
Sojourn: A Parent’s Perspective and A Call to Action 
 
 
Like many Taylor parents, I had known that the 8th graders went on a trip every year to 
Washington DC. I had heard of Sojourn and had even gained some insights from parents whose 
kids had been on the trip before. But it was a huge surprise to me when I learned at the first 
parent meeting in the spring what the Sojourn to the Past trip actually was. A class and 
week-long experience of our country’s history, with a deep focus on Civil Rights. It seemed like a 
fantastic opportunity, so when my own 8th grader asked me to join, I signed up. 

I’ve been to Washington DC many years ago, and while this may be more of a reflection on my 
own biases, I had not associated the monuments at our capital with the Civil Rights movement. 
Why would I when most of the sites along the National Mall that we see in guidebooks and may 
have experienced ourselves are dedicated to those who have indeed made their mark on 
history, but who were also responsible for systemic racism and some of the darkest parts of our 
nation. 

Within the first hours, I knew that the students (and us parents) were incredibly fortunate to be a 
part of Sojourn. While the students had attended 6 classes leading up to the trip, I hadn’t had 
the opportunity to participate in any due to work. But I approached this week with the same thirst 
for learning as our students, and a curious and open mind. And the experience was so much 
more meaningful because of it. 

Our classes on the first day were on Slavery and Thomas Jefferson. I knew within minutes that 
this was unlike any other trip that 8th graders around the country experienced. I’m an avid 
reader, and have read many books about slavery including The 1619 Project. I’ve read 
countless books about racism in our country. But the classes were inspiring. Because we 
weren’t just learning about the founding fathers as slave owners and honoring the enslaved at a 
surface level, we were having meaningful and insightful and important and timely discussions. 
Our students shared openly how they felt when they saw the scenes from Amistad and The 
Middle Passage. They questioned why they only learned about the good sides of George 
Washington and Thomas Jefferson but not the bad sides. They pointed out the hypocrisy in The 
Declaration of Independence and the line of “all men are created equal” when it didn’t include 
enslaved people or women. They shared valuable insights and comparisons to the present day 
because Taylor students, our kids, know that racism and discrimination is still a major problem in 
the United States in 2024. 

I wish I could say that some of that ugliness was shielded from this group on the trip. But the 
reality is we live in a problematic country and these issues happen in the real world. The first 



was the morning of Day 3, when Mr. Steinberg sat everyone down for a talk. “It greatly saddens 
me,” he said, “that one of the teachers told me that they heard Taylor students using the n word 
last night.” 

The room, which had been rustling a few moments earlier, came to a complete silence. Mr. 
Steinberg continued. “It hurts me because that word has a history of violence. That word has a 
history of hate. And we just spent yesterday honoring the enslaved at Mount Vernon and 
learning about Medgar Evers’ murder. That word represents violence and degradation and we 
have a real problem if students on this trip are using that kind of language.” 

“What are you going to do about it?” He asked the students. “What are you going to do about it 
starting right now and when you get back to Taylor? How do you think Minnijean, who you met, 
feels when she hears that word? How do you think Nurse Aysa and Jonathan and Audra from 
our Sojourn staff feel? There is a language problem at Taylor and I’m asking you, what are you 
going to do about it?” 

And that afternoon, as we sat in front of Medgar Evers’ grave and honored him, and met his 
lovely daughter Reena Evers, Mr. Steinberg posed a question to our guest of honor. “Reena,” he 
said. “How does it make you feel when you hear someone using the n word?” 

“I don’t like it,” she said. “I really don’t like it at all.” 
 
Another incident of racism happened on Night 5. We were at the Martin Luther King Jr. 
Memorial. It was dark and after closing, our group was seated in front of the statue of Dr. King, 
while the Sojourn staff played some of his most inspiring speeches over the speakers. Our kids 
sat, soaking in the words, taking in the full experience of sitting in front of the MLK Jr. Memorial 
lit up at night while hearing his famous words in his own voice. It was one of the most beautiful 
and powerful things I’ve ever seen. Our kids were sitting respectfully, listening intently, and I 
could see the difference from even just a few days ago. I was seeing them, right before my 
eyes, shouldering the responsibilities passed down to them. I could see them in that moment, 
accepting the challenge that Mr. Steinberg had given them to make the changes that needed to 
happen. 

But all around us, we were surrounded by ugliness. Other groups of students, being loud and 
disrespectful in front of Dr. King’s statue, horsing around, laughing, swearing, and being on their 
cell phones. Pointing at and mocking our kids. Recording them. Making gestures that were at 
best ignorant but still racist. 

I didn’t witness all of it firsthand, but some students did. And they were rightfully upset. “At least 
we live in California,” one student said, while consoling another. 

Many of our Taylor students on the Sojourn trip represent minorities. Many come from 
marginalized groups. Racism is not a foreign concept to our students. Neither is misogyny, 
homophobia, and sexism. Some of them even experience it at Taylor. But it’s incredibly 
disturbing to have it happen while at the MLK Jr. Memorial, while paying respects to the most 
prominent civil rights leader this country has known, a leader who fought and died for equality. 



Who fought against discrimination at the risk of his own life. The memorial is intended to pay 
tribute to the life and teachings of Dr. King, and everyone who visits it should at the very least 
acknowledge his efforts to put a stop to racism. And for blatant racism to happen there, a place 
of honor and reverence, to our very own students, on a trip where they are learning about 
freedom, speaks volumes of this country. 

But the rest of the trip? The rest of the trip was amazing. So many fantastic, memorable, 
inspiring moments. Highlights for me included: 

Seeing the young women of Taylor recite Myrlie Evers’ poem in front of their classmates, 
and pay tribute to Ruth Bader Ginsburg at Arlington National Cemetery. 

Having Reena Evers and Lisa McNair on the trip with us, hearing their powerful stories 
and words of wisdom, and seeing every one of our students honor them, cherish them 
and hug them. 

 
Watching Taylor students discuss historical and life altering Supreme Court cases in front 
of the Supreme Court. 

 
Paying tribute to the enslaved people at Mount Vernon, to JFK, Bobby Kennedy, 
Thurgood Marshall, RBG, and Medgar Evers at Arlington National Cemetery on Veterans 
Day, and to the 58,000 men and women who fought and died during the Vietnam War at 
the Vietnam Memorial. 

 
Meeting the leading Thomas Jefferson impersonator in the country at the Jefferson 
Memorial, and hearing him tell stories of Jefferson without ever breaking character. 

 
Spending a full day at Gettysburg and being at major points of the 3 day battle, ending 
with walking Pickett’s Charge with our students. 

 
Listening to my friend and fellow parent on the trip, share her own story as a Chinese-
American, and what she experienced in her youth seeing her immigrant parents being 
treated differently in this country than she was. 

 
Learning so much from the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History 
and Culture, and seeing key Civil Rights events that we had discussed such as the Little 
Rock Nine, 4 Little Girls, Emmitt Till, and Medgar Evers. 

 
Watching students openly moved to tears at the Vietnam Memorial. 

 
Singing freedom hymns with clasped hands and arms around each other’s shoulders 
every night. 

Early on in our trip, I thought to myself, “I don’t think these kids know what a gift this experience 
is and how different it is than most school trips.” 



Because that’s what the Sojourn trip is for our students at Taylor. It’s a gift. It’s a gift they 
received this week while experiencing it, and it’s one that will keep on giving as they transition 
into high school and beyond. 

As for me? This week was also a gift for me, and I’m so grateful to have been able to join this 
exceptional group of students. It’s a tough age to parent, 13 and 14 year olds, the bridge years 
between childhood and adulthood. They’re gaining independence, making their own decisions, 
making mistakes while learning valuable life lessons. One of those lessons was shared from a 
fellow parent during our evening recap meeting with the Sojourn staff, Taylor staff, and parents. 
While in Gettysburg, a few students had noticed a scratched swastika symbol vandalized at the 
top of a tower we had climbed. Our students took it upon themselves to scratch out the offensive 
hate symbol, and in doing so, took a stand against bigotry, anti-Semitism and hatred. 

I’m proud of our kids and what they learned this week. I’m proud of how they carried themselves 
and represented our school and community. I’m proud of the work they put into this experience 
and how they were open to new things. It was most apparent on Day 5, during our visit to the 
Lincoln Memorial. Taylor students sat on the steps, writing down meaningful passages from The 
Gettysburg Address and Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, and sketched the Washington 
Monument and the Reflecting pool, while other groups of 8th grade students stared down at 
their phones, not understanding the significance of those inscriptions that gave us freedom. 

With the deepest gratitude and appreciation, I want to thank the Sojourn staff who put together 
this amazing experience for our kids: Jeff, Brianna, Steve, Susie, Aysa and Jonathan, Audra, 
Edna and Irving, and the Security team. I want to thank the incredible Taylor teachers and staff 
who came on the trip with us. I want to thank my fellow Taylor parents. 

As our week ended on the east coast, I thought about what Mr. Steinberg kept asking our 
students. "What are you going to do about things once you get back to Millbrae?" And I too felt 
compelled to do something. To share my experiences from the week. To provide my perspective 
on Sojourn, and a call to action for all parents to continue to send your kids on this trip, and that 
if you're able to, come along and experience it yourselves. 
 
 
 

 


