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As I pointed my phone towards the epic late afternoon sky, I held little appreciation for the 
serious overtones those intense colors represented. Later, I learned that a nearby fire created 
the picturesque horizon. Not only did that mean canceling two days of athletic competition, but 
it also meant that one of our teachers faced real danger. One of our history teachers described 
to me how this large fire came within feet of his home. It didn’t take a lot of emotional 
intelligence to sense the gratitude in his voice for the firefighters who literally saved his home. 
Connecting the dots between this teacher’s intense story and my cavalier photo op, reminded 
me that there is often much more to an event, conversation, or observation than meets the 
eye.   
 
Just as I was thankful to hear our fellow Tiller was unharmed, I was also grateful for our Tiller 
family as I participated in the annual State of the Schools event held in the THS Pavilion Monday 
morning. A couple hundred district and invested community members converged on our school 
campus to hear Dr. Franklin, TUSD Superintendent, articulate the great things going on in TUSD. 
Taking in the program from my table was obviously a great source of pride as I watched our 
Tiller ASB leaders, marching band, color guard, cheerleaders, and dance team perform. I was 
also extremely grateful for the hours of planning, preparation, and effort from our THS staff and 
students dedicated to presenting the event. Few people are aware of the sacrifices our Tiller 
family made to make sure the event went off with ease and precision, but anyone connected to 
planning the breakfast, understood the important role our team played. 
 
The State of the Schools Breakfast was not the only time we hosted visitors this week; it felt like 
each day brought another couple of groups to our school to observe for one reason or another. 
One group of visitors came from AVID Central to help us prepare for a later visit to maintain our 
AVID Demonstration School status, which is a tremendous honor and responsibility. Three 
ladies toured AVID classes and other academic classes to provide feedback. As I traveled from 
class to class and then listened to their input, I appreciated all the effort that has gone into 
growing our school from an instructional standpoint. Watching students conduct themselves 
with confidence and focus in their AVID tutorials reminded me that these powerful dynamics do 
not happen by accident. Students actively collaborating in small groups in science classes to 
delve deeper into a question did not just happen. Students in a Math class collaboratively using 
their technology to figure out a challenge presented to them did not just happen. These 
dynamic learning situations stem from professionals investing a great deal of thought and 
preparation into the creation of the very best learning environment.  
 
There were other observing visitors for both Math and Science this week. The purpose of these 
district visitors was to understand more deeply the impact of piloted curriculum and the 
application of NGSS aligned curriculum. It is impressive to see teachers willing to participate in 
high-level professional collaboration to problem-solve, plan, and implement on behalf of the 
district as whole, as well as our students. Walking with our visitors was a powerful experience 
for me because I got to see our students in action and see the fruition of hard behind-the-



scenes teacher work. We have some incredible students who really want to become the best 
versions of themselves in and out of the classroom.  
 
Speaking of visitors: I had the most fun taking Dr. Franklin around to classrooms this week as 
well. Sometimes he pointed out the background and/or district perspective behind an activity 
we observed in a classroom. Other times, I provided him some backstory about a teacher or 
student who impressed. It was an energizing experience to see our school through the lens of 
our most visible district leader. I appreciated the context he provided and his understanding of 
Tiller life. It is a gift to work with a superintendent who understands so deeply both the 
challenges and opportunities we face.  
 
With all the emphasis this week on taking inventory of our academic progress in the classroom, 
I found a meeting with AP teachers particularly interesting. We looked at data which revealed 
an upward trend in the number of students taking AP classes, AP exams, and passing those 
same exams. In 2013, there were 281 passing AP exam scores. That number grew to 540 in 
2017. It is obvious that we are experiencing AP expansion among our students. Much of this is 
due to our AVID program which has over 570 students and represents 25% of our student 
population. However, I saw additional evidence for that growth when I heard AP teachers 
willing to take on students who might not fit the traditional “AP student” profile. I heard 
expressions of growth mindset coming from teachers, whereas most schools are traditionally 
entrenched in a fix mindset.  
 
While classroom learning took center stage this week, there were other significant aspects of 
my week. Like any week, there were countless conversations with staff and students in both 
formal meetings and informal conversations. However, one particularly impactful gathering was 
a booster meeting for the T-Tech program. It was great to hear Mr. Hernandez describe this 
program which continues to expand. (Mrs. Albright represented the newer programing branch 
of the T-Tech program. In addition, Mrs. Posavec is working on growing a bio-medical branch of 
the program.) Mr. Hernandez is truly an inspirational teacher and his impact in and out of the 
classroom abounds. Yet, the most powerful aspect of the evening was listening to current 
student, Bryan Ho (Yes, it really was him) and two former female students talk about their 
journey in the T-Tech program and the places it has taken them. What a gift it is to be able to 
offer courses that not only tap into passions and interests for students, but also prepare them 
for significant opportunities after high school!  
  
Later that evening, as I finally left the THS campus for the day around 8:30 PM, I saw the band, 
girls’ basketball, and swimming still in full swing. I paused to think about the incredible impact 
that occurs when students begin arriving, often before six in the morning, until late in the 
evening. For some of our students, this is the one place they feel connected and thriving. 
Because of all the different opportunities that exist, so many students find a place to connect 
and develop skills and passions. I am extremely grateful for the many venues that exist which 
pour into our students on a variety of levels.  
 



Considering the depth of my reflection Wednesday night, I thought Thursday ended particularly 
well at the girls’ volleyball game. I had just come in from watching our girls’ tennis team 
compete in an intense league competition (Anaka, our number one single tennis player, beat a 
girl 6-0 who had given her difficulties in the past- it speaks to her growth and hard work), when 
I took my seat in the Pavilion for volleyball. Yes, our girls did win the volleyball match in 3 
games against an important league opponent, but the significance of the game took place even 
before it started. It was Teacher Appreciation Day, and each of our girls presented a T-shirt and 
a note to the teacher, or staff member, who influenced them most. It was extremely touching 
to watch. The group photo taken at the end of the presentation is a metaphor to me that we 
are all in this together. Students, teachers, parents, and staff members: we all contribute. I am 
reminded that every day we chose how we want to contribute. May we all continue to grow 
and learn to make the very best choices and contributions on behalf of our students.  
 
Thank you parents for your contribution! I know that sometimes raising a high school student is 
over-whelming and, other times, quite pleasant. Regardless of where you are on that spectrum 
today, your contribution is huge. As I interact with our students on a daily basis, it is obvious 
that we have parents making incredible contributions.  
 
Thank you, and Go Tillers! 
 
Jon 


