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Pioneer High School Student Earns $40,000 Edison Scholarship

P

ioneer High School senior Ana Cortez
received the shock of her life when she
was surprised with a $40,000 Edison
scholarship while sitting in her Advanced
Placement chemistry class on March 20,
surrounded by friends, classmates and
teachers. Cortez is one of just 30 Southern
California high school students to be named
a 2019 Edison Scholar.
“I didn’t know this was going to happen.
I’m still in shock,” Cortez said. “I am so happy
for my parents. They’ve worked so hard to
enable me to maintain my studies. It’s always
been my dream to go to college. To share this
moment with my friends, family and teachers
is incredible.”
Cortez has taken more than 19 Honors/AP
classes and maintains a 4.3 GPA. She plans
on attending UC Berkeley and majoring in
bio-engineering to prepare for a career creating technological advancements for people
with disabilities, including artificial prosthetics at an affordable price.
“Ultimately, my dream is to spread my innovations globally so that everyone around
the world can have access to these products
and have equal opportunities to thrive and
live healthy lives,” Cortez said.
Cortez been actively involved in the Whittier College Artemis science mentoring program for girls and is a four-year member of
Pioneer’s Advancement Via Individual De-

termination (AVID) college prep program.
She is also captain of Pioneer’s varsity tennis
team.
“I am beyond proud for Ana. She deserves
this and more,” Principal Lilia Bozigian

said. “Like many of our AVID students, Ana
is a first-generation college-goer who has
demonstrated that through commitment
and dedication, every Pioneer student can
achieve their dream.”

Pioneer High School senior Ana Cortez was named a 2019 Edison Scholar, an honor that comes with
a $40,000 scholarship.
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Superintendent’s Message
tered an environment in which our students
continue to thrive and forge a path to higher
education.
In this issue, I want to reflect on the accomplishments our students have achieved,
the recognition our faculty and schools have
earned and our collective desire to ensure
our students are prepared for their future
endeavors in college, career and life.

Martin J. Plourde
Superintendent

W

e’ve officially launched into the
spring season – a busy time of year
when our students are preparing to
sprint to the finish line of another successful
school year and leap into the next chapter of
their lives.
Under the exemplary leadership of our
Board of Trustees, and with the support and
dedication of our teachers, staff and administrators, our District has successfully fos-

we have in Whittier
“What
Union is special and
not easily replicated.
”
Superintendent Martin Plourde

Take, for instance, our students who are
winning prestigious awards, including a
$40,000 Edison Scholarship; scholars who
are earning recognitions from elite Ivy
League universities such as Yale; and student-athletes winning CIF championships.
Many are accomplishing amazing feats,
including participating in our challenging Science Cup, while others are achieving
personal bests as they get recognized with
Awards of Merit for embodying leadership

among their peers.
Our staff and schools, too, are making an
indelible mark: two schools have been recognized for increasing female representation in
our STEM courses; three teachers have been
named experts in their field; and one of our
teachers has written a book detailing the inspiring experiences of our students.
While these accomplishments remain
constant, we as a District are going to be undergoing a change.
In February, our Board of Trustees selected a trustee-area map in preparation for
our District transitioning from at-large to
by-trustee area elections beginning in November 2020. This process was strengthened
by the engagement of our school community
– our students, teachers, staff, parents, concerned citizens and community partners.
As we embark on this new journey, we remain committed to fostering diversity, providing a quality education to every student
and ensuring they have the support and resources to succeed.
What we have in Whittier Union is special
and not easily replicated.
I am incredibly grateful for the opportunity
to lead this District and to be a part of team
of educators that helps our students believe in
themselves and reach their fullest potential.

Whittier Union to Transition to By-Trustee Area Elections
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hittier Union will transition from
at-large elections to by-trustee area
elections beginning November 2020
after the Board of Trustees in February adopted a final trustee map – NDC Green – and
sequence of elections.
The Board made its decision following
hundreds of comments gathered during
community open houses, along with input
provided during seven public hearings at the
Board of Trustees meetings.
“We want to thank our entire school community for participating in this process, making your voices heard and helping to support
Whittier Union’s inclusive and transparent
culture,” Superintendent Martin Plourde said.
The District formation process began in
October 2018 and was led by a demographer
and legal team to ensure maps met legal and
regulatory criteria and a community outreach firm to ensure the process was inclusive and transparent. The process included
six community open houses in November
and December, seven public hearings and
10 one-on-one meetings with the demogra-

Visit us at www.wuhsd.org

Like us on Facebook! facebook.com/wuhsd
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Students Showcase STEM Skills at Annual Science Cup

N

early 100 of Whittier Union’s brightest
science students put their knowledge
to the test when they constructed Rube
Goldberg machines, lamp-powered water
heaters and skee-ball catapults and competed
in a science quiz bowl during the second annual WUHSD Science Cup in March.
Approximately 20 science, technology,
engineering and math (STEM) students from
each comprehensive high school competed,
with Santa Fe High School taking home the
top prize: The Science Cup.
“It’s exciting and it feels really
good to win,” said Santa Fe High
senior Roxanne Flores, who began
preparing for the competition with
her classmates in January. “We put a
lot of effort into it.”
Second-place honors went to La
Serna High and third place was captured by California High School.
“By having the whole District
come together in the interest of science and engineering, students are
part of something special,” Pioneer

High School physics/chemistry teacher
Matt Murray said. “Students sometimes rule
themselves out as STEM candidates, but
through this fun event, they can see that it’s
achievable.”
Each school created or expanded its science club and spent time practicing for each
activity. All teams were given the same time
limit and supplies to build their projects
and were guided by science club advisers
Todd Boschman (La Serna), Alejandra

Gonzalez (Santa Fe), Brian Dayton (Cal
High), Oscar Martin (Whittier High) and
Matt Murray (Pioneer).
“We had 99 students, from freshmen to seniors, working together to solve challenging
problems, think outside the box and bolster
their passion for science,” Superintendent
Martin Plourde said. “We are proud of the
efforts of not only our students, but our dedicated science teachers who developed this
event and helped coach our students.”

Santa Fe High School students won the second annual Whittier Union Science Cup in
March after completing a series of challenges.
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La Serna Student of the Year Gains Early Admission to Yale

L

a Serna High School senior Olivia
Genao is a budding artist whose
lifelong passion for art, science and
math has fueled a remarkable educational
journey that has earned her District-wide
recognition for gaining early admission to
Yale University.
Genao, La Serna’s 2019 Student of the
Year, was granted early admission to the
elite Ivy League campus in December.
She is one of 794 applicants from around
the world selected to join the Class of 2023
through the Early Action Program. Genao,
who plans to major in neuroscience, was
offered a full-tuition scholarship.
“Being accepted into Yale is something
I never imagined possible,” Genao said.
Genao, who has a 4.53 GPA, combines
her love for the arts and passion for science and math by serving as editor-in-chief
of La Serna’s award-winning yearbook and
taking 13 Advanced Placement classes.
“An artist is innovative, imaginative and

College. Later that year, Genao attended
the UCLA Nanoscale Microscopy Lab
Summer Institute and in 2018 completed a
research project at Whittier College.
Genao has received numerous honors for her leadership experience and
has been recognized as a National Merit
Commended Scholar and AP Scholar with
Distinction.
“Olivia is incredibly insightful, determined and has an enormous amount
of potential,” La Serna counselor Kelley
Strong said.
Genao has spent over 800 hours volunteering as a STEM mentor at La Habra
La Serna High School senior Olivia Genao – pictured with
Library and hospital ambassador at PIH
Principal Ann Fitzgerald, left, and her family – was honored with an Award of Merit by the Whittier Union Board of
Health.
Trustees after gaining early admission to Yale.
“Oliva is a remarkable and extraordinary young woman, using innovation
and imagination to excel in her studies while
inventive,” she said. “So is a scientist.”
becoming a leader among her classmates and
In 2017, Genao was one of 20 high school juin her community,” Principal Ann Fitzgerald
niors selected to participate in a nine-month
said.
Women in STEM program at Harvey Mudd

Whittier Union Students Visit State Capitol

A

group of seven Whittier Union students in March toured California’s historic State Capitol and met with local
lawmakers to learn about the legislative process and discuss relevant issues, like education funding and testing.
Student leaders Delilah Perez (California
High), Alyx Phillips (Frontier High), Camden
Painton (La Serna High), Samantha Perez
(Pioneer High), Maximas Gomez (Santa Fe
High), Izabella Sanchez (Sierra Vista High)
and June Ybarra (Whittier High) visited Sacramento and met with Sen. Bob Archuleta,
who represents the 32nd District, and Assemblymember Patrick O’Donnell, who represents the 70th District and is Chair of the
Assembly Committee on Education.
Students also met with a representative
for Sen. Mike Morrell, who represents the
23rd District, and representatives for Capitol
Advisors, including former Superintendent
of Public Instruction Jack O’Connell, and
toured the Capitol. Students were joined by
Assistant Superintendent of Business Services Dr. Monica Oviedo.
All students are members of the Superintendent’s Student Advisory Council, which
is tasked with discussing school events and
activities, attending board meetings, meeting with the superintendent to discuss school
issues, and gathering input for the District’s
Local Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP),
which guides District funding. The trip is an
annual event, developed as a team-building
and educational experience for students.
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Whittier Union Students Earn Accolades for Achievements

F

senior class with a 4.38 GPA.
several Adult School courses to ensure
“I want to thank my famher success on the High School
ily, friends and the adminEquivalency Test (HiSET), inistration at Santa Fe not
cluding reading and advanced
only for allowing me to
ESL listening and speaking.
immerse myself in the
The Adult School is a
RAYLENE COSIO, Pioneer High School
culture of Santa Fe as
HiSET testing center and has
Senior Raylene Cosio has never
deeply as I am, but to
a
first-time
pass
rate
of
been one to back down from
develop the culture at
86
percent.
The
school
a challenge – whether it’s
Santa Fe and my characprov ides students
running a 26.2-mile marter throughout my years,”
with the opportunity
athon, taking a six-week
Gomez said.
to study in its lab and
accelerated geometry
Maximas Gomez
Gomez is president of
take
exams
in
Engclass or leading the
the Associated Student
lish
or
Spanish.
varsity girls basketball
Body, is the school’s representative on the
Torres de la Victoria comteam to victory.
Superintendent’s Student Advisory Council
pleted
181
hours
to
prepare
and
Cosio’s constant reand has competed in cross country, track
successfully
pass
all
five
HiSET
silience is a character
and wrestling.
tests
on
her
first
try,
enabling
her
trait developed as a result
to embark on her journey toward beMARIA ORTIZ, Frontier High School
of the adversity she faced
Raylene Cosio
coming an architect.
growing up. Still, the stuGraduating from high school was not impordent-athlete has remained
tant to Maria Ortiz as a freshman entering
MAXIMAS GOMEZ, Santa Fe High School
focused on being academically and personhigh school as a long-term English learner
Senior Maximas Gomez is an exemplary stually successful.
and teen parent.
dent whose profound drive for success has
“Because of the support systems we have
Ortiz entered Frontier – her fourth high
propelled him to shine as a role model to his
in place at Pioneer and the caring adults who
school – severely creditpeers and teachers alike.
go beyond to mentor and serve our students,
deficient. But over the
After working summer jobs with
Raylene’s upward spiral demonstrates that
last year and a half,
his father starting at age 5,
all of our students can flourish and exthe teen has made
Gomez has learned the
perience transformational academic
a t u r na rou nd,
value of time, the
and athletic success,” Principal Lilia
successfully recost of necessities
Bozigian said.
mediating her
and the tireless
Cosio – who was named team
credits and earnamount of work
captain of the varsity girls basketing a Top Proit would take
ball team her freshman year – is
ducer Award three
to get ahead in
one of Pioneer’s highest achieving
times. Ortiz, whose
school and in life.
scholar-athletes, completing 19
daughter is thriving
Those experiAP/Honors classes and maintainin the school’s childences and efforts
Maria
Ortiz
ing a 4.45 GPA.
care center, will gradhave resulted in Gouate
with
her
class
in
June.
mez’s
continued
sucANA TORRES DE LA VICTORIA,
Ana Torres de la Victoria
So far this year, Frontier has returned more
cess at Santa Fe, where
Whittier Adult School
than 35 students to traditional high schools
he has completed 28 semesters of AP/Honors
After arriving to California from Mexico in
and graduated nearly 60 students.
coursework and is in the top 3 percent of the
2017, Ana Torres de la Victoria enrolled in
our Whittier Union students recently
earned Award of Merit recognitions
from the Board of Trustees for tackling personal feats and beating the odds to
succeed.

Whittier Union Schools Honored with Female Diversity Award

L

a Serna and Whittier high schools have
earned the first College Board AP Computer Science Female Diversity Award for
achieving high female representation in their
AP Computer Science Principles courses, integrated into the curriculum in 2016 to expand
student access to STEM education.
The schools were recognized for either
reaching 50 percent or higher female representation in the AP course or having a
percentage of the female computer science
examinees meeting or exceeding that of the
school’s female population.
Out of more than 18,000 secondary schools
worldwide that offer AP courses, La Serna
and Whittier are among only 685 to accomplish this feat.

“We know the impact STEM programs
have on our students – particularly on our
female students – and their interest in pursuing innovative, creative and competitive jobs
in lucrative fields,” Superintendent Martin
Plourde said. “Our girls continue to excel in
their respective academic pursuits and are
taking every opportunity to shine as they
prepare to become the scientists and leaders
of the future.”
Whittier Union launched the AP Computer
Science course in the 2016-17 school year for
10th, 11th and 12th grade students. Students
learn the foundational concepts of computer
science, using the tools and processes incorporated by artists, writers, computer scientists and engineers.
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Whittier Union Student-Athletes Celebrate Successful Year

T

he California High School boys water
polo team celebrated its first CIFSouthern Section Division 5 title in November, capping a successful year in which
the team compiled a 28-6 record.
The CIF title is the first for Cal High in
any sport since 2000 and only the fourth
title in the school’s 65-year history. Cal High
advanced to the CIF SoCal Division 3 Boys
Water Polo Championships, where the team
captured second place.
“I could not be prouder of our student-athletes and Coach David Brown and his staff,
who have worked tremendously hard to build
a championship-winning program,” Principal Bill Schloss said. “Winning the title has
really brought the campus together.”
Cal High’s win caps a remarkable year
thus far for Whittier Union athletics, with
many student-athletes distinguishing themselves with personal bests and triumphs.
Santa Fe High School’s girls varsity basketball team in February clinched the CIFSS Division 4A championship game in a
55-38 victory over Hillcrest, advancing to the
CIF-State Regional playoffs. The 12-member

California High School boys water polo team celebrates
its first-ever CIF-SS Division 5 title.

team and coaches were recognized by the
Board of Trustees.

Santa Fe High School’s girls varsity basketball team clinched
the CIF-SS Division 4A championship.

Pioneer High School’s Cross Country Team

6

Whittier Union cross country teams made
strong showings at the CIF-SS Championships in November.
Cal High finished in seventh place in Division I, qualifying for the CIF State Championships. La Serna High finished in eighth
place, narrowly missing the cut. Whittier
High finished in 16th place in Division 3. Pioneer High – 605 League champions – finished
in 11th place in Division 4 with junior Nathaniel Estrada qualifying as an individual
runner for the state meet.
La Serna High School senior Briana Chacon
added to her lengthy list
of accolades when
she tied for fourth
place in the CIF
State Girls Golf
Championships
in November.
Chacon, who
competed in the
116th U.S. Women’s Amateur Golf
Briana Chacon
Championship, will
continue her golfing career at the University
of Oregon.
Pioneer High School scholar-athlete Amalia Torres celebrated her scholarship to play
women’s volleyball at
Regis College in Boston, Massachusetts
with a signing
ceremony. Torres
will enroll in the
college’s nursing
program, with
the goal of becoming a registered
nurse and eventuAmalia Torres
ally a physician.

Schools Celebrate Kindness Week with Activities

S

tudents, teachers and staff at Whittier,
California and La Serna high schools
were treated to thousands of free Chickfil-A sandwiches as part of Kindness Week,
an annual weeklong celebration aimed at
uniting schools, communities and homes
through random acts of kindness.
To demonstrate kindness to their classmates, the Associated Student Body (ASB)
organizations at each school signed up to participate in an outreach program hosted by the
Whittwood Town Center Chick-fil-A – which
donated more than 7,500 sandwiches for students, teachers, staff and night custodians.
“Chick-fil-A is demonstrating great community generosity and so it’s appropriate
that this takes place during our Kindness
Week,” Whittier High ASB Kindness Commissioner True Herrera said.
The giveaway at Whittier High School was
part of ASB’s larger service leadership campaign to demonstrate its primary mission of
serving all students. For the school year, ASB
developed a Grant-A-Wish program in which
students to grant and receive select wishes.
“We love our school and this is one way to
give thanks,” ASB Kindness Commissioner
Gabby Arredondo said.

At La Serna, students encouraged themed
spirit days, incorporating yellow and touriststyle clothing, hosted a lemonade stand and
posted encouraging messages of kindness.
To demonstrate and strengthen Cal High’s

theme for the year, “Helpful Condors,” ASB
hosted a lemonade and heart-shaped lollipop
giveaways and wrote encouraging grams for
all students and staff. The Chick-fil-A sandwich giveaway helped conclude the event.

Teacher and Coach Shares Stories of Struggle, Triumph in New Book

L

a Serna High School teacher and football coach Ken LaVigne has captured his
30 years of experience as an educator in
“Coach the Soul,” an inspirational book that
profiles stories of struggle and triumph of
the students in the school’s award-winning
intervention program he created, Organized
Academic Support in School (OASIS).
“Working with at-risk students reminds
me of my own youth and the times that I came
so close to going down the wrong path,” said
LaVigne, who was named a California State
Teacher of the Year in 2012. “What saved me
were the teachers and coaches who gave me
an identity and a reason to try.”
Launched in 2007, OASIS pairs sophomores and juniors who are in danger of dropping out of high school with high-achieving
peer mentors, who set them on a path to
graduation by providing emotional and academic support.
The majority of stories in “Coach the Soul”
are dedicated to OASIS students and their
mentors. Chapter titles reflect core values
LaVigne teaches in class such as resilience,
courage, transformation and accountability.
“When I started in the OASIS program, I
had a 1.3 GPA and I really didn’t understand
why I came to school, so I didn’t try,” senior
Jastin Cheadle said. “Mr. LaVigne explained
why school is so important and showed us

La Serna High School teacher Ken LaVigne – pictured with students Jastin Cheadle, left, Joselyn Jasso and
Sky Maestro – recently released his book, “Coach the Soul,” which chronicles stories of struggle and triumph of the students in the OASIS intervention program.

that if you want all these things in life you
need to work for it.”
Cheadle now has a 3.5 GPA and is an OASIS
mentor. He plans to attend Cal State Fullerton.
In 2016, LaVigne created HAVEN, which
emphasizes senior project planning and
7

post-high school academic and career goal
setting with support from adult mentors.
“Ken LaVigne’s passion and commitment
to students who have given up on themselves
is a testament to the power of unconditional
love,” Superintendent Martin Plourde said.

Students Earn Scholarships to Study Language and Culture Abroad

E

ight Whittier Union students will
seize the summer and spend four
weeks overseas absorbing a foreign
language and culture as CIEE Global
Navigator High School Study Abroad
scholarship recipients.
The Santa Fe and La Serna high school
students will travel to Europe, Asia and
Mexico to boost their language skills,
participate in global outreach, explore
service and leadership opportunities and
bond with their host families.
The Council on International Educational Exchange (CIEE) scholarships
– which range from $1,000 to more than
$6,000 – cover all or part of their tuition
and travel expenses. All students will attend and complete one of two sessions offered this summer.
Santa Fe High junior Daniel Torres
will travel to Toulouse, France, while
sophomore Lydia Smith will study in
Rennes, France. Anahi Garcia, a junior,
will study children’s health issues
in Mexico. Sophomore Vanessa

La Serna High study abroad scholarship recipients, pictured with German teacher Jennifer Gerlach,
left, include sophomores Isabella Bracamonte, Monserrat Perez and Kaylie Ching and junior
Samantha Padilla.

Pimentel will spend a month in Amsterdam, where she will study LGBT rights
and activism in the Netherlands, as well
as fulfill a childhood dream.
“I have wanted to go to Amsterdam
ever since I read the Anne Frank diary
when I was 8 years old,” Pimentel

said. “Visiting the Anne Frank house and
museum has been my dream for years.”
From La Serna High, sophomore Kaylie Ching will travel to Berlin, Germany;
junior Samantha Padilla will study in
Shanghai, China; and sophomores Monserrat Perez and Isabella Bracamonte will
spend the summer in Toulouse.
“I’m really excited,” Bracamonte said.
“It’s been my dream to travel the world.”
Students who demonstrate proficiency
in a second language may earn the Seal of
Biliteracy on their high school diploma.
“Through cultural exchange programs, Whittier Union students are able
to bridge the language gap while making connections and memories that will
last a lifetime,” Superintendent Martin
Plourde said.
Four Santa Fe High students, including sophomore Lydia Smith, left, junior Daniel Torres and
sophomore Vanessa Pimentel, will spend four
weeks overseas boosting their language skills
and participating in global outreach.

Frontier High Teachers Achieve Field Expert Status

T

ation High School for creating innovative
programs that address the academic, social
and emotional needs of students who require
additional support as they pursue their paths
toward graduation.
Validation visits are typically conducted
over one to two days.
The District and Frontier support the
voluntary role that the trio have taken by
providing substitutes to cover their classes
during visits.

hree Frontier High School teachers have
achieved Field Expert status after being
trained by the California Department
of Education to evaluate Model Continuation High School applications and chair site
validation visits to those schools.
Serving as representatives of the CDE
and California Continuation Education Association (CCEA), Marty Martin, MaryAnn
Fajardo and Paul Menza visit and evaluate
Model Schools, which give teachers the opportunity to observe exemplary programs
and replicate those successes at their schools.
In 2018, Frontier was one of 32 schools in
the state recognized as a Model Continu-

Frontier High School teachers Marty Martin, left,
MaryAnn Fajardo and Paul Menza are Model
Continuation School field experts.
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