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 Semaj Miller was shot to death two 
weeks ago in South Los Angeles. 
 The 14-year-old Miller had enrolled 
at his hometown high school, Compton 
High, and was going to start his freshman 
year in a few weeks, preparing for a four-
year tour of Compton and Long Beach 
as a star basketball player. Miller was a 
basketball prodigy who had been draw-
ing comparisons to local legend DeMar 
DeRozan since he was in sixth grade. 
 His death was a heartbreaking blow to a 
community that’s reeling from the effects 
of the coronavirus pandemic, and an illus-
tration of the multi-faceted challenges of 
shutting down youth programs in the in-
ner city in response to the virus.
 “The only way we can honor Semaj is 
to live,” said Compton mayor Aja Brown 
at a candlelight vigil for Miller last Thurs-
day, Aug. 6. “To love each other and to 
protect each other. Everyone deserves to 
live, everyone deserves to have a future.”
 Miller was a well-known youth bas-
ketball standout in the city, and was 6’7” 
going into the eighth grade, with size 
16 shoes. Derrick Cooper was his coach 
at the Wildcats Youth Academy, a mid-
dle-school aged basketball program de-
signed to help keep kids busy when they 
weren’t at school, specifi cally to avoid 
tragedies like the one that befell Miller.
 The challenge for youth leaders in in-
ner-city Compton and Long Beach is 
that most of those programs operate out 
of facilities that have been closed due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Long Beach, 
for example, is just now allowing youth 
sports to hold group activities again this 
week after four months of inactivity.
 “What is heartbreaking for me and hard 
to wrap my mind around,” Cooper said, 
“is that if we were open, Semaj would 
have been at practice when the shooting 
happened.”
 Compton coach Tony Thomas said that 
he felt like aside from the closures, other 
systems failed to protect Miller as well, 
including the Compton Unifi ed School 
District.
 “He was playing at McDonald Park, 
where a lot of the Compton and Long 
Beach kids have been playing this sum-
mer,” Thomas said. “These are older kids 
and Semaj hadn’t started high school yet, 
so I was taking him over there, making 
sure he’s safe, making sure the kids don’t 
do anything stupid. Well, the principal 
heard I was going and we aren’t supposed 
to be in contact with the kids because of 
the shutdown — so they told me to stop 
going. I said, ‘There are kids there and 
things happen, I’m going.’”
 Former Millikan basketball coach and 
Compton native Chris Francis was a men-
tor of Miller’s, and said the loss was too 
big to comprehend. 
 “We have to get our youth programs 
going again to protect these kids,” Francis 
said. “That’s what we’re here for, to get 
them off the streets and protect them.”
 The leaders from Greater Zion Church 
in Compton made an offer of help at the 
vigil, promising to open their large park-

ing lot for any youth teams that want to 
hold practice and workouts while city and 
school facilities are shut down due to the 
pandemic.
 Several other speakers called for an 
end to the gang violence that has plagued 
Compton and Long Beach this summer, 
and that authorities say took Miller’s life.
 “My best friend died when I was 15,” 
said Chico Brown, a longtime community 
leader and a former gang member who’s 
dedicated his life to youth outreach and 
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 With just a few weeks left until the 
Sept. 1 start of classes for the Long Beach 
Unifi ed School District, plans for the fall 
are starting to take shape. 
 At a Board of Education meeting last 
week, the district presented its plan for 
virtual learning, which is how all students 
will be attending class until at least Oct. 
5. The district is asking parents to select 
a “learning plan” for the school year by 
logging onto their ParentVue account and 
accessing the choices under the School 
of Choice tab. The plans for the year will 
include full in-person class schedules for 
elementary school students, and a variety 
of hybrid all-online or hybrid options for 
middle and high school students.
 The district is asking parents to make 
a year-long commitment to their learning 
plan in order to allow planning for teach-
ers and district staff — the deadline to 
submit choices is this Friday, Aug. 14.
 Because 100% of the district’s students 
will be starting the year virtually, most 
of the presentation centered around what 
that will look like, including the unveiling 
of the LBUSD choice of learning man-
agement system, which will be the Can-
vas application for the upcoming year. In 
the spring, students and teachers interact-
ed through a patchwork of software that 
included the district’s native SchoolLoop 
program, Zoom calls, Google Classroom, 
and other external resources.
 The district chose Canvas because it 
will house all that interaction in one ap-
plication with one login. Parents also will 
be able to create one account that will 
allow them to monitor all their students, 
as opposed to having to log in and out of 
multiple accounts as was the case in the 
spring.
 “Our hope is that it will be a seamless 
experience for students, teachers, and par-
ents,” said Kristi Kahl, LBUSD’s assis-
tant superintendent in charge of research. 
Training on Canvas and how to use it is 
available for students and parents, and 
a week of training will be provided for 
teachers in the week prior to instruction 
beginning.
 While the skeleton of how the school 
year will go is taking place, much of the 
details are still up in the air. Part of that 
is an ongoing labor negotiation between 
the district and the Teachers Association 
of Long Beach. The district is the city’s 
largest employer and TALB is its largest 
union — there has never before been a 
teacher’s strike in Long Beach, but TALB 
offi cials wouldn’t rule that possibility out 
recently.
 “No deal,” TALB executive director 
Chris Callopy said after another long day 
of bargaining last Friday. The next dates 
TALB and the district will sit down are 
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The Impossible Loss Of Semaj Miller
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SOMBER DAY. Coach Tony Thomas (right) and members of the Compton basketball team at the candlelight vigil for Semaj Miller last 
week, including recent Jordan transfer Malachi Scott (left).

—Photo courtesy Miller family
LAST YEAR. Semaj Miller at a Compton 
Parks & Rec program last year.


