seven 
students 
share their 
stories 
from prom 
night.

Mourning Hope 
continues promise 

20 years later
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By NICHOLAS BERGIN 
Lincoln Journal Star

The U.S. State Department on 
Friday announced yet another 
delay in the Keystone XL pipeline 
permitting saga.

State Department officials said 
a challenge to Nebraskaí s pipeline 
siting law, which has been taken 
up by the state Supreme Court, 
has called into question the path 
the pipeline would take through 

Nebraska. The department has 
extended a 90 day comment pe
riod for federal agencies indefi
nitely ó  until the Nebraska route 
has been determined.

TransCanada needs a presiden
tial permit to build the 36 inch
diameter, $5.4 billion crude oil 
pipeline from Hardisty, Alberta, 
to Steele City because it crosses 
an international border. The ap
plication process calls for eight 

federal agencies to comment on 
whether the pipeline would be in 
the national interest before Secre
tary of State John Kerry or Presi
dent Barack Obama can decide 
whether to issue a permit.

Dave Domina, the Omaha at
torney representing three land
owners who challenged Nebras
kaí s hastily passed pipeline siting 
law, said the Supreme Courtí s 
schedule makes it highly unlikely 

the case will be resolved before 
the November midterm election.

ì This is a great example of the 
problem of having haste make 
waste,î  Domina said. ì Trans
Canada and the Legislature acted 
in haste to enact LB1161, after 
the hearing process, with four 
amendments, without debate, 
and unfortunately the legislative 
product produced is under seri
ous question.î

Rep. Lee Terry, an Omaha Re
publican, condemned the State 
Department announcement as 
political shenanigans. 

ì Yesterday, the president had 
the audacity to stand at the po
dium at the White House press 
office and lecture Republicans in 
Congress about the need to make 
tough decisions,î  Terry said in a 

State Department again delays decision

By KEVIN ABOUREZK 
Lincoln Journal Star

Lancaster could become the 
stateí s only county to levy a 
sales tax on its residents.

Officials are contemplating 
placing a question on the No
vember general election bal
lot asking voters in Lancaster 
County to approve either a 
quarter cent or half cent sales 
tax. Only voters who live out
side of Lincoln, Bennet, Hick
man, Malcolm and Waverly ó  
cities and villages that already 
impose a sales tax ó  would be 
able to vote on the issue.

The Lancaster County Board 
has until Sept. 2 to decide 
whether to place the ques
tion on the November ballot, 
Election Commissioner Dave 
Shively said.

ì Ití s just exploratory at this 
time,î  said board Chairman 
Larry Hudkins.

The county is facing a sig
nificant decline in inheritance 
tax revenue this year and is 
looking at ways to make up a 
potential budget gap.

County 
considering 
asking 
voters for 
sales tax
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Junior Christian Peralta dances with his date, freshman Hannah Dennis, during Lincoln High’s prom at the Pla Mor Ballroom.
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 ■ KEYSTONE XL

PROM SEASON 
I N  A L L  I T S  C O L O R S

AN AMERICAN TRADITION, SPRING DANCE CAN 
PROVIDE SENSE OF BELONGING FOR MANY STUDENTS.

By BOBBY CAINA CALVAN 
For the Lincoln Journal Star

s the music pulsed, rows of gowns and suits slid to the left, then to the right. There was hopping 

and stomping. And the cha cha got danced real smooth amid a shimmer of lights.  ■  Girls twirled 

in floor length gowns, and boys paraded in the finest threads their allowances could rent.  ■  It 

was prom night, the biggest party of the year, and almost every high school student wanted to be part of it.

a
Seven 
students 
share their 
stories 
from prom 
night.

Mourning Hope 
continues promise 

20 years later
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For Spencer, taking part in her 
high school prom stripped away 
the labels; for a night, she was 
simply a teenager among a throng 
of teenyboppers at the biggest 
dance of the year.

For teens growing up in Amer
ica, prom is a rite of passage, a 
milestone frozen in time, gel and 
hairspray.

But prom in Lincoln, in 2014, 
looks different from the ones of 
generations ago.

Todayí s high school prom is a 
microcosm of the changing faces 
of communities across America, 
including Lincoln, where an in
flux of immigrants and refugees 
has transformed neighborhoods 
and schools.

About a third of the 38,000 
students in Lincoln Public 
Schools are now from communi
ties of color. About 15 years ago, 
nearly nine in every 10 students 
were of European stock.

Nebraskaí s overall population 
remains mostly white, with com
munities of color accounting for 
less than a fifth of the stateí s 1.8 
million residents.

But look deeper, and youí ll find 
that Nebraska has among the 
countryí s most dramatic surges 
in minority population. In fact, 
the Hispanic population ó  now 
numbering about 180,000 ó  has 
nearly doubled since the 2000 
U.S. Census.

Residents tracing their heritage 
to Asia and the Pacific Islands 

increased by more than 70 per
cent, while the black population 
increased by 30 percent. Native 
Americans grew by more than 
half. As a whole, the stateí s pop
ulation grew by 8.4 percent since 
2000, with the number of whites 
growing just by 1 percent.

Lincoln Public Schools has 
reflected the boom in the stateí s 
Latino population, and it has 
absorbed a rising tide of those 
seeking refuge from the turmoil 
overseas, including significant 
numbers of Iraqis, Sudanese, 
Vietnamese and Burmese.

The district has 2,200 stu
dents enrolled in its English Lan
guage Learners program, with 
students hailing from more than 
five dozen countries and whose 
native tongues include at least 56 
different languages, according to 
the school districtí s statistics.

At Lincoln High, arguably the 
most diverse of the cityí s high 
schools, the hallways are fes
tooned with flags from around 
the world and teem with faces of 
different hues.

ì The school is a window on the 
world,î  said LPS Superintendent 
Steve Joel. ì You can stand in a 
hallway in Lincoln High, and the 
world walks by.î

While the areaí s growing diver
sity has produced a host of chal
lenges, LPS is adapting steadily to 
the new reality. In fact, Joel says, 
ì We embrace it.î

Lisa Tolliver, a family resource 
advocate at Lincoln High School, 
imagines how challenging it must 
be for teens trying to navigate a 

new culture at a time when most 
people their age ì are trying to 
figure out who they are.î

Part of the school districtí s 
work is to help foreign born 
students acclimate to their new 
environments ó  in other words, 
help them feel like they belong, 
Tolliver said.

Participating in a routine event, 
such as prom, helps provide that 
sense of belonging, she said.

ì There was no question I was 
going to prom,î  Tolliver said, 
thinking back to her own high 
school years. ì There was no 
question my mom was going to 

buy me a prom dress.
ì But thatí s not true for so many 

of our students. For some stu
dents, ití s not a given that theyí re 
going to be able to go to prom.î

For the past two years, English 
Language Learner staffers, includ
ing Tolliver, have shepherded their 
students through prom season, 
often dipping into their own pock
ets to help girls acquire gowns. A 
staffer persuaded a tuxedo shop to 
donate tuxes for two boys.

The staffers shell out money 
to buy tickets for teens whose 
families caní t afford the luxuries 
of teenage life. They cook special 

pre prom dinners, apply makeup 
and throw after prom parties.

This year, about 40 of Lincoln 
Highí s ELL students attended 
prom, twice the number who 
went last year.

Lincoln schools have long pro
moted inclusion at their proms, 
even when some communities 
across the country continue to 
struggle with tearing down bar
riers particularly because of race 
and sexual orientation.

ì Lincoln Public Schools have 
some of the best policies in the 
state when it comes to welcom
ing gay and lesbian students to 
their proms,î  said Tyler Richard, 
a member of Outlinc, a nonprofit 
that caters to the well being of 
Lincolní s LGBT communities. 
ì But thatí s not to say there still 
isní t work to do.î

Next Friday, the Lincoln 
Northeast Rainbow Gay Straight 
Alliance will hold its annual Pride 
Prom, a dance open to any high 
school student, gay or straight.

ì We do need to do what we 
can,î  said Richard, who brought a 
same sex date to his high school 
prom a decade ago. ì Sometimes 
it means creating that explicitly 
welcoming space.î

As one Lincoln High senior 
put it, prom is about acceptance. 
ì You get to see people in a dif
ferent way than you usually see 
them,î  Angela Spencer said.

ì It allows you to be yourself, 
whether youí re a different race, 
ethnicity, religion or sexuality.î

Because of that, she said, it was 
indeed no ordinary night.

 ■ Prom
Continued from A1

Hipping and 
hopping and 
slow-dancing

Christian Peralta mustered his 
courage one recent afternoon and 
popped the question to Hannah 
Dennis, a girl in geometry class.

“¿Vamos a Prom?” he asked 
her. Are we going to the prom?

He couldn’t be serious, she 
thought.

He asked again, 
and she replied 
with a crushingly 
serious answer: No.

But Christian, 
a junior at Lincoln 
High, wouldn’t give 
up. After he asked 
again, Hannah 
spared his feelings 
with a “maybe.”

In the end, it was 
Hannah’s mother, 

Cindy Wood, who came to Chris-
tian’s rescue.

“I picked her up from school one 
day,” Wood recounted. “She said 
she had something to tell me: A 
boy asked her to the prom.”

“Do you want to go?” Wood 
asked her daughter. Hannah said 
she did. “Then you’d better tell 
him.”

On prom night, Christian and 
Hannah were side-by-side, hipping 
and hopping and slow-dancing the 
night away. Hannah, a freshman, 
wore a mint-colored gown studded 
with rhinestones. He wore a tuxedo 

from Tip Top Tux, which donated 
two rentals to Lincoln High’s Eng-
lish Language Learners program.

Last year, Christian attended the 
big dance as a sophomore after 
asking an older girl to take him to 
prom, his curiosity piqued by an 
ELL teacher.

“My teacher told me last year 
that prom was something special. 
I didn’t know what it was,” he said. 
It was something new, and some-
thing he wanted to try.

Peralta was born in Mexico City 
and arrived in the United States in 
February 2012 to join his mother. 
He barely spoke English. The 
transition into his new life has had 
its challenges, eased somewhat by 
Christian’s ability to quickly make 
friends.

It was Hannah who initially 
struck up a conversation with Chris-
tian months ago. During geometry 
class, “I worked up the nerve to 
talk to him,” she said.

“I thought he was cute, and I 
asked him if he could help me with 
Spanish … because I wasn’t doing 
too hot in Spanish class,” Hannah 
said.

Hannah worried that her fam-
ily wouldn’t like Christian — not 
because he’s from a different 
culture but because, well, he’s an 
older boy.

Neither turned out to be a prob-
lem. Christian got instant accep-
tance from Hannah’s mother.

“I have a big family that some-
times likes to judge — and it 
irritates me,” Wood said. “I don’t 
want her to grow up that way.”

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

The dance floor is 
no place like home

The music throbbed through the 
ballroom, the light shimmering across 
a throng of suits and iridescent gowns. 
Teens swarmed the dance floor.

Bu Meh sat in a dimly lit corner of 
the hall, content to watch as other girls 

twirled in their dresses.
At last year’s prom, a 

boy from English class 
had asked her for a 
dance. “No, I’m sorry,” 
she told her classmate. 
“I can’t dance.”

For Bu, an 18-year-old 
senior at Lincoln High 
School, watching others 
on the dance floor was 
joy enough.

“I don’t want to get 
embarrassed,” she said, her voice 
breaking into a giggle during an interview 
days before this year’s prom. “It looked 
kind of fun. But I don’t know how to 
dance.”

Bu is still acclimating to new people, 
new customs and experiences.

She was born in a refugee camp in 
Thailand. For decades, the Karenni villages 
along the eastern border of Burma — now 
known as Myanmar — were under siege, 
as a hardline socialist regime attempted 
to quell uprisings in rebel strongholds.

“There was a war,” Bu said. “They 
burn down all the houses. My people 
had to leave.”

What she knows of the upheaval in 
her homeland has been passed down 
in stories told by her parents and other 
elders. “I don’t remember a lot because 

we moved from place to place.”
Her father sometimes served in a 

rebel force, she said, making life even 
more difficult for her family.

“Because I was little, I didn’t worry 
or get sad,” Bu said. As she spoke, her 
gaze grew distant. “I want to go back, 
and go visit. My grandma and grandpa 
live there, and my cousins and my old 
friends live there. … I miss my home-
land, yeah.”

But she now considers Lincoln her 
home. It is a better life here. “Here, we 
have more freedom. Here, it’s better.”

To be sure, life in the United States 
hasn’t been easy. Bu and her parents 
arrived in New Jersey in the summer 
of 2009, as part of the U.S. refugee 
resettlement program.

Her parents had trouble finding work, 
and a relative in North Carolina invited 
the family to move south to work in a 
chicken-processing plant. A year later, 
the family moved to Lincoln to join Bu’s 
brother and his wife, who were placed in 
Lincoln straight from Thailand.

Bu has few friends who are native 
English speakers. “Because I can’t 
speak English good,” she said, “it’s hard 
for me to make friends.”

At least for one night during the 
school year, she can feel like the other 
girls in school — outfitted in a shimmer-
ing green dress.

“I feel happy when I go to prom,” she 
said. “It’s a special day. I never get to 
dress up. At prom, I put on a dress, 
makeup and try to be pretty.”

And on that prom night, something 
unexpected happened: If only for one 
dance, Bu emerged from the dim light, 
strolled with a classmate into the puls-
ing lights of the ballroom and danced.

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

Moving to beat 
in her bare feet

She ditched her shoes at the door. 
Bethlehem Thok, an 18-year-old senior 
at Lincoln High, wanted to dance all 
night, and moving to the beat was so 
much easier barefooted.

Bethlehem headed to the center 
of the dance floor, weaving through a 
throng of suits and bright dresses. In 
her floor-length dusky-blue gown, she 
swayed and jumped, and she raised her 
arms toward the spinning disco lights.

Bethlehem’s mother didn’t under-
stand prom. It was hard to explain over 
the once-a-month phone conversations.

“There are no proms in Africa,” Beth-
lehem said one recent afternoon. “My 
parents don’t know what I’m talking 
about.”

Bethlehem hasn’t seen her mother in 
nearly five years, nor has she seen her 
father or five brothers.

Bethlehem was born in Sudan. War 
forced her family across the border to 
Ethiopia, where her aunt took her to live 
in a refugee camp with her cousins. To-
gether they built a hut of branches and 
bark. It kept out the wind and the rain 
for the five years they called it home.

Bethlehem attended school and 
learned a few English words. She often 
skipped classes to swim in the river or 
sneak behind an old building to watch 
the fistfights between middle-schoolers. 
Sometimes she would fight, sometimes 
just for fun.

Her aunt told government officials 
that Bethlehem was an orphan to 
get her refugee papers approved. 
Bethlehem was torn between staying 
with family and the fantasies of what 
life would be like in America — food 

already at the table when she came 
home from school.

She had little time to say goodbye to 
her mother, father and brothers at the 
airport. Bethlehem was just 14 years 
old when she and her aunt and cousins 
boarded a flight that would take them 
to a new home across a vast ocean.

Someday soon, when she has the 
money, she’ll return to Ethiopia for a 

visit. Maybe then she’ll explain the 
tradition of teenage girls dancing in 
dresses they’ll wear only once.

She’ll explain last year’s prom, when 
she got dolled up at a teacher’s home 
and slipped into a bedazzled white 
gown she borrowed from her cousin.

And she’ll explain this year’s prom 
— the nice boy she danced with but 
hasn’t talked to since. And she’ll tell 

them about all the songs she danced 
to, and the circle of friends she’ll miss 
after graduation.

Until that next phone call home, 
Bethlehem is holding on to the memo-
ries she will share with her mom. “It 
was the best night,” she said. “I won’t 
ever forget.”

—  Mara Klecker

Christian 
Peralta came 
to the United 
States in 
2012.

Bu Meh made 
it to the dance 
floor on prom 
night.

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Senior Bethlehem Thok dances during Lincoln High’s prom at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

BOBBY CAINA CALVAN/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Lisa Tolliver, a family resource advocate at Lincoln High School, accompa-
nied students from the school’s English Language Learners program to pick 
out gowns from the Prom Closet. For the past two years, ELL staff members 
have dipped into their own pockets to help students attend prom.
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For Spencer, taking part in her 
high school prom stripped away 
the labels; for a night, she was 
simply a teenager among a throng 
of teenyboppers at the biggest 
dance of the year.

For teens growing up in Amer
ica, prom is a rite of passage, a 
milestone frozen in time, gel and 
hairspray.

But prom in Lincoln, in 2014, 
looks different from the ones of 
generations ago.

Todayí s high school prom is a 
microcosm of the changing faces 
of communities across America, 
including Lincoln, where an in
flux of immigrants and refugees 
has transformed neighborhoods 
and schools.

About a third of the 38,000 
students in Lincoln Public 
Schools are now from communi
ties of color. About 15 years ago, 
nearly nine in every 10 students 
were of European stock.

Nebraskaí s overall population 
remains mostly white, with com
munities of color accounting for 
less than a fifth of the stateí s 1.8 
million residents.

But look deeper, and youí ll find 
that Nebraska has among the 
countryí s most dramatic surges 
in minority population. In fact, 
the Hispanic population ó  now 
numbering about 180,000 ó  has 
nearly doubled since the 2000 
U.S. Census.

Residents tracing their heritage 
to Asia and the Pacific Islands 

increased by more than 70 per
cent, while the black population 
increased by 30 percent. Native 
Americans grew by more than 
half. As a whole, the stateí s pop
ulation grew by 8.4 percent since 
2000, with the number of whites 
growing just by 1 percent.

Lincoln Public Schools has 
reflected the boom in the stateí s 
Latino population, and it has 
absorbed a rising tide of those 
seeking refuge from the turmoil 
overseas, including significant 
numbers of Iraqis, Sudanese, 
Vietnamese and Burmese.

The district has 2,200 stu
dents enrolled in its English Lan
guage Learners program, with 
students hailing from more than 
five dozen countries and whose 
native tongues include at least 56 
different languages, according to 
the school districtí s statistics.

At Lincoln High, arguably the 
most diverse of the cityí s high 
schools, the hallways are fes
tooned with flags from around 
the world and teem with faces of 
different hues.

ì The school is a window on the 
world,î  said LPS Superintendent 
Steve Joel. ì You can stand in a 
hallway in Lincoln High, and the 
world walks by.î

While the areaí s growing diver
sity has produced a host of chal
lenges, LPS is adapting steadily to 
the new reality. In fact, Joel says, 
ì We embrace it.î

Lisa Tolliver, a family resource 
advocate at Lincoln High School, 
imagines how challenging it must 
be for teens trying to navigate a 

new culture at a time when most 
people their age ì are trying to 
figure out who they are.î

Part of the school districtí s 
work is to help foreign born 
students acclimate to their new 
environments ó  in other words, 
help them feel like they belong, 
Tolliver said.

Participating in a routine event, 
such as prom, helps provide that 
sense of belonging, she said.

ì There was no question I was 
going to prom,î  Tolliver said, 
thinking back to her own high 
school years. ì There was no 
question my mom was going to 

buy me a prom dress.
ì But thatí s not true for so many 

of our students. For some stu
dents, ití s not a given that theyí re 
going to be able to go to prom.î

For the past two years, English 
Language Learner staffers, includ
ing Tolliver, have shepherded their 
students through prom season, 
often dipping into their own pock
ets to help girls acquire gowns. A 
staffer persuaded a tuxedo shop to 
donate tuxes for two boys.

The staffers shell out money 
to buy tickets for teens whose 
families caní t afford the luxuries 
of teenage life. They cook special 

pre prom dinners, apply makeup 
and throw after prom parties.

This year, about 40 of Lincoln 
Highí s ELL students attended 
prom, twice the number who 
went last year.

Lincoln schools have long pro
moted inclusion at their proms, 
even when some communities 
across the country continue to 
struggle with tearing down bar
riers particularly because of race 
and sexual orientation.

ì Lincoln Public Schools have 
some of the best policies in the 
state when it comes to welcom
ing gay and lesbian students to 
their proms,î  said Tyler Richard, 
a member of Outlinc, a nonprofit 
that caters to the well being of 
Lincolní s LGBT communities. 
ì But thatí s not to say there still 
isní t work to do.î

Next Friday, the Lincoln 
Northeast Rainbow Gay Straight 
Alliance will hold its annual Pride 
Prom, a dance open to any high 
school student, gay or straight.

ì We do need to do what we 
can,î  said Richard, who brought a 
same sex date to his high school 
prom a decade ago. ì Sometimes 
it means creating that explicitly 
welcoming space.î

As one Lincoln High senior 
put it, prom is about acceptance. 
ì You get to see people in a dif
ferent way than you usually see 
them,î  Angela Spencer said.

ì It allows you to be yourself, 
whether youí re a different race, 
ethnicity, religion or sexuality.î

Because of that, she said, it was 
indeed no ordinary night.

 ■ Prom
Continued from A1

Hipping and 
hopping and 
slow-dancing

Christian Peralta mustered his 
courage one recent afternoon and 
popped the question to Hannah 
Dennis, a girl in geometry class.

“¿Vamos a Prom?” he asked 
her. Are we going to the prom?

He couldn’t be serious, she 
thought.

He asked again, 
and she replied 
with a crushingly 
serious answer: No.

But Christian, 
a junior at Lincoln 
High, wouldn’t give 
up. After he asked 
again, Hannah 
spared his feelings 
with a “maybe.”

In the end, it was 
Hannah’s mother, 

Cindy Wood, who came to Chris-
tian’s rescue.

“I picked her up from school one 
day,” Wood recounted. “She said 
she had something to tell me: A 
boy asked her to the prom.”

“Do you want to go?” Wood 
asked her daughter. Hannah said 
she did. “Then you’d better tell 
him.”

On prom night, Christian and 
Hannah were side-by-side, hipping 
and hopping and slow-dancing the 
night away. Hannah, a freshman, 
wore a mint-colored gown studded 
with rhinestones. He wore a tuxedo 

from Tip Top Tux, which donated 
two rentals to Lincoln High’s Eng-
lish Language Learners program.

Last year, Christian attended the 
big dance as a sophomore after 
asking an older girl to take him to 
prom, his curiosity piqued by an 
ELL teacher.

“My teacher told me last year 
that prom was something special. 
I didn’t know what it was,” he said. 
It was something new, and some-
thing he wanted to try.

Peralta was born in Mexico City 
and arrived in the United States in 
February 2012 to join his mother. 
He barely spoke English. The 
transition into his new life has had 
its challenges, eased somewhat by 
Christian’s ability to quickly make 
friends.

It was Hannah who initially 
struck up a conversation with Chris-
tian months ago. During geometry 
class, “I worked up the nerve to 
talk to him,” she said.

“I thought he was cute, and I 
asked him if he could help me with 
Spanish … because I wasn’t doing 
too hot in Spanish class,” Hannah 
said.

Hannah worried that her fam-
ily wouldn’t like Christian — not 
because he’s from a different 
culture but because, well, he’s an 
older boy.

Neither turned out to be a prob-
lem. Christian got instant accep-
tance from Hannah’s mother.

“I have a big family that some-
times likes to judge — and it 
irritates me,” Wood said. “I don’t 
want her to grow up that way.”

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

The dance floor is 
no place like home

The music throbbed through the 
ballroom, the light shimmering across 
a throng of suits and iridescent gowns. 
Teens swarmed the dance floor.

Bu Meh sat in a dimly lit corner of 
the hall, content to watch as other girls 

twirled in their dresses.
At last year’s prom, a 

boy from English class 
had asked her for a 
dance. “No, I’m sorry,” 
she told her classmate. 
“I can’t dance.”

For Bu, an 18-year-old 
senior at Lincoln High 
School, watching others 
on the dance floor was 
joy enough.

“I don’t want to get 
embarrassed,” she said, her voice 
breaking into a giggle during an interview 
days before this year’s prom. “It looked 
kind of fun. But I don’t know how to 
dance.”

Bu is still acclimating to new people, 
new customs and experiences.

She was born in a refugee camp in 
Thailand. For decades, the Karenni villages 
along the eastern border of Burma — now 
known as Myanmar — were under siege, 
as a hardline socialist regime attempted 
to quell uprisings in rebel strongholds.

“There was a war,” Bu said. “They 
burn down all the houses. My people 
had to leave.”

What she knows of the upheaval in 
her homeland has been passed down 
in stories told by her parents and other 
elders. “I don’t remember a lot because 

we moved from place to place.”
Her father sometimes served in a 

rebel force, she said, making life even 
more difficult for her family.

“Because I was little, I didn’t worry 
or get sad,” Bu said. As she spoke, her 
gaze grew distant. “I want to go back, 
and go visit. My grandma and grandpa 
live there, and my cousins and my old 
friends live there. … I miss my home-
land, yeah.”

But she now considers Lincoln her 
home. It is a better life here. “Here, we 
have more freedom. Here, it’s better.”

To be sure, life in the United States 
hasn’t been easy. Bu and her parents 
arrived in New Jersey in the summer 
of 2009, as part of the U.S. refugee 
resettlement program.

Her parents had trouble finding work, 
and a relative in North Carolina invited 
the family to move south to work in a 
chicken-processing plant. A year later, 
the family moved to Lincoln to join Bu’s 
brother and his wife, who were placed in 
Lincoln straight from Thailand.

Bu has few friends who are native 
English speakers. “Because I can’t 
speak English good,” she said, “it’s hard 
for me to make friends.”

At least for one night during the 
school year, she can feel like the other 
girls in school — outfitted in a shimmer-
ing green dress.

“I feel happy when I go to prom,” she 
said. “It’s a special day. I never get to 
dress up. At prom, I put on a dress, 
makeup and try to be pretty.”

And on that prom night, something 
unexpected happened: If only for one 
dance, Bu emerged from the dim light, 
strolled with a classmate into the puls-
ing lights of the ballroom and danced.

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

Moving to beat 
in her bare feet

She ditched her shoes at the door. 
Bethlehem Thok, an 18-year-old senior 
at Lincoln High, wanted to dance all 
night, and moving to the beat was so 
much easier barefooted.

Bethlehem headed to the center 
of the dance floor, weaving through a 
throng of suits and bright dresses. In 
her floor-length dusky-blue gown, she 
swayed and jumped, and she raised her 
arms toward the spinning disco lights.

Bethlehem’s mother didn’t under-
stand prom. It was hard to explain over 
the once-a-month phone conversations.

“There are no proms in Africa,” Beth-
lehem said one recent afternoon. “My 
parents don’t know what I’m talking 
about.”

Bethlehem hasn’t seen her mother in 
nearly five years, nor has she seen her 
father or five brothers.

Bethlehem was born in Sudan. War 
forced her family across the border to 
Ethiopia, where her aunt took her to live 
in a refugee camp with her cousins. To-
gether they built a hut of branches and 
bark. It kept out the wind and the rain 
for the five years they called it home.

Bethlehem attended school and 
learned a few English words. She often 
skipped classes to swim in the river or 
sneak behind an old building to watch 
the fistfights between middle-schoolers. 
Sometimes she would fight, sometimes 
just for fun.

Her aunt told government officials 
that Bethlehem was an orphan to 
get her refugee papers approved. 
Bethlehem was torn between staying 
with family and the fantasies of what 
life would be like in America — food 

already at the table when she came 
home from school.

She had little time to say goodbye to 
her mother, father and brothers at the 
airport. Bethlehem was just 14 years 
old when she and her aunt and cousins 
boarded a flight that would take them 
to a new home across a vast ocean.

Someday soon, when she has the 
money, she’ll return to Ethiopia for a 

visit. Maybe then she’ll explain the 
tradition of teenage girls dancing in 
dresses they’ll wear only once.

She’ll explain last year’s prom, when 
she got dolled up at a teacher’s home 
and slipped into a bedazzled white 
gown she borrowed from her cousin.

And she’ll explain this year’s prom 
— the nice boy she danced with but 
hasn’t talked to since. And she’ll tell 

them about all the songs she danced 
to, and the circle of friends she’ll miss 
after graduation.

Until that next phone call home, 
Bethlehem is holding on to the memo-
ries she will share with her mom. “It 
was the best night,” she said. “I won’t 
ever forget.”

—  Mara Klecker

Christian 
Peralta came 
to the United 
States in 
2012.

Bu Meh made 
it to the dance 
floor on prom 
night.
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Senior Bethlehem Thok dances during Lincoln High’s prom at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

BOBBY CAINA CALVAN/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Lisa Tolliver, a family resource advocate at Lincoln High School, accompa-
nied students from the school’s English Language Learners program to pick 
out gowns from the Prom Closet. For the past two years, ELL staff members 
have dipped into their own pockets to help students attend prom. C M Y K    LJS_STAR-2014-4-19-A7_01
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For Spencer, taking part in her 
high school prom stripped away 
the labels; for a night, she was 
simply a teenager among a throng 
of teenyboppers at the biggest 
dance of the year.

For teens growing up in Amer
ica, prom is a rite of passage, a 
milestone frozen in time, gel and 
hairspray.

But prom in Lincoln, in 2014, 
looks different from the ones of 
generations ago.

Todayí s high school prom is a 
microcosm of the changing faces 
of communities across America, 
including Lincoln, where an in
flux of immigrants and refugees 
has transformed neighborhoods 
and schools.

About a third of the 38,000 
students in Lincoln Public 
Schools are now from communi
ties of color. About 15 years ago, 
nearly nine in every 10 students 
were of European stock.

Nebraskaí s overall population 
remains mostly white, with com
munities of color accounting for 
less than a fifth of the stateí s 1.8 
million residents.

But look deeper, and youí ll find 
that Nebraska has among the 
countryí s most dramatic surges 
in minority population. In fact, 
the Hispanic population ó  now 
numbering about 180,000 ó  has 
nearly doubled since the 2000 
U.S. Census.

Residents tracing their heritage 
to Asia and the Pacific Islands 

increased by more than 70 per
cent, while the black population 
increased by 30 percent. Native 
Americans grew by more than 
half. As a whole, the stateí s pop
ulation grew by 8.4 percent since 
2000, with the number of whites 
growing just by 1 percent.

Lincoln Public Schools has 
reflected the boom in the stateí s 
Latino population, and it has 
absorbed a rising tide of those 
seeking refuge from the turmoil 
overseas, including significant 
numbers of Iraqis, Sudanese, 
Vietnamese and Burmese.

The district has 2,200 stu
dents enrolled in its English Lan
guage Learners program, with 
students hailing from more than 
five dozen countries and whose 
native tongues include at least 56 
different languages, according to 
the school districtí s statistics.

At Lincoln High, arguably the 
most diverse of the cityí s high 
schools, the hallways are fes
tooned with flags from around 
the world and teem with faces of 
different hues.

ì The school is a window on the 
world,î  said LPS Superintendent 
Steve Joel. ì You can stand in a 
hallway in Lincoln High, and the 
world walks by.î

While the areaí s growing diver
sity has produced a host of chal
lenges, LPS is adapting steadily to 
the new reality. In fact, Joel says, 
ì We embrace it.î

Lisa Tolliver, a family resource 
advocate at Lincoln High School, 
imagines how challenging it must 
be for teens trying to navigate a 

new culture at a time when most 
people their age ì are trying to 
figure out who they are.î

Part of the school districtí s 
work is to help foreign born 
students acclimate to their new 
environments ó  in other words, 
help them feel like they belong, 
Tolliver said.

Participating in a routine event, 
such as prom, helps provide that 
sense of belonging, she said.

ì There was no question I was 
going to prom,î  Tolliver said, 
thinking back to her own high 
school years. ì There was no 
question my mom was going to 

buy me a prom dress.
ì But thatí s not true for so many 

of our students. For some stu
dents, ití s not a given that theyí re 
going to be able to go to prom.î

For the past two years, English 
Language Learner staffers, includ
ing Tolliver, have shepherded their 
students through prom season, 
often dipping into their own pock
ets to help girls acquire gowns. A 
staffer persuaded a tuxedo shop to 
donate tuxes for two boys.

The staffers shell out money 
to buy tickets for teens whose 
families caní t afford the luxuries 
of teenage life. They cook special 

pre prom dinners, apply makeup 
and throw after prom parties.

This year, about 40 of Lincoln 
Highí s ELL students attended 
prom, twice the number who 
went last year.

Lincoln schools have long pro
moted inclusion at their proms, 
even when some communities 
across the country continue to 
struggle with tearing down bar
riers particularly because of race 
and sexual orientation.

ì Lincoln Public Schools have 
some of the best policies in the 
state when it comes to welcom
ing gay and lesbian students to 
their proms,î  said Tyler Richard, 
a member of Outlinc, a nonprofit 
that caters to the well being of 
Lincolní s LGBT communities. 
ì But thatí s not to say there still 
isní t work to do.î

Next Friday, the Lincoln 
Northeast Rainbow Gay Straight 
Alliance will hold its annual Pride 
Prom, a dance open to any high 
school student, gay or straight.

ì We do need to do what we 
can,î  said Richard, who brought a 
same sex date to his high school 
prom a decade ago. ì Sometimes 
it means creating that explicitly 
welcoming space.î

As one Lincoln High senior 
put it, prom is about acceptance. 
ì You get to see people in a dif
ferent way than you usually see 
them,î  Angela Spencer said.

ì It allows you to be yourself, 
whether youí re a different race, 
ethnicity, religion or sexuality.î

Because of that, she said, it was 
indeed no ordinary night.

 ■ Prom
Continued from A1

Hipping and 
hopping and 
slow-dancing

Christian Peralta mustered his 
courage one recent afternoon and 
popped the question to Hannah 
Dennis, a girl in geometry class.

“¿Vamos a Prom?” he asked 
her. Are we going to the prom?

He couldn’t be serious, she 
thought.

He asked again, 
and she replied 
with a crushingly 
serious answer: No.

But Christian, 
a junior at Lincoln 
High, wouldn’t give 
up. After he asked 
again, Hannah 
spared his feelings 
with a “maybe.”

In the end, it was 
Hannah’s mother, 

Cindy Wood, who came to Chris-
tian’s rescue.

“I picked her up from school one 
day,” Wood recounted. “She said 
she had something to tell me: A 
boy asked her to the prom.”

“Do you want to go?” Wood 
asked her daughter. Hannah said 
she did. “Then you’d better tell 
him.”

On prom night, Christian and 
Hannah were side-by-side, hipping 
and hopping and slow-dancing the 
night away. Hannah, a freshman, 
wore a mint-colored gown studded 
with rhinestones. He wore a tuxedo 

from Tip Top Tux, which donated 
two rentals to Lincoln High’s Eng-
lish Language Learners program.

Last year, Christian attended the 
big dance as a sophomore after 
asking an older girl to take him to 
prom, his curiosity piqued by an 
ELL teacher.

“My teacher told me last year 
that prom was something special. 
I didn’t know what it was,” he said. 
It was something new, and some-
thing he wanted to try.

Peralta was born in Mexico City 
and arrived in the United States in 
February 2012 to join his mother. 
He barely spoke English. The 
transition into his new life has had 
its challenges, eased somewhat by 
Christian’s ability to quickly make 
friends.

It was Hannah who initially 
struck up a conversation with Chris-
tian months ago. During geometry 
class, “I worked up the nerve to 
talk to him,” she said.

“I thought he was cute, and I 
asked him if he could help me with 
Spanish … because I wasn’t doing 
too hot in Spanish class,” Hannah 
said.

Hannah worried that her fam-
ily wouldn’t like Christian — not 
because he’s from a different 
culture but because, well, he’s an 
older boy.

Neither turned out to be a prob-
lem. Christian got instant accep-
tance from Hannah’s mother.

“I have a big family that some-
times likes to judge — and it 
irritates me,” Wood said. “I don’t 
want her to grow up that way.”

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

The dance floor is 
no place like home

The music throbbed through the 
ballroom, the light shimmering across 
a throng of suits and iridescent gowns. 
Teens swarmed the dance floor.

Bu Meh sat in a dimly lit corner of 
the hall, content to watch as other girls 

twirled in their dresses.
At last year’s prom, a 

boy from English class 
had asked her for a 
dance. “No, I’m sorry,” 
she told her classmate. 
“I can’t dance.”

For Bu, an 18-year-old 
senior at Lincoln High 
School, watching others 
on the dance floor was 
joy enough.

“I don’t want to get 
embarrassed,” she said, her voice 
breaking into a giggle during an interview 
days before this year’s prom. “It looked 
kind of fun. But I don’t know how to 
dance.”

Bu is still acclimating to new people, 
new customs and experiences.

She was born in a refugee camp in 
Thailand. For decades, the Karenni villages 
along the eastern border of Burma — now 
known as Myanmar — were under siege, 
as a hardline socialist regime attempted 
to quell uprisings in rebel strongholds.

“There was a war,” Bu said. “They 
burn down all the houses. My people 
had to leave.”

What she knows of the upheaval in 
her homeland has been passed down 
in stories told by her parents and other 
elders. “I don’t remember a lot because 

we moved from place to place.”
Her father sometimes served in a 

rebel force, she said, making life even 
more difficult for her family.

“Because I was little, I didn’t worry 
or get sad,” Bu said. As she spoke, her 
gaze grew distant. “I want to go back, 
and go visit. My grandma and grandpa 
live there, and my cousins and my old 
friends live there. … I miss my home-
land, yeah.”

But she now considers Lincoln her 
home. It is a better life here. “Here, we 
have more freedom. Here, it’s better.”

To be sure, life in the United States 
hasn’t been easy. Bu and her parents 
arrived in New Jersey in the summer 
of 2009, as part of the U.S. refugee 
resettlement program.

Her parents had trouble finding work, 
and a relative in North Carolina invited 
the family to move south to work in a 
chicken-processing plant. A year later, 
the family moved to Lincoln to join Bu’s 
brother and his wife, who were placed in 
Lincoln straight from Thailand.

Bu has few friends who are native 
English speakers. “Because I can’t 
speak English good,” she said, “it’s hard 
for me to make friends.”

At least for one night during the 
school year, she can feel like the other 
girls in school — outfitted in a shimmer-
ing green dress.

“I feel happy when I go to prom,” she 
said. “It’s a special day. I never get to 
dress up. At prom, I put on a dress, 
makeup and try to be pretty.”

And on that prom night, something 
unexpected happened: If only for one 
dance, Bu emerged from the dim light, 
strolled with a classmate into the puls-
ing lights of the ballroom and danced.

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

Moving to beat 
in her bare feet

She ditched her shoes at the door. 
Bethlehem Thok, an 18-year-old senior 
at Lincoln High, wanted to dance all 
night, and moving to the beat was so 
much easier barefooted.

Bethlehem headed to the center 
of the dance floor, weaving through a 
throng of suits and bright dresses. In 
her floor-length dusky-blue gown, she 
swayed and jumped, and she raised her 
arms toward the spinning disco lights.

Bethlehem’s mother didn’t under-
stand prom. It was hard to explain over 
the once-a-month phone conversations.

“There are no proms in Africa,” Beth-
lehem said one recent afternoon. “My 
parents don’t know what I’m talking 
about.”

Bethlehem hasn’t seen her mother in 
nearly five years, nor has she seen her 
father or five brothers.

Bethlehem was born in Sudan. War 
forced her family across the border to 
Ethiopia, where her aunt took her to live 
in a refugee camp with her cousins. To-
gether they built a hut of branches and 
bark. It kept out the wind and the rain 
for the five years they called it home.

Bethlehem attended school and 
learned a few English words. She often 
skipped classes to swim in the river or 
sneak behind an old building to watch 
the fistfights between middle-schoolers. 
Sometimes she would fight, sometimes 
just for fun.

Her aunt told government officials 
that Bethlehem was an orphan to 
get her refugee papers approved. 
Bethlehem was torn between staying 
with family and the fantasies of what 
life would be like in America — food 

already at the table when she came 
home from school.

She had little time to say goodbye to 
her mother, father and brothers at the 
airport. Bethlehem was just 14 years 
old when she and her aunt and cousins 
boarded a flight that would take them 
to a new home across a vast ocean.

Someday soon, when she has the 
money, she’ll return to Ethiopia for a 

visit. Maybe then she’ll explain the 
tradition of teenage girls dancing in 
dresses they’ll wear only once.

She’ll explain last year’s prom, when 
she got dolled up at a teacher’s home 
and slipped into a bedazzled white 
gown she borrowed from her cousin.

And she’ll explain this year’s prom 
— the nice boy she danced with but 
hasn’t talked to since. And she’ll tell 

them about all the songs she danced 
to, and the circle of friends she’ll miss 
after graduation.

Until that next phone call home, 
Bethlehem is holding on to the memo-
ries she will share with her mom. “It 
was the best night,” she said. “I won’t 
ever forget.”

—  Mara Klecker

Christian 
Peralta came 
to the United 
States in 
2012.

Bu Meh made 
it to the dance 
floor on prom 
night.
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Senior Bethlehem Thok dances during Lincoln High’s prom at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

BOBBY CAINA CALVAN/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Lisa Tolliver, a family resource advocate at Lincoln High School, accompa-
nied students from the school’s English Language Learners program to pick 
out gowns from the Prom Closet. For the past two years, ELL staff members 
have dipped into their own pockets to help students attend prom.
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Angela Spencer remembers those uncomfort-
able moments during last year’s prom. She arrived 
in a tux, her blonde hair shorn into a crew cut.

“I was mistaken for a boy a few times, mainly 
because I wasn’t wearing a dress, so there were 
some awkward moments,” she remembers.

Acceptance for gay, lesbian and transgender 
teens plays out in big and small ways every day. 
Finding acceptance at a high school prom may 
seem like one of the smaller things in life, but for 
Angela it meant everything.

“I wasn’t as used to being called a boy back 
then. Now I’ve come to accept it,” said Angela, a 
senior who wore pants, a vest and bow tie to this 
year’s Lincoln High prom.

“I think prom is a fun experience, and it’s a good 
experience to have,” she said. “It allows you to be 
yourself, whether you’re a different race, ethnicity, 

religion or sexuality. It’s great to be unique.”
Angela came out to her parents at the start of 

her junior year. For months, she had thought about 
how she’d tell them.

She hatched a plan: She’d leave a note for her 
mom and dad, before she slipped out of the house 
early one morning for an out-of-town softball game. 
She’d place the note under her mom’s cellphone. 
She imagined that her parents would find the note 
and find a way to come to grips with their daugh-
ter’s confession.

But just minutes after leaving home, Angela’s 
cellphone vibrated with a text. “You know I love you 
no matter what,” her mother wrote.

When Angela returned home later that day, her 
parents would embrace her for who she was.

Angela couldn’t have scripted it any better. “It 
was a relief,” she said. She could finally be her-
self, at home and at school.

At her recent prom, Angela beamed among 
the group of friends with whom she was attend-
ing prom. She paid no mind to anyone who might 
mistake her for a boy.

“I don’t like being labeled. I don’t like being de-
fined,” Angela said. “As long as it’s not derogatory, 
I don’t care what people call me.”

— Bobby Caina Calvin

No labels, 
just acceptance

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Senior Angela Spencer talks with a fellow class-
mate on the dance floor during Lincoln High’s prom 
at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

SHELBY WOLFE/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Kelsey Lee, an AmeriCorps member at the Asian Center, helps to curl the hair of Naw Mu on prom night.

A sense of belonging

This report is made pos-
sible by the Heartland 
Project, an initiative to 
broaden news coverage of 
Nebraska’s communities of 
color, as well as gay, lesbi-
an and transgender issues. 
The project is funded by 
the Ford Foundation and is 
a collaboration among the 
University of Nebraska-Lin-
coln College of Journalism 
and Mass Communica-
tions, the Asian American 
Journalists Association and 
the National Lesbian and 
Gay Journalists Association. 
Reach the Heartland Proj-
ect’s lead reporter, Bobby 
Caina Calvan, at bobbyc@
heartlandproj.org.
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For visiting student, 
prom is foreign concept

It was a trail of Swedish fish candies that led Charlotta Bor-
glin to a surprise worthy of a Disney Channel original movie.

They have those movies in Sweden, too — the ones that 
follow teenage love stories set against the backdrop of lockers 
in some generic American high school. Boy meets girl. Boy finds 
elaborate way to confess feelings for girl. Girl in shock and hap-
piness. Girl and boy embrace.

Add a bag of fish-shaped candies and two handwritten notes 
on tagboard and 
what you have is 
Charlotta’s story. 
She’s the girl — a 
wide-eyed, bubbly 
foreign exchange 
student from the 
southern part of 
Sweden. The boy 
is Brady Stock, a 
tall, blond Lincoln 
Southwest junior 
and her boyfriend 
of two months. 
They met on the 
diving team and 
went on their first 
date on Valentine’s 
Day.

Prom isn’t big in 
Sweden. Not like 
here. Graduating 
seniors dress up 
for a formal dance, 
but it doesn’t 
compare to the 
American tradition. 
Few Swedish girls 

arrive with a guy at their arm. The hallways aren’t abuzz with 
pre-prom gossip about who’s going with whom and how they 
were asked.

Charlotta never expected to be the subject of that prom talk.
Brady’s “prom-posal” has 120 “likes” on Facebook and a 

thread of Instagram comments heavy with exclamation points 
and OMGs.

“I’m dying. You are literally in a movie right now!” one com-
ment exclaimed.

The story began last summer, when Charlotta decided to 
study abroad. She looked for Nebraska on a map, and she 
wondered what it would be like.

She’d been to the United States before, but she was sure the 
cornfields of Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like the crowded 
beaches of Florida. And Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like her 
hometown of Tyringe, a village of fewer than 5,000 Swedes.

The key scene came a couple weeks ago when Charlotta’s 
phone buzzed with a text from Brady.

“I have a pack of gum I want to give you,” he wrote. “Now.”
She looked outside. Propped up by an open bag of Swedish 

fish candy was a sign: “I’d travel the world to spend one special 
night with you!” She followed a trail of candy that led to Brady, 
clutching a bouquet of yellow flowers.

“Vill du ga till balen med mig?” read a sign next to him. Will 
you go to prom with me?

Charlotta responded with a gasp, which Brady took as a yes.
— Mara Klecker

Standing out — 
in high heels

Shahnaz Osso wanted to stand out 
at prom, but not too much. She wore 
six-inch heels — just enough to put the 
5-foot tall Lincoln North Star junior eye-to-
eye with her friends.

But Shahnaz stood out for a different 
reason: She was the 
only Yezidi student at her 
prom.

She’d never been to a 
school dance before. No 
one in her family had. As 
far as she knew, attend-
ing prom wasn’t forbidden 
by her culture or religion, 
as it is by some Iraqi 
families whose strict be-
liefs don’t align with the 
rites of prom season.

Shahnaz’s family hails 
from Kurdistan, an un-
abashedly pro-American 
region of northern Iraq. In 

1998, before she was born, her parents 
had fled to Syria to escape persecution.

While she’s partly defined by the 
culture and religion her family brought 
from the Middle East, she’s lived in the 
United States most of her life and is just 
as American as the other girls at her high 
school. She works at McDonald’s, wears 
infinity scarves, and outlines her eyes in 
makeup.

Shahnaz waited until three days before 
her prom to tell her parents about her 
desire to attend the dance. She didn’t 
know what they would say.

She broached the subject by explaining 
what prom is. She stressed that it was 
an American tradition, a rite of passage 
for most teens — and that she didn’t 
want to be left out.

Neither did her mom, who immediately 
began helping her daughter find a dress. 
After 15 years in the United States, Ais-
han Basar has become more comfortable 
speaking English. She no longer wears a 
scarf, and she’s learned to drive a car.

Together, they found the dress in 
Shahnaz’s sister’s closet — a black, 
satin gown with a touch of sparkle at the 
waist. Elegant and modest, a dress for a 
beautiful Yezidi girl trying to balance her 
two cultures.

The following morning, she relived the 
night with her parents and siblings. She 
told of dancing the Cha Cha Slide in her 
towering heels, and of singing along with 
the songs she knew.

It’s a night to someday look back on 
with nostalgia, she said. “I’m so glad I 
didn’t miss it.”

— Mara Klecker

Shahnaz Osso 
was the only 
Yezidi student 
to attend 
the prom at 
Lincoln North 
Star.

Borrowed and blue
The ticket is held by a paper clip in her 

planner, with “PROM” scrawled across 
the box for Saturday.

Nataly Ekker has only been to small 
town dances, and the prom was intimidat-
ing. So she was careful to prepare.

“Something borrowed and something 
blue,” she said. “People usually say that 

about weddings, but it 
works for prom.”

Her strapless spar-
kly blue dress came 
from a friend. The jew-
eled bracelet she wore 
was a gift from her 
great-grandmother.

If it were up to her, 
she’d wear skinny jeans 
and a T-shirt to prom. 
But this was prom. There 
are expectations. It’s a 
chance to feel beautiful. 

And a chance she didn’t think she’d get.
“I expected to be the kid that was 

sitting at home while everyone else went 
to prom,” she said. “Come on, how many 
foster kids do you know that actually get 
to go to prom?”

It was just eight years ago that Nataly 
and her younger sister packed their bags 
and left their home in Schuyler. They 
walked 15 miles, halfway to Fremont 
before a “nice lady” picked them up on 
the shoulder of the highway.

“I told her some … lie about why I was 
going to Fremont with my sister and why 
we were walking,” Nataly said.

The woman dropped them off at a hos-
pital in Fremont and the sisters walked to 
their aunt’s house from there.

Transitioning in and out of about 15 
different places and foster homes across 
eastern Nebraska for the next eight 
years, prom was a distant dream.

Now Nataly lives with a family she’s 
been with for two years. She shares a 
small rental home with 11 other people. 
She’s happy. She feels loved.

Larry Cresson jokingly sings “Prom 
Night Dumpster Baby” to her sometimes. 
Larry is her date. He’s also in the foster 
care system; they share a bond that way.

They met in yearbook class and their 
romance grew from the handwritten let-
ters passed back and forth during their 
classes at Lincoln High, until one day 
Larry asked her to marry him.

Her response: “Ah, yeah dude.”
Prom night will stretch their budget. 

But Larry found a way to buy her earrings 
and a nose ring.

It’s more glitz and glam than Nataly 
ever imagined she’d wear. But prom is a 
worthy exception to her style.

—  Andrew Barry

ANDREW BARRY/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Foreign exchange student Charlotta 
Borglin plans to attend the prom at Lincoln 
Southwest next month.

Nataly Ekker 
met her prom 
date in year-
book class.
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Angela Spencer remembers those uncomfort-
able moments during last year’s prom. She arrived 
in a tux, her blonde hair shorn into a crew cut.

“I was mistaken for a boy a few times, mainly 
because I wasn’t wearing a dress, so there were 
some awkward moments,” she remembers.

Acceptance for gay, lesbian and transgender 
teens plays out in big and small ways every day. 
Finding acceptance at a high school prom may 
seem like one of the smaller things in life, but for 
Angela it meant everything.

“I wasn’t as used to being called a boy back 
then. Now I’ve come to accept it,” said Angela, a 
senior who wore pants, a vest and bow tie to this 
year’s Lincoln High prom.

“I think prom is a fun experience, and it’s a good 
experience to have,” she said. “It allows you to be 
yourself, whether you’re a different race, ethnicity, 

religion or sexuality. It’s great to be unique.”
Angela came out to her parents at the start of 

her junior year. For months, she had thought about 
how she’d tell them.

She hatched a plan: She’d leave a note for her 
mom and dad, before she slipped out of the house 
early one morning for an out-of-town softball game. 
She’d place the note under her mom’s cellphone. 
She imagined that her parents would find the note 
and find a way to come to grips with their daugh-
ter’s confession.

But just minutes after leaving home, Angela’s 
cellphone vibrated with a text. “You know I love you 
no matter what,” her mother wrote.

When Angela returned home later that day, her 
parents would embrace her for who she was.

Angela couldn’t have scripted it any better. “It 
was a relief,” she said. She could finally be her-
self, at home and at school.

At her recent prom, Angela beamed among 
the group of friends with whom she was attend-
ing prom. She paid no mind to anyone who might 
mistake her for a boy.

“I don’t like being labeled. I don’t like being de-
fined,” Angela said. “As long as it’s not derogatory, 
I don’t care what people call me.”

— Bobby Caina Calvin

No labels, 
just acceptance

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Senior Angela Spencer talks with a fellow class-
mate on the dance floor during Lincoln High’s prom 
at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

SHELBY WOLFE/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Kelsey Lee, an AmeriCorps member at the Asian Center, helps to curl the hair of Naw Mu on prom night.
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For visiting student,
prom is foreign concept

It was a trail of Swedish fish candies that led Charlotta Bor-
glin to a surprise worthy of a Disney Channel original movie.

They have those movies in Sweden, too — the ones that 
follow teenage love stories set against the backdrop of lockers 
in some generic American high school. Boy meets girl. Boy finds 
elaborate way to confess feelings for girl. Girl in shock and hap-
piness. Girl and boy embrace.

Add a bag of fish-shaped candies and two handwritten notes 
on tagboard and 
what you have is 
Charlotta’s story. 
She’s the girl — a 
wide-eyed, bubbly 
foreign exchange 
student from the 
southern part of 
Sweden. The boy 
is Brady Stock, a 
tall, blond Lincoln 
Southwest junior 
and her boyfriend 
of two months. 
They met on the 
diving team and 
went on their first 
date on Valentine’s 
Day.

Prom isn’t big in 
Sweden. Not like 
here. Graduating 
seniors dress up 
for a formal dance, 
but it doesn’t 
compare to the 
American tradition. 
Few Swedish girls 

arrive with a guy at their arm. The hallways aren’t abuzz with 
pre-prom gossip about who’s going with whom and how they 
were asked.

Charlotta never expected to be the subject of that prom talk.
Brady’s “prom-posal” has 120 “likes” on Facebook and a 

thread of Instagram comments heavy with exclamation points 
and OMGs.

“I’m dying. You are literally in a movie right now!” one com-
ment exclaimed.

The story began last summer, when Charlotta decided to 
study abroad. She looked for Nebraska on a map, and she 
wondered what it would be like.

She’d been to the United States before, but she was sure the 
cornfields of Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like the crowded 
beaches of Florida. And Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like her 
hometown of Tyringe, a village of fewer than 5,000 Swedes.

The key scene came a couple weeks ago when Charlotta’s 
phone buzzed with a text from Brady.

“I have a pack of gum I want to give you,” he wrote. “Now.”
She looked outside. Propped up by an open bag of Swedish 

fish candy was a sign: “I’d travel the world to spend one special 
night with you!” She followed a trail of candy that led to Brady, 
clutching a bouquet of yellow flowers.

“Vill du ga till balen med mig?” read a sign next to him. Will 
you go to prom with me?

Charlotta responded with a gasp, which Brady took as a yes.
— Mara Klecker

Standing out — 
in high heels

Shahnaz Osso wanted to stand out 
at prom, but not too much. She wore 
six-inch heels — just enough to put the 
5-foot tall Lincoln North Star junior eye-to-
eye with her friends.

But Shahnaz stood out for a different 
reason: She was the 
only Yezidi student at her 
prom.

She’d never been to a 
school dance before. No 
one in her family had. As 
far as she knew, attend-
ing prom wasn’t forbidden 
by her culture or religion, 
as it is by some Iraqi 
families whose strict be-
liefs don’t align with the 
rites of prom season.

Shahnaz’s family hails 
from Kurdistan, an un-
abashedly pro-American 
region of northern Iraq. In 

1998, before she was born, her parents 
had fled to Syria to escape persecution.

While she’s partly defined by the 
culture and religion her family brought 
from the Middle East, she’s lived in the 
United States most of her life and is just 
as American as the other girls at her high 
school. She works at McDonald’s, wears 
infinity scarves, and outlines her eyes in 
makeup.

Shahnaz waited until three days before 
her prom to tell her parents about her 
desire to attend the dance. She didn’t 
know what they would say.

She broached the subject by explaining 
what prom is. She stressed that it was 
an American tradition, a rite of passage 
for most teens — and that she didn’t 
want to be left out.

Neither did her mom, who immediately 
began helping her daughter find a dress. 
After 15 years in the United States, Ais-
han Basar has become more comfortable 
speaking English. She no longer wears a 
scarf, and she’s learned to drive a car.

Together, they found the dress in 
Shahnaz’s sister’s closet — a black, 
satin gown with a touch of sparkle at the 
waist. Elegant and modest, a dress for a 
beautiful Yezidi girl trying to balance her 
two cultures.

The following morning, she relived the 
night with her parents and siblings. She 
told of dancing the Cha Cha Slide in her 
towering heels, and of singing along with 
the songs she knew.

It’s a night to someday look back on 
with nostalgia, she said. “I’m so glad I 
didn’t miss it.”

— Mara Klecker

Shahnaz Osso 
was the only 
Yezidi student 
to attend 
the prom at 
Lincoln North 
Star.

Borrowed and blue
The ticket is held by a paper clip in her 

planner, with “PROM” scrawled across 
the box for Saturday.

Nataly Ekker has only been to small 
town dances, and the prom was intimidat-
ing. So she was careful to prepare.

“Something borrowed and something 
blue,” she said. “People usually say that 

about weddings, but it 
works for prom.”

Her strapless spar-
kly blue dress came 
from a friend. The jew-
eled bracelet she wore 
was a gift from her 
great-grandmother.

If it were up to her, 
she’d wear skinny jeans 
and a T-shirt to prom. 
But this was prom. There 
are expectations. It’s a 
chance to feel beautiful. 

And a chance she didn’t think she’d get.
“I expected to be the kid that was 

sitting at home while everyone else went 
to prom,” she said. “Come on, how many 
foster kids do you know that actually get 
to go to prom?”

It was just eight years ago that Nataly 
and her younger sister packed their bags 
and left their home in Schuyler. They 
walked 15 miles, halfway to Fremont 
before a “nice lady” picked them up on 
the shoulder of the highway.

“I told her some … lie about why I was 
going to Fremont with my sister and why 
we were walking,” Nataly said.

The woman dropped them off at a hos-
pital in Fremont and the sisters walked to 
their aunt’s house from there.

Transitioning in and out of about 15 
different places and foster homes across 
eastern Nebraska for the next eight 
years, prom was a distant dream.

Now Nataly lives with a family she’s 
been with for two years. She shares a 
small rental home with 11 other people. 
She’s happy. She feels loved.

Larry Cresson jokingly sings “Prom 
Night Dumpster Baby” to her sometimes. 
Larry is her date. He’s also in the foster 
care system; they share a bond that way.

They met in yearbook class and their 
romance grew from the handwritten let-
ters passed back and forth during their 
classes at Lincoln High, until one day 
Larry asked her to marry him.

Her response: “Ah, yeah dude.”
Prom night will stretch their budget. 

But Larry found a way to buy her earrings 
and a nose ring.

It’s more glitz and glam than Nataly 
ever imagined she’d wear. But prom is a 
worthy exception to her style.

—  Andrew Barry
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Foreign exchange student Charlotta 
Borglin plans to attend the prom at Lincoln 
Southwest next month.

Nataly Ekker 
met her prom 
date in year-
book class.
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Angela Spencer remembers those uncomfort-
able moments during last year’s prom. She arrived 
in a tux, her blonde hair shorn into a crew cut.

“I was mistaken for a boy a few times, mainly 
because I wasn’t wearing a dress, so there were 
some awkward moments,” she remembers.

Acceptance for gay, lesbian and transgender 
teens plays out in big and small ways every day. 
Finding acceptance at a high school prom may 
seem like one of the smaller things in life, but for 
Angela it meant everything.

“I wasn’t as used to being called a boy back 
then. Now I’ve come to accept it,” said Angela, a 
senior who wore pants, a vest and bow tie to this 
year’s Lincoln High prom.

“I think prom is a fun experience, and it’s a good 
experience to have,” she said. “It allows you to be 
yourself, whether you’re a different race, ethnicity, 

religion or sexuality. It’s great to be unique.”
Angela came out to her parents at the start of 

her junior year. For months, she had thought about 
how she’d tell them.

She hatched a plan: She’d leave a note for her 
mom and dad, before she slipped out of the house 
early one morning for an out-of-town softball game. 
She’d place the note under her mom’s cellphone. 
She imagined that her parents would find the note 
and find a way to come to grips with their daugh-
ter’s confession.

But just minutes after leaving home, Angela’s 
cellphone vibrated with a text. “You know I love you 
no matter what,” her mother wrote.

When Angela returned home later that day, her 
parents would embrace her for who she was.

Angela couldn’t have scripted it any better. “It 
was a relief,” she said. She could finally be her-
self, at home and at school.

At her recent prom, Angela beamed among 
the group of friends with whom she was attend-
ing prom. She paid no mind to anyone who might 
mistake her for a boy.

“I don’t like being labeled. I don’t like being de-
fined,” Angela said. “As long as it’s not derogatory, 
I don’t care what people call me.”

— Bobby Caina Calvin

No labels, 
just acceptance

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Senior Angela Spencer talks with a fellow class-
mate on the dance floor during Lincoln High’s prom 
at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

SHELBY WOLFE/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Kelsey Lee, an AmeriCorps member at the Asian Center, helps to curl the hair of Naw Mu on prom night.
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It was a trail of Swedish fish candies that led Charlotta Bor-
glin to a surprise worthy of a Disney Channel original movie.

They have those movies in Sweden, too — the ones that 
follow teenage love stories set against the backdrop of lockers 
in some generic American high school. Boy meets girl. Boy finds 
elaborate way to confess feelings for girl. Girl in shock and hap-
piness. Girl and boy embrace.

Add a bag of fish-shaped candies and two handwritten notes 
on tagboard and 
what you have is 
Charlotta’s story. 
She’s the girl — a 
wide-eyed, bubbly 
foreign exchange 
student from the 
southern part of 
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is Brady Stock, a 
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Day.
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but it doesn’t 
compare to the 
American tradition. 
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arrive with a guy at their arm. The hallways aren’t abuzz with 
pre-prom gossip about who’s going with whom and how they 
were asked.

Charlotta never expected to be the subject of that prom talk.
Brady’s “prom-posal” has 120 “likes” on Facebook and a 

thread of Instagram comments heavy with exclamation points 
and OMGs.

“I’m dying. You are literally in a movie right now!” one com-
ment exclaimed.

The story began last summer, when Charlotta decided to 
study abroad. She looked for Nebraska on a map, and she 
wondered what it would be like.

She’d been to the United States before, but she was sure the 
cornfields of Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like the crowded 
beaches of Florida. And Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like her 
hometown of Tyringe, a village of fewer than 5,000 Swedes.

The key scene came a couple weeks ago when Charlotta’s 
phone buzzed with a text from Brady.

“I have a pack of gum I want to give you,” he wrote. “Now.”
She looked outside. Propped up by an open bag of Swedish 

fish candy was a sign: “I’d travel the world to spend one special 
night with you!” She followed a trail of candy that led to Brady, 
clutching a bouquet of yellow flowers.

“Vill du ga till balen med mig?” read a sign next to him. Will 
you go to prom with me?

Charlotta responded with a gasp, which Brady took as a yes.
— Mara Klecker

Standing out — 
in high heels

Shahnaz Osso wanted to stand out 
at prom, but not too much. She wore 
six-inch heels — just enough to put the 
5-foot tall Lincoln North Star junior eye-to-
eye with her friends.

But Shahnaz stood out for a different 
reason: She was the 
only Yezidi student at her 
prom.

She’d never been to a 
school dance before. No 
one in her family had. As 
far as she knew, attend-
ing prom wasn’t forbidden 
by her culture or religion, 
as it is by some Iraqi 
families whose strict be-
liefs don’t align with the 
rites of prom season.

Shahnaz’s family hails 
from Kurdistan, an un-
abashedly pro-American 
region of northern Iraq. In 

1998, before she was born, her parents 
had fled to Syria to escape persecution.

While she’s partly defined by the 
culture and religion her family brought 
from the Middle East, she’s lived in the 
United States most of her life and is just 
as American as the other girls at her high 
school. She works at McDonald’s, wears 
infinity scarves, and outlines her eyes in 
makeup.

Shahnaz waited until three days before 
her prom to tell her parents about her 
desire to attend the dance. She didn’t 
know what they would say.

She broached the subject by explaining 
what prom is. She stressed that it was 
an American tradition, a rite of passage 
for most teens — and that she didn’t 
want to be left out.

Neither did her mom, who immediately 
began helping her daughter find a dress. 
After 15 years in the United States, Ais-
han Basar has become more comfortable 
speaking English. She no longer wears a 
scarf, and she’s learned to drive a car.

Together, they found the dress in 
Shahnaz’s sister’s closet — a black, 
satin gown with a touch of sparkle at the 
waist. Elegant and modest, a dress for a 
beautiful Yezidi girl trying to balance her 
two cultures.

The following morning, she relived the 
night with her parents and siblings. She 
told of dancing the Cha Cha Slide in her 
towering heels, and of singing along with 
the songs she knew.

It’s a night to someday look back on 
with nostalgia, she said. “I’m so glad I 
didn’t miss it.”

— Mara Klecker
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Star.
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The ticket is held by a paper clip in her 

planner, with “PROM” scrawled across 
the box for Saturday.

Nataly Ekker has only been to small 
town dances, and the prom was intimidat-
ing. So she was careful to prepare.

“Something borrowed and something 
blue,” she said. “People usually say that 

about weddings, but it 
works for prom.”

Her strapless spar-
kly blue dress came 
from a friend. The jew-
eled bracelet she wore 
was a gift from her 
great-grandmother.

If it were up to her, 
she’d wear skinny jeans 
and a T-shirt to prom. 
But this was prom. There 
are expectations. It’s a 
chance to feel beautiful. 

And a chance she didn’t think she’d get.
“I expected to be the kid that was 

sitting at home while everyone else went 
to prom,” she said. “Come on, how many 
foster kids do you know that actually get 
to go to prom?”

It was just eight years ago that Nataly 
and her younger sister packed their bags 
and left their home in Schuyler. They 
walked 15 miles, halfway to Fremont 
before a “nice lady” picked them up on 
the shoulder of the highway.

“I told her some … lie about why I was 
going to Fremont with my sister and why 
we were walking,” Nataly said.

The woman dropped them off at a hos-
pital in Fremont and the sisters walked to 
their aunt’s house from there.

Transitioning in and out of about 15 
different places and foster homes across 
eastern Nebraska for the next eight 
years, prom was a distant dream.

Now Nataly lives with a family she’s 
been with for two years. She shares a 
small rental home with 11 other people. 
She’s happy. She feels loved.

Larry Cresson jokingly sings “Prom 
Night Dumpster Baby” to her sometimes. 
Larry is her date. He’s also in the foster 
care system; they share a bond that way.

They met in yearbook class and their 
romance grew from the handwritten let-
ters passed back and forth during their 
classes at Lincoln High, until one day 
Larry asked her to marry him.

Her response: “Ah, yeah dude.”
Prom night will stretch their budget. 

But Larry found a way to buy her earrings 
and a nose ring.

It’s more glitz and glam than Nataly 
ever imagined she’d wear. But prom is a 
worthy exception to her style.
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Angela Spencer remembers those uncomfort-
able moments during last year’s prom. She arrived 
in a tux, her blonde hair shorn into a crew cut.

“I was mistaken for a boy a few times, mainly 
because I wasn’t wearing a dress, so there were 
some awkward moments,” she remembers.

Acceptance for gay, lesbian and transgender 
teens plays out in big and small ways every day. 
Finding acceptance at a high school prom may 
seem like one of the smaller things in life, but for 
Angela it meant everything.

“I wasn’t as used to being called a boy back 
then. Now I’ve come to accept it,” said Angela, a 
senior who wore pants, a vest and bow tie to this 
year’s Lincoln High prom.

“I think prom is a fun experience, and it’s a good 
experience to have,” she said. “It allows you to be 
yourself, whether you’re a different race, ethnicity, 

religion or sexuality. It’s great to be unique.”
Angela came out to her parents at the start of 

her junior year. For months, she had thought about 
how she’d tell them.

She hatched a plan: She’d leave a note for her 
mom and dad, before she slipped out of the house 
early one morning for an out-of-town softball game. 
She’d place the note under her mom’s cellphone. 
She imagined that her parents would find the note 
and find a way to come to grips with their daugh-
ter’s confession.

But just minutes after leaving home, Angela’s 
cellphone vibrated with a text. “You know I love you 
no matter what,” her mother wrote.

When Angela returned home later that day, her 
parents would embrace her for who she was.

Angela couldn’t have scripted it any better. “It 
was a relief,” she said. She could finally be her-
self, at home and at school.

At her recent prom, Angela beamed among 
the group of friends with whom she was attend-
ing prom. She paid no mind to anyone who might 
mistake her for a boy.

“I don’t like being labeled. I don’t like being de-
fined,” Angela said. “As long as it’s not derogatory, 
I don’t care what people call me.”

— Bobby Caina Calvin

No labels, 
just acceptance

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Senior Angela Spencer talks with a fellow class-
mate on the dance floor during Lincoln High’s prom 
at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

SHELBY WOLFE/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Kelsey Lee, an AmeriCorps member at the Asian Center, helps to curl the hair of Naw Mu on prom night.
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thread of Instagram comments heavy with exclamation points 
and OMGs.

“I’m dying. You are literally in a movie right now!” one com-
ment exclaimed.

The story began last summer, when Charlotta decided to 
study abroad. She looked for Nebraska on a map, and she 
wondered what it would be like.

She’d been to the United States before, but she was sure the 
cornfields of Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like the crowded 
beaches of Florida. And Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like her 
hometown of Tyringe, a village of fewer than 5,000 Swedes.

The key scene came a couple weeks ago when Charlotta’s 
phone buzzed with a text from Brady.

“I have a pack of gum I want to give you,” he wrote. “Now.”
She looked outside. Propped up by an open bag of Swedish 

fish candy was a sign: “I’d travel the world to spend one special 
night with you!” She followed a trail of candy that led to Brady, 
clutching a bouquet of yellow flowers.

“Vill du ga till balen med mig?” read a sign next to him. Will 
you go to prom with me?

Charlotta responded with a gasp, which Brady took as a yes.
— Mara Klecker

Standing out — 
in high heels

Shahnaz Osso wanted to stand out 
at prom, but not too much. She wore 
six-inch heels — just enough to put the 
5-foot tall Lincoln North Star junior eye-to-
eye with her friends.

But Shahnaz stood out for a different 
reason: She was the 
only Yezidi student at her 
prom.

She’d never been to a 
school dance before. No 
one in her family had. As 
far as she knew, attend-
ing prom wasn’t forbidden 
by her culture or religion, 
as it is by some Iraqi 
families whose strict be-
liefs don’t align with the 
rites of prom season.

Shahnaz’s family hails 
from Kurdistan, an un-
abashedly pro-American 
region of northern Iraq. In 

1998, before she was born, her parents 
had fled to Syria to escape persecution.

While she’s partly defined by the 
culture and religion her family brought 
from the Middle East, she’s lived in the 
United States most of her life and is just 
as American as the other girls at her high 
school. She works at McDonald’s, wears 
infinity scarves, and outlines her eyes in 
makeup.

Shahnaz waited until three days before 
her prom to tell her parents about her 
desire to attend the dance. She didn’t 
know what they would say.

She broached the subject by explaining 
what prom is. She stressed that it was 
an American tradition, a rite of passage 
for most teens — and that she didn’t 
want to be left out.

Neither did her mom, who immediately 
began helping her daughter find a dress. 
After 15 years in the United States, Ais-
han Basar has become more comfortable 
speaking English. She no longer wears a 
scarf, and she’s learned to drive a car.

Together, they found the dress in 
Shahnaz’s sister’s closet — a black, 
satin gown with a touch of sparkle at the 
waist. Elegant and modest, a dress for a 
beautiful Yezidi girl trying to balance her 
two cultures.

The following morning, she relived the 
night with her parents and siblings. She 
told of dancing the Cha Cha Slide in her 
towering heels, and of singing along with 
the songs she knew.

It’s a night to someday look back on 
with nostalgia, she said. “I’m so glad I 
didn’t miss it.”

— Mara Klecker

Shahnaz Osso 
was the only 
Yezidi student 
to attend 
the prom at 
Lincoln North 
Star.

Borrowed and blue
The ticket is held by a paper clip in her 

planner, with “PROM” scrawled across 
the box for Saturday.

Nataly Ekker has only been to small 
town dances, and the prom was intimidat-
ing. So she was careful to prepare.

“Something borrowed and something 
blue,” she said. “People usually say that 

about weddings, but it 
works for prom.”

Her strapless spar-
kly blue dress came 
from a friend. The jew-
eled bracelet she wore 
was a gift from her 
great-grandmother.

If it were up to her, 
she’d wear skinny jeans 
and a T-shirt to prom. 
But this was prom. There 
are expectations. It’s a 
chance to feel beautiful. 

And a chance she didn’t think she’d get.
“I expected to be the kid that was 

sitting at home while everyone else went 
to prom,” she said. “Come on, how many 
foster kids do you know that actually get 
to go to prom?”

It was just eight years ago that Nataly 
and her younger sister packed their bags 
and left their home in Schuyler. They 
walked 15 miles, halfway to Fremont 
before a “nice lady” picked them up on 
the shoulder of the highway.

“I told her some … lie about why I was 
going to Fremont with my sister and why 
we were walking,” Nataly said.

The woman dropped them off at a hos-
pital in Fremont and the sisters walked to 
their aunt’s house from there.

Transitioning in and out of about 15 
different places and foster homes across 
eastern Nebraska for the next eight 
years, prom was a distant dream.

Now Nataly lives with a family she’s 
been with for two years. She shares a 
small rental home with 11 other people. 
She’s happy. She feels loved.

Larry Cresson jokingly sings “Prom 
Night Dumpster Baby” to her sometimes. 
Larry is her date. He’s also in the foster 
care system; they share a bond that way.

They met in yearbook class and their 
romance grew from the handwritten let-
ters passed back and forth during their 
classes at Lincoln High, until one day 
Larry asked her to marry him.

Her response: “Ah, yeah dude.”
Prom night will stretch their budget. 

But Larry found a way to buy her earrings 
and a nose ring.

It’s more glitz and glam than Nataly 
ever imagined she’d wear. But prom is a 
worthy exception to her style.

—  Andrew Barry

ANDREW BARRY/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Foreign exchange student Charlotta 
Borglin plans to attend the prom at Lincoln 
Southwest next month.

Nataly Ekker 
met her prom 
date in year-
book class.
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Angela Spencer remembers those uncomfort-
able moments during last year’s prom. She arrived 
in a tux, her blonde hair shorn into a crew cut.

“I was mistaken for a boy a few times, mainly 
because I wasn’t wearing a dress, so there were 
some awkward moments,” she remembers.

Acceptance for gay, lesbian and transgender 
teens plays out in big and small ways every day. 
Finding acceptance at a high school prom may 
seem like one of the smaller things in life, but for 
Angela it meant everything.

“I wasn’t as used to being called a boy back 
then. Now I’ve come to accept it,” said Angela, a 
senior who wore pants, a vest and bow tie to this 
year’s Lincoln High prom.

“I think prom is a fun experience, and it’s a good 
experience to have,” she said. “It allows you to be 
yourself, whether you’re a different race, ethnicity, 

religion or sexuality. It’s great to be unique.”
Angela came out to her parents at the start of 

her junior year. For months, she had thought about 
how she’d tell them.

She hatched a plan: She’d leave a note for her 
mom and dad, before she slipped out of the house 
early one morning for an out-of-town softball game. 
She’d place the note under her mom’s cellphone. 
She imagined that her parents would find the note 
and find a way to come to grips with their daugh-
ter’s confession.

But just minutes after leaving home, Angela’s 
cellphone vibrated with a text. “You know I love you 
no matter what,” her mother wrote.

When Angela returned home later that day, her 
parents would embrace her for who she was.

Angela couldn’t have scripted it any better. “It 
was a relief,” she said. She could finally be her-
self, at home and at school.

At her recent prom, Angela beamed among 
the group of friends with whom she was attend-
ing prom. She paid no mind to anyone who might 
mistake her for a boy.

“I don’t like being labeled. I don’t like being de-
fined,” Angela said. “As long as it’s not derogatory, 
I don’t care what people call me.”

— Bobby Caina Calvin

No labels, 
just acceptance

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Senior Angela Spencer talks with a fellow class-
mate on the dance floor during Lincoln High’s prom 
at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

SHELBY WOLFE/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Kelsey Lee, an AmeriCorps member at the Asian Center, helps to curl the hair of Naw Mu on prom night.

A sense of belonging

This report is made pos-
sible by the Heartland 
Project, an initiative to 
broaden news coverage of 
Nebraska’s communities of 
color, as well as gay, lesbi-
an and transgender issues. 
The project is funded by 
the Ford Foundation and is 
a collaboration among the 
University of Nebraska-Lin-
coln College of Journalism 
and Mass Communica-
tions, the Asian American 
Journalists Association and 
the National Lesbian and 
Gay Journalists Association. 
Reach the Heartland Proj-
ect’s lead reporter, Bobby 
Caina Calvan, at bobbyc@
heartlandproj.org.
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For visiting student, 
prom is foreign concept

It was a trail of Swedish fish candies that led Charlotta Bor-
glin to a surprise worthy of a Disney Channel original movie.

They have those movies in Sweden, too — the ones that 
follow teenage love stories set against the backdrop of lockers 
in some generic American high school. Boy meets girl. Boy finds 
elaborate way to confess feelings for girl. Girl in shock and hap-
piness. Girl and boy embrace.

Add a bag of fish-shaped candies and two handwritten notes 
on tagboard and 
what you have is 
Charlotta’s story. 
She’s the girl — a 
wide-eyed, bubbly 
foreign exchange 
student from the 
southern part of 
Sweden. The boy 
is Brady Stock, a 
tall, blond Lincoln 
Southwest junior 
and her boyfriend 
of two months. 
They met on the 
diving team and 
went on their first 
date on Valentine’s 
Day.

Prom isn’t big in 
Sweden. Not like 
here. Graduating 
seniors dress up 
for a formal dance, 
but it doesn’t 
compare to the 
American tradition. 
Few Swedish girls 

arrive with a guy at their arm. The hallways aren’t abuzz with 
pre-prom gossip about who’s going with whom and how they 
were asked.

Charlotta never expected to be the subject of that prom talk.
Brady’s “prom-posal” has 120 “likes” on Facebook and a 

thread of Instagram comments heavy with exclamation points 
and OMGs.

“I’m dying. You are literally in a movie right now!” one com-
ment exclaimed.

The story began last summer, when Charlotta decided to 
study abroad. She looked for Nebraska on a map, and she 
wondered what it would be like.

She’d been to the United States before, but she was sure the 
cornfields of Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like the crowded 
beaches of Florida. And Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like her 
hometown of Tyringe, a village of fewer than 5,000 Swedes.

The key scene came a couple weeks ago when Charlotta’s 
phone buzzed with a text from Brady.

“I have a pack of gum I want to give you,” he wrote. “Now.”
She looked outside. Propped up by an open bag of Swedish 

fish candy was a sign: “I’d travel the world to spend one special 
night with you!” She followed a trail of candy that led to Brady, 
clutching a bouquet of yellow flowers.

“Vill du ga till balen med mig?” read a sign next to him. Will 
you go to prom with me?

Charlotta responded with a gasp, which Brady took as a yes.
— Mara Klecker

Standing out — 
in high heels

Shahnaz Osso wanted to stand out 
at prom, but not too much. She wore 
six-inch heels — just enough to put the 
5-foot tall Lincoln North Star junior eye-to-
eye with her friends.

But Shahnaz stood out for a different 
reason: She was the 
only Yezidi student at her 
prom.

She’d never been to a 
school dance before. No 
one in her family had. As 
far as she knew, attend-
ing prom wasn’t forbidden 
by her culture or religion, 
as it is by some Iraqi 
families whose strict be-
liefs don’t align with the 
rites of prom season.

Shahnaz’s family hails 
from Kurdistan, an un-
abashedly pro-American 
region of northern Iraq. In 

1998, before she was born, her parents 
had fled to Syria to escape persecution.

While she’s partly defined by the 
culture and religion her family brought 
from the Middle East, she’s lived in the 
United States most of her life and is just 
as American as the other girls at her high 
school. She works at McDonald’s, wears 
infinity scarves, and outlines her eyes in 
makeup.

Shahnaz waited until three days before 
her prom to tell her parents about her 
desire to attend the dance. She didn’t 
know what they would say.

She broached the subject by explaining 
what prom is. She stressed that it was 
an American tradition, a rite of passage 
for most teens — and that she didn’t 
want to be left out.

Neither did her mom, who immediately 
began helping her daughter find a dress. 
After 15 years in the United States, Ais-
han Basar has become more comfortable 
speaking English. She no longer wears a 
scarf, and she’s learned to drive a car.

Together, they found the dress in 
Shahnaz’s sister’s closet — a black, 
satin gown with a touch of sparkle at the 
waist. Elegant and modest, a dress for a 
beautiful Yezidi girl trying to balance her 
two cultures.

The following morning, she relived the 
night with her parents and siblings. She 
told of dancing the Cha Cha Slide in her 
towering heels, and of singing along with 
the songs she knew.

It’s a night to someday look back on 
with nostalgia, she said. “I’m so glad I 
didn’t miss it.”

— Mara Klecker

Shahnaz Osso 
was the only 
Yezidi student 
to attend 
the prom at 
Lincoln North 
Star.

Borrowed and blue
The ticket is held by a paper clip in her 

planner, with “PROM” scrawled across 
the box for Saturday.

Nataly Ekker has only been to small 
town dances, and the prom was intimidat-
ing. So she was careful to prepare.

“Something borrowed and something 
blue,” she said. “People usually say that 

about weddings, but it 
works for prom.”

Her strapless spar-
kly blue dress came 
from a friend. The jew-
eled bracelet she wore 
was a gift from her 
great-grandmother.

If it were up to her, 
she’d wear skinny jeans 
and a T-shirt to prom. 
But this was prom. There 
are expectations. It’s a 
chance to feel beautiful. 

And a chance she didn’t think she’d get.
“I expected to be the kid that was 

sitting at home while everyone else went 
to prom,” she said. “Come on, how many 
foster kids do you know that actually get 
to go to prom?”

It was just eight years ago that Nataly 
and her younger sister packed their bags 
and left their home in Schuyler. They 
walked 15 miles, halfway to Fremont 
before a “nice lady” picked them up on 
the shoulder of the highway.

“I told her some … lie about why I was 
going to Fremont with my sister and why 
we were walking,” Nataly said.

The woman dropped them off at a hos-
pital in Fremont and the sisters walked to 
their aunt’s house from there.

Transitioning in and out of about 15 
different places and foster homes across 
eastern Nebraska for the next eight 
years, prom was a distant dream.

Now Nataly lives with a family she’s 
been with for two years. She shares a 
small rental home with 11 other people. 
She’s happy. She feels loved.

Larry Cresson jokingly sings “Prom 
Night Dumpster Baby” to her sometimes. 
Larry is her date. He’s also in the foster 
care system; they share a bond that way.

They met in yearbook class and their 
romance grew from the handwritten let-
ters passed back and forth during their 
classes at Lincoln High, until one day 
Larry asked her to marry him.

Her response: “Ah, yeah dude.”
Prom night will stretch their budget. 

But Larry found a way to buy her earrings 
and a nose ring.

It’s more glitz and glam than Nataly 
ever imagined she’d wear. But prom is a 
worthy exception to her style.

—  Andrew Barry

ANDREW BARRY/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Foreign exchange student Charlotta 
Borglin plans to attend the prom at Lincoln 
Southwest next month.

Nataly Ekker 
met her prom 
date in year-
book class.
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Angela Spencer remembers those uncomfort-
able moments during last year’s prom. She arrived 
in a tux, her blonde hair shorn into a crew cut.

“I was mistaken for a boy a few times, mainly 
because I wasn’t wearing a dress, so there were 
some awkward moments,” she remembers.

Acceptance for gay, lesbian and transgender 
teens plays out in big and small ways every day. 
Finding acceptance at a high school prom may 
seem like one of the smaller things in life, but for 
Angela it meant everything.

“I wasn’t as used to being called a boy back 
then. Now I’ve come to accept it,” said Angela, a 
senior who wore pants, a vest and bow tie to this 
year’s Lincoln High prom.

“I think prom is a fun experience, and it’s a good 
experience to have,” she said. “It allows you to be 
yourself, whether you’re a different race, ethnicity, 

religion or sexuality. It’s great to be unique.”
Angela came out to her parents at the start of 

her junior year. For months, she had thought about 
how she’d tell them.

She hatched a plan: She’d leave a note for her 
mom and dad, before she slipped out of the house 
early one morning for an out-of-town softball game. 
She’d place the note under her mom’s cellphone. 
She imagined that her parents would find the note 
and find a way to come to grips with their daugh-
ter’s confession.

But just minutes after leaving home, Angela’s 
cellphone vibrated with a text. “You know I love you 
no matter what,” her mother wrote.

When Angela returned home later that day, her 
parents would embrace her for who she was.

Angela couldn’t have scripted it any better. “It 
was a relief,” she said. She could finally be her-
self, at home and at school.

At her recent prom, Angela beamed among 
the group of friends with whom she was attend-
ing prom. She paid no mind to anyone who might 
mistake her for a boy.

“I don’t like being labeled. I don’t like being de-
fined,” Angela said. “As long as it’s not derogatory, 
I don’t care what people call me.”

— Bobby Caina Calvin

No labels, 
just acceptance

MORGAN SPIEHS/Lincoln Journal Star

Senior Angela Spencer talks with a fellow class-
mate on the dance floor during Lincoln High’s prom 
at the Pla Mor Ballroom.

SHELBY WOLFE/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Kelsey Lee, an AmeriCorps member at the Asian Center, helps to curl the hair of Naw Mu on prom night.

A sense of belonging
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For visiting student, 
prom is foreign concept

It was a trail of Swedish fish candies that led Charlotta Bor-
glin to a surprise worthy of a Disney Channel original movie.

They have those movies in Sweden, too — the ones that 
follow teenage love stories set against the backdrop of lockers 
in some generic American high school. Boy meets girl. Boy finds 
elaborate way to confess feelings for girl. Girl in shock and hap-
piness. Girl and boy embrace.

Add a bag of fish-shaped candies and two handwritten notes 
on tagboard and 
what you have is 
Charlotta’s story. 
She’s the girl — a 
wide-eyed, bubbly 
foreign exchange 
student from the 
southern part of 
Sweden. The boy 
is Brady Stock, a 
tall, blond Lincoln 
Southwest junior 
and her boyfriend 
of two months. 
They met on the 
diving team and 
went on their first 
date on Valentine’s 
Day.

Prom isn’t big in 
Sweden. Not like 
here. Graduating 
seniors dress up 
for a formal dance, 
but it doesn’t 
compare to the 
American tradition. 
Few Swedish girls 

arrive with a guy at their arm. The hallways aren’t abuzz with 
pre-prom gossip about who’s going with whom and how they 
were asked.

Charlotta never expected to be the subject of that prom talk.
Brady’s “prom-posal” has 120 “likes” on Facebook and a 

thread of Instagram comments heavy with exclamation points 
and OMGs.

“I’m dying. You are literally in a movie right now!” one com-
ment exclaimed.

The story began last summer, when Charlotta decided to 
study abroad. She looked for Nebraska on a map, and she 
wondered what it would be like.

She’d been to the United States before, but she was sure the 
cornfields of Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like the crowded 
beaches of Florida. And Nebraska wouldn’t be anything like her 
hometown of Tyringe, a village of fewer than 5,000 Swedes.

The key scene came a couple weeks ago when Charlotta’s 
phone buzzed with a text from Brady.

“I have a pack of gum I want to give you,” he wrote. “Now.”
She looked outside. Propped up by an open bag of Swedish 

fish candy was a sign: “I’d travel the world to spend one special 
night with you!” She followed a trail of candy that led to Brady, 
clutching a bouquet of yellow flowers.

“Vill du ga till balen med mig?” read a sign next to him. Will 
you go to prom with me?

Charlotta responded with a gasp, which Brady took as a yes.
— Mara Klecker

Standing out — 
in high heels

Shahnaz Osso wanted to stand out 
at prom, but not too much. She wore 
six-inch heels — just enough to put the 
5-foot tall Lincoln North Star junior eye-to-
eye with her friends.

But Shahnaz stood out for a different 
reason: She was the 
only Yezidi student at her 
prom.

She’d never been to a 
school dance before. No 
one in her family had. As 
far as she knew, attend-
ing prom wasn’t forbidden 
by her culture or religion, 
as it is by some Iraqi 
families whose strict be-
liefs don’t align with the 
rites of prom season.

Shahnaz’s family hails 
from Kurdistan, an un-
abashedly pro-American 
region of northern Iraq. In 

1998, before she was born, her parents 
had fled to Syria to escape persecution.

While she’s partly defined by the 
culture and religion her family brought 
from the Middle East, she’s lived in the 
United States most of her life and is just 
as American as the other girls at her high 
school. She works at McDonald’s, wears 
infinity scarves, and outlines her eyes in 
makeup.

Shahnaz waited until three days before 
her prom to tell her parents about her 
desire to attend the dance. She didn’t 
know what they would say.

She broached the subject by explaining 
what prom is. She stressed that it was 
an American tradition, a rite of passage 
for most teens — and that she didn’t 
want to be left out.

Neither did her mom, who immediately 
began helping her daughter find a dress. 
After 15 years in the United States, Ais-
han Basar has become more comfortable 
speaking English. She no longer wears a 
scarf, and she’s learned to drive a car.

Together, they found the dress in 
Shahnaz’s sister’s closet — a black, 
satin gown with a touch of sparkle at the 
waist. Elegant and modest, a dress for a 
beautiful Yezidi girl trying to balance her 
two cultures.

The following morning, she relived the 
night with her parents and siblings. She 
told of dancing the Cha Cha Slide in her 
towering heels, and of singing along with 
the songs she knew.

It’s a night to someday look back on 
with nostalgia, she said. “I’m so glad I 
didn’t miss it.”

— Mara Klecker

Shahnaz Osso 
was the only 
Yezidi student 
to attend 
the prom at 
Lincoln North 
Star.

Borrowed and blue
The ticket is held by a paper clip in her 

planner, with “PROM” scrawled across 
the box for Saturday.

Nataly Ekker has only been to small 
town dances, and the prom was intimidat-
ing. So she was careful to prepare.

“Something borrowed and something 
blue,” she said. “People usually say that 

about weddings, but it 
works for prom.”

Her strapless spar-
kly blue dress came 
from a friend. The jew-
eled bracelet she wore 
was a gift from her 
great-grandmother.

If it were up to her, 
she’d wear skinny jeans 
and a T-shirt to prom. 
But this was prom. There 
are expectations. It’s a 
chance to feel beautiful. 

And a chance she didn’t think she’d get.
“I expected to be the kid that was 

sitting at home while everyone else went 
to prom,” she said. “Come on, how many 
foster kids do you know that actually get 
to go to prom?”

It was just eight years ago that Nataly 
and her younger sister packed their bags 
and left their home in Schuyler. They 
walked 15 miles, halfway to Fremont 
before a “nice lady” picked them up on 
the shoulder of the highway.

“I told her some … lie about why I was 
going to Fremont with my sister and why 
we were walking,” Nataly said.

The woman dropped them off at a hos-
pital in Fremont and the sisters walked to 
their aunt’s house from there.

Transitioning in and out of about 15 
different places and foster homes across 
eastern Nebraska for the next eight 
years, prom was a distant dream.

Now Nataly lives with a family she’s 
been with for two years. She shares a 
small rental home with 11 other people. 
She’s happy. She feels loved.

Larry Cresson jokingly sings “Prom 
Night Dumpster Baby” to her sometimes. 
Larry is her date. He’s also in the foster 
care system; they share a bond that way.

They met in yearbook class and their 
romance grew from the handwritten let-
ters passed back and forth during their 
classes at Lincoln High, until one day 
Larry asked her to marry him.

Her response: “Ah, yeah dude.”
Prom night will stretch their budget. 

But Larry found a way to buy her earrings 
and a nose ring.

It’s more glitz and glam than Nataly 
ever imagined she’d wear. But prom is a 
worthy exception to her style.

—  Andrew Barry

ANDREW BARRY/For the Lincoln Journal Star

Foreign exchange student Charlotta 
Borglin plans to attend the prom at Lincoln 
Southwest next month.

Nataly Ekker 
met her prom 
date in year-
book class.
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For Spencer, taking part in her 
high school prom stripped away 
the labels; for a night, she was 
simply a teenager among a throng 
of teenyboppers at the biggest 
dance of the year.

For teens growing up in Amer
ica, prom is a rite of passage, a 
milestone frozen in time, gel and 
hairspray.

But prom in Lincoln, in 2014, 
looks different from the ones of 
generations ago.

Todayí s high school prom is a 
microcosm of the changing faces 
of communities across America, 
including Lincoln, where an in
flux of immigrants and refugees 
has transformed neighborhoods 
and schools.

About a third of the 38,000 
students in Lincoln Public 
Schools are now from communi
ties of color. About 15 years ago, 
nearly nine in every 10 students 
were of European stock.

Nebraskaí s overall population 
remains mostly white, with com
munities of color accounting for 
less than a fifth of the stateí s 1.8 
million residents.

But look deeper, and youí ll find 
that Nebraska has among the 
countryí s most dramatic surges 
in minority population. In fact, 
the Hispanic population ó  now 
numbering about 180,000 ó  has 
nearly doubled since the 2000 
U.S. Census.

Residents tracing their heritage 
to Asia and the Pacific Islands 

increased by more than 70 per
cent, while the black population 
increased by 30 percent. Native 
Americans grew by more than 
half. As a whole, the stateí s pop
ulation grew by 8.4 percent since 
2000, with the number of whites 
growing just by 1 percent.

Lincoln Public Schools has 
reflected the boom in the stateí s 
Latino population, and it has 
absorbed a rising tide of those 
seeking refuge from the turmoil 
overseas, including significant 
numbers of Iraqis, Sudanese, 
Vietnamese and Burmese.

The district has 2,200 stu
dents enrolled in its English Lan
guage Learners program, with 
students hailing from more than 
five dozen countries and whose 
native tongues include at least 56 
different languages, according to 
the school districtí s statistics.

At Lincoln High, arguably the 
most diverse of the cityí s high 
schools, the hallways are fes
tooned with flags from around 
the world and teem with faces of 
different hues.

ì The school is a window on the 
world,î  said LPS Superintendent 
Steve Joel. ì You can stand in a 
hallway in Lincoln High, and the 
world walks by.î

While the areaí s growing diver
sity has produced a host of chal
lenges, LPS is adapting steadily to 
the new reality. In fact, Joel says, 
ì We embrace it.î

Lisa Tolliver, a family resource 
advocate at Lincoln High School, 
imagines how challenging it must 
be for teens trying to navigate a 

new culture at a time when most 
people their age ì are trying to 
figure out who they are.î

Part of the school districtí s 
work is to help foreign born 
students acclimate to their new 
environments ó  in other words, 
help them feel like they belong, 
Tolliver said.

Participating in a routine event, 
such as prom, helps provide that 
sense of belonging, she said.

ì There was no question I was 
going to prom,î  Tolliver said, 
thinking back to her own high 
school years. ì There was no 
question my mom was going to 

buy me a prom dress.
ì But thatí s not true for so many 

of our students. For some stu
dents, ití s not a given that theyí re 
going to be able to go to prom.î

For the past two years, English 
Language Learner staffers, includ
ing Tolliver, have shepherded their 
students through prom season, 
often dipping into their own pock
ets to help girls acquire gowns. A 
staffer persuaded a tuxedo shop to 
donate tuxes for two boys.

The staffers shell out money 
to buy tickets for teens whose 
families caní t afford the luxuries 
of teenage life. They cook special 

pre prom dinners, apply makeup 
and throw after prom parties.

This year, about 40 of Lincoln 
Highí s ELL students attended 
prom, twice the number who 
went last year.

Lincoln schools have long pro
moted inclusion at their proms, 
even when some communities 
across the country continue to 
struggle with tearing down bar
riers particularly because of race 
and sexual orientation.

ì Lincoln Public Schools have 
some of the best policies in the 
state when it comes to welcom
ing gay and lesbian students to 
their proms,î  said Tyler Richard, 
a member of Outlinc, a nonprofit 
that caters to the well being of 
Lincolní s LGBT communities. 
ì But thatí s not to say there still 
isní t work to do.î

Next Friday, the Lincoln 
Northeast Rainbow Gay Straight 
Alliance will hold its annual Pride 
Prom, a dance open to any high 
school student, gay or straight.

ì We do need to do what we 
can,î  said Richard, who brought a 
same sex date to his high school 
prom a decade ago. ì Sometimes 
it means creating that explicitly 
welcoming space.î

As one Lincoln High senior 
put it, prom is about acceptance. 
ì You get to see people in a dif
ferent way than you usually see 
them,î  Angela Spencer said.

ì It allows you to be yourself, 
whether youí re a different race, 
ethnicity, religion or sexuality.î

Because of that, she said, it was 
indeed no ordinary night.
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Hipping and 
hopping and 
slow-dancing

Christian Peralta mustered his 
courage one recent afternoon and 
popped the question to Hannah 
Dennis, a girl in geometry class.

“¿Vamos a Prom?” he asked 
her. Are we going to the prom?

He couldn’t be serious, she 
thought.

He asked again, 
and she replied 
with a crushingly 
serious answer: No.

But Christian, 
a junior at Lincoln 
High, wouldn’t give 
up. After he asked 
again, Hannah 
spared his feelings 
with a “maybe.”

In the end, it was 
Hannah’s mother, 

Cindy Wood, who came to Chris-
tian’s rescue.

“I picked her up from school one 
day,” Wood recounted. “She said 
she had something to tell me: A 
boy asked her to the prom.”

“Do you want to go?” Wood 
asked her daughter. Hannah said 
she did. “Then you’d better tell 
him.”

On prom night, Christian and 
Hannah were side-by-side, hipping 
and hopping and slow-dancing the 
night away. Hannah, a freshman, 
wore a mint-colored gown studded 
with rhinestones. He wore a tuxedo 

from Tip Top Tux, which donated 
two rentals to Lincoln High’s Eng-
lish Language Learners program.

Last year, Christian attended the 
big dance as a sophomore after 
asking an older girl to take him to 
prom, his curiosity piqued by an 
ELL teacher.

“My teacher told me last year 
that prom was something special. 
I didn’t know what it was,” he said. 
It was something new, and some-
thing he wanted to try.

Peralta was born in Mexico City 
and arrived in the United States in 
February 2012 to join his mother. 
He barely spoke English. The 
transition into his new life has had 
its challenges, eased somewhat by 
Christian’s ability to quickly make 
friends.

It was Hannah who initially 
struck up a conversation with Chris-
tian months ago. During geometry 
class, “I worked up the nerve to 
talk to him,” she said.

“I thought he was cute, and I 
asked him if he could help me with 
Spanish … because I wasn’t doing 
too hot in Spanish class,” Hannah 
said.

Hannah worried that her fam-
ily wouldn’t like Christian — not 
because he’s from a different 
culture but because, well, he’s an 
older boy.

Neither turned out to be a prob-
lem. Christian got instant accep-
tance from Hannah’s mother.

“I have a big family that some-
times likes to judge — and it 
irritates me,” Wood said. “I don’t 
want her to grow up that way.”

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

The dance floor is 
no place like home

The music throbbed through the 
ballroom, the light shimmering across 
a throng of suits and iridescent gowns. 
Teens swarmed the dance floor.

Bu Meh sat in a dimly lit corner of 
the hall, content to watch as other girls 

twirled in their dresses.
At last year’s prom, a 

boy from English class 
had asked her for a 
dance. “No, I’m sorry,” 
she told her classmate. 
“I can’t dance.”

For Bu, an 18-year-old 
senior at Lincoln High 
School, watching others 
on the dance floor was 
joy enough.

“I don’t want to get 
embarrassed,” she said, her voice 
breaking into a giggle during an interview 
days before this year’s prom. “It looked 
kind of fun. But I don’t know how to 
dance.”

Bu is still acclimating to new people, 
new customs and experiences.

She was born in a refugee camp in 
Thailand. For decades, the Karenni villages 
along the eastern border of Burma — now 
known as Myanmar — were under siege, 
as a hardline socialist regime attempted 
to quell uprisings in rebel strongholds.

“There was a war,” Bu said. “They 
burn down all the houses. My people 
had to leave.”

What she knows of the upheaval in 
her homeland has been passed down 
in stories told by her parents and other 
elders. “I don’t remember a lot because 

we moved from place to place.”
Her father sometimes served in a 

rebel force, she said, making life even 
more difficult for her family.

“Because I was little, I didn’t worry 
or get sad,” Bu said. As she spoke, her 
gaze grew distant. “I want to go back, 
and go visit. My grandma and grandpa 
live there, and my cousins and my old 
friends live there. … I miss my home-
land, yeah.”

But she now considers Lincoln her 
home. It is a better life here. “Here, we 
have more freedom. Here, it’s better.”

To be sure, life in the United States 
hasn’t been easy. Bu and her parents 
arrived in New Jersey in the summer 
of 2009, as part of the U.S. refugee 
resettlement program.

Her parents had trouble finding work, 
and a relative in North Carolina invited 
the family to move south to work in a 
chicken-processing plant. A year later, 
the family moved to Lincoln to join Bu’s 
brother and his wife, who were placed in 
Lincoln straight from Thailand.

Bu has few friends who are native 
English speakers. “Because I can’t 
speak English good,” she said, “it’s hard 
for me to make friends.”

At least for one night during the 
school year, she can feel like the other 
girls in school — outfitted in a shimmer-
ing green dress.

“I feel happy when I go to prom,” she 
said. “It’s a special day. I never get to 
dress up. At prom, I put on a dress, 
makeup and try to be pretty.”

And on that prom night, something 
unexpected happened: If only for one 
dance, Bu emerged from the dim light, 
strolled with a classmate into the puls-
ing lights of the ballroom and danced.

—  Bobby Caina Calvan

Moving to beat 
in her bare feet

She ditched her shoes at the door. 
Bethlehem Thok, an 18-year-old senior 
at Lincoln High, wanted to dance all 
night, and moving to the beat was so 
much easier barefooted.

Bethlehem headed to the center 
of the dance floor, weaving through a 
throng of suits and bright dresses. In 
her floor-length dusky-blue gown, she 
swayed and jumped, and she raised her 
arms toward the spinning disco lights.

Bethlehem’s mother didn’t under-
stand prom. It was hard to explain over 
the once-a-month phone conversations.

“There are no proms in Africa,” Beth-
lehem said one recent afternoon. “My 
parents don’t know what I’m talking 
about.”

Bethlehem hasn’t seen her mother in 
nearly five years, nor has she seen her 
father or five brothers.

Bethlehem was born in Sudan. War 
forced her family across the border to 
Ethiopia, where her aunt took her to live 
in a refugee camp with her cousins. To-
gether they built a hut of branches and 
bark. It kept out the wind and the rain 
for the five years they called it home.

Bethlehem attended school and 
learned a few English words. She often 
skipped classes to swim in the river or 
sneak behind an old building to watch 
the fistfights between middle-schoolers. 
Sometimes she would fight, sometimes 
just for fun.

Her aunt told government officials 
that Bethlehem was an orphan to 
get her refugee papers approved. 
Bethlehem was torn between staying 
with family and the fantasies of what 
life would be like in America — food 

already at the table when she came 
home from school.

She had little time to say goodbye to 
her mother, father and brothers at the 
airport. Bethlehem was just 14 years 
old when she and her aunt and cousins 
boarded a flight that would take them 
to a new home across a vast ocean.

Someday soon, when she has the 
money, she’ll return to Ethiopia for a 

visit. Maybe then she’ll explain the 
tradition of teenage girls dancing in 
dresses they’ll wear only once.

She’ll explain last year’s prom, when 
she got dolled up at a teacher’s home 
and slipped into a bedazzled white 
gown she borrowed from her cousin.

And she’ll explain this year’s prom 
— the nice boy she danced with but 
hasn’t talked to since. And she’ll tell 

them about all the songs she danced 
to, and the circle of friends she’ll miss 
after graduation.

Until that next phone call home, 
Bethlehem is holding on to the memo-
ries she will share with her mom. “It 
was the best night,” she said. “I won’t 
ever forget.”

—  Mara Klecker

Christian 
Peralta came 
to the United 
States in 
2012.

Bu Meh made 
it to the dance 
floor on prom 
night.
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Senior Bethlehem Thok dances during Lincoln High’s prom at the Pla Mor Ballroom.
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Lisa Tolliver, a family resource advocate at Lincoln High School, accompa-
nied students from the school’s English Language Learners program to pick 
out gowns from the Prom Closet. For the past two years, ELL staff members 
have dipped into their own pockets to help students attend prom.


