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Students Explore Futures During Annual College Fair

E

ager to plan their future in higher education, hundreds of Whittier Union students
and their parents met with dozens of college representatives at the District’s annual College Fair, receiving firsthand information about
college systems and financial aid.
The fair, held in September at Pioneer High
School, featured more than 50 colleges and
universities, among them UC Berkeley,
Cal State Fullerton, Biola University, Rio
Hondo College and Arizona State, as well
as military branches and career technical
education schools.
In addition to filling out registration cards and collecting college
brochures, students and parents
attended workshops to learn more
about financial aid, the primary
college systems, how to choose
a major, SAT and ACT testing, Rio
Hondo’s Rio Promise tuition program
and the Cal-SOAP program at Cal State
Long Beach.
La Serna High School senior Warren
Prescott immediately began reviewing the
event program to see what colleges were participating and what time the workshops began.
“I came to the College Fair last year and
I have narrowed my focus to colleges with
strong aerospace programs,” Prescott said. “I
have better questions this year, but I’m hoping to be surprised.”

The event earned high marks from Prescott’s
father, Barclay.
“I absolutely love it,” he said. “I want to talk
to the reps and find more information on their
engineering programs. We will also attend the

financial aid workshop.”
Whittier Union’s College Fair rotates to a different District high school each year. Pioneer
High’s Expanded Horizons and Career Center
continued on page 8
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Superintendent’s Message
team of educators afford them.
This summer, for instance, our newest students took advantage of many academic programs to get a jump start and prepare for the
rigors of high school.
The college-going culture we have established at Whittier Union has paved the way for
students to forge a path to higher education and
the career of their dreams. We recently hosted
our annual College Fair, bringing colleges and
resources directly to students and their parents,
informing them of their options for the future.

Martin J. Plourde
Superintendent

O

ur Whittier Union campuses are bustling with excitement and renewed energy as we jump into the fall semester of
the 2018-19 school year and soar to new heights
together – inspiring our students to have faith
in themselves, believe that they can succeed
in college and tackle whatever challenges may
come their way.
As we move swiftly into the school year, we
have witnessed our students explore, experience and absorb the quality education that our

Recently, we were recognized for these efforts by The Education Trust-West, which honored us with a Bright Spot Award for advancing
equity and college access among traditionally
underrepresented students.
We operate under the belief that demographics do not determine destiny for students
at Whittier Union. It is a philosophy that our
teachers, staff, administrators and Board of
Trustees embody because we believe that all
students deserve the opportunity to go to college and that barriers will not stand in their way.

“

We are proud of the dedicated educational leaders our
District has cultivated and the immense passion they
bring to their roles within Whittier Union to ensure our
students are supported throughout their high school
journeys and have every tool to achieve excellence.

We are proud of the dedicated educational
leaders our District has cultivated and the immense passion they bring to their roles within
Whittier Union to ensure our students are supported throughout their high school journeys
and have every tool to achieve excellence.

”

Our work together requires collaboration
and a shared vision of seeing our students
achieve. I am proud that we have never wavered
from our mission to prepare and empower our
students to believe in themselves and reach
their potential.

Teacher Earns Spot in Google for Education Innovator Program

D

riven by her passion to make educational
technology accessible to Whittier Union’s
teachers and her goal to enhance the education of its students, Pioneer High School ed
tech lead and math teacher Lisa Ceja earned a
spot in the elite Google for Education Certified
Innovator program.
Google’s highly competitive Innovator
program is a 12-month professional development experience that includes mentorship
opportunities, online learning activities and
a three-day Innovation Academy that helps
participants launch a project related to a challenge in education.
“I am excited to belong to this group of likeminded educators who feel passionately and
want to solve problems in education,” said Ceja,
a 24-year educator at Whittier Union. “Being accepted into the program allows me to grow as an
educator and to see the bigger picture in education that will not just impact my school and
district, but hopefully help others.”
About 30 educators from across the United
States were chosen for the academy. Over the
last four years, Ceja earned certifications as a

Pioneer High School ed tech lead and math teacher
Lisa Ceja has been selected to participate in the Google
for Education Certified Innovator program.

Google for Education Educator and Trainer,
which qualified her for the Innovator program.
As Pioneer High’s ed tech lead – a position
Ceja has held for four years – she supports
teachers using technology in the classroom,
helps troubleshoot issues and trains teachers in
how to use a variety of Google classroom tools to
personalize learning for students. She also collaborates with ed tech leads from other District

Visit us at www.wuhsd.org

schools to hold summer workshops that train
and instruct teachers.
“Using technology in the classroom does not
make you a better teacher, but rather how you use
the technology to enhance teaching,” Ceja said.
For the Innovator program, Ceja demonstrated how she has benefited her campus by
supporting veteran teachers in the classroom as
they adapt to new technological demands.
Ken LaVigne, a 33-year educator at La Serna,
attended Ceja’s workshop on how to create professional teacher websites.
“Lisa’s technical knowledge and tremendous
patience has allowed me and other teachers to
enhance and improve our communication and
effectiveness,” LaVigne said. “She has a natural
kindness that diffuses the anxiety of older teachers who have very limited technical acumen –
we are so lucky to have her at Whittier Union.”
“We’re ecstatic to have educators like Lisa at
our District – they are innovative, always seeking
opportunities to grow and constantly exploring
new ways to make learning a dynamic experience for all of our students,” Superintendent
Martin Plourde said.

Like us on Facebook! facebook.com/wuhsd
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Whittier Union Kicks Off 2018-19 with Freshman First Day

W

earing bright crimson shirts showcasing their “Lancer Pride,” 175 La
Serna High School Link Crew members formed a tunnel welcoming more than 600
freshmen with cheers and high-fives as they entered the gymnasium, giving the new students
a sneak preview of high school life as part of
Freshman First Day activities ahead of the official first day of school.
The Freshman First Day program, now in its
14th year, encourages Whittier Union’s newest
students to tour their respective high school
campuses, attend abbreviated class sessions,
meet their teachers and classmates, and participate in orientation activities. This year, Whittier
Union welcomed more than 2,750 freshmen and
more than 11,400 students overall.
“We began our Link Crew program in 2006,
and every year I am so proud of how our students step up to the challenge of being school
leaders,” La Serna Principal Ann Fitzgerald said.
“When you look around our campus, you see
students and teachers who share the same goal,
to have a rewarding and fulfilling school experience that will prepare them for college and career. That’s what Lancer Pride is all about.”
La Serna senior and Link Crew leader Kyle
Chen delighted in leading the freshman class
in a spirited call and response, inspiring classmates to wave their arms in the air and display
their best dance moves.
“My Link Crew leaders were enthusiastic

and helped me throughout my freshman year.
If you were having a bad day, they would always
be there to cheer you up,” Chen said. “Last year,
I did mentoring for Algebra II and that helped
prepare me to be a Link Crew leader this year.”
During the school year, Link Crew members
will meet with the freshmen four times a week
for study hall and team-building activities.
“At La Serna, this leadership goes beyond
the first day and encompasses the entire school
year,” La Serna Spanish teacher and Link Crew
coordinator Dama Flores said. “For many freshmen, the experience is so rewarding that they
are eager to join Link Crew when they get older.”
Freshman Jordan Henderson is appreciative
of the support from his new classmates.
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“I was kind of nervous coming into the first day,
but my sister is a Link Crew member, so I already
have a sense of Lancer Pride,” Henderson said. “It’s
helpful when you know you are not alone.”

Student Honored for Balancing Academics with Community Service

W

hittier High School senior Ava Sanchez
is determined to make a difference.
Recognized for her leadership skills, integrity and work ethic, Sanchez – a straight-A student who is on track to be one of Whittier High’s
class of 2019 valedictorians – has found a way to
balance academics with community service.
For her commitment and poise, Sanchez was
recognized by the Whittier Union Board of Trustees with an Award of Merit in October.
“I’d like to thank the Board and the Whittier
High staff for your support for all of the programs at Whittier High School and throughout
our District,” Sanchez said. “Your passion does
not go unnoticed. Our staff is absolutely incredible. The support that I’ve personally gotten is
out of this world.”
Before starting her senior year, Sanchez already passed six Advanced Placement exams,
including AP macroeconomics, which she took
through independent study. As a three-year
member of the Academic Decathlon team, Sanchez has earned medals in essay and speech.

Principal Timothy Liggett and Ava Sanchez
Sanchez’s advocacy began at an early age,
when she started an anti-bullying club, Ambassadors of Peace, at Andrews Elementary School.

Sanchez eventually became Andrews’ Associated Student Body president, a position she
also held at Edwards Middle School, where she
still volunteers tutoring students in math and
science and consults the school’s ASB. As Whittier High’s 2018-19 ASB president, Sanchez has
made it a priority for the group to be a true service organization that extends into the Whittier
community.
While Sanchez has had a successful high
school career, it has not been without challenges. But it is her incredible grace and courage during these rough patches that has brought
great admiration from Whittier High Principal
Timothy Liggett.
“Above all of her other outstanding traits, it is
this relentless approach to obstacles that truly
sets her apart and all but ensures her future success,” he said.
Sanchez’s college wish list includes Stanford,
Duke and Princeton. She plans to major in biology and become a doctor, focusing on reproductive health.

District Leaders Take on New Roles to Steer Student Success

F

amiliar faces are taking on new roles at
Whittier Union, continuing a history of
strong leadership that has led to rising
student academic achievement.
Frontier High School Principal Margie
Moriarty will expand her role to include
serving as Whittier Adult School’s principal.
Moriarty, who
began her

assistant principal at Frontier High. Rodriguez has served in administrative roles across
Whittier Union schools, most recently as assistant principal of guidance at Whittier High.
“Frontier is one of our District’s most
valuable assets, supporting credit recovery,
graduation rates and job/college and career
awareness,” Rodriguez said. “I
am dedicated to ensuring
that our students, no
matter their obstacles,
are successful with
their high school

Dr. Margie Moriarty

and attendance offices and school security.
“It is my goal to ensure our students are
supported academically and emotionally as
they tackle the challenges of high school and
pursue their future goals,” Huntley said.
Craig Fox, who served as Pioneer High’s
dean of students since 2014, is now the
school’s assistant principal of business and
activities. He oversees school activities,
including Associated Student Body,
athletics, clubs, and pep and performing groups. Fox replaced
Annette Ledesma, who took on
the job of assistant principal of

Allison Huntley

career at Whittier Union in 1993,
and post-secondserved in every assistant principal
ary goals.”
role at multiple schools before beReplacing Rodricoming principal of Frontier in 2011.
guez is Allison Hunt“I’m very excited to take on this
Richard Rodriguez
ley, now in her 13th
new role and help guide our adult stuyear as an educator at
dents as they embark on new careers and
Whittier Union. Huntley previously taught
gain the skills needed to pursue their profesEnglish at California High School, where she
sional endeavors,” Moriarty said.
also served as interim assistant principal of
Richard Rodriguez, who began his career
guidance and counseling. In her new role,
at Whittier Union in 2002, has been appointed
Huntley oversees Whittier High’s guidance

4

Craig Fox
curriculum and instruction.
“It is my pleasure to serve the kids of this
community, remove any barriers they may
be facing and ensure they have a positive
school experience,” Fox said.

Student Overcomes Language Barriers to
Become Straight-A Student

C

alifornia High School senior Avigahy Garcia moved from California to Mexico and
back during her childhood, challenging
her to learn and re-learn different languages and
cultures over the course of several years.
Despite the inconsistency, Garcia found
a home at Cal High and, with the help of the
teachers and staff, nurtured her dream of one
day attending college. Now fluent in two languages and a straight-A student, Garcia is on
track to realize her goal.
For triumphing against the odds, Garcia was
recognized with an Award of Merit by the Whittier Union Board of Trustees.
“We talk often at Cal High about the fact that
every one of our kids has a story – many times
filled with tremendous challenges,” Cal High
Principal Bill Schloss said. “More often than not,
our kids work really hard and rise above their
challenges to do great things. Avigahy Garcia is a
great example of just that.”
At the start of fifth grade, Garcia moved to
Mexico with her parents and twin brother, while
her two older siblings remained at Cal High. Garcia, who spoke only English, struggled to keep
up with her studies in Mexico, painstakingly
learning to speak, write and learn Spanish.
Garcia returned to the states at the beginning of her sophomore year and attended Cal
High. Her parents temporarily stayed in Mexico because they knew it was necessary for the
twins to re-establish themselves as collegebound students.
The first year at Cal High was the toughest, as

W

Avigahy Garcia and Principal Bill Schloss
Garcia had to re-learn English, readjust to high
school life and make new friends. Despite being
separated from her parents, Garcia worked arduously to excel in her studies with the help
of the Cal High’s student support program, Expanded Horizons.
Since her parents returned to California in
2017, Garcia has soared. Initially designated as
an English learner, Garcia was reclassified as fluent English last year and serves as an Academic
Mentor for English language arts students who
may be struggling.
“Cal High is a great school,” Garcia said. “I
would like to thank everyone, especially my English language teachers. Without them I wouldn’t
be on the right track.”

Whittier Union Adopts Latin Honors System
Beginning with Class of 2022

T

he Whittier Union High School District
Board of Trustees has adopted a new academic honor system to replace the traditional titles of valedictorian and salutatorian,
redefining the honor to more closely reflect students’ outstanding academic achievements and
exemplary citizenship.
Beginning with the Class of 2022, Whittier Union will follow the Latin honors system,
granting students with one of three honors: cum
laude, magna cum laude or summa cum laude
status (with honor, with great honor, with highest honor).
The District will also recognize select students
as Board of Trustee Award Recipients. In order to
be considered as a Board of Trustee recipient,
students would have to earn the Summa Cum
Laude designation and demonstrate exemplary
citizenship during their four years of high school,
as determined by the school.
Citizenship may include outstanding par-

District Selected as
a ‘Bright Spot’ for
Advancing Equity

ticipation in school activities, school leadership,
perseverance through adversity and support for
the school and its students. In measuring GPAs,
all courses will be included; computations will be
carried out to four decimal places.
The principal at each school will form a committee that includes site administration, counselor representation and teacher and classified
employee representation to make the selection
for the Trustee Award(s). Students must attend
a Whittier Union school for at least two years to
be eligible.
“With so many outstanding students in the
Whittier Union High School District, we believe
that we should recognize all who pursue academic and personal excellence and give them the
accolades they deserve,” Superintendent Martin
Plourde said.
The District will continue honoring students
with valedictorian and salutatorian designations
for the classes of 2019, 2020 and 2021.
5

hittier Union has been selected
as one of three Bright Spot
honorees by The Education
Trust-West for advancing equity, closing
opportunity and achievement gaps and
strengthening the pipeline to college for
traditionally underrepresented students.
Whittier Union was recognized at Ed
Trust-West’s 2018 Education Equity Forum
in September for demonstrating a commitment to excellence and implementing
strategies and practices that generated
positive outcomes for students of color,
low-income students, English learners,
and first-generation college students.

“Our educators are innovators who
share a collective vision for success and
are constantly finding ways to improve
student academic achievement,” Superintendent Martin Plourde said. “They are
deeply committed to our students and
our community, and it is through their
efforts that our District has been as successful as it has.”
Most students at Whittier Union – 88
percent – are Latino. More than seven in
10 students are low income and almost
one in 10 are English learners.
Still, about 55 percent of seniors complete the a-g course sequence of classes
required for college entrance – 8 percentage points higher than the state average.
A-g completion rates for Latino students
are almost 15 percentage points higher at
Whittier Union than for Latino students
statewide. And in 2017, the District had a
97 percent graduation rate and 94 percent
of students made progress on the state
School Dashboard’s EL Progress Indicator.
For nearly two decades, the District
has intentionally created systems and
structures to meet the needs of students
and carefully analyzed data to understand which students are succeeding in
college prep courses and which need additional support. Each campus uses the
data to refine and improve practices to
support student success and expand college and career readiness opportunities.
Ed Trust-West advocates for educational justice and the high academic
achievement of students in grades pre-k
through college.

Teacher Ensures Legacy of Student Success with Escalante Math Academy

P

ioneer High School math teacher Javier
Gonzalez entered a geometry classroom
and immediately turned his attention to
four students holding swimming pool noodles
and a hula hoop, instructing them to twist the
props into a series of geometric shapes.
The students were among more than 750
middle and high school students who learned
math skills during the school’s Jaime Escalante
Summer Math Academy, which concluded its
28th year in July.
“Jaime Escalante believed that every student
should have access to higher education,” said
Gonzalez, director of the program and Pioneer’s
math department chair. “Our goal is to continue
his legacy and turn that dream into a reality for
our kids.”
The academy offered Whittier-area students
in grades six through 12 the opportunity to
complete a one-year math course in six weeks,
providing a jumpstart on math classes and preparing them for advanced college-level courses.
“I like math and I have a lot of free time during the summer,” La Serna High School student
Austin Montoya said. “I am taking Math Analysis
so that I can take more AP classes. I hope to attend a UC or Ivy League university and major in
math or science.”
Escalante, the former Garfield High School
math teacher whose life was profiled in the 1988
movie “Stand and Deliver,” inspired the program.
But as director of the Escalante Academy, Gonzalez has guided the program at Pioneer since its
inception.
Gonzalez oversees a team of 18 college professors, 16 college student tutors and 45 high

Javier Gonzalez, director of the Jamie Escalante Summer Math Academy and Pioneer’s math department chair,
teaches students math skills. The academy concluded its 28th year in July.

school student mentors, who assist in teaching
pre-Algebra, Algebra I, Geometry, Algebra II and
Math Analysis.
“Mr. Gonzalez is a really fun and outgoing
teacher,” said Amanda Fitzgerald, a senior at Cal
State San Bernardino who has served as a tutor
since graduating from Pioneer in 2015. “He has his
own style and really draws you into the subject. He
has a way of making terms and concepts stick.”
Among the Escalante Academy staff is Angelo

La Serna High School Debuts New Athletic Fields

L

a Serna High School students-athletes are
enjoying newly renovated athletic fields,
including a nine-lane synthetic athletic
track, high jump, long jump, pole vault, discus
and shotput areas. The $9.8 million project was
completed with Measure W funds.
“The upgrades progressed beautifully over
the last year, and it has been great to see it come
to fruition,” La Serna Principal Ann Fitzgerald
said. “Our student athletic teams and coaches
couldn’t be more excited to have high-quality
athletic facilities to strengthen their game and
ensure a competitive sports environment.”
Playing fields will serve a variety of sports,
including football, soccer, and track and field.
The site features new baseball and softball
natural grass and clay fields, which include
new home and visitor dugouts with associated
storage cubbies and benches, backstops, fencing, batting cages and five-row bleachers. The
football and soccer fields include natural grass
with five-row bleachers for spectators. Upgrades
include new baseball, softball and football
scoreboards, as well as eight new tennis courts

centrally located next to the fitness center and
basketball courts.
All irrigation systems were upgraded with
new landscaping, trees and planted areas.
Measure W was passed by voters in November 2008 to pave the way for Whittier Union to
continue upgrading its educational facilities to
better prepare students for their futures.
6

Villavicencio, who taught math alongside Escalante at Garfield High.
“This is the only Escalante program that remains that emulates and replicates the identical
program that Jaime began,” Villavicencio said.
“In fact, it is better because we have expanded
access to the whole community and include
middle school students. We are working with
wonderful kids who have a great desire to succeed and get better.”

Cal High Summer Course Introduces Future Condors to High School

M

ore than 530 freshmen sampled high
school life during California High
School’s HS 102 course this summer.
The three-week program introduced students to
the academic and extra-curricular opportunities
available on campus and enabled students to
participate in a variety of activities.
Launched in 2013, the program acclimates
students as they transition from middle school
to high school. It also familiarizes students
with school expectations set by Condor PRIDE
(Productivity, Respect, Integrity, Dependability,
Excellence) and provides them with the opportunity to earn 2.5 credits for completing the course.
“HS 102 helps reduce the stress and anxiety
often associated with starting high school and positions students to be successful in their new environment,” Cal High Director of Activities Alberto
Flores said. “We plan the activities and informational presentations with the goal of exposing incoming freshmen to all aspects of high school life.”
Students explored the campus, met with
counselors to discuss goal planning and setting,
and learned how to use a variety of Google applications, including email and Google Classroom.
Other academic sessions included tips on how to
study, take notes and use the MLA writing format.

performing arts and athletic departments, with
students meeting teachers and coaches. The program also featured multiple bonding activities,
including an obstacle course challenge, waterslide day and a pool day.
Students are able to sign up for the program
during the end of their eighth-grade year and at
Future Condor Night, held in March to introduce
future freshmen and their parents to programs
and classes available on campus.
“We want to encourage students to be more
involved with sports, clubs and activities on
campus because these extra-curricular activities
contribute to overall student success,” Cal High
Principal Bill Schloss said.
Presentations on clubs and career academies
gave students a jumpstart on potential career
pathways, with Cal High offering programs in architecture and engineering, automotive technology, culinary arts, health and college preparatory
programs.
“I feel ready with what to expect in high
school and it really helps knowing the campus,”
freshman Isaiah Smith said.
Other workshops briefed freshmen on opportunities available through the visual and

Santa Fe Summer Bridge Program Inspires Incoming Freshmen

S

anta Fe High School celebrated 36 incoming freshmen for investing in their
futures and completing its six-week
Summer Bridge program designed to help
them launch a successful start to their high
school experience.
Led by Santa Fe Athletic Director Steve
Hendry since 1995, the program has helped
more than 2,000 students who have experienced academic challenges while in middle
school transition successfully to high school.
The program is designed to instill confidence
and provide students with helpful study skills.
“The goal of the class is to convince
our students that they can be successful
in high school,” Hendry said. “These are
smart kids who are only now beginning
to realize the value of an education. This
is their first success in high school.
They come to Santa Fe and their
slate is clean. They are receiving
a fresh start and are very excited
about it.”
The students – who attended
middle schools in the Little Lake
and Los Nietos school districts –
brushed up on their study skills and
received instruction in time management. Santa Fe Principal Craig Campbell and Resource Officer Steve Garcia
advised the students on how to adjust
to a larger school setting and how to best

use available resources.
They also learned the six pillars of character: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and citizenship. On the
final day of class, Associated Student Body
representatives encouraged Bridge students
to participate in extracurricular activities.
“The Bridge program gave me a preview of
high school life,” said Santa Fe freshman Matthew Kennedy, who attended Lakeside Middle
School. “It was really helpful. I realize now that
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I have to get serious with my studies.”
Upon completion of the program, the
freshmen are placed in a guided study elective
course where they are paired with peer mentors. The combination of support has helped
more than two-thirds of Bridge students to
graduate from high school in four years.
“The transition from middle to high
school can be daunting for students and
Bridge prepares them for success by focusing on improving their work ethic, resiliency
and attitude,” Campbell said.

Whittier Union Connects Schools with Realtors

I

n an effort to connect prospective Whittier
families to Whittier Union schools, Pioneer
and Whittier high schools hosted close to
50 real estate agents during open houses that
featured tours of the campus and revamped
facilities, information about the history of each
school and an overview of their rigorous academic programs.
“When prospective homebuyers are considering where to move, schools can be the
deciding factor in their home purchase, and oftentimes, realtors don’t have the whole picture
of what our schools offer,” Superintendent Martin Plourde said. “Educating our local realtors
about our award-winning schools helps them in
their efforts to steer potential residents toward
our Whittier community.”
At Pioneer, realtors learned about the school’s
academic, visual and performing arts, and college-readiness culture, bolstered by its designation as an AVID National Demonstration School
and California Honor Roll School.
“What I like best about Pioneer is the community feel,” senior Isabel Delgadillo, a studentathlete and AVID student, told the group. “It
feels like I know everybody and people know me.
Pioneer has shown me what it means to be an

Freshman Fresh
Start Offers
Smooth Transition
to New Students

T
incredible teacher and it has really contributed
to who I am today.”
Realtors at Whittier High School learned about
the school’s 118-year history, as well as its comprehensive academic curriculum, rising student
academic achievement and student support programs, including Link Crew/Senators, ASB and
award-winning Academic Mentor program.
Attendees also learned about the school’s
block schedule with embedded support program, career technical education courses and
student accomplishments.
“I love this place so much,” junior Jasmin
Orellana told the visitors. “I chose to come to
this school because it is a great place, and the
teachers are amazing.”

Local real estate agents tour the Pioneer High School campus, learning about the academics, student programs and
traditions, including the lighting of the Titan Torch.

Students Explore Futures During Annual College Fair
continued from page 1

coordinators began planning for the event in
May, reaching out to schools and presenters to
ensure students had access to a wide variety of
college and career choices.
“I advise my students to keep an open mind,
bring your transcripts and have good questions
prepared,” said Victoria Cuevas, director of
Pioneer’s academic and student support program, Expanded Horizons. “Students generally
have their hearts set on one or two schools, but
I tell them to talk to as many colleges as they
can, because you never know what will spark
your interest. You need to find the school that
best fits your needs as a student.”
8

he transition from middle to high
school can be difficult for students who struggle to acclimate
to new academic rigor. Sierra Vista High
School, Whittier Union’s independent
study campus, provides a bridge for
these students through its Freshman
Fresh Start program.
Launched in 2013 by Sierra Vista
teachers Larry Neberman and Jenn
Useda, Freshman Fresh Start is designed
to support ninth-graders who are behind
in credits, have poor attendance or need
one-on-one teacher support. Students
are recruited primarily from the Whittier
Area Community Day School.
“On the first day of school, we meet
with the students and tell them, ‘You are
smart,’ ” Useda said. “For many of our
students, just the idea that they can have
success in school is a tremendous boost
to their confidence. For parents, we have
an open-door policy. They are welcome
on campus at any time and we invite
them to join their children in the classroom if they want to.”
The program, which can accommodate up to 35 students a year, includes
a-g college prep courses and teaches
the same high school curriculum as
what is taught at the comprehensive
high schools.
Students attend one homeroom
class, where Neberman and Useda teach
four core subjects (English, math, biology and physical education) and two
electives (living skills and child development). Classroom distractions are
kept at a minimum and the personalized learning approach helps students
bolster their academic and social skill
sets. About half of the students return to
their home schools or stay at Sierra Vista
to study independently.
“Freshman Fresh Start is an invaluable
resource for the Whittier community,
helping to change the lives of students
who are in danger of falling through the
cracks and putting them on the path
to being lifelong learners,” Sierra Vista
Director Nicki Buccholz said. “Larry
Neberman and Jenn Useda have done
an amazing job of identifying these students, bringing them into the program
and working hard to help them achieve
their academic goals.”

