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Last Friday, a team of nine people headed up to Stanford University from Tustin High School to 

participate in a “Challenge Success” conference. The team included myself, Mr. Tanara (assistant 

principal), Jayme Acosta (Counselor), Celeste Kelly (Teacher), Chris Miguel (teacher), Tyler 

Watkins (teacher), Savanna Thorn (student), Igor Moreira (student), and Jerry Huang (parent). In 

our second year of working with Challenge Success, we’re working to create a more balanced 

learning environment that both challenges and nurtures students.  We adopted important 

changes this year as a result of our work. Examples are the weekly Delayed on Time starts (DOT) 

and the 6 minutes passing period. Another important change we implemented this past summer 

was eliminating summer assignments. 

Traveling together as a team provided so much opportunity for informal learning. I had the 

opportunity to visit with teachers, parents, admin, and students to gain their perspective on how 

we can maximize our work so students are prepared academically and emotionally. I valued these 

conversations immensely in those 30 hours.  

At the conference, I also learned a great deal in more formal learning settings. The keynote 

speaker, Lisa Damour, spoke a great deal about how we can best help students. I appreciated her 

input that communicated stress in itself is not bad. How we deal with stress is much more 

important. The two exceptions she noted were chronic stress and traumatic stress. Some of our 

students have experienced trauma and that is unfortunate. We continue to learn how to support 

students who have experienced such trauma. Chronic stress also is generated outside of the 

school environment, but it is also a form of stress that we can contribute to at school. Students 

who take an excessive number of AP classes, multiple extra-curricular activities, and even outside 

jobs can create a chronically stressful world. That was one reason for starting school later one 

day a week each Wednesday. There are so many other ways to think about creating a rhythm 

through the week that allows for play time, down time, and fun time. The speaker reminded us 

of how important each these are in a person’s life. She also highlighted four characteristics that, 

according to research, are found in happy people. People who have meaningful relationships, 

meaningful work, confidence in their work, and physical health tend to report happier lives. The 

rest of the conference was attending multiple sessions helping us look at ways to create an 

environment where students are happy and productive.  

Our Challenge Success Team met this Thursday as well to follow up with the learning experienced 

at the conference. Our work is important for preparing students for the future on so many levels. 

I am grateful for a team that understands the complexity of this work and is not afraid to ask 

questions, problem-solve, and take risks on behalf of our students and their growth.  

Go Tillers! 

Dr. Jon Tuin 

Tustin High School Principal 


