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Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson to Retire
After 39-Year Career at Whittier Union

A

fter a 39-year career as a teacher and administrator in the Whittier Union High
School District – including 15 years as
District superintendent – Sandra Thorstenson
will retire in June 2016.
“These 39 years at Whittier Union have been
fulfilling, memorable and heart-filled,” Thorstenson said. “It has been a joy to be a part of the wonderful strides we’ve made to develop a culture of
collaboration that supports student achievement
and teacher and staff development.”
During her distinguished tenure as an educator, administrator and instructional leader at the
local and state levels, Thorstenson has earned
prominence for successfully instituting a culture
of support, collaboration and unity among teachers and staff for the benefit of every student.
Thorstenson, a graduate of Whittier High
School and Whittier College, began her career in
Whittier Union in 1977, working at four of the six
campuses and making it a priority to visit every
classroom throughout the District several times
a year as superintendent.
Thorstenson spearheaded the transformation
of the District – which serves more than 13,000
high school students and 7,000 adult school
students – into a high-achieving district recognized across the nation as a model. The District’s
“Whatever It Takes” initiative has focused on setting high expectations for all students, challenging and engaging them, and providing targeted

intervention and support. The result has been
a significant increase in graduation rates – currently at 96 percent – and rising A-G collegerequired course passing rates, in addition to a

significant decrease in dropout rates.
The District is widely acknowledged for its
success in narrowing the achievement gap from
continued on page 8
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Superintendent’s Message
education community to continue the work we
are doing to ensure the well-being and academic
excellence for our students.
In fact, this work has garnered the attention
of Michael Fullan, an internationally respected
educational researcher. As part of a three-year
case study, he visited our District to observe how
our collaborative culture boosts student achievement and professional growth.
Additionally, the valuable work of our teachers and staff on behalf of students will be featured in books authored by respected educators
Rick DuFour and Ivannia Soto. It is gratifying
that each of these leaders in our field has written about Whittier Union and has asked us to
endorse their books.
Sandra Thorstenson
Superintendent

A

s we approach the end of yet another successful school year, I am reminded of what
a wonderful place Whittier Union is and
the deep impact it has left on me both professionally and personally.
Whittier Union is the District from which
I graduated. It is where I have spent the last 39
years as an educator working alongside the finest
teachers, counselors, staff and administrators I
have ever known, and helping to build a studentfirst culture of which I am especially proud.
It has been a joy to witness our students’ successes, including those who have earned recognition and admiration for their perseverance and
motivation, and those of our teachers who are
making a statewide impact on education. These
stories of fortitude are an inspiration to us in the

worked for 15 years, will be Whittier Union’s next
superintendent; Pioneer High School Principal
Monica Oviedo and Santa Fe High School Principal Kevin Jamero will join his cabinet as assistant superintendents; Assistant Superintendent
Loring Davies will support Whittier Union as
Deputy Superintendent and three new principals will be coming on board.
It will be a transition, but one that will continue to build on the tremendous work and
success for which Whittier Union is locally and
nationally recognized. Our District organizational culture, which thrives on the mantra
that demographics do not determine destiny, is
deeply rooted among teachers and staff, where
collaboration and unity are the foundation of our

District organizational culture, which thrives on the mantra
“ Our
that demographics do not determine destiny, is deeply rooted
among teachers and staff, where collaboration and unity
are the foundation of our students’ continual achievement.

”

It has been an exciting and transformative year
for our District, and it will continue into the future.
As you know, over the next few months, our
District will experience a number of changes, including my retirement and those of two instrumental pioneers, Whittier High School Principal
Lori Eshilian and Assistant Superintendent Rich
Russell, as well as the emergence of visionary
leaders already working within Whittier Union.
My friend and colleague Martin Plourde, a
talented educator and leader with whom I have

Assistant Superintendent Martin Plourde to
Lead as Next Superintendent

T

he Whittier Union Board of Trustees seto be driven by the collaboration of a deeply
lected Assistant Superintencommitted staff in making studentdent of Business Services
centered decisions and proving that
Martin Plourde – who has
demographics do not determine
served the District in varidestiny,” Plourde said. “I am
ous leadership capacities
committed to working every
for 15 years – as its next
day to live up to the high
superintendent.
expectations of our school
The selection follows
community and carrying on
extensive discussions
the Whittier Union legacy.”
by the Board of Trustees
Plourde’s 34-year career in
and widespread outreach
education began at Junipero
through an online survey
Serra High School, where he
and an input study session sowas an English teacher and basketMartin Plourde
liciting feedback on the qualiball coach. He was then a teacher
ties, skills and abilities most
and counselor at Paramount High
valued in a superintendent, which included
School before beginning his tenure at Whittier Union in 1991, when he was hired as asbeing collaborative and student-centered –
sistant principal of guidance at Santa Fe High
tenets Whittier Union has long embraced.
School. He was subsequently appointed
“I am extremely humbled to be considered for this position, where I will continue
Santa Fe’s assistant principal of curriculum.
2

students’ continual achievement.
I have loved being this District’s superintendent for 15 years, observing powerful teaching
taking place in the classroom and seeing our students learning and preparing for the next step of
their futures.
While it is difficult for me to say farewell to
the place I love and the staff I have loved working
with, I leave the District knowing that the leaders
I have come to know and trust will ensure that
Whittier Union flourishes for years to come.

Plourde was principal of Arcadia High
School for 10 years before returning to Whittier Union in 2005 as principal of La Serna
High School, a post he held for four years.
Plourde was appointed assistant superintendent of personnel services, a position he held
for five years. He has led the business services
division since 2014.
“The quality and dedicated staff across
Whittier Union embraces and values our
healthy organizational culture and has clearly
expressed that they yearn to continue cultivating it,” Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson said. “Martin Plourde, with whom I have
worked side by side for 15 years, has been
steeped in and fully embraces the inclusive
environment that Whittier Union treasures. I
know that Martin will ensure our thriving District is well cared for.”
Plourde has a master’s degree in counseling and guidance from Loyola Marymount
University and a professional administrative
services credential from University of California, Riverside.

Educational Researcher Explores District’s
Culture of Collaboration

W

hittier Union provides a rare example
of a collaborative culture that boosts
student achievement and teacher development, according to international education
expert Michael Fullan, who in February visited
the District as part of case study on high-achieving school districts.
Now in year two of the three-year project, Fullan interviewed administrators about the District’s
collaborative culture to support teachers and met
with a team of English teachers, who act as leaders
and mentors to peers at their school sites, to discuss best practices and the importance of teamwork to improve student growth and learning.
“A lot of other districts want to move in this
direction,” said Fullan, the former dean of the
Ontario Institute of Studies in Education at the
University of Toronto. “Only about 10 percent of
schools do what Whittier Union does. Fifty percent of districts want to do it, but don’t know how
to do it and some just never get there.”
“How does a teacher get better at their pedagogy, their teaching? Innovative pedagogy leads
to student success,” Fullan explained. “If you’re
in this District, you should be growing and learning from day one.”
Whittier Union is one of four school districts
in the state – along with Fresno, Long Beach and
Twin Rivers – participating in the case study.
During Fullan’s visit, teacher leaders and
coaches discussed their weekly site meetings,

District Establishes
Educational
Foundation to
Enhance Student
Programs

T
quarterly District Best Practice meetings and extensive summer professional learning, which provide an opportunity to analyze assessments, data
and student growth; review curriculum and effective instructional practices; and share and compare strategies to take students to the next level.
“Michael Fullan’s research has been instrumental to our District establishing a culture that
values professional collaboration which feeds
the continual building of capacity of staff and
results in student achievement growth no matter the demographics,” Superintendent Sandra
Thorstenson said.

Financial Hardships No Obstacle for Santa Fe
Senior Who Wins Full Scholarship

D

aisy Nahoul has faced significant hardI will be able to accomplish amazing things in
ships in her 18 years, including living out
Chicago. I want to make my family proud.”
of a car as her family coped with financial
The QuestBridge College Match Scholarship
difficulties. However, instead of letting
is a four-year scholarship offered to students who have faced financial hardher situation determine her future,
ships and are still able to emerge as
the Santa Fe High School senior saw
top scholars among their peers.
it as a challenge – one that would
“Daisy is an extraordinary
push her to the top of her class.
example for her fellow class“The experience we had made
mates,” Principal Kevin Jamero
us more unified as a family,”
said. “Her ambitions and deNahoul said. “Even though my
sire to continuously learn have
mother didn’t go to college, she
helped her thrive under circumrecognized the importance of getting an education and always encourstances that might have held others
aged me and my siblings to aim high.”
back. She is definitely someone to
Daisy Nahoul
Nahoul’s hard work and determiwatch out for.”
nation – including excelling in every Advanced
At Santa Fe, Nahoul has served as a math and
Placement (AP) and honors class she’s taken
science tutor in the school’s after-school program. Nahoul was an intern for a political camand achieving a 4.35 GPA – has paid off as she
paign and was a community representative for
has been awarded a $70,000-a-year QuestBridge
the City of Whittier.
Scholarship to attend the University of Chicago.
Nahoul hopes to study molecular engineerShe will be the first in her family to go to college.
ing in Chicago so she can help facilitate progress
“This scholarship is going to change all of our
throughout communities, tackling issues such as
lives,” she said. “My mom won’t have to worry
water resource problems.
about paying for college or going into debt, and
3

he Whittier Union High School District Educational Foundation is a
newly launched 501(c)(3) nonprofit
organization formed to help support and
supplement the robust curricular and cocurricular programs Whittier Union has
established to spark innovative learning
experiences and promote academic excellence among all students.
The WUHSD Educational Foundation
will enhance academic and enrichment
activities for students, including interactive
field trips, classroom technology upgrades,
career pathways, scholarships and more.

One of the ways the Foundation hopes to
embark on this mission is to garner support
from the community’s business leaders, donors, distinguished alumni and educators,
all of whom are integral to ensuring the success and well-being of its students.
“We are inviting our entire community
to join together to invest in Whittier Union’s
schools and students,” Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson said. “This is an exciting
endeavor that will support all of our schools
and help us continue providing excellence
in curricular and co-curricular programs
at every school throughout the high school
district. Investing in the youth of our community is a wise investment in our future.”
The Foundation is led by a Board of
Directors comprised of community leaders, including Leighton Anderson, Jeff
Ball, Doug Rowan, Susan Crowell, Martin
Plourde, Thorstenson, Ruth Shannon and
Bill Wood.
For information on donation opportunities, call Olga Sedillo at (562) 698-8121, ext.
1000.

Whittier Union
Launches Official
Facebook Page

T

o further strengthen its community
outreach and communication efforts, the Whittier Union High School
District has launched its official Facebook
page, where it will distribute up-to-date
news and information about its schools,
activities and District initiatives.
The social media page is another
method of disseminating important news
to parents, staff, students and other key
stakeholders from across the system, including student successes, school achievements, important events, news alerts and
modernization projects.

“As more families and Whittier Union
stakeholders use online sources to discover and explore what is happening in
their community, it is important to utilize
user-friendly platforms like Facebook to be
transparent and communicate the unprecedented academic successes our schools
and students are achieving on a daily basis,”
Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson said.
“There are so many great things happening across all of our schools, and we are excited to share the accomplishments of the
students and staff, as well as other relevant
District community information.”
Through Facebook, for example, followers can read student success stories or
learn about the rigorous professional development teachers engage in to prepare students under the new California Standards.
In addition to providing regular updates
on Facebook, Whittier Union continues
to deliver news and information via print
newsletters, electronic newsletters, website
updates and email news blasts.
The official Facebook page is available at
www.facebook.com/wuhsd.

New District Stadium to be Named for
Longtime Superintendent

T

he Whittier Union High School District
will name a new 7,000-seat football stadium under construction at California
High School the “Sandra Sanchez Thorstenson
Stadium” in honor of Superintendent Thorstenson, who is retiring in June after 39 years with
the District.
Expected to be completed in August, the
District stadium will serve as the home field for
Cal, Whittier and La Serna high schools’ football teams. The complex will span 22 acres and
include an artificial turf playing field and allweather track, as well as an elevator, press box,
locker and weight rooms, and equipment storage
room. Its scoreboard will bear the name “Sandy
Thorstenson Stadium.”
“I feel beyond blessed to have served Whittier
Union students, staff and parents for the past 39
years,” Thorstenson said. “It’s incredibly humbling that students, parents, teachers, staff and
the Board of Trustees thought of me for this
honor. Whittier Union is truly based upon a
foundation unlike any other – it’s a family to me.”
Thorstenson, a Whittier High School graduate, began her career as a teacher at Pioneer High

School, before becoming an assistant principal
at Cal High. She was then assistant principal and
principal at Santa Fe High School. She is also the
parent of a La Serna High School graduate.
“Her strong connection to all five comprehensive high schools epitomizes the sense of
family we all feel as part of the Whittier Union
High School District,” the principals of California, Whittier and La Serna high schools wrote in
a joint letter supporting naming the stadium for
Thorstenson. “Sandy Thorstenson has enjoyed
tremendous success at every level of leadership
and has enabled the District to experience unparalleled success these past 15 years.”
The principals gathered feedback from a variety of groups and committees representing students, parents, teachers, staff and alumni at their
respective schools. Each received overwhelming
support for naming the stadium for Thorstenson.
Construction of the new stadium at Cal High,
which began in June 2015, is similar to a complex
completed at Pioneer High School last year. The
new athletic complex will feature baseball and
softball fields, soccer practice areas and refurbished outdoor basketball and volleyball courts.

Construction on the 7,000-seat District football stadium at California High School is expected to be complete in August. The stadium will be called the Sandra Sanchez Thorstenson Stadium and feature several new athletic amenities.
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Scholars Honored for Academic Achievements

S

everal outstanding students who beat the
odds to make it to the top have been
recognized with Award of Merit certificates by the Board of Trustees. They
include: Frontier High student Lisbeth
Lozano, La Serna High student Elizabeth Israelian, California High student
Sophia Aldecoa and Santa Fe High student Sarahi Garza.
Lozano enrolled at Frontier in January 2015 as a second-semester sophomore
with zero credits, having previously lived in
Guatemala. Despite the odds, Lozano worked
her way to the top of her class, earning a 3.89
GPA and completing 136 credits in one calendar year — more credits than any on-track
student typically completes in two years.
Now attending 11th- and 12th-grade
classes, Lozano is on her way to early
graduation by taking on extended
school days and extensive summer
school. She is also a member of the
school’s Associated Student Body (ASB)
and is president of the school’s S Club,
sponsored by the Whittier chapter of Soroptimist International.
“My family, teachers and staff helped me
overcome any difficulties I had when I first
started classes last year, and they were the ones
who encouraged me to try my hardest to catch
up and go beyond,” Lozano said. “They showed
me that if I have enough passion and dedication,
anything is possible.”
Israelian is set to take the stage at the end
of her senior year as one of three La Serna High
valedictorians, a feat she attributes to growing up
as the daughter of immigrants who dreamed of
pursuing educational opportunities unavailable
in their native countries.

Lisbeth Lozano

Sophia Aldecoa

Elizabeth Israelian

Sarahi Garza

The straight-A scholar holds a 4.52 GPA, has
been a Top 25 student for four years and takes
a rigorous course load of Advanced Placement
(AP) classes. Israelian also serves as an Academic
Mentor, LINK Crew leader and Summer Bridge
mentor. She hopes to study biochemistry.
“It makes me feel so proud to be a Lancer and
have so much support from the staff, teachers
and the talented students,” Israelian said. “La
Serna supports students to grow academically
and personally and to strive for success. Without

California High Arts Teacher to Help Develop
Statewide Education Curriculum

C

alifornia High School arts teacher Julie
Tonkovich is one of 10 public school
teachers appointed to serve on the Instructional Quality Commission (IQC), an advisory body to the State Board of Education,
providing her the opportunity to help develop
and strengthen education standards that will
benefit students across the state.
Tonkovich – who has been teaching visual
arts at her alma mater for 24 years – will begin
serving her four-year term in January 2017.
She will work with an 18-member commission to help revise and update the framework
for education, drawing on her experience as a
visual and performing arts teacher and utilizing her English and social science credentials
within her art classes.
Under this appointment, Tonkovich will

advise the State Board of Education on curriculum and recommend instructional materials
that will assist teachers in successfully implementing standards-based instruction.
“If my students are going to be entering
this modern 21st-century workforce, I need to
teach them how to navigate it ahead of time,”
Tonkovich said. “I am so fortunate to have this
opportunity and am excited to make a difference in the education community.”
Tonkovich was selected as the California
Art Education Association’s Outstanding Visual Art Educator in 2013 and has developed
a keen ability to establish new arts standards
and curriculum at the local level, while meeting the needs of a diverse student population.
At Cal High, she teaches Art 1 and 2,
continued on page 8
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this environment, I wouldn’t have been able to
stand here today.”
Despite grappling with low self-esteem
that stemmed from growing up in a difficult home, Aldecoa has persevered at
Cal High, where she has been named a
Top 100 student for four years, carries a
4.125 GPA and has completed 16 AP and
honors classes.
Aldecoa is an ASB member, president
of the Scholars Program and Club Eco, and
is a member of the California Scholarship Federation. She aspires to become a brain surgeon.
“Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve been
pushing myself as hard as I can in school to
get there,” she said. “My life was hard for a
while and my family and friends helped
me a lot, and now I’m here with my Condor family and friends celebrating what
more there is to come.”
A former English learner in elementary school, Garza has risen to the top
of her class with the encouragement of
her parents and ongoing support from her
Chieftain family.
Garza has earned a 4.43 GPA by juggling
community volunteer projects with a rigorous
academic schedule that includes a host of AP and
honors classes. Upon graduation, she will have
completed 18 of these courses. Garza also serves
as a peer tutor at the Norwalk Teen Center and
is a member of the city’s Teen Alliance Program.
She plans to attend Brown University and become a neonatal pediatrician.
“My parents’ diligent work ethic has instilled
in me a sense of strength and has taught me resiliency,” Garza said. “I’m ready for my future journey, unafraid because I know my parents will be
by my side.”

Whittier High
Principal, Assistant
Superintendent to Retire

A

pair of veteran educators whose leadership has helped shape successful
student programs will retire at the
end of this school year: Whittier High Principal Lori Eshilian, who has helmed the
Cardinal campus for almost eight years,
and Assistant Superintendent of Personnel
Services Rich Russell, who has been with
the District for 22 years.

Lori Eshilian

Rich Russell

“Lori Eshilian and Rich Russell are two
pillars of the District,” Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson said. “They are the epitome of our healthy organizational culture
and they have made a significant and lasting contribution to the ongoing success of
Whittier Union.”
A 1972 graduate of Whittier High, Eshilian
has held various posts throughout the District since 1987. She has served as a support
work project specialist and mentor teacher
for the District, Academic Community for
Enrichment (ACE) program teacher at California High School and special education
support teacher, department chair and assistant principal at Whittier High. Under
Eshilian’s leadership, two Whittier High
programs were recognized with Golden
Bell Awards.
“It is an honor to be part of the Whittier
Union family and strengthen the Cardinal
legacy at my alma mater,” Eshilian said.
“While it will be difficult to leave, I know the
students will continue to flourish and gain
the education they need to be prepared for
college and career.”
Russell – assistant superintendent since
2014 – began his 40-year education career
as a guidance counselor at Moreno Valley
High School. He joined Whittier Union in
1994 as director of student support services,
playing a pivotal role in developing the District’s Pyramid of Interventions, a system
that organizes intervention for struggling
students.
“I am proud of the phenomenal programs
and initiatives that we have put in place to
increase student achievement across Whittier Union schools,” Russell said. “It has been
an honor to be a part of the amazing growth
Whittier Union has experienced, and I know
it will continue long into the future.”

Pioneer High Senior Receives First Naval
Academy Nomination in School’s History

P

ioneer High School senior Gilbert Sandoval is now among a select few to receive
a nomination letter from U.S. Rep. Linda
Sánchez to attend the U.S. Naval Academy – an
extraordinary honor given to just a handful of
local students every year.
Sandoval was among hundreds of hopefuls
in Sanchez’s district –
which spans from Cerritos to South El Monte
– seeking to gain a prestigious letter of recommendation from the
congresswoman. Only
nine letters were granted,
one of which went to the
proud Titan.
“My school has contributed a lot to helping
me get here,” Sandoval
said. “If I had gone to
a huge high school, I
wouldn’t have the close
bonds I have with teachers and administration. Pioneer is just a great
place to be.”
Sandoval can count himself among a small
group of distinguished students from schools
across the Whittier Union High School District
to receive a nomination letter from U.S. officials.
He expects to hear in April whether he has
been formally accepted to the Naval Academy
in Annapolis, Maryland. He hopes to major in
oceanography or missions operations to eventu-

ally become a Navy SEAL.
Sandoval has maintained a 3.5 GPA, completed multiple Advanced Placement and honors
courses and followed the rigorous and competitive yearlong Naval Academy application process, which began during his junior year.
“It would be such an honor for our school to
be represented by someone like Gilbert in the
Naval Academy,” Principal Monica Oviedo said.
“He is most deserving of
an appointment and will
absolutely flourish in
everything that he does,
just as he continues to
do at Pioneer.”
The Naval Academy’s
7.9 percent acceptance
rate makes it one of the
most difficult universities in the nation to get
into. The Naval Academy
provides $400,000 scholarships to cover four years of tuition, room, board
and medical coverage in exchange for five years
of service in the Navy upon graduation.
“We are so proud of Gilbert for his unwavering dedication to his academics, pursuing his
dream of joining the prestigious Naval Academy and securing a nomination letter from our
U.S. Congress Representative Linda Sanchez, an
amazing feat in itself,” Superintendent Sandra
Thorstenson said.

Students Meet with Legislators at State Capitol

A

group of Whittier Union high school students recently toured California’s historic
State Capitol and met with local lawmakers to observe the legislative process in action
and share with legislators the District’s practice
used to ensure student voice is an integral part
of the development of Whittier Union’s Local
Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP), which
guides spending of state funds.
Joined by Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson, student leaders Natalie Kvale (Cal High),
Hallie Jimenez (Frontier High), Matthew Pilker
(La Serna High), Allie Estrada (Pioneer High),
Valeria Restrepo (Santa Fe High), Chasity Daniels
(Sierra Vista High) and Jonathan Santana (Whittier High) visited Sacramento and met with Sen.
Tony Mendoza and Assemblymembers Ian Calderon and Christina Garcia. They also observed a
senate hearing and toured the Capitol with a representative from Sen. Ricardo Lara’s office.
All students are members of the District’s Student Advisory Committee, tasked with attending
board meetings and meeting monthly with the
superintendent to provide student feedback on
6

district and school issues. They also gather student input through wide outreach on each campus for the LCAP.

Pioneer, Santa Fe High School Principals Join Whittier Union Cabinet

T

wo longtime Whittier Union high school
and am pleased to work daily with such an exwill bring new knowledge and expertise to our
principals will help lead the District as asperienced set of administrators and directors,”
administration.”
sistant superintendents in the wake of SuOviedo said.
Oviedo has served the District in numerous
perintendent Sandra Thorstenson’s impending
Jamero has spent his entire 20-year career
positions, including teacher leader at Pioneer,
retirement and the selection of Assistant Superin the District, starting as a science teacher at
and assistant principal of guidance (APG), assisintendent of Business Services Martin Plourde as
tant principal of curriculum (APC) and principal
Pioneer High School before moving to Santa Fe,
her successor.
at Santa Fe High School.
where he has served as a football coach, physics
Pioneer High School Principal Monica Oviedo,
“I am very excited about this new opportunity
teacher, science department chair, APG and APC.
who has led the Titan campus for
He has been the school’s principal
the past seven years, will replace
for the last seven years.
Plourde. Santa Fe High School Prin“I am very appreciative to the
cipal Kevin Jamero will replace AsBoard for giving me this opportusistant Superintendent of Personnel
nity, and I’m excited to begin workServices Rich Russell, who is retiring
ing with my associates, for whom I
in June.
have a deep admiration due to their
Additionally, Assistant Superwork ethic, collaborative nature and
intendent of Educational Services
dedication to continually improving
Loring Davies, who has held his
student learning,” Jamero said.
post for eight years, will become
In his role as deputy superindeputy superintendent, a position
tendent, Davies will assist with the
created to support Plourde through
overall operation of the District.
the transition.
“We are very fortunate to have a
All new roles will go into effect
deep bench of exemplary and talJuly 1. The Board of Trustees will
ented administrators and teacher
decide on principal replacements
leaders whom we can call upon to
ahead of the new academic year.
take on new roles within our Dis“Monica and Kevin are both
trict,” Superintendent Sandra Thorhands-on leaders who take a prostenson said. “I have no doubt that
active approach to any issue they
Monica, Kevin and Loring will excel
have faced on their respective cam- Pioneer High School Principal Monica Oviedo, left, Assistant Superintendent of Educa- in their respective positions and help
puses,” Plourde said. “I am confi- tional Services Loring Davies and Santa Fe High School Principal Kevin Jamero will take to lead Whittier Union on a continual
dent that they, along with Loring, on new administrative roles in the District effective July 1.
upward trajectory.”

Women’s Conference Empowers Whittier Union Students

T

o celebrate Women’s History Month,
more than 300 female students from
Whittier Union’s seven high schools
packed into Rio Hondo College’s Wray Theater for the 21st annual Women’s Conference,
a collaborative effort between the District, Rio
Hondo College and Soroptimist International
of Whittier.
The event, themed “Courage to Dream,” inspired participants through a series of workshops that provided resources and helped
strengthen young women’s wellness in mind
and body. The program featured three sessions of workshops on topics such as establishing healthy relationships, interviewing tips
and financial literacy.
“This conference has motivated me to participate in more community service activities
to enhance my college application,” Whittier
High School senior Cynthia Martinez said. “I
think this event gives girls great ideas on how
to start thinking about college and what careers they might want to pursue.”
ABC7 Eyewitness News traffic reporter Alysha Del Valle gave the keynote address, sharing her experience as a Latina in the broadcast
journalism industry, an elected board member of the East L.A. Weingart YMCA and a

mentor for at-risk high school students.
“When I was growing up, I was always trying to find women on TV who looked like me,”
Del Valle said. “Our thoughts about ourselves
are powerful and help us achieve great things,
so don’t worry about other peoples’ dreams
and worries for you. We make our own luck by
dreaming and investing in ourselves.”
The Women’s Conference was initiated 21
years ago to bring Latina role models to Whittier Union students during a time when there
weren’t many women of color pursuing careers
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and college degrees. The conference addresses
issues Latinas face today and helps them navigate the path toward college and career goals.
“My parents bolstered me so I could grow
up to make a difference in the lives of others,”
Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson said.
“Many kids don’t have that kind of support
system, so we want to show them how to be
the architects of their own futures. Programs
like these are just one of the several steps we
take to ensure they succeed in whatever endeavor they want to pursue.”

Superintendent Sandra Thorstenson to Retire After 39-Year Career at Whittier Union
continued from page 1

35 percent to 9 percent, effectively proving the
District mantra that “demographics do not determine destiny.”
Whittier Union’s against-the-odds success
has been chronicled in several books and publications and has been recognized by internationally renowned educational researchers. In 2016,
Thorstenson was selected by her peers to receive
the ACSA (Association of California School Ad-

ministrators) Marcus Foster Memorial State
Award for Administrator Excellence. In 2014,
Thorstenson was appointed by Gov. Jerry Brown
to join the inaugural five-member governing
board of the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence. She was selected as the ACSA
State Superintendent of the Year in 2012. She is a
member of Soroptimist International of Whittier.
“The success of Whittier Union has always

been about collaboration, about talented, deeply
committed staff with a powerful conviction that
every decision we make be student-centered,”
Thorstenson said. “Those core values have deep
roots in our District that our Board of Trustees
has promoted and stood behind, and our teachers and staff have embraced. There is no question that Whittier Union is special because of the
people. I will truly miss everyone here.”

NFL Awards 5 Golden Footballs to Whittier Union Schools

A

s football fans around the world reveled
in the Denver Broncos’ victory in Super
Bowl 50 this winter, Whittier Union
celebrated five coveted Golden Footballs that
four of its comprehensive high schools received from the National Football League to
recognize distinguished alumni who participated in 10 Super Bowls and amassed eight
championships.
Whittier Union schools earned a place
in the NFL’s Super Bowl High School Honor
Roll for graduates and NFL greats: Joe Gibbs
(Santa Fe High ’59); Jim Vellone (Cal High
’62); George Buehler (Whittier High ’65); Bob
Chandler (Whittier High ’67); and Dave Dalby
(La Serna High ’68).
The High School Honor Roll initiative links
the past 49 Super Bowls to this
year’s game and honors the
high schools and communities that have benefited the
game of football. More than
2,000 high schools across
the country and nearly 3,000
Super Bowl players and head
coaches received commemorative Golden Footballs.
The NFL Foundation will
provide the schools with a
new character education curriculum and the opportunity
to apply for grants of up to
$5,000 to support and grow

their football programs.
Below are brief profiles of the players and
their athletic careers.
Gibbs was a star quarterback while at Santa
Fe and is an NFL Hall of Fame head coach who
helmed the Washington Redskins from 198192 and 2004-07, leading them to nine playoff
appearances, four NFC championships and
three Super Bowl victories.
Vellone was an All-American guard at Cerritos College and played five seasons for the
Minnesota Vikings and was a starting lineman
in Super Bowl IV.
While at Whittier High, Buehler was CIF
Southern Section Player of the Year in 1964, as
well as a champion wrestler and track member. Starting at right guard for the Oakland

Raiders, Buehler played a key role in the Raiders’ 32-14 victory over the Minnesota Vikings
in Super Bowl XI.
Chandler was All-CIF in football and basketball and was one of the top high school
decathletes in the region. A Raider, Chandler
caught four passes in the team’s 27-10 victory
over the Philadelphia Eagles in Super Bowl XV.
Chandler is the uncle of La Serna teacher and
football coach Andy George.
Drafted by the Raiders in 1972, Dalby
would not miss a game in 14 years, appearing in three Super Bowl victories – Super Bowl
XI (with Buehler), Super Bowl XV (with Chandler) and the Los Angeles Raiders’ 38-9 Super
Bowl XVIII victory over Joe Gibbs’ Washington
Redskins.

California High Arts Teacher to Help Develop Statewide Education Curriculum
continued from page 5

Advanced Placement (AP) Studio Art, AP Art History, and Video and Cinematic Arts, a course she
developed.
Tonkovich also teaches arts courses for English learners and special education students.
“Every student learns differently, so I alter

my teaching style to address the diverse backgrounds and preferences of my students,” she
said.
Her students have also been taught to reflect
themselves in their artwork, think critically and
make deliberate choices in the creative process.

“I want my students to always get the ‘big
idea’ when it comes to their projects,” Tonkovich said. “I make sure everything they do has a
lasting value outside the classroom. I hope to
bring all of this with me when I begin my work
with IQC.”

District programs, activities and practices shall be free from discrimination based on race, color, ancestry, national origin, ethnic group identification, age, religion, marital or parental status, physical or mental disability, sex, sexual
orientation, gender, gender identity or expression, or genetic information; the perception of one or more of such characteristics; or association with a person or group with one or more of these actual or perceived characteristics.
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