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The Legacy of Butterflies: New Mural in East Liberty
Isaiah Trumbull

Cecilia Price-Knight is a servant lead-
er who has recently been featured on the 
newest East Liberty Mural. Located on the 
East Liberty Place South building off Penn 
Avenue, the mural looks over a changed 
landscape starkly different from a couple 
of decades ago. This change is something 
that Mrs. Price-Knight experienced first-
hand when gentrification forced her to 
close her restaurant Impressionz, which 
served Jamaican cuisine that was long a 
stalwart of both dining and community 
circles. The Eagle Times had an opportu-
nity to speak with Mrs. Price-Knight, and 
learn more about the new artwork, her sto-
ry, and her message to Obama students.

As for the mural, Mrs. Price-Knight gave 
all of the credit to the two artists, Natiq Jalil 
and Alison Zapata, the filmmaker Chris 
Ivey, and Duolingo for their work on the 
project, “The end work was very awesome, 
very authentic, was really us.” Mrs. Price-
Knight said that the mural recognized some 
of the pain that she went through, “I’m 
very honored and humbled that they would 
choose myself and my family to recognize 
because honestly we did endure quite a bit. 
And even though we endured quite a bit, 
I’m so grateful that God allowed me and 

my family not to be attached to anything or 
any person. So therefore we went on with 
life as it should go on because we had chil-
dren to care for, we had responsibilities to 

take care of. That did not mean it didn’t hurt 
or didn’t feel like a death. Yes it did. How-
ever, we had to keep moving on, because 
that’s what life is about. You move on.” 

Mrs. Price-Knight also brought attention to 
the role art has to play in our communities 
as a whole, “Art is very important because 
if you go around without art you don’t see 
a great deal of beauty. All you see is what 
might be like dullness and doldrums but 
art… Art brings things to life. Art expresses 
life. Art expresses love and sadness. I be-
lieve it is an integral part of the community.”

Mrs. Price-Knight has a vision for the East 
Liberty community that is vibrant and live-
ly, but she says that important steps need 
to take place for that to happen, “We need 
to make sure that we are being diverse, 
that we are diversified, not acting diver-
sified, because diversity is the key to our 
existence. There is room for all of us to 
be represented and to be shown as human. 
We need to be able to be inclusive as op-
posed to being exclusive.” To do this, there 
are specific things that government and 
companies need to do to step up, “It’s up 
to the people, the lawmakers, the Coun-
cil-members, and the people who are in the 
decision making. Because there are people 
who were there who nodded their heads to 
remove brown and black people from the 
community. So therefore it’s with them 

What Makes Obama Academy 
So Enticing?
Clark Ehman (Freshman), Charles Sweeney (Soph-
omore

This year, our school’s seniors had a great 
year in terms of how many students got 
into phenomenal institutions for postsec-
ondary education such as Carnegie Mel-
lon, University of Pennsylvania, Cornell, 
Georgetown, Eastern Michigan, Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh, and many many more. 
This year isn’t a one off. Previous gradu-
ating classes have had similarly great col-
lege acceptances. This begs the question, 
why is Obama so attractive to universi-
ties?

Colleges love the IB model that our school 
uses, so we’re immediately set apart from 
students of other high schools. Almost 
every school in America has AP courses 
available, but very few have IB. Mr. Eh-
man, the IB Diploma Program coordinator 
when asked about this said, “Colleges un-
derstand the nature of the work that an IB 
student takes on. For each IB course, there 
are multiple assessments. Students have to 
do more than just cram for one exam to be 

successful in IB.” All Obama Juniors take 
a research course, which prepares them to 
write their extended essay. It’s a 4,000-
word independent research paper. The IB 
model doesn’t just focus on producing 
good students, but also good people. For 
example, all juniors and seniors also must 
complete 150 Creativity Activity Service 
hours. These unique and rigorous attri-
butes further set IB students apart. When 
a college is looking at your transcript, it 
definitely makes you stand out. 

It is also the unique mentality that many 
Obama students have. Senior class presi-
dent on track to be one of this year’s Vale-
dictorians, Samaree Perkins says,  “All of 
us have had really big aspirations since 
freshman year, and some of us even since 
middle school, that we just knew that we 
had big plans for the world.” 

It seems that ambition, hard work, and 
dedication, along with the unique nature 
and opportunities provided by our school 
is why many of this year’s graduating 
class got into some of the best colleges in 
the country.

Continued on page 2

Seniors Aastha Singh, Dylan Shapiro, and Samaree Perkins. Dylan will be attending Georgetown, Aastha will 
be attending Georgia Tech, and Samaree will be attending Capital University

The new East Liberty mural

The artists Natiq Jalil and Alison Zapata who worked on the mural. Credit: Chris Ivey
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“DIVERSITY            
IS THE KEY TO OUR 

EXISTENCE”
- Cecilia Price-Knight



and also with the companies. Any collab-
oration that they do to be able to say that 
we messed up, we did wrong, let’s correct 
this wrong and implement and execute and 
assist these people who are eager to want 
to be business owners because they want to 
be a part of the community. They also want 
to be able to build a legacy for their family 
and do something that is effective and bene-
ficial to their growth, so therefore they need 
that type of assistance to be able to make 
their dreams… There has been too much 
that has happened and we have come too far 
for people or companies to move like snails 
in order for greatness to happen. We need 
to move now, we need to move strongly.”

Hearing firsthand about Mrs. Price-
Knight’s story was a powerful experience. 
It is a story of pain but also hope, and hope 
is an emotion that bleeds through and is 
represented by the new mural. Mrs. Price-
Knight has a message for Obama students, 
“Do not fear, believe in yourself, and know 
that failure is just not trying. If you don’t 

try, you won’t know if you would have 
done well or not. So therefore, take note 
from the elders, your parents, your guard-
ians, or anyone that is willing to offer wis-
dom. We can learn from everyone, even 
from an adult or someone who is willing to 
teach…So therefore I want them to know 
that this world is a big classroom and they 
should walk around with a pen and paper 

Mrs. Price Knight’s Family

IB: Yay or Nay?
Miriam Spak (Freshman)

The International Baccalaureate Diploma 
Programme (IBDP) is the crown jewel of 
Obama Academy. It is a highly prestigious 
academic program that requires years of 
studying, writing lengthy research papers, 
and examinations. All Obama students are 
enrolled in the Middle Years Programme 
(MYP), a period of pre-IBDP learning, 
which begins in sixth grade and ends in 
tenth. All eleventh and twelve graders are 
enrolled in IBDP courses, but they can 
choose whether or not to take the total of 
six exams and earn the Diploma. The pri-
mary purpose of the program is to prepare 
students for college by challenging them 
with rigorous coursework as well as equip-
ping them with a credential that stands out 
on applications to elite schools. 

The IBDP is a true asset to this school: 
Obama is the only public high school in 
Pittsburgh that offers the option to take 
it, and one of very few in Pennsylvania. 
Teachers and administration can be heard 
extolling its virtues at assemblies and ori-
entations, and it is one of the reasons why 
students choose to attend Obama. The Di-
ploma is standardized across the world, so 
Obama students are able to access the same 
curriculum as students at top-ranking pri-
vate schools across the planet. Higher-level 
IBDP courses, which students can choose 
to take up to four of in their senior years, 
are designed to contain the same intensity 
and standards of learning as college cours-
es. This is reflected in the fact that students 
can receive college credits for high scores 
on these exams. In the opinion of an anon-
ymous senior, Obama’s IBDP candidates 
work incredibly hard and generally achieve 
exam scores that reflect this. The offerings 
of the program and the students who choose 
to complete it are what make this school 
shine.

While the IBDP has many positive attri-
butes, it has flaws as well. Though the Di-

ploma looks great on college applications, 
not all American universities offer course 
credit for exams; and of the ones that do, 
many will only accept higher-level cred-
its (students are unable to take only high-
er-level exams), and only if a student scores 
above a certain threshold on any given 
exam. Getting the Diploma is also expen-
sive. It costs around 120 dollars to take a 
single exam and students need to take six 
to earn the full Diploma, making the total 

cost around 800 dollars. If students fail the 
exams, they have lost both the opportuni-
ty to earn this credential and a significant 
financial investment. An anonymous junior 
working towards the full diploma told The 
Eagle Times, “This might be the worst fi-
nancial decision I have ever made.” Above 
all, the IBDP is simply hard. Students who 
do not work towards the Diploma are po-
tentially able to spend the end of high 
school with an abundance of free time. The 
eleventh and twelfth grades are already a 
time of burnout and stress, and deciding to 
achieve the Diploma means spending the 
tail end of one’s high school career study-
ing and researching.

Is getting the Diploma worth it? The answer 
truly does depend on one’s personal prior-
ities. If spending high school soaking up 
knowledge and preparing for postsecond-
ary education is  necessary for a student, 
then they should strongly consider taking 
the exams and getting the Diploma. If a stu-
dent’s priority is spending the end of high 
school focusing on extracurricular pursuits 
or working, then they may want to remain 
enrolled in IB-level courses without taking 
the tests. Regardless, students should weigh 
their options carefully and make the deci-
sion they feel is right.

A student taking an IB exam

Teacher Spotlight: Ms. Dirling
Elliot Younes (Freshman)

Ms. Dirling is known for a few things to 
her students: her humor, her candidness, 
and her BFF status with Mr. Collinger. The 
Eagle Times wanted to know more about 
Ms. Dirling, so we interviewed her. Some 
fun facts about her are that she owns a dog 
named Meatball Spaghetti Noodle Dirling, 
she donated 8 ft of hair to Wigs for Kids in 
her 20’s, and she cut her finger off in 11th 
grade. Read more about Ms. Dirling in this 
month’s Teacher Spotlight!

Ms. Dirling started her teaching career off 
at Central Cambria, which is located in 
Ebensburg, PA, a little East of Pittsburgh. 
She also taught as a long-term sub at South 
Fayette. Ms. Dirling would work alternative 
education at Bethel Park in the evenings 
and at Sleepy Hollow Academy, an all-girls 
residential facility during the day. After 
all of that she got hired by PPS. She first 
worked at Westinghouse before arriving at 
Obama 5 years ago. She has been teaching 
for 11 years. When asked what her favorite 
part about Obama was, Ms. Dirling replied, 
“My bestie, Mr. Collinger!” The two teach-
ers have adjacent classrooms and share the 
chemical storage room. She continues, “. . 
.my kids are the reason I show up. I grew up 
knowing that I wanted to be a teacher and 
it’s because I like teaching and more impor-
tantly learning from my students.” 

Although she tries to keep a positive mind-
set, Covid has made it harder to teach bi-
ology. She couldn’t do any labs with her 
classes.  “I typically like to do labs so that 
students have an experience where they ap-
ply the concepts we have learned in class to 
real life applications.” Not being able to do 
that has definitely taken a toll on her stu-
dent’s motivation. Ms. Dirling is planning 
to take her Sports class to view open heart 
surgery as an interesting way to close out 
the year.

Lastly, Ms. Dirling wants others to realize 
that we don’t value youth like we should 
and that it is essential to teach kids to think 
critically and become problem solvers. She 
tries her best to encourage and empower 
students to show their individual talents 
while working together. She hopes to con-
tinue succeeding as a teacher while she 
considers going back to school for a PhD in 
Educational Leadership.

Can You Smell What the Rock is 
Cooking?
Boaz Chapman (Junior)

High schools thrive on symbols of com-
munity and engagement from the students. 
Jane Balog, a Junior at Obama, is contribut-
ing to this by bringing what is being called 
“The Rock” to school. The Rock, is in fact 
a big rock that will be placed by the statue 
in front of the old entrance. Students will 
be able to paint or decorate The Rock with 
whatever they like–as long as they sign up 
and it gets approved. “[It] could be any-
thing from ‘congrats class of 2022’ to ‘go 
football team’,” said Jane. “My hope for 
this rock is to become some more spirit for 
the school. Sometimes I feel we are lack-
ing in that area a bit and that we don’t have 
many traditions.”

This whole process goes to show how easy 
it can be for someone to implement any 
idea they have. Jane says she got the idea 
from her cousin’s school, and semi-joking-
ly decided to bring it up at a student council 
meeting. “The rest of the student council 
thought it was a decent idea and Mr. Eh-
man and Ms. Clarke okayed it so then I just 
started looking for a rock.” Rocks like these 
have been around for a while, especially in 
rural southern schools. Some of them have 
been painted so many times that the layers 
of paint measure several inches. Maybe the 
same will be true for our rock in years time. 
While date estimates for the unveiling of 
the rock are ambiguous, Obama will most 
likely install it at the end of the school year 
or some time during the summer. The Ea-
gle Times hopes that students make use of 
this new avenue for creative expression of 
school spirit.

The current candidate for The Rock

Ms. Dirling

A sign in the IB testing hallway

in their hands and take note. Young people 
should take notice of what is going on, and 
capture how they can take part even at their 
tender age and at whatever stage they are 
at. Therefore, great things can happen once 
we all realize that we all can take part in 
making and growing our environment and 
making it better. We all have the possibil-
ity to be impactful right where we are.”


