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PAUSD Promise envisions, outlines new district goals 

Vaccines—p.2

Graphic by Shannon Lin 

Like any school system, the Palo Alto Unified School 
District (PAUSD) has gone through numerous changes in 
its 125-year history. The school board and  Superintendent 
Don Austin’s current priorities are concisely summarized 
in The PAUSD Promise, an online document published on 
March 26. The Promise outlines the district priorities f0r the 
next few years, and determines progress in each category. 
Subcategories of the new plan include high quality teaching 
and learning, equity and excellence, wellness and safety, 
special education and inclusion, district office operations 
and “moving the needle.” PAUSD has created similar outlines over the past six 
years, with three plans being published over as many su-
perintendents. The Strategic Plan, compiled under former 
Superintendent Kevin Skelly in 2013, had a heavier focus 
on budget, infrastructure and communications than the 
current Promise. Meanwhile, Max McGee’s district goals 
for 2017 puts an emphasis on students, including categories 
such as teaching and learning, equity and access and well-
ness and safety. With the Promise, Austin took elements of 
both plans, with a focus on achievable objectives. “Most of 
[the priorities] came from previous committee work and 

a plethora of plans,” Austin said. “My goal is to try to take 
things from aspirational to operational.” Moreover, Board Vice President Todd Collins saw the 
Promise as a way to concentrate the district’s resources on 
its most pressing issues. During his School Board candidacy, 
he had criticized a previous action plan for containing 128 
distinct goals. “Try to spread yourself too thin across too 
many things and very little will change,” Collins said. “The 
top priority is improving our academic performance with 
low-income students, which historically PAUSD has been 
really bad at.”

“Moving the Needle” represents Collins’ primary focus. 
The needle, a tool created by the California School Dash-
board, visualizes student performance across subjects and 
demographics. The needle categorizes performance into 
color bands, with red indicating lower performance and blue 
indicating high performance. Based on the data, PAUSD 
aims to improve the status of disadvantaged and minor-
ity students in the coming years. “One of the fundamental 
things we’re supposed to do as a school district is help all 
kids achieve proficiency,” Collins said. While those kinds of goals are meant to be pursued across 
the district, there are some that affect Gunn specifically. 
“I think a lot of academic and instructional priorities do 
affect high schoolers,” School Board Representative senior 

Arjun Prabhakar said. “For example, science standards, 
standards based grading and other things that affect cur-
riculum directly.” Principal Kathleen Laurence also believes the Promise 
was about standards. “We’re really working to align [Gunn 
and Paly],” Laurence said. “That doesn’t mean the two 
schools will be identical. It means that when a student 
leaves a high school in Palo Alto, they will have had common 
learning outcomes.”Developing the Promise was a collaborative process 
involving input from the School Board, Austin, principals, 
instructional leaders and student representatives. The Promise is still unfinished despite its publication. 
Described as a “living document” by Austin, it’s still in a 
draft form, with the expectation that some problems will 
be resolved and others will come up. Continued editing will 
allow the district to stay flexible and avoid complacency. 
“You need to make progress in an organization like a [school 
district],” Collins said. “You need to have a sense of urgency, 
you need to have important goals and to be able to articulate 
to your people why they’re important.” Ultimately, the Promise is meant to outline priorities 
and hold the administration accountable. “You may neglect 
a strategic plan,” Austin said. “But you shouldn’t break a 
promise.” 

Kepa Neesen
 Reporter

Vaccines generate discussion among students, staff 

 

A rapid rise in the number of measles cases occurring throughout the Bay Area has prompted discussion within the community surrounding the increase of anti-vaccine opinions. While the medical consensus is that vaccines are essential to prevent the spread of harmful diseases such as measles, anti-vaxxers—individuals advocating against the use of vac-cines—have pointed to obscure and scientifically unsupported evidence as reasons for refusing vaccines. As such, the growing number of measles cases can often be tied to an increase in anti-vaxx beliefs: of the measles cases reported this year, three-quarters have occurred in unvaccinated or partially vaccinated individuals. Just this year, the Bay Area has reported ten occurrences of measles, a rebound from 19 years ago, when measles were declared com-pletely eliminated from the United States.  
   Of course, increases in anti-vaxx beliefs have also led to an outpouring of support for vaccination. Like the vast majority of students, sophomore Arunim Agarwal strongly believes that vaccines are effective. “I am vac-cinated and wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said.
Similarly, an anti-vaxx post on the Gunn Confessions Facebook page has garnered over 20 comments from students arguing for the usage of vac-cines. 

Biology teacher Maria Powell thinks that being vaccinated shouldn’t 

even be a topic of discussion.“They’re safe, and they’ve saved millions of lives and the science supports that that’s what you do to protect humans in a population,” she said. “It’s not an opinion. It’s objective fact.” Part of the reason for the outspo-kenness in favor of vaccines is the ability of anti-vaxxers to unwittingly cause harm to others and disrupt public health and safety. “The non-vaccinated population is harming the population that cannot be vaccinated,” Agrawal said. “I’d very much appreci-ate it if everyone who physically can be vaccinated [were to] do so so that they protect those who can’t be because they are too young or have allergic reactions.” 
What Agarwal is referring to is the medical strategy of restricting disease dissemination known as herd immu-nity. In a population in which a large percentage of people are vaccinated, transmission of infections and dis-eases would not be able to reach the minority that is not physically able to receive vaccination, thus preserv-ing the health of the community as a whole. 

According to lead district nurse Rosemarie Dowell, a host of differ-ent medical reasons can prevent an individual from receiving a vaccine. “Some examples [of this] can be people who are immunocompromised and therefore unable to receive their vac-cinations at that time or people who have had severe allergic reactions to vaccinations,” she said.  
 

Josh Mei and Joshua YangReporter and Forum Editor
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2nd Place award-winner from the American Scholastic Press Association

Testing is back, but it’s SBAC

By Emily Gonzalez
Staff Writer

Advances in technology take over 
everyday life, and the idea of a fu-
ture filled with technology is be-
coming more of a reality. It has even 
begun to merge with our learning.  
The SBAC is a new test that will be 
given to the junior classes of high 
schools in eighteen different states. 
SBAC stands for Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium and it will be 
given to students on the computer. It 
is estimated that the test will take four 
hours: two for mathematics and two 
for English Language Arts/ Literacy. 
A smarter balance field test was taken 
by more than four million students, 
including Mrs. Aldana’s class here at 
Liberty High School. The change from 
pencil and paper to computerized test-

ing may affect the school’s average 
testing scores. “They have the answer 
right on the paper, but for some reason, 
they enter the wrong answer into the 
computer... That will definitely impact 
scores for those students who have 
difficulty transferring data from pa-
per to computer,” states Mrs. Aldana.
One change the SBAC makes from 
regular testing is the way the ques-
tions are asked. If a student answers 
a question correctly, the next question 
will increase in difficulty. But, if a stu-
dent answers a question incorrectly, 
the difficulty will remain constant un-
til another question is answered cor-
rectly. From the incorrect choice on a 
multiple choice question, the computer 
will be able to tell if the error was a 
miscalculation, if the student did not 
understand the concept, or even if 
the student did not get the correct an-

swer because of a learning disability. 
Mrs. Aldana also explains that, “for both 
Math and Language Arts, there isn’t al-
ways one “right” answer. In fact, they 
often have to choose 2-3 right answers 
for one question. This is completely 
different from what students are used 
to selecting. This is a big change and 
it will take time for all of us to adapt.”
However, there will also be ques-
tions that are not multiple choice. A 
category of questions called “con-
structed response” must be com-
pleted by giving short answers or 
filling in words. “Performance task” 
questions involve an explanation 
for answers and logical thinking. 
This new way of testing will affect Lib-
erty High School as well as many other 
schools in the United States. Education 
is changing as technology advances, 
and this test is just the beginning.

Students taking the SBAC, a new test for high school juniors. Photo courtesy of www.pps.k12.or.us

Liberty High School 
shines bright at Delta 
Moon Film Festival
By Lauren Mennuti
Staff Writer
After putting in hours of work, and sift-
ing through over 600 submissions, the 
Liberty Film Alliance held their 15th 
annual Delta Moon International Film 
Festival on March 6th, 2015. This fes-
tival was created by Liberty’s own film 
teacher, Mr. Pappas, and was held at 
the Lesher Center for the Arts in Wal-
nut Creek, CA. This festival is com-
posed of films that were made by stu-
dents under the age of 19 from all over 
the globe. This festival gives young 
filmmakers the opportunity to show 
their hard work and get recognized for 
their talent. This year, LFA received 
film submissions from every conti-
nent (except Antarctica, of course.) 
The creator of the festival, Mr. Pappas, 
has dedicated a lot of time into making 
this festival something for everyone 
to enjoy. “Originally, it was simply a 
way to showcase short videos created 
by local students. The idea was that it 
would be a cool, fun way for students 
to show-off video projects to their 
peers and parents,” he explains. “At 
the same time, they would be able to 
see what others students were produc-
ing.” In addition, Pappas describes 
how he initially wasn’t expecting the 
festival to become international and 
states how the dedication of the Lib-
erty Film Alliance is what helps make 
the experience special. As for the im-
portance the festival has on young 
filmmakers, Mr. Pappas describes how 
“Unlike an actor or musician, who can 
modify their performance on-the-fly 
based on the immediate feedback and 
response of their audience, filmmak-
ers must operate purely on their own 
intuition and the belief of their vi-
sion.” What makes this festival unique 
is that the filmmakers “get to witness 

the impact their film has on an audi-
ence in the rarefied communal atmo-
sphere that only a public screening in 
a large theater provides,” he concludes.
To prepare for the festival, Liberty 
Film Alliance spent hours of work 
watching and selecting the videos, 
making the programs, and preparing 
for the show. LFA treasurer, Bri Lucca 
states that “it was hard work, but it was 
a very rewarding experience.” LFA di-
rector Luke Miles adds, “It was really 
interesting to watch films submitted 
from a number of foreign countries. 
It’s also amazing seeing there are so 
many talented teenagers out there.”  
In the festival, there were multiple cat-
egories in which people entered their 
videos. The categories were comedy, 
experimental, drama, PSA, and anima-
tion. These films cover an array of top-
ics. Some are light hearted and uplift-
ing, while others are dark and portray 
important messages. Though the Lib-
erty Film Alliance chooses the films 
shown in the festival, judges who are 
in the film industry choose the winners 
of the festival. The festival featured 
films from multiple countries, however 
it also featured local films from Lib-
erty, Heritage, and Freedom. The film 
from Liberty was a comedy created by 
seniors Jason and Ryan Harpole. Be-
cause the festival features films from 
so many places, the audience gets a 
chance to see the talent that young 
people have locally and internationally. 
Overall, the Delta Moon International 
Film Festival was a success. The night 
was a memorable one for the people in 
the club, Mr. Pappas, and the lucky teen-
agers who got their films shown in the 
festival. The Delta Moon International 
Film Festival is a great way for students 
to have the opportunity to get their 
voices heard from all over the world.

New science wing in 2016
By Madison Trimble
Editor

Science: one of the four core sub-
jects high school students must study. 
At Liberty High School, science 
classrooms are scattered throughout 
the campus. That will soon change, 
however, with the construction of 
a new science wing. It has recently 
been announced that the construc-
tion of the new science wing will be-
gin after graduation in June of 2015 
and will be completed by Novem-
ber of 2016 at Liberty High School. 
“We are excited to begin work on a 
project for a new state of the art sci-
ence building,” expressed Mr. Walsh. 
This building will be placed where the 
“I” portables are right now. The “I” 
portables will be moved over to the 
“T” wing, which is located by Spruce 
St. There will be four chemistry labs 
and two general science labs. “The 
chem labs will be modeled after the 
‘E’ wing,” explained Paul Melloni, 
the building planner for the new wing. 
Due to this set up, “we will have some 

science classes in this building, and 
some will remain in the F Building.” 
These new science classrooms will not 
only be day lit and energy efficient, 
but also quiet and spacious, which 
will be beneficial to the school as 
well as the students learning in them. 
Due to the great ideas and designs for 

this new building, the “estimated cost is 
$5,000,000,” according to Paul Mello-
ni. The new science wing will be a great 
improvement to Liberty High School 
and the education of its students. “We 
are grateful to our Board of Education 
and district staff for supporting this proj-
ect,” acknowledged Principal Walsh. 

The students of Liberty Film Alliance and Mr. 
Pappas pose on the stage in Walnut Creek’s  
Lesher Theater after the festival.

Photo courtesy of Savannah Spinola

Photo courtesy of Pat WalshAn overview of the new science wing planned for 
construcion beginning June 2015.
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Booker promoted 
to superintendent

CAMPUS
PAGE 6

MEXICO TRIP
fosters student 

Randall Booker grew up in the circus. As 
a child, he performed as a bareback gymnast, 
doing flips on the back of a horse.

Now, he will be running a new kind of 
show.

“I grew up in the circus and to an extent, 
now I’m going to run a circus,” said the 
Assistant Superintendent of Educational 
Services.

On March 25, Booker was announced 
as the new superintendent, effective July 
1. His promotions comes on the heels 
of the departure of 
standing superintendent 
Constance Hubbard, 
who will be retiring 
from her position at the 
end of the school year.

GETTING THERE
Booker has worked 

in the district for 12 
years, climbing the 
ladder and holding three 
different positions before being chosen as the 
new superintendent.

“I’m not the type of person to jump 
around,” Booker said. “I grew to fall in love 
with Piedmont. I’m loyal to Piedmont.”

He began his tenure in the district as 
the assistant principal at PHS. He later 
rose to become principal, then assistant 
superintendent and is now on the road to 
become the next superintendent.

However, his history in the district did not 
make getting his new position any easier. 

“If you’ve been here for 12 years, you 
can’t fake it,” Booker said. “You are who you 
are.”

Board of Education President Andrea 
Swenson said that the Board approached the 
entire interview process with an open mind, 

treating Booker like any other candidate. Of 
the candidates, she said his specific plans and 
goals for the district made him stand out.

“He presented us a plan for Piedmont that 
was very impressive and built upon the strong 
foundation that Ms. Hubbard has built,” 
Swenson said.

GOALS AND VISIONS
Booker went to high school in Santa Rosa 

where he played soccer and pole vaulted. He 
was also on the baseball team, where he kept 
the bench warm for his fellow teammates.

“I played right bench and I was really 
good at keeping score,” Booker said.

He said that his amazing high school 
experience shaped his 
views on education.

“It allowed me to 
realize that I have the rest 
of my life to be an adult,” 
Booker said. “In high 
school I got to be a kid 
and that made  high school 
really fun.”

He hopes to create 
a similar positive 
experience for 

students in the Piedmont district.
“I want students to enjoy school,” Booker 

said. “I want you to have choices, pathways 
and to feel good about them. I want you to be 
you in high school, like I was allowed to be 
me in high school.”

After being bullied in middle school, in 
part due to his involvement with the circus, 
Booker got the chance to start over when he 
entered high school.

He wants to give Piedmont students the 
same opportunity.

“I want kids to feel like they can hit the 
reset button at any time,” Booker said. “Reset, 
start over, become someone different. If you 
don’t like something, change it, and be okay 
with that change.”
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exploring Piedmont 
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KELLI NGUYEN
editor-in-chief

UPCOMING 
EVENTS

Fri. April 24
Spring Faire

Sat. April 25
Upperclassmen Great 
America Trip @ 11:00

Thur. April 30
Piedmont Appreciating 
Diversity Committee 
Community Night @ 
Yoshi’s

Thur. April 30, Fri. 
May 1, Sat. May 2
Spring Dance Concert 
@7:30

Fri. May 1
Community Service 
Form Submission (to 
the CC&C) Deadline 

Sun. May 3
Senior Tea and BBQ

May 4 - May 15
AP Testing

Sat. May 9
Senior Ball

May 18 - May 21
CAASPP Testing

Varsity Sports 
Home Games

School

Piedmont HighlanderTh
e

Wed. April 22
Baseball vs. Tennyson 
@ 4:00

Thur. April 23
Women’s Lacrosse 
vs. Bishop O’Dowd @ 
7:30

Men’s Tennis vs. 
Alameda @ 3:30

Sat. April 25
Men’s Lacrosse vs. 
Tamalpais @ 5:30

service

RANDALL BOOKER

“I want you to be you in 
high school, like I was 
allowed to be me in high 
school.”

assistant superintendent of 
education services 

BIRD 
CALLING 
CONTEST 
RESULTS

the pool

see BOOKER on page 2
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Seniors Becca Havian, Jo 
Ireland and Amy Kelleher
Bird: Wild Turkey

Senior Joseph Chan
Bird: Pyrrhuloxia

1ST PLACE

2ND PLACE

3RD PLACE

Winners performed their 
birdcalls on The Late Show with 
David Letterman last night.

Courtesy of Randall Booker

As principal, Randall Booker traveled with the winning bird callers, who were featured on Letterman.

The full story and videos of all 
performances can be found online at

TPHNEWS.COM

Juniors Tyler Ellis and 
Maret Sotkiewicz
Bird: Pacific Loon

Cleo Wienbar & Monica Mai
news writers

———
Aragon teachers voted on 

a proposal for a school-wide, 
mandatory study period on 
Wednesday April 22. The re-
sults of the vote were not 
available for the print edition. 
This “flex time” pilot proposal 
would create a 35-minute pe-
riod in each block day where 
students can study or do 
homework or meet with their 
teachers to get extra help or 
enrichment. 

Under this system, students 
would be split into two tiers. 

Tier one students would have 
a maximum of one D or F. They 
would be able to go to see any 
teacher during the flex time 
period. Tier two students, who 
have two or more D’s or F’s, 
would be required to go to the 
SLR and complete work relat-
ed to the classes they are not 
passing. Parent and student 
volunteers would be available 
to tutor tier two students. 

Assistant Principal Jim Coe 
says, “Students have the ability 
to go and meet with a teacher 
and have help if they are strug-
gling. Or for that matter, AP 
students and advanced stand-

ing students who want to do 
extra work and want to have 
somebody guide them in an 
independent study, they can 
do that. That’s why we called 
it flex time. It’s not tutorial. 
It’s not accelerated stuff. It’s a 
wide variety of things that can 
be done. Even the counselors 
can use part of that time to go 
in and take care of scheduling 
issues.”

English teacher Vince Bra-
vo, who helped draft the pro-
posal, emphasizes that tier 
two students are also given 
flexibility during the study

CONTINUED ON PAGE 3

Teachers vote on 
study time proposal 

NON-PROFIT 
ORGANIZATION

U.S. POSTAGE PAID
PERMIT NO. 782
SAN MATEO, CA

Aragon drama performs 
Romeo and Juliet

Anneke Struble
news writer

———
On April 17 and 18, the Ara-

gon Improv Team presented 
their annual improv show 
in the theater. This year, the 
show, “Hey Harold,” included 
a portion of improv games 
similar to the shorter, Wednes-
day improv shows, and then a 
“harold,” a compilation of lon-
ger improv scenes, which all 
eventually intertwined into 

one story.
Friday night’s show was 

intimate and interactive, as 
there was a smaller turnout, 
but Saturday also included 
audience participation. Teach-
ers James and Victoria Daniel 
could be spotted in the crowd, 
and they were given a special 
treat when the team recreated 
the spouses’ first date onstage.

Cecily Bochannek, a junior 
and a regular Improv Club

           CONTINUED ON PAGE 2

Improv team says 
“Hey Harold!”

Shu Yang
news writer

———
Aragon’s drama depart-

ment performed “Romeo 
and Juliet” from March 18 to 
March 22. Drama teacher and 
director Shane Smuin decided 
to preserve the integrity of the 
play by keeping it as tradition-
al as possible. 

Freshman Juliet Bost came 
to see the play because her 
English class is reading the 
book. “There are some lines 
that are different,” she says, 

“but I think they changed it 
since it was written during 
Elizabethan times, and a lot of 
people would not have under-
stood the puns that he made.”

Junior Marly Miller, who 
played Juliet, says, “[The pro-
cess of getting into the play] 
was slow at first because it’s 
Shakespeare and you had to 
go through the script and look 
at the grammar. Getting off 
book, which is having it fully 
memorized, was really hard 
because there are all these 
weird ways of saying things.”

Sophomore Justin Sell, 
who played Romeo, enjoyed 
the sword fights between 
his character and Tybalt and 
Paris. “We had a special fight 
choreographer come in. He 
did all the choreography and 
provided the swords, so that 
was very fun. I had to stab Ty-
balt, so a couple of times I ac-
cidentally jabbed it in a bit too 
much. It was more me getting 
hurt, though,” says Sell. 

Sophomore Gabe Igtanloc, 
who plays Benvolio, 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 3
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features
RuPaul’s Drag Race
Gentlemen, start your en-
gines, and take a look at the 

meaning behind the makeup.

page 1 2

sports
Student Athlete 
Alumni
How do high school sports 
differ from college and pro?

page 1 5

features
Tinder and Grindr
Why do Aragon students use 
these dating apps?

page 1 3

LOGOTV
ELIZABETH ZHOU

Leila Lukaszewicz
news writer

———
On Friday, April 10, stu-

dents traveled back to the 
roaring ’20s for a night in 
gowns and tuxes. This year’s 
prom embodied the essence of 
a Great Gatsby party, inspired 
by the jazz age novel by F. 
Scott Fitzgerald, and included 
flapper girls, pool tables and 
gold coins scattered across 
tables.

The junior and senior class-
es ultimately voted on senior 
Olivia Cosca’s Great Gatsby 
theme from the Prom Theme 
competition, after the Lead-

ership class sent out Google 
forms where the upperclass-
men could vote on themes. 
Junior Danya Sandler says, 
“It was cool to have the per-
formance with modern music 
and it’s really nice how every-
thing flows together from the 
‘20s to the 21st century.”

The Senior Class Council 
and Prom Committee sold 453 
tickets.

Between dancing and play-
ing the various games set up 
around the floor, senior Viv-
ian Shen remarked, “I really 
like the energy at prom.” She 
added, “I’m on the prom 
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Prom enters 
the Jazz Age

Junior Sasha Menshikova and seniors Regina Wen and Jazelle 
Jajeh perform in the imporv show.

MEGAN SINCLAIR

Sophomore Justin Sell  and junior Marly Miller share a tender moment as Romeo and Juliet. JENNEY ZHANG
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We can mail your newspaper 
or magazine to your students, 
alumni,  and faculty in an 
envelope or addressed 
directly onto your publication. 
Send us a mailing list and we 
will do the rest. See below 
for pricing or ask your sales 
representative for details.

Self Mailer Inkjet onto publication, mail (Postage Not Included*)

Envelope Mailer 9x12 Catalog Envelopes, black ink 1 side, insert 
school paper, seal, inkjet, mail (Postage Not Included*)

500 copies 1000 copies 2000 copies

$175* $190* $220*

500 copies 1000 copies 2000 copies

$495* $680* $1,050*

NOW OFFERING IN HOME 
MAILING SERVICES

Go to our school publications 
page to download your contract 
and learn about all of our school 
printing services.


