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When I scrolled through my Twitter Sunday afternoon, the tragic news about Kobe Bryant stunned 
me. I immediately thought of his family, friends and even fans that would be impacted by the news 
about this news international icon. Even though I myself didn’t have any real connections, except 
professional admiration, learning his daughter Gianna was on board the helicopter caused me to 
pause with heaviness. That heaviness only expanded throughout the week, as I learned more about 
the victims and some of the connections to our Tiller family. 

John Altobelli was a baseball coach at Orange Coast College, so it was no surprise that our baseball 
coach, Coach Chatman, knew him well. Even his daughter Alyssa who was on board that day was no 
stranger to our campus. Learning about those connections and the tremendous respect for this 
family brought the story closer to home in a hurry. 

Tuesday night’s girls’ basketball game against Crean Luther would likely determine the top spot in 
the Empire league. Both teams had only one loss. I remembered from our trip in December that this 
would be a defining game on the schedule. So much so, Coach Gocke’s parents flew out from Illinois 
to be a part of the event. Before the game, everyone was reminded of the tragic helicopter crash 
just two days earlier as the gym stopped in absolute silence. As the shot clock wound down from 
24, I peered around the gym and felt the impact. What I found out later, one of our basketball 
families is very close with the Chester family. Sarah Chester, one of the victims, was a former Tustin 
Memorial Academy teacher, and her daughter Peyton a basketball player as well.  

The silence ended and the focus quickly shifted to basketball on the court. Our Tiller girls took 
control early. Whether it was the inspiration of the “Mamba Mentality” as the Orange County 
Register headlined, or the focused intent to be league champions, the girls were on a mission. They 
rebounded with authority, dove for loose balls or stood their ground for charges and jump balls. 
Their increased effort showed noticeably. What was supposed to be a close game never 
materialized, and the impact of the crash was not lost on the game. The perspective brought by the 
Sunday tragedy lingered. 

Thursday night’s Challenge Success Night was a wonderful event where families from Utt Middle 
School and Tustin High School combined to listen to speaker, Margaret Dunlap, share about the 
importance of our perspective on what constitutes success. For example, it might be easy to focus 
on the Kobe Bryant’s success on the basketball court, but Sunday’s events highlight the importance 
of a different kind of success, being fulfilled and connected. She emphasized play time, down time 
and family time as part of a healthy schedule. 
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It was great to meet some middle school families at our Challenge Success Night, and their presence 
remind me of another recent loss in our community. Chad Wilson was a teacher at Columbus Tustin 
Middle School, and passed away a few days before the helicopter crash. His son Randy coached our 
girls’ softball team just a couple of years ago. Margaret’s call to include family time is not just a nice 
way to keep balance, but it is a precious opportunity to not take for granted. As the events of this 
week reminded me, life is precious and our time on Earth is finite. Taking advantage of connection 
time with family and friends a gift to cherish. I was grateful for Margaret’s reminder.  

Part of our efforts to help our students approach school with some sense of balance included our 
first ever Course Shopping event. We invited students to come to school early on our Wednesday 
DOT start to learn about courses for next year. We want students to challenge themselves, but in 
reasonable chunks. We offered this event so students could make course selections as more 
informed consumers, and there were 244 student visits to these before school sessions. 

Due to the heaviness of this week, I was particularly grateful to attend the TUSD District High School 
Instrumental Music Honor Concert. Students from Beckman, Foothill and Tustin High School came 
together to create beautiful and moving music as a Jazz Band, String Orchestra and Wind Ensemble. 
Each group played one inspirational piece after another that spurred on more reflection. As 
melodies flowed and harmonies swelled, the heaviness of my heart was comforted. I know that for 
many, life will never be the same after this week. For those morning, there is no quick remedy for 
pain. However, I was reminded listening to these young musicians that gratitude is one of the best 
antidotes to heaviness. I thought about many aspects of my gratitude in that moment: family, 
friends, colleagues and students. We have an opportunity to not just grow our students, but like in 
that concert moment, bask in the beauty of what our students create.  

It was a heavy week for many, but also a good week. It was a week in which I was particularly 
grateful to be a Tiller. 

 

Go Tillers! 

 


