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becomes a movie star
One day a � lm team comes to School on 
Wheels. They’re going to make a movie. 
Brianna and her friends are going to write the 
script and act in the � lm. 

Superheroes Pink Ice 
(Janine) and Ruby 
(Brianna) prepare for 
the next scene.

Hiding behind 
the Red Devils 
mask is Ryan 
Mcneil, 9.

Ryan Wilson, 13, 
shows off his best 
movie star pose 
with a plastic ri� e.Ryan Audinett, 13, is 

playing a detective 
and has handcuffs 
at the ready. 

Khadijah, 16, takes a break 
from her college applica-
tions to be in the � lm.

Adrian Audinett, 12, 
likes making movies, 
but he really wants to 
be an architect. 

Before shooting, all the children 
have to get their make-up and 
costumes on.

Salmai, 7, has been 
given silver hair and a 
dollar sign round her 
neck. 

People call Los Angeles the capital of � lm, and 
the Hollywood district is worldfamous. The � rst 

Hollywood movie was made back in 1910. It was called 
‘In Old California’ and it was a silent � lm. The � rst � lm with 

sound was called ‘The Jazz Singer’ and it came out in 1927.
 In the beginning, the � lm companies made foreign versions 
of American movies so that people who didn’t understand 
English could watch them too. They would shoot a version 

with, say, French or Spanish actors. After a while they 
realised that it was cheaper and easier to dub or subtitle 

the movies in different languages. When more people started 
to get TVs in the 1950s, many people thought the � lm 

industry would die out. But it didn’t. These days, the big 
� lm companies in LA make around 60 movies a 

year and the � lm industry has a multi-billion 
dollar turnover. 

F ILM  FACTS

Hollywood Heart goes to School on 
Wheels and the homeless children are 
the stars of the day.
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Nick

Nick Barger, 10  Everyone in the build-
ing, in all the apart-
ments, was involved 

with drugs. People went in 
and out of Nick’s apartment 
all the time and often passed 
out on the sofa or the fl oor. 
The people downstairs sold 
drugs around the clock. 
Nick’s parents, Michelle and 
Frank, didn’t sell drugs but 
they were high most of the 
time. Doing drugs made 
them different, Nick felt. 
Sometimes they just sat or 
lay still, staring into space. 
When they woke from their 
stupor they were usually 

unhappy. Nick loved his 
parents but they were always 
too sick and too strung out 
on drugs to be able to be his 
mum and dad. He had to 
take care of himself.

Foster family
Late one night Nick was 
woken by shouts and 
screams outside. People 
started to run around the 
corridors, trying to escape 
or get to the toilet in time to 
fl ush their drugs away. After 
a while the police stormed 
into Nick’s apartment and 
started to shout at his par-

is a hero
When Nick was seven, he lived in an apart-
ment block that was a notorious hideout for 
drug dealers and addicts. One night the police 
raided the building. 

Lives: Motel in Los Angeles.
Likes: Skateboarding, draw-
ing, playing computer games, 
reading.
Doesn’t like: Drugs. Being 
treated like a little kid.
Sad: When my friends move 
away.
Loves: Being with my family.
Looks up to: Mom and dad. 
My tutor Laura.
Dreams of: My own home.
Wants to be: A writer.

ents. The police had dark 
vests and guns. Nick’s par-
ents looked terrifi ed. Then 
the police caught sight of 
Nick.

“You can’t stay here,” said 
one of the police offi cers. 
Nick cried and said he want-
ed to stay with his parents, 
but the police offi cer called a 
social worker who came to 
fetch him. Nick didn’t know 
what was going to happen to 
his parents. He had to move 
in with a foster family, a 
family who get paid to take 
care of children who can’t 
stay with their own parents.

Beaten
Nick turned eight at the fos-
ter family’s house, but 
nobody seemed to care. The 
foster parents had lots of 

Nick with his dad Frank and his mother Michelle. 
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children in the house, chil-
dren of their own and foster 
children. The others were 
older than Nick and treated 
him badly. They said cruel 
things and beat him. Nick 
tried to fi ght back but they 
were bigger and stronger. 
His foster parents didn’t do 
anything to help him.

A while later Nick’s moth-
er went into a treatment 
centre for drug addicts, and 
Nick was allowed to visit 
her there. They cried when 
they saw each other for the 
fi rst time and Nick’s mother 
asked him to forgive her. 
They chatted and laughed 
together until suddenly 
Nick’s mother saw the bruis-
es on his arms. 

“It’s my foster family, they 
beat me,” said Nick.

Nick’s mother complained 
to the social workers that 

had placed Nick with that 
family, but the foster parents 
claimed Nick was lying. 
That he must have fallen. Or 
that Nick’s mother was 
beating him. The people in 
charge believed the foster 
parents and Nick had to go 
back to them.

Things got even worse for 
Nick after that. Everyone 
was angry with him because 
he had talked and they beat 
him even more. By then, 
however, Nick’s mother had 
been clean for long enough 
so she could start fi ghting to 
get Nick back for good. 

The motel room where Nick and his 
parents live is really cramped.

Nick was called to court but 
the fi rst time he saw the 
judge he didn’t dare say any-
thing about the abuse. His 
foster parents had threat-
ened him.

“Keep your mouth shut or 
say that it’s your mom who’s 
beating you,” they told 
Nick. “Or else.”

Back to mother
Finally, on the third visit to 
court, Nick couldn’t take it 

any longer and told the 
truth. The judge brought 
down his gavel and said,

“You may move back to 
your mother.”

Nick was allowed to move 
to the recovery centre where 
his mother was fi ghting to 
get over her addiction. His 
dad was at another recovery 
centre for men. Nick and his 
mother shared a room with 
two other mothers and their 
fi ve children. It was crowded 

Nick’s dreamcatcher hangs 
above his bed to catch all the 
scary nightmares before they 
spoil his sleep.
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but Nick soon made new 
friends and things were 
going well for his mother. 
She was not only coming off 
the drugs, but also learning 
things like how to pay bills 
and take care of a child. She 
was learning to live without 
drugs.

Together again
Both Nick’s parents have 
now been drug-free for three 
years. They left the recovery 

centres long ago, but they 
still haven’t managed to fi nd 
a place to live. 

“My dream home is a 
penthouse on the 42nd 
fl oor,” says Nick. “My room 
will be gothic, with black 
walls and furniture, fl uores-
cent lights and plastic bats 
hanging from the ceiling. 
But actually, it doesn’t mat-
ter. I don’t care if we live in a 
cardboard box as long as 
we’re together.”

Because Nick and his par-
ents are homeless, they have 
to live at a motel with lots of 
other homeless people. They 
pay for a month at a time but 
they could be thrown out at 
any time. Nick has had lots 
of homeless friends who 
have disappeared from the 
motel. 

“It’s almost impossible to 
fi nd and keep a best friend,” 
he says to his parents.

At night, as he is falling 

asleep, Nick often thinks 
about everything he’s been 
through. 

“I’m going to write a book 
about my life, because I 
want to tell people what it’s 
been like. I survived a lot 
while I was waiting to get 
back with my parents.” 

“You’re our hero, Nick,” 
say his mother and father. 
“We’d never have made it 
without you.”  

Nick and his parents each 
have their own daily sched-
ule on the wall. They get 
minus points if they do some-
thing negative and plus 
points if they do something 
good.

“It helps us to be positive,” 
says Nick.

Nick can’t bring friends back 
to the motel. People who 
don’t live there aren’t 
allowed in.

My extra teacher
Nick’s tutor from School 
on Wheels is called 
Laura.

“She’s like my friend, 
my teacher and my big 
sister. She helps me with 
my homework and she is 
very patient. Laura also 
took me to a baseball 
game and to the 
movies.”

Spider friend
Nick’s mum got a spider tattoo because 
Nick loves spiders.

“Once we saw a spider on the wall in 
the classroom. All the kids screamed 
and wanted to kill it but I stood in front 
of the spider and told them all not to 
touch it. The teacher said ‘Listen to 
Nick, he’s right.’ I let the spider out 
through the window.”
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6. Straighten 
your legs and 
centre your 
weight.

loves skate-
boarding
Whenever Nick has the chance he grabs his skate-
board and tries out new tricks on the street out-
side the motel. Skateboarding is one of the most 
popular sports in the USA. Some say it was invent-
ed by a bored surfer who put wheels on his surf-
board and started to “surf” the streets.

What is a skateboard?
Board – often has a design underneath that 
gets worn off when you ride 
Griptape – for better grip on the board
Tail – the back part of the board
Nose – the front part of the board
Wheels – four wheels
Trucks – two trucks hold the four wheels 

The most common tricks
Ollie – A basic trick that is the starting point for lots of 
other tricks, a jump on fl at ground without holding the board.
Nollie – Like an ollie, but instead of jumping from 
the tail of the board, jump from the nose.
Kickfl ip – The board is kicked so that it fl ips longways, 
under the feet.
180 – A half turn of the board so the nose ends up where 
the tail was.
360 – A full turn of the board.
900 – Two and a half turns, on a vert ramp.
Grind – Sliding on the trucks.
50-50 – A grind on both trucks.
Five-0 – A grind on one of the trucks.
Boardslide – Sliding the underside of the board along an object.
Manual – A balancing trick on two wheels, rolling forwards 
or backwards.

HOW TO DO AN OLLIE:

1. Put your back 
foot on the tail 
and your front 
foot in the middle 
of the board.

2. Crouch 
down and bend 
your knees.

3. Jump and make 
sure the tail hits 
the ground so 
that the board is 
angled upwards.

4. While you 
jump, let your 
front foot slide 
forward. That 
way the board 
lifts up and your 
balance evens 
out.

5. Pull your legs 
up to go higher.

7. Don’t lock 
your knees 
when you land. 
Roll off.
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Marlen Contreras, 13
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Marlen’s aunt 
     is her ‘mom’ 

 Marlen and her mother 
didn’t want to move to 

the shelter.
“We were really scared,” 

says Marlen. “We didn’t 
know anything about AIDS. 
Mom thought I’d catch it too 
if we lived with other people 
who were HIV positive. 
Now we’ve stayed here for a 
few years. I like it here and 
I’ve learnt a lot about the ill-
ness, like you can survive for 
a long time if you take medi-
cine and look after yourself.” 

Marlen was born in 
Mexico but she came to the US 
when she was two weeks old. 

“The person I call mom is 
actually my aunt. I’ve never 
met my dad and my biologi-
cal mom couldn’t take care 
of me. She drank a lot and 
ended up in prison. My Aunt 
Angelina brought me to 
America to give me a better 
chance in life. I call her 
mom, because she has 
always taken care of me like 
a mother.”

Worry about mom
“When I was young we lived 
with my stepfather. I liked 
him a lot. Then they split up 
and mom met a new man 
who used to beat her. Once 
my stepfather came back to 
see me but the man refused 
to let him in. I saw my step-
father through the window 
and I cried, shouted and 
banged on the window but 
he didn’t hear me and he 

Marlen calls her Aunt Angelina ‘mom’ because she takes 
care of her and she has always loved her like a real mother. 

“These are my 
favourite jeans. 

They’re perfect for 
jumping and danc-
ing. Sometimes I 
get really angry and 

frustrated. It helps 
to listen to music 
and jump up and 
down and dance 
like crazy. Music 

makes me happy. 
My favourite kinds of 
music are hip hop 
and Spanish rock.”

Marlen’s 
wardrobe

Marlen’s favourite sneakers 
are called Superstars or shell-
toes, because the front part 
looks like a shell.

Marlen gets a new 
school uniform from 

School on Wheels 
once a year, or more 

often if necessary.
“There’s a lot of pres-

sure in school to wear 
designer clothes. And it’s 
dangerous to wear cer-
tain clothes or colours, 
because people might 
think you’re in a gang. 
It’s easier to wear a 
school uniform – blue 
top and pants.”

Lives: At a shelter for 
people with HIV and AIDS.
Likes: Skateboarding, music, 
drawing, school.
Doesn’t like: Mean people.
Sad: When my mom is ill.
Loves: Mom.
Would like: A little dog but 
unfortunately the shelter 
doesn’t allow pets. 
Wants to be: A nurse or a 
doctor.

“I like gym class, 
but my favourite sport 
is skateboarding.”

Mexicans in Los 
Angeles often wear gold 

necklaces with their names on 
– or the name of a loved one. Marlen’s 

necklace was a present from her mother. 

The children get school 
uniform gift vouchers 
from School on Wheels.

When Marlen’s mother discovered she had HIV and 
couldn’t work any more, they lost their apartment. 
The social worker said, “Move to a shelter for 
homeless people with HIV and AIDS, or we’ll take 
your daughter away.” 
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Marlen’s aunt 
     is her ‘mom’ 

never came back. The man 
just got worse. He beat and 
threatened my mom. Finally 
the police came and took 
him away. Then mom found 
out that she had been infect-
ed with HIV.”

Marlen’s mother’s health 
isn’t bad, but sometimes 
she has to be admitted to 
hospital.

“I get really worried 
then,” says Marlen.

There are three other kids 
at the shelter but they are 
younger.

“I had a friend who was my 
age but she moved to another 
shelter. We were best friends 
and we could talk about 
anything. I miss her.”

Marlen can’t tell anyone 
where she lives because there 
is still so much prejudice sur-
rounding AIDS. One of 
Marlen’s schoolmates once 
found out where she lived.

“She told everybody at 
school that I lived at an 
AIDS shelter and that every-
one should stay away from 
me. ‘Don’t talk to Marlen,’ 
she used to say. ‘Don’t let her 
sit with us. She might give 
AIDS to you and your fami-
ly.’ I complained to the prin-
cipal and in the end I threat-
ened to call the police on 
her. She got scared and 
stopped.”  

Prom dress
“I wore this dress to the 
prom when I graduated 
from junior high school. 
Mom gave it to me. I love 
the colour and the 
design.”

Michael homeless when 
mother got cancer 

 Michael’s mother was in 
hospital in a coma for 

several months. Michael, 
who was 14 at the time, 
stayed with his best friend 
from the football team. 
Every other week, Michael 
stayed with his mother in 
hospital.

“It was hard. I had to 
grow up fast and my mom 
became like a child I had to 
take care of.” 

When his mother’s money 
ran out, she was moved to a 
cheaper hospital. The staff 
there were overworked and 
stressed. 

“They treat me like crap,” 
his mother cried. “I’m in ter-
rible pain but they won’t 
give me enough painkillers 
because the hospital has to 
save money.”

When his mother was 
fi nally allowed to come 

home, they had nowhere to 
go. In the end they moved to 
a homeless shelter. Michael 
didn’t tell anyone at school 
about what had happened. 
He was afraid that people 
would look down on him. 
His grades dropped and he 
almost lost his place on the 

When Michael’s mother got lung cancer and ended up in a coma, 
she lost both her job and their beautiful house by the ocean.

football team.
“Through School on 

Wheels I got a tutor, Rafael. 
With his help, I managed to 
catch up and get through my 
schoolwork. We still meet 
once a week. My dream is to 
be a professional football 
player or a fi reman.”  

Michael and 
his mother

Michael loves American 
football. 

“The game has taught me 
a lot about cooperation and 
inspired me me to be less 
self-centred. Everyone’s 
important in a team. We’re 
only as strong as our weak-
est link.”Michael wants 

to be a professional 
football player. 

Costs to be sick 
Almost 50 million Americans have no health insurance, 
and many are hit hard when they have to pay sky-high 
hospital bills. The USA comes pretty far down in the 
WHO (World Health Organisation) ranking of different 
countries’ healthcare systems.

Michael’s football trophy.
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Sierra Longfeather, 11

Children worth just as much

 
ierra slips out to the 
shower room in the 
corridor and steps 
under the warm 
water, still half 

asleep. Wrapped in a towel, 
she tip-toes back to the room 
and jumps straight back into 
bed for another hour before 
breakfast.

At eight they have to leave. 
They have to take their valu-
ables with them because 
there’s no lock on the door 
to their room. Nobody is 
allowed back into the shelter 
until late afternoon. Sierra 
goes to school and her dad 
to work.

“Don’t forget we have to 
practice for our next pow-
wow tonight,” says her dad.

“Okay,” Sierra replies. She 
and her dad, Big Bear, are 

Lives: Shelter, Santa Barbara.
Likes: Playing drums, 
dancing, singing. 
Sad: When adults don’t 
respect me.
Loves: My dad.
Looks up to: Martin 
Luther King. 

Native Americans and 
belong to the Hunkpapa 
Sioux Nation. Sierra dances 
and her dad plays the drum. 
A pow-wow is a big party 
where Native Americans 
meet to talk, dance, sing and 
play music together. Sierra 
loves doing traditional danc-
es, especially the Fancy 
Shawl Dance that’s only for 
girls and women.

“You spin round and 
round, swinging beautiful, 
colourful shawls until you 
almost look like a butterfl y,” 
Sierra explains. “When I 
dance I forget all my prob-
lems,”

Sierra is proud of being 
Native. 

“In our culture, children 
and adults have the same 
value. We are allowed to join 

Sierra with her 
father Big Bear. 
She has a Native 
name too – it 
means She Who 
Walks With 
Thunder.

Her dad’s drum is made 
of wood and the skin is 
made of cow hide. 

The rooms at 
the shelter are 
cramped.

Sierra got this necklace 
from her dad. It’s made 
of silver and turquoise 
stones.
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in their council and our 
voices are heard. It’s great.”

Some of the kids at Sierra’s 
school have found out she 
lives at a shelter.

“Some of them are mean 
and say ‘I don’t like her, 
she’s homeless. She’s poor.’ I 
only have three friends at 
school. People only want to 
hang out with people the 
same colour as them. It’s 
depressing. Just because 
I’m different I’m treated 
badly.”  

Sierra wants to be
A motorcycle designer,
an artist, a police offi ce,

a world traveller, a dancer,
an author, president

We are the First Nation!
When the Europeans came to North America 
there were around fi ve million people living 
there, people that are now called Native 
Americans. Back then there were thousands 
of different groups and several hundred dif-

ferent languages and dialects, but now 
there are only about two million Native 

Americans left in the US and one mil-
lion in Canada. Many were killed by 
the Europeans but most died of 
disease, starvation or other prob-
lems caused by the white people’s 
invasion. Native Americans are 

now the poorest minority group 
in the US.

“I look up to Martin 
Luther King because he 

fought for all races, not just 
his own but for us Natives 

too. It’s sad that he died for 
what he believed, and still 
people are discriminated 

against today.”

Sierra is woken by her father shaking her shoulder. 
It’s only 5.30 in the morning, but if she doesn’t 
get up now she’ll have to wait in line for the shower.
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Kattranece Fuguoa, 14

Kattranece
Children worth just as much Kattranece was nine years old and had just been shopping with 

her mother when she heard a loud bang. A few seconds passed 
before she realised that someone was shooting at them.

Sierra with her 
father Big Bear. 
She has a Native 
name too – it 
means She Who 
Walks With 
Thunder.

We are the First Nation!

Lives: Shelter for families, 
South LA.
Likes: Writing songs and 
singing. Reading. 
Listens to: Alicia Keys.
Sad: When adults fi ght.
Happy: When I sing and when 
I’m with friends and family.
Looks up to: My mom.
Wants to be: A singer, fashion 
designer or journalist.

was shot
 Get in the car, quick,” 

shouts their mum. 
Kattranece and her 

younger sisters jump in the 
back and their mother steps 
on the gas. The shot came 
from another car that is now 
chasing them along the free-
way and still fi ring shots at 
them. Suddenly Kattranece 
feels a burning pain in her 
chest.

“Mom, it burns!”
Kattranece’s mother real-

ises her daughter has been 
shot but she doesn’t dare 
stop. In the end she drives 
down a street full of people. 
The police come and their 
pursuers give up.

Shot in the lung
Kattranece has been shot in 
one lung and nearly dies. She 
has to stay in hospital for 
three months and have sev-
eral operations before the 
doctors manage to get the 
bullet out. Then she has to 
go to court to testify against 
one of the men who shot at 
her. He’s a gang member and 
says he got the wrong per-
son. They meant to shoot 
someone else.

Kattranece has to learn to 
do a lot of things all over 
again, like talk, walk and 
remember. It’s going well 
but unfortunately the bullet 
wound has made her asthma 
much worse. This causes 
problems when she becomes 
homeless. After a big fi ght 
with their dad, their mother 
takes only what she can 
pack in a hurry and tells her 
daughters it’s time to leave. 
From then on, every day 
they move to a new place. 
Kattranece thinks her moth-
er did the right thing, but it’s 
hard when her coughing gets 
worse because of the dust, 
dirt and cold in cheap motels, 
at shelters and in cars.

For a few months now, the 
family have been living at a 
special shelter for homeless 
families. Kattranece’s 
favourite thing is singing.

“I performed when the 
shelter had a picnic. I was 
nervous and once I started 
laughing in the middle of a 
song. Afterwards I was hap-
py and relieved. People said I 
was really good. If we fi nd a 
place to live I want to sing in 
a church choir again.”  

“ 

When Kattranece left her 
home she took a teddy 
bear that looked like this. 
It got lost somewhere 
along the way. She misses 
it, and a pearl necklace she 
got from her grandma.

Kattranece with her sisters 
Shacarla, 4, Shatrea, 12, 
Kathiella, 6, and their 
mother Kathleen.

Someone donated a key-
board to School on Wheels 
and asked them to give it to 
a homeless child who is 
interested in music. 
Kattranece got it!

A tutor from School on Wheels helps Kattranece with her 
homework in the learning room they built at the shelter.
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Clifton

Zachery

Brian & Byron 

misses his 
sister and 
brothers

Zachery, 10, is having a 
good day because he’s 
meeting his sister and broth-
er and going to a festival 
with them and their mother. 
Usually his siblings stay with 
their dad while Zachery and 
his mother live at a shelter. A 
third brother lives at a foster 

home. Zachery’s mother has 
been drug free for two years 
and he hopes that soon they 
can have their own place.

“The worst thing about 
being homeless is I can’t 
play football and that people 
at the shelter steal our food. 
When we moved in we 

bought lots of food but 
when we came back it was 
gone. Now I’m worried that 
people will take my stuff. 
I also worry when I can’t be 
with my brother Desmond 
to protect him when kids 
at school start hitting 
him.”

At the 
festival all 
the children 
get their 
faces painted 
to look like 
wild animals.

Three sisters = one family

Big sister Ashley, 19, 
came as soon as she 

heard that her mother had 
been put in prison again. 
Her younger sisters were 
alone in their apartment 
and about to be evicted. 
Ashley had to give up her 
job and her evening course 
to take care of her sisters. 
There wasn’t space for 
them with Ashley and her 
boyfriend so the sisters 
started to move around. 
After a few months on 
the road, they have 

fi nally found a good shelter.
“I’ve seen movies about 

homeless people,” says 
Brittney, “but I never imag-
ined I’d be one of them. I 
miss my mom and hope 
she gets sober so we can 
stay together again.”

have found a home!
Brian, 14, and his brother 
Byron, 13, are very excited. 
After two years at a home-
less shelter, their mother 
has proved that she can 
stay off drugs and they’ve 
been given help to move 
into their own apartment. 
It’s in a dangerous area with 
gangs where you some-
times hear shooting at 
night. But there’s a private 
courtyard where they can 
play and skate without risk-
ing getting into trouble. 
They both like school and 
want to design computer 

games when they grow up.
“Our role model is Shigeru 

Miyamoto, the best compu-
ter game designer 
in the world,” 
says 
Brian.

“I thought about things I like to 
do and talk about with 
family and friends. I called 
the poem ‘Love equals…’ 
I worked hard and it got 
longer and longer. It’s about 
how it’s what’s on the inside 
that counts, not the outside. 

And how love can help us sur-
vive, even when we go 
through hard times.”

Out of 10,000 children’s 
poems, Clifton’s was one of 
the few winning entries. The 
winners went to a big ceremo-
ny in Beverly Hills and 

Clifton’s teacher suggested he should enter a poetry competition and 
Clifton, 11, who lives at a shelter with his mother, wrote a poem about love.

won poetry prize
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their poems were read out 
by Hollywood stars. 

“Mom cried. I won 500 
dollars and they gave a 
lot of books to the 
School on Wheels 
learning room at the 
shelter. That made 
me proud and made 
me focus more on 
school.”
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