
By Trish Yerges

There is no one analytical phrase that sums 
up how it feels to pass through the fi rst twelve 
months of this COVID pandemic, but teach-
ers, paraeducators, administrators and parents 
are taking a moment to refl ect on their perfor-
mance and the valuable lessons they hope to 
take with them moving forward.

Greenwood Elementary Principal Ryan 
Westenskow explained that from an adminis-
trator’s point of view, most school years are like 
driving down a freeway, steady and fast, but 
“this year has been like stop and go traffi c in a 
busy city, bursts of speed and then waiting.”

That’s because there have been a lot of chal-
lenges, he said, “navigating several kinds of 

schedules for 
kids, several 
changes to 
the safety 
require-
ments from 
the state, 
several dips 
and bumps 
in the case 
counts, which 
then dictate 
adjustments 
that we have 
to make; 
constantly 
changing 
targets and 
regulations 
and then just 
the stress of 
providing as 
much in-per-
son instruc-

tion as we can while still keeping everyone as 
safe as we can.”

Despite all those things, silver linings and 
unexpected blessings emerged.  “A lot of fami-
lies have really impressed us with their ability 
to rise to the occasion and to help take on more 
of the educator role,” Westenskow said.  “With 
our staff, many of them gained new skills that 
they didn’t have before, and they have devel-
oped more resilient refl exes.” 

This pandemic year, he said, has caused 
faculty and staff to shake off some of the things 
that used to keep them busy, but maybe weren’t 
all that important in retrospect.  They found 
the essential things included really good col-
laboration, identifying priority standards and 
teaching to those, and providing a positive, nur-
turing environment for kids so they feel sup-
ported.  Everything on the periphery of those 
were no longer priorities.   

Personally, Westenskow said he spent time 
refl ecting on the unexpected blessings, like 
having a little more time with his family and 
having fewer meetings.  It was a less busy year 
in terms of time overall, but the stress came in 
spurts. 

“The stress level comes mostly in thinking 
about other people and their home dynam-
ics,” he said.  “Before COVID, I wasn’t aware of 
people’s personal lives and challenges so much, 
but this year has forced me to get more in tune 
with those and try to help and support people 
from an administrator’s  standpoint. That’s 
been good for me.”

The district’s motto “love, care, serve” went 
into full force this year. “We’ve had to cover for 
each other, support each other and collaborate 
more with each other, so I’m hopeful that those 
teamwork qualities will benefi t us as a district 
moving forward,” he said.

Westenskow doesn’t think people will ever be 

the same after 
this experience, 
at least not in the 
near future.   The 
pandemic has 
changed people 
in many ways.   
“Teachers have 
more perspective 
and appreciation 
for the things 
that are most im-
portant,” he said.

From a Teach-
er’s Perspective

Kevin Cahill, 
the language arts 
teacher at LHS, 
will be retiring 
in June after 
working 40 years 
in the district.  
Looking back, he 
said, “One thing 
I’ve always liked 
about teaching 
and has kept 
me interested 
in teaching is 
that every year I 
had a chance to 
re-invent myself 
and my curricu-
lum.”

The challenge 
this year came in 
re-inventing 
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Dear Parent, Guardian, and  
Community Members, 

Welcome back from Spring Break! Since January 11, LGSD was able 
to bring back K-6 students back into our schools. On January 27 our 
schools were excited to welcome back grade 7-12 hybrid learners within 
an A day/B day format. With vaccinations starting to take place and more 
herd immunity on the horizon. I am highly optimistic for the future! 

After over one year of not being in person every day, our school district 
now has the goal of bringing back our 6-12 students everyday within our 
existing in person period 1-4 and periods 5-8 schedule (Grades K-5 al-
ready come to LGSD schools everyday within a stable cohort model that 
has them with the same classroom group and teacher/s every day) . On 
April 12th LGSD plans on transitioning our schools once again to offer in 
person learning for all students/families that wish to attend in that capac-
ity! We are incredibly grateful for the patience of our students and families 
during this pandemic time. LGSD will continue to offer Short Term/Long 
Term CDL as well as La Grande Virtual Learning Academy and Home Link 
options for our students. 

This year has been quite a year for all of us; Teachers, staff members 
and school administrators have worked tirelessly this school year to en-
sure their classrooms and campuses are safely operating in hopes of a full 
return of our students! Our school sites are well prepared and organized 
to meet the safety, instructional, activities and engagement needs of our 
students. During each transition phase our staff, students and families 
have risen to the occasion to be flexible, adaptive, resilient and safe! To 
ensure we keep our operations safe and moving forward we must all do a 
great job with wearing our masks, staying home when sick, cleaning and 
sanitizing our hands as often as possible and ensuring as much physical 
distancing space to the extent possible. 

When you get a moment, please reflect on your experiences during 
these transition periods, share highlights and successes that come to 
mind. I typically get messages from many stakeholders that they have 
thoughts of concern such as being nervous or worried about safety, that 
they like our current schedules, etc. I am also told by even more stake-

holders that they are excited, students are learning more when in person, 
that wearing a mask is not that hard, that students missed their friends 
and activities and that our teachers and staff love teaching once again or 
seeing their students everyday. 

My point in sharing these reflections is that we do listen to needs and 
concerns of many stakeholders. Especially our school board, students, 
school staff, union executive teams, parents, Oregon Department of Edu-
cation, Oregon Health Authority, our own Union County Health officials 
and Union County Commissioners prior to any decision, as well as during, 
and after any transition. Our goal is to fully recover from this pandemic. 
We must “bounce back” to our pre-covid states of well being and I be-
lieve that coming back to school as long as it is safe to do so helps our 
students, families, staff, and community recover to our highest extent 
possibly by being back in school. 

What Will School Look Like Next Year?
 Understandably, there is some anxiety about whether school will return 

to pre-Covid “normal” next year. While the forecast certainly seems more 
optimistic, we do not know what the status of the pandemic will be in 
the fall, nor do we know what specific guidance will exist for schools. 
I suspect there will be elements of Ready School Safe Learners guid-
ance that will allow us more opportunities to use local context to support 
decision-making. One thing is certain: LGSD would like our students back 
in school full time, if possible. If the State and County Health guidance 
says that we can safely reopen our schools in schedules similar to pre-
pandemic times…We will! 

Thank you for your patience, flexibility and support. 
George Mendoza 
La Grande SD Superintendent 

This publication serves as a platform to keep our community informed 
and connected to the school district. We appreciate your involvement and 
support. Should you wish to contact me my phone number is 541-663-
3201; email: george.mendoza@lagrandesd.org

George Mendoza
LA  GRANDE SCHOOL 

DISTRICT 
SUPERINTENDENT

From the From the 
Superintendent's Desk ...Superintendent's Desk ...
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a curriculum that would be both productive 
and engaging for the students while distance 
learning from home.  This meant Cahill had 
to become reasonably fluent with some new 
technological tools, so last spring he spent a 
tremendous amount of time experimenting with 
making videos, turning slide shows into video 
tutorials, and using animation tools. 

“Interestingly, I felt pretty liberated by that 
set of circumstances because I realized it was 
an opportunity for me to try some (new) things.” 

One of those opportunities came acciden-
tally while rearranging the desks in his room. 
He noticed the desk placements resembled the 
Mediterranean Sea and its islands, the back-
drop of the classic Odyssey, which he taught to 
his freshman class.   The desks became places 
on Odysseus’ journey from Troy to his home-
town in Ithaca, and Cahill asked the students 
to walk the journey before class, following green 
tape on the floor and reading the artwork that 
hung on each desk describing the place where 
Odysseus traveled.    

“This all came about by me messing around 
with how I wanted to place the desks in the 
room,” Cahill said. “If I were going to teach next 
year, this is something I would want to continue 
because I really liked how it played out.”

Regarding learning models, Cahill said there 
were two things that worked very well at the 
high school during the pandemic school year, 

the small groups and the alternating in-class 
days and virtual learning activity days.  It was 
an eye-opener, he said, to see just how well this 
learning model worked.

“When you have half of the number of kids 
in the building each day than what you had 
pre-pandemic, it’s hard to make people under-
stand how peaceful and quiet it is,” Cahill said. 
“I have not had even one behavioral problem in 
the classroom.  There’s been far less drama, far 
less acting out and fewer distractions to learn-
ing.”

Isai Bedolla is the seventh and eighth-grade 
electives teacher at La Grande Middle School, 
and he’s been teaching advisory class, physical 
education class, careers and leadership classes.  
This is his sixth year teaching in the district.

“Speaking from the heart, this year was one 
of resilience and grit in everyone around me,” 
he said. “Everyone wants things to go back to 
normal and they are willing to do anything it 
takes to make that happen.  I hardly see any-
one complain about it, and we were respect-
ful about social distancing and wearing our 
masks.”

He has noticed the development of a strong 
community during this time.  “I’ve seen people-
--teachers, parents and students all want to 
help each other and make things go back to 
normal,” he said.  “I trust my colleagues be-
cause they always put the best interests of the 
students first, and we all worked cooperatively 
with each other.”

Bedolla admits, though, that he had his share 
of worries about what the next day would bring, 

if the students were safe, if they were study-
ing or getting fed.  That’s why he frequently 
checked on them through Google Meet, emails 
and phone calls to make sure they understood 
their lessons and were keeping up with their 
assignments at home.

One unexpected surprise for Bedolla was 
that he also had to become a student.  “It was a 
year of learning for me,” he said. “I’ve learned 
about new technologies and apps like Google 
Classroom and Slides, Moats, Noom, voice mail, 
Flipgrid, classroom streaming and Nearpod.  So 
in that sense, I’ve learned many new things in 
order to teach my kids during this pandemic 
school year.”

The new teaching tools Bedolla used are ones 
that he would like to carry with him into the 
next year and beyond.  These were the silver 
lining surprises that emerged from an other-
wise challenging year.

Katie Burright teaches first grade at 
Greenwood Elementary, and she has been 
teaching for eight years.  There, students ar-
rive at 7:50 and dismiss at 1:00 p.m.  Monday 
through Friday.

“That’s challenging having a shorter day,” she 
said.  “It’s like a marathon.  This has definitely 
been the most challenging year in my career.”

Since first grade students require some sort 
of movement during the day, she rearranged 
her classroom to allow for different seating op-
tions, including on the carpet with spaced-apart 
sitting areas taped off for when kids have brain 
breaks, at their spaced-apart desks or at the  
                                         continued on page 6

Katie Burright, teacher Ian Gregory, paraeducatorIsai Bedolla, teacher
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By Trish Yerges
 
Abel Nelson, 9, a fourth grade student at Island 

City Elementary School is in Mrs. Robinson’s class this 
year, and he attends in-person class instruction Monday 
through Friday 8 a.m. to 1 p.m.  

“On Mondays we do Monday meetings and citizen of 
the week,” Abel said. “We write in our journals and tell 
about our weekend and sometimes we share.  In our 
notebooks to our teacher we make notes to her.  She comes 
around and grabs them and writes back in our journals.  
We get to read them, and it makes everyone’s day because 
she is just about the nicest teacher.”

Mrs. Robinson’s class of 17 students comprise a “cohort” 
a group that stays together throughout the day and does 
not commingle with other cohorts during the school day.  
For this reason, meals are brought to Abel’s classroom.

“Lunch is pretty good here, like the Walking Taco,” he 
said.  “You snatch it with a fork, and you eat it.  Usually 
Mrs. Robinson doesn’t know what we’re getting for lunch, 
so she says we’re getting ‘Lunch Surprise.’  I actually like 
that because then it’s kind of a mystery what we’re get-
ting.” 

Abel also likes lunchtime movies in the classroom. “We 
get to choose the movie, so one time we voted for ‘Angry 
Birds’ and got to watch that,” he recalled.

They do get a recess outdoors, and Abel explained 
that one class can play on the 
blacktop area and the other class 
on the playground by the swings 
or the tether ball.   But in all 
cases, the cohorts are kept apart 
from other cohorts to minimize 
the spread of germs. Having said 
that, he still has 16 classmates 
to socialize with, and they all 
enjoy running around at recess 
with masks on.

Mrs. Robinson’s curriculum includes fun theme weeks, 
including Dr. Seuss week.

“We also have mismatch day, Abel said, “or on the 100th 
day of school, we dress up like 100-year-old people with 
canes.  I’m kind of short, so when kids like me do that it 
looks like we shrank.”

Real life lessons wrapped with imagination and 
condensed into a 5-hour school day is what memories are 
made of and Abel seems to love it.  

Carleigh Radke, 11, is a sixth grade student in Mr. 
Fiorito’s class at LMS, and she attends school from 9 a.m. 
to 1:20 every other day.  

Her average day at school begins with catching up on 

homework, silent reading or eating breakfast followed by 
her favorite class, math and then her elective, band.

“I leave my classroom for band,” she said.  “I play an 
alto saxophone, and we have special masks with flaps and 
holes in them, but mine is too big because I’m super tiny, 
so I take off my mask to play.”

When she returns to her classroom, she enjoys a snack 
before transitioning to Language Arts class to read and 
discuss a book called “The Givers”.  The class then writes 

in their “Thoughts, Questions and Epiphany” packet.
Social studies, science and art class follow.   “I’ve never 

really been good at art,” she reflected.  “I tried to draw a 
cow, but I don’t even know what it looked like!”

Before she knows it, the day has sped by and it’s 1:20 
p.m. when she grabs a bagged lunch to go and heads 
home.  It’s been another fast day of learning, and because 
she’s written in her planner, she knows what she must 
work on at home the next day. 

Carleigh looks forward to the day when her entire class 
can be together each day.  “I loved going to school every 
day because I always got to hang out with my best friend,” 
she said, “but now because we’re not on a full-time sched-
ule, and my friend’s last name is in the A-K group and 
mine is not, we don’t go to school on the same days.” 

She knows this learning model requires some sacrifices.  

It’s not perfect, but she still advises other students to “stay 
positive and work hard because it will all pay off.  We have 
to be responsible with social distancing or we won’t be at 
school, so stay on top of that so we can come back to school 
full time.”  

LHS senior Kobe Cooper is relatively new to the dis-
trict, and COVID-19 intercepted his social life just when 
he was trying to make new friends at high school.  

He said that months of virtual 
learning squelched his former 
optimistic, happy-go-lucky and 
ready-to-roll approach to life.  He 
missed his friends and social life 
surrounding soccer, swimming 
and track.  Now that he’s back 
in school again, he noticed in 
himself a renewed appreciation 

for everything.  
“It’s fantastic to be back in school,” Kobe said.  “I have 

a lot more motivation at school now.  I want to be part of 
the classroom, and I pay more attention in my classes.  I 
just feel more passionate about school now.  I think a lot of 
kids feel that way.”

The pandemic experience gave him a new perspective. 
“I’m a lot more optimistic about the future---what I have 
ahead of me, my service mission and college,” he said.  “I’m 
a lot more hopeful and those experiences will be positive, 
and not like online learning, which was pretty negative, 
honestly.”

Through the 2020-2021 pandemic school year, Kobe 
said he’s learned a valuable lesson.  “No matter what life 
throws at you, as long as you keep moving and taking the 
next best step, you will come out the other side.”

REFLECTIONS

What students say about returning to in-person learning

Kobe Cooper, LHS studentCarleigh Radke, 6th grade 
LMS

Abel Nelson, 4th grade ICE

Returning to in-person learning has been both 
an earnest goal of the La Grande School District 

and a dream come true for students. 
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How counselors help students, families and staff
By Trish Yerges

La Grande School District has eight 
school counselors throughout the district to 
support students, families and staff mem-
bers, especially as they return to in-person 
education during this pandemic.

Among them are Teresa Dowdy at La 
Grande High School, Jessica Frasier at the 
Middle School and Neesha Turner from 
Island City Elementary.   Their counseling 
services encompass academic guidance, 
crisis interventions or discussions over is-
sues that arise as they transition through 
the challenges unique to this COVID pan-
demic. The counselors keep in-school and 
virtual hours if anyone needs to talk. 

With schools holding alternate mod-
els of in-person instruction, kids at all 
grade levels have a lot of questions and 
fears about their education during this 
pandemic. Sixteen of these mental health 
concerns and topics are discussed on the 
district’s counseling page.  To read them, 
visit https://www.lagrandesd.org/page/
counseling-resources.

Pandemic-related Circumstances

Transitioning from virtual learning at 
home back to in-person learning at school 
and trying to adjust to being with other 
students after a year out of school has 
produced stressors on kids.

“It’s better that we have kids back in 

school,” Dowdy said.  “Now that they are 
back in school they want to stop in and 
chat more, which is a good thing.”

Of course the school hours are shorter, 
which means counselors have limited time 
with the students.  High school hours run 
from 9 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.; Middle School is 
9 a.m. to 1:25 p.m. and elementary schools 
are 8 a.m. to 1 p.m. 

The types of concerns students present 
to counselors may include family stressors 
that have always been there but were exac-
erbated due to the pandemic; maybe there 
is a low household income, or it’s hard to 
get meals, or it’s hard to study in a house 
with a lot of other noises going on. 

“Now that they are back to school,” 
Dowdy said, “they are trying to earn 
credits and stay on track for graduation 
because they are on alternating days at 
school, and they need to know what to do 
on their off days.  It’s a new kind of stress.”

Frasier said she spends time talking to 
new students at the Middle School about 
how to make and maintain new friends, 
especially when they have to stand six 
feet apart from one another and closeness 
is not possible.  “It’s hard enough to bring 
kids into social groups and this pandemic 
made it even harder,” she said.

In the elementary grades, “the kids are 
kept in their classrooms, like a little fam-
ily with no contact outside their cohort,” 
added Turner. “Their classes are also 

smaller than what they’ve been in the past 
because some students have chosen not to 
return to school.”

“The high school is on an A/B schedule, 
so unfortunately for some kids, they are 
not with a single friend because of where 
they fall in the alphabet,” Dowdy said, “so 
they are really sad because their friends 
are in the other A or B group. That connec-
tion is missing now, and that has been a 
struggle for some kids too.”

How Counselors help

“We have students who like to 
come in and chat with us, and the 
CHD has a mental health counselor 
in our building so we make referrals 
for students who need more frequent 
contact,” said Dowdy. 

Frasier said that the Middle School 
counselors are also meeting with 
students one-on-one before school 
starts and right after school. “We focus 
on mental health, managing emotions 
and stress, tolerance and frustration 
building,” she said.

When students need long-term 
counseling services or therapy, Turner 
does refer out to CHD counselors, “but 
they are pretty backlogged, and they 
are also doing a lot of virtual meet-
ings.”   On the other hand, Turner 
meets with kids and parents face-to-
face in her office and this seems to be 
preferred by many parents.   She does 
hold some small groups, a grief group 
and a social-emotional group, but she 
can only have two students from the 
same cohort in her office at the same 
time because of space constraints.

“Our students get the social-
emotional lessons in their classrooms 
at all grade levels once a week,” 
Turner said.  “That’s true for all the 
elementary schools, and a big part of 
social-emotional learning is guidance 
curriculum.”

Helping Teachers and Staff

“I found myself spending a lot of time 
with teachers this year,” Frasier said.  “My 
door is always open to them, but I found 
they have accessed me more frequently 
this year or stayed a little later so that I 
can meet with them after they are done  
continued on page 8

COUNSELING SERVICES

Teresa Dowdy, LHS Counselor

Neesha Turner, Elementary counselor

Jessica Frasier, MS counselor
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tables with plexi-glass partitions between each 
student.

“That in itself was hard this year, totally 
rearranging how you think of your classroom 
setup,” she said.

Burright thought the most wearing part 
of this pandemic school year was the rapidly 
changing learning models.  “This made it tough 
for students to get in the swing of any sort of 
routine.  That coupled with coming in primarily 
lower in academics this year was difficult,” she 
said.

The kids have been back to in-person learn-
ing now for over a quarter, and she said stu-
dents are getting the hang of the safety re-
quirements such as mask wearing and physical 
distancing, but the first few weeks were espe-
cially tough for these first graders because they 
naturally wanted to be close to each other.

The most heart-breaking part, she said, is 
not being able to give kids the physical connec-
tions that they need.  Sometimes kids just need 
hugs, but because of safety guidelines, it’s not 
possible right now.

“This year has certainly made me appreciate 
the little things and cherishing having a slight-
ly smaller class size,” Burright said.  “I feel I 
can truly hear each child every day and meet 
their academic and emotional needs a bit better.  
Even through the difficulties, I’m so grateful to 

have students back in my classroom.” 

From a Paraprofessional’s perspective

Paraprofessional Ian Gregory has worked 
at Greenwood Elementary School for 7 years, 
and he’s working on his teaching degree.  This 
is his last year as a paraprofessional, and “what 
a way to go out!” he said.

This year he has spent a lot of time think-
ing about priorities, namely, safety and the 
social-emotional needs of his students.  Gregory 
checks on his students daily to see what brain 
states they are in and how he can support 
them.  “Academics has had to come after that, 
and maybe it’s always been that way, but even 
more so this school year,” he said.

The COVID pandemic created needs that 
compelled teachers to seek new and valuable 
technology tools, many of which they want to 
continue using into the next school year.  But 
in addition to that, teachers learned an unex-
pected skill.   

“Teachers have quickly learned to read feel-
ings through the eyes,” he said. “We’ll be stron-
ger teachers because of that.  I can look at their 
eyes and confidently say, ‘Hey, they’re hurting.  
Something is wrong.’”

It is Gregory’s hope that after this school 
year ends, LGSD teachers will collaborate on 
some of the things that worked well this year, 
things they want to continue practicing in the 
classrooms.  

Amber Kessinger is another paraprofes-
sional, and she has worked at the La Grande 

Middle School for the past nine years.  Her 
work days run from 7:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., and 
during this pandemic year, she has a “much dif-
ferent role” than she had pre-COVID.

One of those different roles is as a health 
care screener. “For staff we offer child care, so 
my first duty of the day is to screen our child 
care kids for primary symptoms of COVID,” she 
said. “We have to record all their names and the 
COVID checks we make.”

“Our day (for students) begins at 8:30 a.m. 
and I help other staff members hand out the 
bagged breakfasts to the students as they get 
here,” Kessinger said.  “My job is to visually 
screen each child as they come through the door 
to make sure they are not exhibiting symptoms 
we have to deal with before they go to their 
classrooms.”

Then she educates sixth grade students in 
one or two classrooms, helping them with math, 
social studies, language arts or science lessons.  
Sometimes she helps small groups of kids in 
the hallway or she walks around helping out 
where kids need her.

“I really enjoy that because in a normal year, 
I wouldn’t get to do all of that (tutoring),” she 
said.  “I’m generally the pass-room lady.”

Before the kids are released at 1:20 p.m. Kes-
singer helps with food service. “This duty is new 
to me this year,” she said.  “The district courier 
brings the foods to us from the high school 
kitchen, and I help other staff members put 
those lunches together in bags and hand them 
out to the kids.”

continued on page 7

Joseph Waite, Facilities ManagerAmber Kessinger, paraeducator
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After school hours, her work continues in the 
form of virtual tutoring, helping kids with their 
math, language arts or science projects. 

“The best part of my year was when our kids 
came back to school,” she explained.  “It was 
really difficult for me personally doing things 
online because it’s hard to touch base with a 
student and understand what they are going 
through.  So having them back in school made 
me tremendously happy.”

From a Parent’s Perspective

Not to be forgotten are the parents, grand-
parents and guardians of students who support 
them during this pandemic school year.  Among 
this workforce is Hailey Wolcott, a preschool 
teacher and mother of four school children: 
Haven, a preschooler at Heidi Ho; Hadley in 
second grade at Central; Mattison, a 7th grade 
student at LMS; and Mason, a freshman at 
LHS.

“I ended up taking a leave of absence from 
my job last August so that I could be home to 
support my kids,” Wolcott said.

She and her husband Matt, a PE teacher 
at LHS, came to this decision following their 
experience during the spring 2020 quarantine, 
when all their kids were engaged in virtual 
learning at home.   That was certainly a chal-
lenging time that called for drastic changes in 

their lives.
“We had to find a different way to live at 

home,” she said.  “Sometimes there were five 
of us at a time trying to do things online in 
our main living area of the house, but then we 
confined the kids to their rooms because they 
needed to participate in their classes.”

However, when everyone was spread out in 
the house trying to use the Internet at the same 
time, it wasn’t always working with the Inter-
net, “So luckily, our district provided hotspots,” 
she said.

Amidst all 
this, Wolcott 
was trying to 
maintain virtual 
meetings with 
her preschool 
students once a 
week. “I would 
try to schedule 
my class meetings when it would work for our 
family, which didn’t always work for my pre-
school families,” she said.

All these challenges led to her asking for a 
leave of absence in the fall of 2020.  It seemed 
to be the only right decision for her. 

“I couldn’t imagine leaving my preschooler, 
second-grader, seventh-grader and high school 
freshman at home to fend for themselves at 
home all day,” she said.  “Luckily, I have a really 
understanding set of bosses who completely 
understood my circumstances.”

She realizes that not all parents can step 
away from their jobs temporarily to give edu-

cational support to their kids this year, and she 
feels blessed that she could do that because 
virtual learning challenged her second-grader 
Hadley.  

“She struggled the most because she’s not 
used to sitting in front of a computer or sitting 
still for that long,” Wolcott noted.  “Thankfully, 
they have breaks, but sometimes she would get 
up and just walk away because of being bored 
or frustrated that she couldn’t hear her teacher 
over the voices of other kids.” 

Wolcott’s older kids 
missed their friends 
and the interaction with 
them. After so much 
screen time, the idea of 
sitting in front of the 
screen even longer to 
visit with friends wasn’t 
appealing, so the Wol-
cotts started to do more 

things together as a family like game night, 
Bible studies, hiking, biking and camping.

Now that the four kids are back in school, it 
takes a calendar to track their schedules.  “If 
I had still been working, I don’t know how I 
would have managed their schedules,” she said.  
“Luckily, they are all within walking distance of 
their schools.”

Like many other parents, Wolcott hopes that 
all children will go back to school full time, and 
she sympathizes with the other families work-
ing at home, dealing with childcare issues and 
the stress of supporting their child’s education 
this year.

“We had to find a different  

way to live at home,”   

Hailey Wolcott, teacher  

and mother.
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By Trish Yerges

Planning for the 2021 gradu-
ation commencement event is 
underway, and this year, the se-
niors requested a more traditional 
ceremony if the COVID pandemic 
allows. 

Keeping a pulse on the county 
metrics and the graduation plans 
is La Grande High School Principal 
Brett Baxter. 

“Every year we have a large 
team made up of school staff that 
plans all these culminating activi-
ties,” he said. “We also involve the 
senior class officers as representa-
tives of the class in that committee, 
and in the last couple of years, 
we’ve added some parent represen-
tatives, who lead some of the fund 
raising events.”

Initially, the committee was 
planning another outdoor drive-
through graduation ceremony, 

similar to what occurred last year; 
however, as fun as that was last 
year, the senior class this year just 
didn’t want to do that.  Baxter said, 
“The seniors said they want to 
do a traditional ceremony and be 
back in our gym.”   That came as a 
surprise to many. 

So the current planning update 
is that, if at all possible, the entire 
graduation class will be together 
and guests and family will be al-
lowed to attend by ticket only.  

“Right now the county metrics 
show that we can have up to half 
the capacity of our gym in at-
tendance, which would mean we 
can have our graduating class all 
together plus guests and family 
with tickets,” Baxter said.

The use of tickets is not unprec-
edented by any means, so this is an 
orderly way to ensure attendance 
stays within allowable metrics for 
group gatherings.  This is Plan A 
at the moment.   Plan B will be on 

standby with outdoor activities 
such as a drive-through commence-
ment.  The prevailing plan will 
depend on where the county is on 
its metrics and how those metrics 
become more advisory or flex-
ible two months from now, and as 
everyone knows, a lot can happen 
in two months.

“We’ve had things turn on a 
dime and blow our world up from 
one week to the next in terms of 
metric changes or the shift for the 
county and risk level,” Baxter said.  
“It really has driven what we can 
do.”

The other part of the planning 
update is the intent to do some-
thing especially memorable for 
the graduates.  They have missed 
out on the majority of traditional 
senior events this year, so LHS and 
parents would like to do some new 
things that haven’t been done in 
the past in order to recognize these 
students.

Although this class did lose out 
on some traditional senior events, 
Baxter would like to focus on what 
they gained.

“My focus has shifted to 
highlighting their resilience, what 
they’ve learned, how they have 
grown through this last year of 
pandemic and the impact it had on 
their education,” he said.  “I hon-
estly think they are coming out of 
this stronger and with more skills.  
That’s my message.”

Baxter would like to talk about 
the skills they developed, the 
knowledge they’ve gained, and the 
strength, resilience and grit they’ve 
shown.  “That will be a theme 
throughout those culminating 
events,” he said.

In this class of 156 graduates, 
there will be 12 valedictorian 
presentations given at the cer-
emony, many of them will echo the 
themes Baxter spoke about.  These 
students will be a huge part of 

the ceremony and will speak on a 
variety of topics.

This past year has reminded us 
of the truth in the words of author 
Robert Burns:  “The best-laid plans 
of mice and men often go awry” 
from his book “To A Mouse”.  

Similarly Baxter said, “We’ve 
had a crash course on watching 
plans and intentions go out the 
window, not because of our own 
choices, but because of powers way 
beyond us.  When things didn’t 
work, we asked, ‘So what can I do?  
How do I go through it and not 
around it?’”

Baxter believes this pandemic 
school year will form their future 
expectations and plans and help 
them to be flexible and adaptable 
throughout their adult lives.  This 
has been the silver lining in the 
storm these graduates are passing 
through together.

GRADUATION COMMITTEE UPDATE

Graduation committee plans for traditional ceremony

COUNSELING
continued from page 5 

with their prep work.  They just need a place to vent and 
have a chance to talk.”

The main stressor for teachers is having to teach 
within the constraints of COVID-19.  “There’s a whole new 
set of safety rules, contact tracing and it’s overwhelming.  
So they are doing their regular job and all these other 
things besides.”  

Frasier said that because of shortened days at school, 
teachers feel the frustration of having to pick out of the 
curriculum the most important points and perhaps not 
teach at the level of quality they prefer.

“In my building teachers are overwhelmed,” Frasier 
said.  “So we try to do things to support them with our 
Wellness funds.”

School counselors coordinate the activities funded by 
the Wellness grant.  One of the events counselors host is 
the healthy habits challenge, and there are quite a few 
participants.  As teachers make healthy choices they earn 
tracking points throughout the day, and a weekly winner 
is chosen and a prize is given away.

“We offer snack attack and coffee and tea stations at 
school because we want to take care of our teachers,” Fra-
sier said.  “We also hosted a St. Paddy’s day pot luck.”

Weekly, the counselors hold a warm-and-fuzzy Wednes-

day.  “I collect all these anonymous messages of gratitude 
from staff members once a week, and I compile all of those 
and send out an email on Wednesdays,” Turner said.  “It 
helps teachers feel important and valued.

Supporting Parents

When children were being schooled virtually at home, 
everyone had to learn new online programs and work 
through the various technology problems that ensued. 
This challenge proved frustrating for some parents, but 
school counselors often came to the rescue.

“I’ve done more home visits than ever because of the 
frustrations parents and students felt with the new 
technologies being used with virtual learning,” Turner 
said.  “More parents have had to reach out to us this year 
needing help.”

Within the community there are parent workshops being 
offered that also help support parents during this pandemic 
school year.  One workshop series is being held for eight 
weeks starting April 1.  “So our community has stepped up 
to offer more education for parents,” Frasier added. 

Counselors also made home visits to talk to parents of 
students who were not regularly attending their online 
classes.

When Counselors need Support

The importance of school counselors cannot be over-

stated, especially during a pandemic.   While they pour 
themselves out to everyone, they also have their own 
needs for support and must privately try and find a way to 
recharge.

Turner has been working for the district the past 14 
years.  “To be honest this past year has been overwhelm-
ing on a personal level as well as a professional level,” she 
said.  “I have two little kids at home, and one of them is in 
preschool and also has periods of quarantine.  I felt pulled 
in a lot of different directions, but I try to focus on remain-
ing flexible and having grace for myself.”

At the high school, Dowdy said that she has her own 
go-to people she talks to and great administration sources 
for problem solving as well as a group of counselors to use 
as a sounding board when needed.  She views each day as 
a new day where she can start over.

Frasier has a 2-year-old daughter at home, so she 
worked at home.  “This school year has challenged me pro-
fessionally.  I feel I had to find quality things to do since 
kids were out of school, and I had to find creative ways to 
support them virtually,” she said.”

The beauty in it was that she had to learn new things, 
and that’s okay, she said. “We will make mistakes and it 
will be hard, but we will take away from that what we 
learned and keep moving forward.  I hope we can bring 
along what we learned and be stronger for it because we 
know we can get through it.  We can do it.”
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The spending plan and next steps
By Trish Yerges

The Student Success Act (SSA) was 

passed during the 2019 Oregon legislative 

session, and it allows for nearly $2 billion 

dollars of investments in early learning 

and K-12 education each year. 

Of those funds $200 million goes into 

the State School Fund and the remain-

ing is distributed into three accounts, 

the Early Learning account, the Student 

Investment account and the Statewide 

Education Initiatives account.

“Through the Student Success Act, the 

La Grande School District is receiving a 

little over $1.5 million next school year,” 

said Superintendent George Mendoza.  

Mendoza and Programs Director Scott 

Carpenter explained that the spending 

plans for SSA funds are related to and will 

support the goals set forth in the district’s 

Strategic Plan.

The Spending Plan
“Here are some of the ways we’re spend-

ing these funds,” Carpenter said.  “We’ve 

already hired a full-time nurse, added a 

Middle School counselor, added a behavior 

teacher and are seeking to expand with 

a second behavior teacher at the Middle 

School.”

“We will now have three behavior 

classrooms, one for K-2, another for grades 

3 through 5 and a third one in the Middle 

School next year,” Mendoza added.

The district plans to add a total of four 

behavior para-professionals as well, and 

they are seeking to hire a mental health 

outreach specialist for the Middle School. 

Carpenter said that the district has 

also advertised for a Director of Student 

Success, who will work out of the district 
office.  The SSA disbursements throughout 
the years will also fund the district’s three 
K-5 Physical Education teachers.

“We’ve used the funds to increase the 

Middle School staff by two positions to 
reduce the class sizes,” Carpenter said, 
“and we are seeking to hire more staff to 
support our English Learner program.”

Lastly, the district will use a portion of 

their SSA funds to refurbish the modu-
lar buildings at Central Elementary to 
provide a permanent home for additional 
preschool-Head Start seats and a location 
for behavior service support.

Some of the positions filled were funded 
from about $600,000 SSA funds the district 
received last year.  With the additional 
funds this year, that bumped the total 
funds to about $1.5 million, the district is 

going to be hiring these additional posi-
tions starting next school year. 

SSA Funds a Real Boon
“These funds are a boon to our district 

and they are allowing us to really super 
charge the way we support students post-
COVID with behavioral or mental health 
needs,” Carpenter said. “They are allowing 
us to provide richer and deeper services to 
our English Learner students and support 
their learning.”

Previously, the district did not have 
physical education teachers in all these 
buildings, but with SSA funding that’s 
possible now.  This is a critical support 
for students trying to transition back to a 
brick and mortar classroom after spending 
months in virtual learning quarantined at 
home.

Teachers have observed that physical 
education class seems to help students 
re-engage more quickly with their teach-
ers and peers after a prolonged physical 
absence due to COVID.  The physical 
education classes seem to foster positive 
social-emotional growth and support men-
tal health.

This is a key observation because ac-
cording to the National Association of 
School Psychologists, “Mentally healthy 
children are more successful in school and 
life.  Research demonstrates that students 
who receive social-emotional and mental 
health support achieve better academi-
cally.”

“So all of these things are allowing us to 
really improve the mental and behavioral 
health of our students,” Carpenter said, “as 
we engage them in learning, in reading, 
writing, math and other core areas.”

STUDENT SUCCESS ACT
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By Trish Yerges
 
This school year has called 

for shortened sports seasons, the 
wearing of masks, limited compe-
titions and attendances, yet it has 
surprisingly offered students just 
what they need to transition back 
to in-person learning.     

“We’re very happy that we 
wound up getting to participate 
in all our sports seasons, albeit 
all of them are truncated to a four 
to five-week time period, where 
usually we’re offering those sea-
sons in six to seven weeks,” said 
Middle School Assistant Principal 
Chris Wagner. 

Football was altered to accom-
modate the shortened season by 
shifting from full contact to 7-on-
7.  “Volleyball was able to partici-
pate in a pretty standard fashion 
with the exception of limited spec-
tators,” he said.  “Cross country 
is also participating with normal 
rules but with limited spectators 
and competitions.”

For the first season, which 
includes football, volleyball and 
cross country, the competition 

availability was very limited 
because several of the schools 
that LMS normally competed 
with were not offering sports at 
this time.

“But thanks to our Superinten-
dent, school board and high school 
athletic director for pushing 
forward and removing barriers so 
that we were able to offer those in 
this season,” Wagner said.

Track will move forward right 
after spring break, he added, and 
it will be a pretty conventional 
season because it is outdoors.  
There will be spectator regula-
tions and limits to how many will 
be allowed at meets.   The last 
season will be the conventional 
winter season where students will 
play basketball for the last four 
weeks of the school year.

“My overall perspective on 
this,” said Wagner, “aligns with 
Superintendent Mendoza and 
Athletic Director Darren Good-
man that it’s very important to 
offer our kids extracurricular 
activities to get them out and 
moving and to get some socializa-
tion back into their lives to regain 

some normalcy.”
Wagner sees 

the LMS sports 
programs as 
a large com-
ponent of the 
social-emotional 
approach to help 
students back 
to in-person 
learning and 
overcoming what 
they have been 
through during 
this pandemic 
year. 

“Interestingly 
enough, when we 
start any school 
year, there is 
an initial two 
to three week 
period that we 
call a honeymoon 
period where the 
kids are all following the rules, 
walking the line, and doing exactly 
what they are supposed to do,” 
Wagner said. “Then about three 
weeks in we start to the students’ 
personalities come out as they get 

more comfortable with their teach-
ers and the kids around them.  
That’s when we really jump into 
the flow of things.”

Not so this year, he said.  
When Middle School students 
finally returned for in-person 
learning, that transition period 
took significantly longer. 

“We were five to six weeks in 
before I first started to notice kids 
coming out of their shell,” he said. 
“I didn’t expect that.   We’re still 
seeing a lot of kids, for whatever 
reasons, who haven’t come out of 
their shell yet.  Sports, though, 
has been a catalyst for that.”

Sports offered more of a 
normal setting for those kids, 
and it helped them to make the 
transition into their new school 
routines.  Wagner expressed his 
appreciation for the student ath-
letes, their positive and coopera-
tive attitudes and the support 
from parents and the community.

His plan and desires for the 
2021-2022 school year is to offer 
sports seasons that are basically 

back to normal unless state man-
dates dictate otherwise.

LHS Athletic Director Dar-
ren Goodman offered the school’s 
sports highlights for the first 
(winter) sports season, including 
that the football team won their 
first game against Nyssa and 
Vale, and the volleyball team has 
won 6 matches and lost 3. 

“We’re pleased to announce 
that cross country athlete 
Cristian Mendoza just broke the 
school record with a time of 16:20 
for the 5000 meter race down in 
Vale,” Goodman said. 

There are a couple more weeks 
of basketball, volleyball and cross 
country on the sports calendar 
and a couple more football games 
to play.  Goodman noted that he 
has a lot of sophomores on the 
football team, and he is excited 
about the team’s future. 

“At this point, we’re happy to 
be on the field playing,” Goodman 
said.

SPORTS UPDATE

LMS and LHS sports are catalyst for well-being

La Grande Middle School Girls Volleyball team. 
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By Trish Yerges

The La Grande School District applied for and 
received a grant for $45,000 from the Oregon Depart-
ment of Education to complete a facilities assess-
ment and long-range facilities plan.

“To help us through this process, we have invited 
over 45 staff members, community stakeholders and 
parents to be part of our facilities study committee,” 
said Superintendent George Mendoza.  “We will be 
listening closely to what the group has to say.”

The facilities that will be assessed include “three 
100-year-old buildings that are in significant need 
of repair, remodeling and updating if we’re going to 
consider keeping them for the next 20 to 40 years,” 
he explained. “We’ve got to invest in our facilities 
to keep them safe and operational to meet a qual-
ity standard for the students and staff that work in 
those locations.”

To this end, Mendoza said that the district will be 
listening to what the facilities study committee has 
to say. 

“Last year, the district used part of its planning 
grant money to hire BLRB Architects out of Bend, 
and in December, this firm completed the facilities 
assessment,” said Joseph Waite, facilities and opera-
tions manager.

“We are now starting the process of develop-
ing the Long-Range Facilities Plan,” Waite said. 

The facilities study committee will hold a 
series of meetings to review and prioritize the 
findings of the facilities assessment and devel-
op a 10 to 15-year plan to address the issues of 
highest priority.  Here are the next steps in this 
process:

Meeting 1 (March 18) Facilities Study 
Committee will meet to learn about the findings 
of the facilities assessment, and gather feed-
back.

Meeting 2 (April 22) Complete an Edu-
cational Adequacy study that will focus on 
discussing building needs, instructional needs, 
common ideas, then prioritize, conceptualize as 
we seek collaboration with local government 
officials.

Meeting 3 (May 20) Review draft plans and 
costs to meet the needs, discuss options and 
modifications.

Meeting 4 (June 17) Finalize our long 
range facilities plan and submit it to the Or-
egon Department of Education. 

“It’s important to understand that the facili-
ties assessment is necessary if LGSD wants to 
compete for the Oregon School Capital Im-
provement Matching (OSCIM) grant,” Mendoza 
said.

The OSCIM program provides matching 
grants to districts that pass a local general 
obligation bond.  The matching grants are up 
to $4 million for most districts and some dis-
tricts may receive up to $8 million in match-
ing grants.  If received, these matching grant 
monies would be used to improve the school 
district’s buildings. 

If the district receives this $4 million match-
ing bond grant, receives a 2.5 million dollar 
siesmic grant for the annex and if the voters 
approve a small bond for up to $4 million, the 
LGSD could be awarded about $10.5 million to 
address the repairs and remodeling that are 
necessary for the continued use of its three 
100-year-old buildings.

“We will know in the fall of 2021 if we will 
receive the OSCIM grant,” Waite said, “and if 
selected, we would pursue a bond in the May 
2022 election.”

In preparation for this bond, Waite said that 
the district refinanced its 2014 bond to de-
crease the interest rate so that if the 2022 bond 
passes, there would be no additional cost to the 
taxpayers. 

“Outside of Bond funds that were approved 
in 2014, LGSD has invested over 8 million dol-
lars in projects connected to our 5-year mainte-
nance plan and our high cost capital projects,” 
added Mendoza. “The district has also applied 
for over $4.25 million in seismic grant funds to 
stabilize the high school auditorium as well as 
the annex.” 

An update on facilities assessment and scheduled projects
FACILITIES PROJECTS

Maintenance Projects Accomplished and Planned

Since last August, the district has accomplished a variety of facilities maintenance projects including:  radon miti-
gation at Willow and Island City Elementary, new cameras at LHS parking lot and the tennis courts and track, and a 
new camera system service and network expansion to the modular at old Central.

“Other projects that are slated for completion by August 2021 involve classrooms and offices,” Waite said.
The scope of this project includes renovations to the modular at old Central locations, including adding restroom 

facilities, a new roof, paint, decking and railings, new carpets, cabinets and doors to interconnect the four rooms 
from the inside, LED lighting, fire alarm system and intercom and phones. The work being done also includes: site 
improvements, paved parking area and a new wider driveway.

“The classrooms will be for EOU Head Start for additional preschool slots for La Grande, and the office space is 
intended for behavior and mental health specialists,” Waite said. “It is important to ensure these spaces are function-
al and up to date,” added Mendoza. “LGSD has a goal to ensure all students are ready to learn. Increasing pre kin-
dergarten learning experiences as well as improving behavioral and mental health services are in alignment to our 
strategic plan, these facilities are necessary to support our goals and direction as a school district” Mendoza stated.

Other repairs and upgrades to LHS include a water main replacement from the street to the building.  There have 
been two breaks in this line in the past three years.   Also, at LHS, there will be new concrete laid at the entrance to 
the building on K Avenue by the main office.  This will replace the broken and pitted concrete currently there.

At Greenwood Elementary, the worn carpeting will be replaced on the gym stairs and landing and in the staff 
room.

“We need to keep looking out for our future, to ensure that our students get a safe high-quality, educational expe-
rience,” Mendoza said.  “so we’re on a journey trying to take care of our community, facilities, staff and students and 
offer the best that we can for them.”
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Connect with La Grande School District,
Anytime, Anywhere.

Cafeteria Menus • Events • Staff Directory • Alerts • Athletics
La Grande School District is launching a new mobile app that helps 
students, parents, and community members know what is happening 
on campus, right from their phones. We know that families are using 
smartphones as a primary means to communicate. That’s why we’ve 
created an app that is custom-built for mobile. On the app, you can 
fi nd cafeteria menus, real-time sports scores, contact information for 
staff, and event information. You can download the app for free from 
the Apple App Store or Google Play.

Three Main Benefi ts:

1) KNOW WHAT’S GOING ON AT SCHOOL.
Ex: Find real-time updates from the website’s live feed
about stories happening inside the classroom, on the
football fi eld, or in the art studio.

2) CONNECT WITH TEACHERS AND ADMINISTRATORS.
Ex: Learn about parent-teacher conferences, access staff con-
tact information, and quickly fi nd out about district news.

3) STAY UP-TO-DATE WITH SCHOOL INFORMATION.
Ex: Receive updates about events occuring on campus,
the daily cafeteria menu, required forms, and even
emergency notifi cations.


