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Often times in the classroom setting, I see students functioning in a relatively sophisticated academic 
mode.  Other times I see students performing in arenas outside the school day that suggest substantial 
preparation and they demonstrate high levels of achievement. Because of that, sometimes it is easy to 
forget that all of our students are also teenagers trying to make sense of who they are, the world around 
them and their purpose in it. Adolescents face many challenges on so many levels and each individual 
navigates those uniquely. I was reminded this week that our students appreciate and thrive when adults 
provide safe, structured and thoughtful space for them to process the complexities they encounter. This 
week, I observed several settings in and out of the classroom where students were challenged, 
encouraged and nurtured to engage in deeper layers of thought and emotion not often associated with 
school.  
 
One of my first encounters this week was in Mr. Barry’s Math class, which happened to be taking a test. I 
arrived in time to see one young man walking by a cluster of chairs to deliver his final product. I asked him 
how he felt about his pending results. His response suggested that he would receive favorable feedback. 
I followed up with why he was so sure of success. His response communicated that he spent a great deal 
of time over the weekend preparing.  
 
The teacher informed me in a subsequent email how fortunate I was to engage this particular student. 
This young man shared with Mr. Barry in the beginning of the year how he struggled with math and did 
not consider himself a “natural mathematician”. To the teacher’s credit, he continued to encourage and 
affirm the student by telling him, “You have the ability to succeed with hard work.” Just after I left the 
room, the teacher scanned what he thought was a very challenging multiple-choice test, and it turned out 
that Benjamin Cruz earned a perfect score. The teacher acknowledged that this student must have 
definitely studied over the weekend. Mr. Barry wrote, “What a great example to us and to himself of 
growth mindset!” 
 
I observed so many other examples this week of meaningful, thoughtful and creative student engagement. 
There was Hailey Symington who was meticulously completing a cost/benefit analysis grid in Mr. 
Simpson’s class of potential life choices for next year. In the conversation, she shared her goal of becoming 
a ceramics teacher like Ms. Gray. There was Huda Esmail who was intently typing a rant inspired by Ms. 
Lubin’s thoughtful lesson design and high level questioning. As I read, with permission, Huda’s rant, I was 
impressed with her eloquence and passion as she described impactful political decisions. There was a 
group of sophomore students who creatively established a news set in a hallway not far from the 
classroom to video a satirical piece commenting on popular culture- a project assigned to all sophomore 
English students. There was Italia Najera sitting in her study center class writing out a rap-style poem 
assigned in Keith Martyn’s class that poignantly depicted the value and importance of the values outlined 
in the Preamble of the US Constitution. While these were just a few of my observations and interactions 
this week, they reminded me of the importance of intersecting academic learning with social emotional 
development. There was a great deal of both occurring this week.  
 
In the middle of a week, which seemed to highlight deeper thinking and modes of expression, I took what 
felt like a creative break to join three of our Tiller teachers in an Utt PTO Meeting presentation to highlight 
our school and three of our signature programs at the request of the parents. The energy in the room for 
prospective Tustin High School families was palpable. It was fun to be reminded of how exciting it is for 
8th graders and their families to consider all the possibilities represented in a high school setting. As we 
presented and interacted with people that night, I was grateful for the rich learning environment we offer. 



It is not an accident that our seniors exhibit such sophisticated thinking and demonstrate such high levels 
of achievement.  
 
The last two evenings offered an opportunity for me to observe our students in a much different setting 
than the classroom, and also provided insight into their growth and development as people. The Advanced 
Theater Arts Class performed “Almost Maine”, a play by John Cariani. There was so much to observe on 
stage, but I was also impressed with the commitment of those involved from the backstage techs, to the 
techs in the sound booth, to those passing out programs. Energy and excitement permeated the building 
as the audience gathered and prepared to watch.  
 
As I waited for the program to begin, I engaged a young man passing out programs, Jordy Galan. Our 
conversation revealed that I had just watched him the night before playing soccer as our boys took on 
Western High School on our home field. When I last checked the game with 12 minutes left in the second 
half, we trailed 0 – 1. The outlook was ominous, and I turned my attention to boys’ basketball which was 
dominating their opponent just a few meters away in the Pavilion. You can imagine my shock when Jordy 
began to describe his goal late in the game to cause an overtime period. He shared how motivated he was 
to get the ball in the goal in order to keep CIF hopes alive for his senior teammates. Listening to him 
describe the urgency for his fellow players told me a lot about the character of this young man, and it was 
even more impactful as he described his second goal in overtime to win the game.  
 
My engaging conversation with Jordy was a fitting beginning to an evening where I watched 16 Tustin 
students perform on stage. The play offered several intentionally awkward, painful, warm, funny, and 
thoughtful moments. The actors each brought their own unique perspective to the characters and they 
each committed fully to their roles. It was so fun to see the fruits of so much hard work that resulted in 
an impressive theater experience. I felt like I got to know each student better as they portrayed characters 
with varying levels of divergence from reality. I laughed, smiled, sighed, and even teared up as I was able 
to move past the actual actors and enter into the moment created on stage. I was so proud of our students 
and their commitment to this project, and I am grateful for Ms. Markley’s leadership. I felt like I went to 
a place far away for a couple hours the last two nights, and it was great to take that mental journey with 
our students.  
 
It is great to be a Tiller! 
 
Go Tillers! 
 
Dr. Jon Tuin 
Tustin High School Principal 

 


