
when the pandemic appeared to be under better 
control. The plan also attempts to help boost an 
economy that has struggled since March. In July, 
California had a staggering unemployment rate of 
13.3 percent, which was sixth worst in the nation 
during the time period . Many restaurants have 
been devastated because their business has relied 
on takeout and delivery. Newsom’s reopening plan 
provides some relief for restaurants in particular, 
as purple counties may allow outdoor dining, 
while other counties can allow indoor dining in 
a limited capacity. 

clothes, and videos and images of children in underwear were among 
the uncovered storage.

Niko Vuckovich, a Bellarmine College Preparatory 2020 graduate 
who performed in a multitude of LGYT productions, recounted his 
experiences with Houg on Twitter, explaining that “there were times 
he made me feel rather uncomfortable.” In his tweets, Vuckovich 
described three incidents of misconduct he experienced with Houg, 
recounting that “the feeling of discomfort never went away when I 
was around him.”

Hawks lamented, “there is no business anymore, 
at least nowhere near as much as we used to see prior 
to the pandemic.” While he admits that the decrease 
in revenue is upsetting, Hawks is glad that none of 
the Firenza Pizza staff members have left because of 
coronavirus concerns, and is even more pleased to 
see that the number of applications for employment 
did not fall after the restaurant resumed service in 
May. The employees are enjoying the reopening and, 
according to Hawks, are happy to return to work. 
While the changes made to the restaurant have 
affected the employees’ work space, customers that 
order from the eatery have not changed their habits 
from before the coronavirus outbreak. 

The restaurant staff is striving for efficiency as 
they work countless hours to get the business back 
up to one hundred percent. Hawks said, “All of 
the new ideas [they have] had to bring about have 
already been brought to fruition.” Even with these 
successes in mind, Hawks and his team members 
are concerned about finding a way to increase the 
business flow again, but are in the process of raising 
the number of customers day by day. Firenza Pizza 
Los Gatos is an admirable pizza joint full of friendly 
employees who are looking forward to seeing what 
the future of their workplace will look like. 
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Local teacher, Houg, arrested on charges of pedophilia
by Alia Arafeh, Lexi Kupor, and Sonali Muthukrishnan
Editorial Editor, Public Relations Manager, and National/World Editor
     On Sep. 3, deputies arrested 50-year-old Joseph Houg, a former 
Blossom Hill Elementary School faculty member commonly known as 
Brian, for Lewd and Lascivious Acts with a minor and several counts 
of Annoying and Molesting a Minor. Police transported Houg from a 
San Jose residence to the Santa Clara County Main Jail, where he is 
currently held on a 100,000 dollar bail.

Houg previously worked as a fifth-grade teacher at Blossom Hill 
Elementary School for over 20 years. He also served as the director 
for Los Gatos Union School District (LGUSD) student theater produc-
tions and worked as the Artistic Director for Los Gatos Youth Theater 
(LGYT) — an organization he assisted in founding — during the 
summer for 11 years. 

According to the police report, the investigation began on May 
14 after a 13-year-old boy reported that he felt uncomfortable as a 
result of Houg’s advances during a one-on-one Zoom call in which 
Houg repeatedly requested to see the boy’s abdominal area. This 
victim reported that a second 13-year-old male had experienced a 
similar incident; the second victim described that Houg asked to view 
a pair of the boy’s underwear during a separate one-on-one Zoom call. 

Following these allegations, the police received a report from a 
third individual who claimed that Houg pulled down his shorts and 
touched his abdomen and genital area around 2008, during the victim’s 
fifth-grade physical education class. 

After executing a search warrant of Houg’s residence, detectives 
seized several electronic devices revealing “a plethora of behavior 
indicative of a pedophile,” the report stated. Recordings of Houg’s 
class performing yoga exercises, videos of young boys changing 

Newsom moves to reopen
by Revanth Rao
Sports Editor

On Fri., Sept. 4, California Governor Gavin 
Newsom revealed plans for a new process to reopen 
businesses during the pandemic that uses a color-
coding system for the state’s counties. The plan 
will assign each of California’s counties one of 
four colors, based on its rate of COVID-19 cases. A 
county’s color also indicates the extent to which it 
can begin to reopen. 

This marks Newsom’s second attempt to safely 
reopen the state amidst the pandemic. His first 
attempt over the summer was met with a new state-
wide surge in cases. This ultimately forced Newsom 
to roll back the eased restrictions and reconsider 
how the state could reopen.

Newsom’s new plan will use a color system in 
which the colors purple, red, orange, and yellow are 
assigned to every county in California. Each color is 
assigned based on the percentage of COVID-19 tests 
coming back positive and the number of cases per 
100,000 people in each county; the darker the color, 
the worse the spread. The system will determine the 
types of businesses that can reopen and the manner 
in which they can reopen.

Purple counties, which have the worst spread of 
COVID-19, will have to keep most non-essential busi-
nesses shuttered. In red counties, only some non-
essential businesses will have to remain closed. In 
orange counties, a portion of businesses can reopen 
if they follow safety guidelines, while yellow coun-
ties can reopen the majority of businesses. Counties 
are not restricted to the tier they are first assigned, 
so they have the opportunity to move between tiers 
based on positivity rates over two week periods.

Newsom’s reopening plan comes as cases in Cali-
fornia have begun to decline since the second surge. 
The state’s seven-day average of 5,775 at the end of 
August was close to the number of cases back in May, 

Firenza manages COVID
by Maya Gomez
People Editor

Firenza Pizza Los Gatos, with a four and a half 
star rating on Google, is a popular  place to grab 
a delicious slice of pizza, pick up a tasty salad 
bowl, or purchase a yummy oven-baked cookie. 
Located on Blossom Hill Road, it was one of the 
many shops and restaurants in the small town of 
Los Gatos that had to shut down temporarily due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Firenza Pizza reopened 
about four months ago in May after being closed 
for a total of two months. Nick Hawks, the man-
ager, spoke with El Gato about how the pandemic 
has affected the pizza joint.

Hawks, who has been working at the restaurant 
for nearly four years, revealed that Firenza Pizza 
has had to make multiple adjustments in order 
to comply with Santa Clara County’s coronavirus 
guidelines. “We have changed many different 
things, from cleaning procedures to no dine-in, as 
well as contactless pick up and delivery.” Along-
side these changes, the coronavirus pandemic has 
affected the restaurant economically. 

SAVING LIVES: Newsom has spoken many times on corona.

Principal Robinson addresses future of online school
by Raphael Pelayo
Media Production Editor 

Los Gatos High School Interim Principal Paul Robinson spoke 
with El Gato News on Sep 2 in an exclusive interview, where he 
discussed his opinions on the future of online learning. He remains 
optimistic about the 2020-2021 school year’s remote learning envi-
ronment despite the difficulties encountered last semester. “Last 
spring isn’t a real good indicator of what digital learning can be. 
Nobody was prepared for it, students and staff alike,” Robinson 
noted. “Some students did really well with it, some teachers did 
really well with it, and there are those that struggled with it. This 
year we’ve had time to prepare.” 

After dozens of meetings and hours of debate and discussion 
at the end of the 2019-20 school year, the LGHS Administration 
has worked to prepare teachers and students for another semester 
online. Robinson described some of the steps administrators are 
taking to ensure that this period of remote learning is as success-
ful as possible: “We’re beginning to start working on some of the 
support programs that we can build in a virtual world that help 
students who might be struggling with a particular subject. We’re 
going to be looking at some online peer-to-peer tutoring groups. 
We’re going to be looking at some adult to student mentorship 
programs that can, again, be done online and virtually that help 
students to manage their time a little bit better.”

Alongside efforts to ensure that students get the education and 
help they need from home, Robinson still worries about students’ 
health during this time. “One of my greatest concerns is how 
students are [functioning] socially and emotionally, because this 
is really a difficult time to not have your peer support groups 
with you.”  He also acknowledged that “for [some students], we 
know that [virtual learning] is a challenge because school itself 
has been a challenge for those students all along, and now to do 
it remotely is even more of a challenge. Finding support systems 
for them is of utmost importance to us.”

SMILING: Robinson poses in school, eager to have students on campus.

STEP INSIDE: Firenza opens again with social distancing.
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Despite the various challenges both students and teachers are 
facing at the start of the school year, Robinson believes that the 
situation will get better as staff members grow more experienced with 
teaching online. “What’s really nice to see is that, each week, our 
teachers are learning new things. I had three teachers today copy me 
on emails flying back and forth on new ways to use Zoom and how it 
takes roll for them, and they’re sharing ideas — even more so than 
when they were here in the building. Folks are out with different 
issues and problems they might be having and they’re immediately 
sharing ideas of things they are learning as they are going along… As 
much as our students are learning, our teachers are learning an awful 
lot this year [as well]. The more practice and application [teachers] 
have in [remote learning], the better they will be. Do I think we’re 
prepared to go the whole year [online]? Sure we are. Do we want to? 
No, we don’t. We want to be back in school and be back in connection 
with our students.”

Robinson looks forward to the future as students and teachers 
continue to adapt to the virtual classroom: “Although there’s been 
some challenges from both the student side and teacher side, I think 
everybody feels much more comfortable with [remote learning… It] 
feels like [we’re] moving in a much better direction. I truly believe 
that the longer we stay in this, the better we’re gonna get at it, so 
our best work [is] yet to come.”
(Note: Quotes were lightly edited for clarity.)

  B. Gibson  B. Gibson

BLOSSOM HILL: The school at which Houg taught at for over 20 years. 
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While Newsom isn’t sure if his second plan will 
work, he is pleased by the state’s diminishing COVID-
19 positivity rate, which now sits at 5.7 percent. 
Ultimately, the modifications he made to the plan 
has made him feel more confident this time around.
(Sources: ABC, NY Times, Desert Sun)

On Sep. 3, LGUSD Superintendent Paul Johnson sent out an email 
to all district families confirming that the district first heard about 
the criminal investigation regarding Houg at the end of the 2019-2020 
school year and “took prompt action by placing [Houg] on administra-

tive leave to remove his contact with students.” Johnson ended the 
email by assuring parents that “the safety of the students entrusted to 
our schools is our greatest responsibility, and we act decisively when 
anything threatens to compromise that safety.”

A later notice from Blossom Hill Elementary School Principal Lisa 
Reynolds explained that “the District will use whatever resources are 
necessary to conduct a thorough investigation” and is working to 
provide support measures for community parents and students.

In the aftermath of Houg’s arrest, LGYT released a statement 
explaining that the company “was shocked and saddened to be 
informed Sep. 3 of the arrest and charges filed against Brian Houg” 
after they received word of the allegations on Jun. 5. Houg resigned 
from his role at LGYT and has not had any contact with the organiza-
tion since that date.

 The company expressed that their “main concern is the wellbeing 
of children and families impacted by this announcement. We encourage 
all those impacted to talk with trusted adults in their lives and seek 
support as needed.” LGYT pledged to “continue to assist the investiga-
tion in every way possible.” 

The investigation is ongoing, and the police department plans to 
search for further victims who have yet to report their stories. Law 
enforcement services will continue to work closely with LGUSD and 
LGYT to further their investigation. The police ask that anyone who 
may have had inappropriate interactions with Houg or possesses 
information on the case contact the Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Office 
at (408)-808-4500 or the anonymous Investigative Services tip line 
at (408)-808-4431. 

Those in need of support can contact the National Sexual Assault 
Hotline at 1(800)-(656)-(4673).

NOW OPEN: Firenza favorites are available yet again.


