
Among La Grande School District (LGSD) staff 
there is a prevailing sense of pride for the way 
they are once again able to engage students in 
their learning. “The district obtained our goal of 
a full year of uninterrupted in-person instruction 
which kept students engaged in their learning, said 
Superintendent George Mendoza. “Attending in-
person allows students to use all of the resources the 
district has for them.” 

The La Grande School District has a wealth of 
resources to keep students engaged.  Extensive 
elective offerings for middle and high school students 
allow them to pursue a specific passion or explore 
many areas. The experiences offered are also of the 
highest quality. Students who take music classes 
at the middle and high school levels are under the 
direction of the very gifted Kevin Durfee (choir) 
and Alexander Justice (band). The La Grande 
High School (LHS) choir won the OSAA 4A Choir 
Championship for the 7th time this year and the 
LHS band placed 3rd. Alyssa, a LHS senior said, “I 
like being in the band – it’s an awesome community.” 

The district’s competitive sports programs also 
keep students engaged. “I like the support of the 
sports teams because it’s like having a family,” said 
Alex who graduated on June 4th. La Grande High 
School routinely has teams competing at state 
tournaments and their baseball, softball, wrestling, 
football, golf, swimming and track teams consistently 
earn top placements. A new track, new tennis courts, 
new baseball field and upgraded gymnasium are just 
a few of LGSD’s exceptional facilities. Co-curricular 
activities like FFA, FBLA and FCCLA also help to 
place La Grande High School among the leading 4A 
schools in the state. Engaging afterschool activities 
for elementary ages (including youth sports, book 
clubs, and the Fiddle Club) help students expand 
their horizons. 

The academic experience at La Grande School 
District is designed to engage all learners. No matter 
their learning level or pace, students have the 
opportunity to develop to their potential. Learners 
who experience disability have access to a variety 
of specially designed programs, teachers with 
numerous years of experience in special education, 
and highly-qualified paraeducators. 

What better way to keep students engaged than to 
allow them to pursue in-depth learning in an area of 
academic interest? La Grande High School students 
have the option of adding one or more Pathway 
endorsements to their high school diploma. Pathways 
include Manufacturing, Business, Medical and 
more. LHS students also have access to Advanced 
Placement courses and dual-credit courses. “I was 
able to graduate with 26 college credits which is an 
amazing way to start my college career,” said Carter 
Perry, 2022 LHS Graduate.

continued on page 8
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La Grande High School, La Grande Middle School, 
Central Elementary, Greenwood Elementary, Island City Elementary
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Other elective courses include:

Astronomy • Food and Travel
Psychology • Painting
Photoshop • Stagecraft

Chemistry • Computer Aided Design
• Welding

• Fire School (training to fight  
wildland fires)

• Medical Interventions
• Intro to Education: Oregon Teacher 

Pathway And more!
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By Trish Yerges

La Grande School District students 
and teachers were excited to resume a 
fun schedule of school field trips. This 
school year offered numerous destina-
tions for learning and fun, including 
Veterans’ Memorial Pool, Morgan 
Lake, Whitman Mission, and the Boise 
Zoo.

 Fourth grade teachers at Island 
City Elementary, Kylee Goodwin and 
Tausha Tams, took their classes on 
May 5 to Whitman Mission in Walla 
Walla, Washington.    “It went really 
well, and the kids were really excited 
to have field trips 
back,” Goodwin 
said. 

 Normally, 
these classes 
would have gone 
to the National 
Historic Oregon 
Trail Interpre-
tative Center 
outside Baker 
City, but this 
museum is closed 
for renovations.  
However, Whit-
man Mission was 
a great alterna-
tive trip because 
it fit very well into their lessons on the 
Oregon Trail, the Whitman’s arrival, 
and the history of the seven Sager 
children, whose parents died of fever 
on the trail. 

 The students learned that Mar-
cus and Narcissa Whitman agreed to 
adopt all seven of the Sager children, 
but then the Whitmans died in an 
attack by a small group of Cayuse 
Indians.

 Goodwin said that learning about 
the Whitmans as well as the Cayuse 
people provided a balanced presenta-
tion of history and a wrap-around un-
derstanding of the Cayuse culture and 
their perspective of the Whitmans that 
ultimately motivated them to commit 
what became known as the Whitman 
Massacre.

 “The kids got to walk the grounds 
and see the foundation of the Mission, 
which was still there, along with the 
blacksmith shop and another little 

house that they had,” Goodwin said.  
“They could also see the ruts from the 
Oregon Trail, which was pretty cool for 
them.”

 Fifth grade teachers Chelsea An-
nas, Shawn Brooks and Misty Hines 
of Central Elementary School had to 
break from the 20-year-old tradition of 
going to OMSI and take their students 
to the Boise Zoo, the Discovery Center 
and the Urban Air Adventure Park in-
stead. 

 The May 31st field trip was 
planned for 66 kids, traveling on three 
busses with their respective teacher 
and five or six adult chaperones per 

class.  
 “It was a lot of 

work to organize,” 
Annas said.  “I had 
to plan everything 
out, including the 
chaperones and a 
place to eat pizza for 
100 people.”  “Easier 
said than done, but 
in the end, we got 
pizza at the trampo-
line park.”

 The Discovery 
Center was an 
equivalent to OMSI, 
and it was closer for 
traveling so it was a 

one-day trip. 
“It was a perfect trade-off, and we 

didn’t have to spend the night,” she 
said.  “We left early in the morning 
and came back late at night.”

 The classes did a fun scavenger 
hunt with clues that revealed to them 
where they were going for their field 
trip.  “First they uncovered that they 
were going to the zoo, and that was 
exciting,” she said.  “Then they uncov-
ered that they were going to the Dis-
covery Center and that was even more 
exciting.  Then the topper was Urban 
Air---it was truly magical.”

 Their trip to the Discovery Center 
was very timely and fascinating for 
the kids because the center was exhib-
iting dinosaurs, including the world’s 
largest Tyrannosaurus Rex.

Appreciative for this opportunity, 
Annas said, “We want to thank the 
school board and our principal for al-
lowing us to go.”

Dear Parents, Guardians, and Community Members, 

Summer is here! I hope this message finds all of you healthy and well as you start to enjoy more 
time outdoors. I encourage you all to disconnect, unwind and enjoy the summer months by spending 
time with family, friends and loved ones. We all need some time to recharge, rejuvenate, and maintain 
relationships.

Many thanks to our community for passing our recent bond on May 17th. Our focus and intent over 
the next 18 months will be to relocate maintenance and grounds to Adams Professional Plaza, build a 
multi-use academic and athletic center, and remove the Annex and Maintenance buildings.  We will be 
working hard this summer and next school year to implement plans and take action.

As I reflect on this school year, I am very thankful for our staff, students, and families.  We have all 
shown great resilience in difficult times. As we move forward in bouncing back and recovering from 
the impact of a worldwide pandemic, we must continue to support one another to help us reach our 
potential as a community. This will take focus, commitment, collaboration, and mutual support of one 
another with students at the forefront of our decision-making. I believe that both schools and parents 
greatly influence and impact the lives of students so that they can reach their full potential as learners 
and productive citizens. A positive school life and home life goes a long way for our society.  

As a reminder, school will be released for the summer on June 7th. We will start our summer 
programs and camps shortly after school is out.  Our first camps start on June 9 at various times and 
locations and run through August 19th. A full list of all camps and camp details can be found on the La 
Grande Parks and Recreation website at https://secure.rec1.com/OR/la-grande-or/catalog. Camp lead-
ers will contact registered families with additional information a week before their child’s camp(s) begin. 
With over 80 camps, we hope all students can have a fun, safe, and positive summer developing new 
skills and friendships.

Finally, I would like to thank our wonderful LGSD staff. They have been resilient, supportive, coop-
erative and compassionate to one another as well as to our students and families. This school year has 
allowed us to highlight our great coaches, students, educators, ad athletic programs, as well as our 
statewide success with academic and artistic accomplishments.. I would like to thank our students, 
athletes, and their parents for their many contributions to our district!

Please enjoy your time off this summer. Do fun things, spend time with loved ones, read, play, 
reflect, meditate, and embrace wellness, mindfulness, resiliency, and growth mindset to be the best 
for our students and one another. The La Grande School District and the La Grande community work 
together to create a great place to live, learn, work and raise your family. Let’s remember that and share 
this with as many folks that will listen!  

I wish you all only the best and look forward to seeing you all when you return in late August.
Love, Care and Serve!

Stay healthy and safe,
George Mendoza
LGSD Superintendent

George Mendoza
LA  GRANDE SCHOOL 

DISTRICT 
SUPERINTENDENT

From the 
Superintendent's Desk ... Field Trips Are Back!

FUN & LEARNING
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By Trish Yerges

La Grande’s music program 
will have boasting rights 
at their concert on May 26 
at LHS because they have 
brought home two State cham-
pionship music titles recently.   
Let’s give a shout out to the 
La Grande Quattro Ragazzi 
Cantando quartet ensemble 
and the La Grande A Cappella 
concert choir!

 La Grande High School’s 
music director Kevin C. 
Durfee said La Grande won 
the Oregon Music Education 
Association Ensemble Contest 
for quartets.  The competition 
in the State Small Tenor-Bass 
Ensemble Championship was 
held on April 29 at the Mt. 
Hood Community College.  La 
Grande A Cappella scored 
highest at 945, which was 45 
points over its closest contend-
er, West Linn High School.

 “That’s a big deal because 
this was a competition against 
everybody in Oregon, not just 
schools our size,” explained 
Durfee. 

 Another factor that made 
this competition unique is that 
the ensembles are all self-
directed unlike choir competi-
tions. “The ensemble does it 
all,” said Durfee.

 Student members of the 
Quattro Ragazzi Cantando 
ensemble included Weston 
Durfee, Jarom Huntsman, 
Brady Hutchins and Carter 
Perry.  They sang two songs, 
“Carnavalito” arranged by Will 
Lopes and “Like a River in My 
Soul” arranged by Tim Oseik 
and accompanied by Kevin 
Durfee.

The second music cham-
pionship title was the 4A 
Oregon Schools Activities As-
sociation (OSAA) State Choir 
Championship.  Competitions 
were held the first week of 
May where the La Grande 
A Cappella choir performed 

under the direction of Kevin C. 
Durfee and his wife-director, 
Kascie A. Durfee.

The first three songs were 
directed by Kevin C. Durfee 
and included:  “Workin’ for the 
Dawn of Peace”, drawn from 
Civil War songs and arranged 
more recently by Ron Jeffers; 
“Nothin’ Gonna Stumble My 
Feet”, music by Greg Gilpin; “O 
Vos Omnes” by Tomas Luis de 
Victoria (ca. 1549 - 1611) and 
the fourth selection, “Vamos a 
Bailar” with words and music 
by Dan Davison, was directed 
by Kascie A. Durfee and ac-
companied by Lea Emerson 
and Kevin C. Durfee.  

Normally, a cappella choir 
performances don’t include 
choreography, but the final 
selection was allowed some 
gesturing and movement from 
side to side, Durfee explained.

La Grande’s 26-member a 
cappella concert choir was the 
smallest choir at the State 
Championship contest.   “Our 
current members are what is 
left over from COVID,” ex-
plained Durfee.   “This time 
there were only 7 schools in 4A 
that qualified, out of 12 allow-
able entries at State because 
after COVID a lot of choir 
programs weren’t that healthy.  
Everybody, with the exception 
of Henley High School was 
smaller this year by about 
half.” 

Durfee noted that choir is 
challenging to rehearse online 
or when wearing masks, so 
some students switched classes 
and left the choir program.  
That was the case all over the 
state, he said.

The La Grande A Cappella 
choir sections include four 
tenors, six sopranos, six basses, 
and 10 altos.  One soloist, Ma-
rie “Mimi” Smith, sang in the 
performance, “Nothing Gonna 
Stumble My Feet”.  

“We thought we picked the 
music that was best for our 

choir, and that’s the art behind 
the whole thing is picking the 
music that’s going to fit the 
group that you have on that 
given year,” Durfee said.  

“I had really strong guys 
this year, so I picked music 
that would exploit their tal-
ent.” 

Members of the La Grande 
A Cappella choir included: 
Bethany Brock, Kaitlin Brock, 
Lindsey Butler, Kaylee Car-
penter, Megan Carpenter, 
Braden Carson, Kai Carson, 
Thomas Conklin, Joslyn 
Cooper, Weston Durfee, Lana 
Emerson, Joscelin Hafer, Ki-
erstyn Harder, Meah Hibbert, 
Brielle Hood, Jarom Hunts-
man, Brady Hutchins, Sonnet 
Jensen, Hailey Pedro, Carter 
Perry, Landon Perry, Saman-
tha Perry, Owen Rinker, Marie 
(Mimi) Smith, Preston Westen-
skow and Maezie Wilcox.

When compared to the other 
choirs at the contest, Durfee 
said, “We won because our 
sound was clean, our chords 
were in tune, and we tried to 
be as expressive as we could.”

This year’s 4A OSAA State 
Choir Championship award 
plaque will join the others on 
the shelf earned by the La 

Grande A Cappella choir in 
2019, 2018, 2015, 2013, 2012 
and 2009 under Durfee’s direc-
tion. 

Incidentally, Durfee pointed 
out that “La Grande A Cappel-
la” (Italian spelling meaning 
“for the chapel”) has been this 
choir’s formal name for the last 
80 years, and he believes its 
historicity deserves preserva-
tion. 

As Durfee winds up another 
very successful school year, he 
wanted to thank his wife, Kas-
cie, who comes in to work with 
him every day on a volunteer 
basis.  “She takes care of all 
the administrative work, ar-
ranges travel, reserves hotels, 
and gives a lot of input to the 
choirs,” he said.

Kevin Durfee wanted to 
thank Patty O’Reilly and 
Shannon Schelin in the school 
office, who also help with 
administrative work.  “They 
always say a kind thing to me 
when I get moody and wor-
ried,” he said. “My administra-
tors are incredibly supportive, 
like Brett Baxter and before 
him, Andrea Waldrop, both 
principals.  They have been 
to every State competition of 
mine since 2013.  They are 

super supportive as is our 
activities director, Darren 
Goodman, our vice-principal 
Eric Freeman, our band direc-
tor Alex Justice and my good 
friend Chris Leavitt.”

La Grande wind ensem-
ble places third at state

The La Grande High 
School’s Wind Ensemble, led 
by band director Alexander 
Justice, returned early on 
the morning of May 13 after 
competing in the OSAA State 
Band Championships.  They 
competed against seven other 
ensembles.

“The band performed five 
pieces and then participated in 
sight reading,” he said.  “Sight 
reading is when students are 
judged on their ability to play 
a piece of music that they have 
never seen before.” 

The band is comprised of 25 
members, and the group took 
third place overall in the 4A 
classification.  Director Justice 
brought home their trophy 
award for display, their first 
since they won a state title in 
2007.   Congratulations to Mr. 
Justice and his band musi-
cians!

LHS musicians bring home state titles
VICTORY NOTES
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By Trish Yerges 
      

La Grande School District 
administrators and the school resource 
officer have noticed a serious uptick in 
the use of illicit nicotine on campus, 
specifically involving ZYN smokeless 
nicotine pouches and vaporizers. 

 As a result, the district is 
confronting this epidemic on multi-
levels, first by revamping its drug 
education program curricula to include 
specific material on the dangers of 
vaping and nicotine pouch use. Also, 
in addition to following discipline 
protocols, the district is requiring 
offenders take education lessons 
about the dangers of nicotine use and 
addiction.  

 On the forefront of this effort are 
LMS Principal Chris Wagner, LHS 
Principal Brett Wagner, and LHS 
Assistant Principal Eric Freeman, 
as well as the school resource officer, 
Deputy Justin Hernandez and school 
counselors.

 “There is definitely an elevated 
number of kids this year that we’ve 
caught at LMS for possessing vapes or 
vaping,” Wagner said.  “The majority 
of vapes confiscated at LMS are from 
girls at each grade level, sixth, seventh 
and eighth.”

LHS Assistant Principal Eric 
Freeman is regularly guiding students 
on this issue. “The high school is 
addressing vaping issues nearly every 
day. It is our priority to keep vaping 
out of our schools and to educate our 
students on its dangers,” Freeman 
said.

 Wagner readily cited three reasons 
why vaping is becoming a growing 
issue at school.  First, vapes are easy 
to acquire from other kids; second, they 
are relatively inexpensive to buy, and 
third, they are easy to conceal.   

 “One reason they are easy to hide 
is that they don’t smell like much for 
very long, so a kid will use it, and you 
can’t tell after a couple of seconds,” 
Wagner said. “That’s the challenge we 
come in contact with.”

“Accessibility has significantly 
made the problem more large scale for 
schools,” Freeman added. “The ability 
to purchase on the internet makes it 
too easy for minors to possess. This 
means the likelihood of students being 
around vape pens also increases.”

 
Counteracting Nicotine Use

 In the battle against nicotine use 
on campus, the school district has 
equipped their facilities with an HD 
security camera system, so there are 
very few areas that aren’t monitored 
now.  The HD cameras allow for very 
detailed images, so vape pens can be 
seen and recorded.  In addition, the 
facilities will be armed with vape 
detectors in all school bathrooms by 
this coming fall.

 The district is also rewriting and 
updating its school board disciplinary 
protocol on vaping and nicotine pouch 
use.  This work is being done by a 
committee of school administrators 
and the school resource officer.

“Students who are caught for vaping 
or possessing vapes, will be subject to 
school consequences and discipline, 
which includes suspension from school 
for a certain number of consecutive 
days,” Freeman said.

 “Another part of that protocol,” 
Wagner said, “involves requiring these 
suspended kids to come back to school 
and take lessons about the dangers of 
vaping, drug use and substance abuse.  
They do this through one of our skills 
building programs on those topics 
that teach the kids how this can be 
a gateway to more serious drug and 
substance abuse.”

 On this subject, one state survey 
stated, “In Oregon, just over 25 percent 
of eleventh grade students and 13 
percent of eighth grade students 
said vaping was their entry into 
smoking.”  (Dr. Gary Allen of the 
Oregon Capital Chronicle)

 Vaping students often have 
misconceptions about vaping 
risks.  “The most recent Oregon 
Healthy Teens Survey report shows 

students believe that vaping every day 
poses only a moderate, slight, or no 
risk at all of general harm.”

 Consequently, to combat this 
disinformation, the La Grande School 
District is making a concerted effort to 
include more nicotine education into 
their health classes.  

 “We’re updating our health 
education this year so that we can 
more comprehensively cover all these 
subjects,” Wagner said.  “Where our 
physical education teachers may 
not have had all the time necessary 
to cover everything in-depth, our 
counselors are covering some of this.  
We’re also adding this educational 
material into the curriculum of other 
elective courses.”

 
Deputy Hernandez on Campus

 School Resource Officer Deputy 
Justin Hernandez, hired two years 
ago by LGSD, is on the front lines 
of this battle against nicotine use 
and addiction.  He is also on the 
committee to update the school board’s 
disciplinary protocol for students 
caught vaping on campus.

 Hernandez is well suited for this 
role because of his background as a 
former drug task force officer and 
an undercover narcotics detective.  
He’s dedicated to educating kids on 
the dangers of nicotine and other 
substances.  He has an important 
message to tell district families.

 “Vaping in elementary, middle and 
high school is an epidemic,” he said.  
“It’s going on at all three grade levels.  
I’ve caught kids in elementary school, 
kids definitely at middle school and 
high school.  It’s a significant problem, 
so much so that it’s disrupting the 
school environment.”

  
A Marketing Lure

 Hernandez explained that the 
marketing campaign for vaporizers 
is designed to capture very young 
consumers, as young as fifth graders.  
Manufacturers target young ones by 
creating vaporizers with fruity flavors 

named after very popular candies and 
advertised with familiar characters 
commonly found on cereal boxes.  
These manufacturers give the flavors 
names like strawberry starburst, 
names that sound familiar and are 
appealing to kids.  When vaping kids 
blow out a vapor, it tastes like candy, 
and it also gives them a buzz or some 
form of euphoria or energy.  This is 
how the addiction begins.

 “Companies are targeting young 
kids because the more addicts they can 
create, the more revenue it generates 
for the nicotine companies,” Hernandez 
said. 

 
Escaping Notice

 Confiscating vapes at school 
happens often, but as vapers get 
savvier about concealment, it becomes 
increasingly more difficult to catch 
them in possession of a vaping pen.  
First, they hide them in their pockets 
and in their backpacks.  Those are the 
obvious places, but it gets sneakier 
than that.

 “Where they keep their vaporizers 
are in places that police officers and 
school administrators aren’t willing 
to go---in their belt line and in their 
bras,” Hernandez explained. “They 
are getting smarter and learning the 
system.”

 
Smokeless Nicotine Use

 Besides vaporizers, Hernandez 
said there’s another nicotine product 
that has made its way into the district 
schools, ZYN smokeless nicotine 
spouches.   They are being used in 
the parking lot and inside school.  
Kids put them under their upper 
lip, and because they are so little, 
they are easily concealed.   They are 
pure nicotine flavored with mint or 
citrus additives, Hernandez warned.   
Because this tobacco comes in a thin, 
tiny pouch, fewer kids bother with 
regular chewing tobacco anymore.  The 
ZYN pouches are far less detectable 
too.

continued on page 7

VAPING & ZYN POUCHES

District addresses student nicotine use
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By Trish Yerges & Samuel Fiorito

There are many ways to learn and many venues 
that teach, so it comes as no surprise that research 
verifies that outdoor school (ODS) offers huge 
benefits in areas of student mental health and 
academic performance.  Consequently, La Grande 
Middle School’s Outdoor School Coordinator, Samuel 
Fiorito, has once again taken his sixth grade 
students outside to learn.

“The outdoor school at La Grande Middle School is 
a gathering of the entire 6th-grade centered around 
an all-immersive outdoor education experience,” 
Fiorito said.

 At ODS students get to experience everything 
from rock climbing to learning from experts from 
local natural resource agencies, leadership skills 
to fishing, and team building to using a compass.  
ODS supplies opportunities for all students to 
have an academically rich, safety-minded, and 
extraordinarily fun outdoor education. 

 This 3-day learning event is held in May and is 
offered to sixth grade students at La Grande Middle 
School.  Outdoor classes are held at a local summer 
camp called Camp Elkanah. 

 “Camp Elkanah has worked with La Grande 
Middle School ever since we first started this 
program,” Fiorito said.  

Students are split into groups based on their 
homeroom class.  Regional professionals in 
various outdoor careers are present and instruct 
small groups about their area of expertise.  Camp 
Elkanah provides all the food and accommodations 
necessary for every student to have a quality outdoor 
experience. 

 “ODS is the highlight of the spring in sixth 
grade,” Fiorito noted.  “We connect our science 
standards directly with this experience.”

 Many science units come together during this 
time and are supported by professionals in the field, 
along with team building with the whole sixth grade. 

 “It is a wonderful thing to see,” he said.  “Students 
love ODS, and I am sure, after this 3-day adventure, 
they go home and sleep soundly for the entire 
weekend! I know the teachers do!”  

La Grande’s sixth-graders love ODS because it 
gives every one of them a chance to see, take pride 
in, and explore the beautiful area we live in.

“It is so much fun to get to be together with the 
whole sixth grade and outside,” said 6th grader Koen 
Eby while attending this year’s ODS. “The team 
building exercises are my favorite because everyone 
is being really encouraging to each other.” 

 “Every teacher has stories of students in their 
homeroom, who have never been camping or fishing,” 

added Fiorito. “Some students have never 
been in the forest longer than a few hours, 
so it’s hard to even write about the wealth 
of benefits of this program.”

 The LMS outdoor school was 
implemented to give students skills, 
knowledge, and excitement about the 
wonderful place they live. Along with this, 
it is designed to help students discover 
career paths, and to build a system that 
teaches students the value of nature and 
the wonderful outdoors.

 “We are all very glad Oregon as a state 
has invested in this type of education,” 
Fiorito said.  “There is state funding and 
grants that help support ODS, and we 
wouldn’t be able to have this type of quality 
experience without it.”

 As a 6th grade teacher, Fiorito feels that 
ODS should always be a staple experience for 
sixth grade students at LMS.  The students 

and teachers see its value and want this beneficial 
learning opportunity to continue to be offered for as 
long as possible.

LMS offers outdoor school
OUTDOOR LEARNING

Ava Mendoza smiles down to her classmates after reaching the top of the rock 
wall.

Koen Eby and Warren Buck practice using fire tender and kindling 
after a lesson on how to build a campfire.

Dominick Silva peeks out of the shelter he built with his 
team.
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Summer learning and free camps offered this summer

Staying active and fit this summer

By Trish Yerges and IMESD

Never before, have kids had a larger 
selection of summer learning and 
camp opportunities to enjoy as they do 
this summer.  Registration is ongoing 
through the La Grande Parks and 
Recreation website at https://www.
cityoflagrande.org/recreation/pages/
summer-camps-and-programs.  Sign up 
or ask to be placed on a waiting list.

La Grande School District is able to 
offer these summer learning programs 
to students this summer because of 
an almost $380,000 Oregon Summer 
Learning grant, said Scott Carpenter, 
the district’s assistant superintendent.

“We didn’t receive as much as 
we received the prior year, so the 
district will supplement the grant 
with federal funds we have received,” 
he said.  “We think it is important to 
provide enriching summer experiences 
for students and are fortunate to 
have staff, who have enthusiastically 
volunteered to provide summer 
opportunities to students.”

This summer the district will offer 

summer Jumpstart, which is for grades 
K-8 and is designed for students who 
need a strong start for their next grade 
level.  Students recommended for this 
program will receive an invitation.

“Also this summer, credit recovery 
will be offered at La Grande High 
School,” Carpenter noted. “Students 
need to work with their counselor to 
determine the classes they need to 
take.”

The district will offer Freshman 
Academy, which gives students a great 
jump-off point to begin their high 
school career.

Extended School Year programming 
will continue to be offered for specific 
students with individualized education 
plans to help students retain and build 
on learning they received during the 
school year. 

“Parents and guardians of students, 
who qualify for this program, will 
be contacted by their child’s school,” 
Carpenter said.

In terms of free summer camps, 
there is a line-up of 85 camps from 
which to choose.  That is nearly double 

the normal offerings, stated Tory 
Weimer, the summer camp director.

This is Weimer’s second year as 
summer camp director, and he will be 
assisting kids in signing up for camps 
of their choosing.  He is assisted by 
McKayla Rollins at the La Grande 
Parks and Recreation office.

“Camps will begin on June 8 and 
run to August 18,” Weimer said.  
“Camp sizes will average about 10 
campers.  There is a three camp limit 
(for each activity), and a wait list, so if 
the camp you want is filled, sign up for 
the wait list.  Often times kids sign up 
for more than they can actually attend 
due to family vacations and other 
things that come up.”

Some of the offerings include a 
variety of sports: wrestling, soccer, 
football, baseball, softball, volleyball, 
ultimate Frisbee, and track and 
field.  Then there are fun and creative 
camps such as music, song writing, 
theater, birds-bugs-and butterflies, 
acrylic painting; and academic camps 
like reading and STEM, science and 
nature.  There are craft camps such as 

the cutting board camp and the wood 
turning camp where you can turn 
wooden bowls, Weimer said.

Camp leaders are staff, teachers 
and coaches from the school district.  
In past years, they have taught over 
1,000 kids during the summer camp 
program.   “I’d like to give the staff 
some recognition for running those 
camps,” Weimer said.

One perk for those hard-working 
camp teachers is that the grant for 
summer camps includes a $2,500 
equipment budget, and teachers 
that order equipment for their 
specific camps are allowed to keep 
the equipment in the school district 
afterward.   It is a great benefit to 
camp teachers, and in past years, some 
have acquired needed equipment like 
tackling dummies, books and theater 
equipment. 

For more information on summer 
camps, families may call the La 
Grande Parks and Recreation office 
at 541-962-1352 on Tuesdays through 
Fridays from 8:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m.

By Trish Yerges
 
This summer kids are looking 

forward to a wide variety of physical 
activities, particularly outdoors, that 
will keep them healthy and fit. 

 With that goal in mind, physical 
education teachers Jacob Chamberlain, 
Kevin Kretschmer and Jorden 
Anderson have some practical 
suggestions for kids and parents on 
how to keep moving and stay healthy 
this summer.  

 Summer activities are critical to 
a child’s overall wellness, and a great 
way to counteract stresses too, said 
Jacob Chamberlain, who teaches K-5 

physical education and health classes 
at Central Elementary School.

 “During the summer, kids should 
be getting 60 minutes to 2 hours a 
day of some kind of exercise, whether 
that’s swimming, hiking, biking or any 
of the sports and camps being offered 
through the La Grande Parks and 
Recreation Department,” he said.

 The La Grande School District 
worked tirelessly, he said, to create 
85 summer camps and make up for 
exercise ground that was lost during 
the pandemic.  To help with lost skills 
from the pandemic, Chamberlain 
recommended a daily routine of simple 
exercises.

 “Doing standard, regular push-
ups and sit-ups will help develop 
upper body strength,” he said.  This 
will prepare the students for physical 
education class and any after-school 
sports they participate in next fall.

 When it comes to nutrition, 
Chamberlain said to eat a balance of 
protein, carbs and fats.  “If a kid is 
active, their metabolism is usually 
high, and they can eat and won’t have 
problems,” he said, “but it’s better if 
they avoid sodas and fruity drinks.”

 His colleague, Kevin Kretschmer 
teaches physical education at 
Greenwood, and is a parent with a few 
good ideas of his own. 

 “Overall wellness starts with 
adequate sleep, probably 8 to 12 hours 
for a lot of kids,” he said.  “Then I’d say 
it involves what you put in your body 
like water, which is a crucial thing to 
drink because it makes every part of 
your body function better.”

continued on page 7

SUMMER LEARNING & CAMPS

KIDS ON THE MOVE

Lauren Leal pulls an onion from the Central 
garden.
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Vaping
continued from page 4

 He explained that with 
the drugs in our area and the 
decriminalization of some drugs now, 
Oregon took away the consequences 
of using illicit narcotics, which 
makes kids at that age willing to 
experiment a little bit more. 

 
Hernandez’ Role as Educator

 “My primary objective is to 
do my best to 
make sure that 
fentanyl doesn’t 
get into the 
schools. However, 
there are illicit 
drugs getting 
into the schools, 
and due to my 
prior training 
as a narcotics 
detective, I want 
to make sure 
students are 
educated about 
the dangers 
of narcotics,” 
Hernandez 
said.  “We have 
some middle 
school kids 
experimenting 
with some very serious drugs.”

 Hernandez is going to actively 
educate kids about it and teach 
them how addiction happens.  He is 
revamping the D.A.R.E. program to 
“make it more real,” he said.  He also 
teaches kids about drugs in their 
health classes or any time the need 
is apparent at school.

 Education has to start in 
elementary school.  “Fifth graders 
are seventh graders in terms of 
what they observe on their phones,” 
he said.  “They are much more 
mature, and they need the education 
and resources to know why they 
don’t want to experiment with these 
drugs, what could happen if exposed 
to these drugs and why addiction 
occurs in the body.  It’s preventable.”    

 
The Science Behind Vaping

 “Nicotine is a central nervous 
system stimulant, and it gives you 
energy, but the half-life of nicotine is 

very short, and the body metabolizes 
it very fast,” Hernandez said.  
“That’s why nicotine users, vapers 
and chewers need it more often.  It 
wears off.” 

 Users of vaporizers often say 
they need more because it calms 
them down, but it actually speeds 
them up because it’s a stimulant.  
When people say, “it calms me 
down,” that’s stage one of addiction, 
Hernandez warned. 

 “They are actually tricking the 
hypothalamus 
into producing 
dopamine, 
which makes 
us feel good,” 
he said.  “They 
aren’t really 
chasing the 
effects of 
nicotine, they 
are chasing 
the secretion 
of dopamine, 
which makes 
them feel good.”

 
Principal 
Brett Baxter 
Comments

 Principal 
Brett Baxter 
has also noted 

a concerning rise in the number of 
vaping confiscations at La Grande 
High School.  School administrators 
and staff are making a concerted 
effort to catch students who are 
bringing nicotine into the high 
school.   They play one role, but 
Baxter knows this battle must be 
fought on several fronts without let 
up.

 “Battling nicotine use in schools 
is going to require resources on 
all levels, parents at home, the 
D.A.R.E. program, school resource 
officer intervention, confiscations, 
citations, suspensions when 
necessary, health class education 
and remedial education,” Baxter 
said.  “Fellow students can help 
too, if you see something, say 
something to a responsible adult at 
school.   Everyone can play a role in 
making their school a safe learning 
environment.”

 
A message to parents in the 

district:
 “Parents, the best way you 

can prevent your child from 
going down this road and 
experimenting with illicit drugs 
is to engage and interact with 
your child.  One study showed 
that parents lessen the odds 
of their child being addicted to 
some illicit substance by over 
50 % by just having dinner 
at the table with their kids 
every night.” --- Deputy Justin 
Hernandez, School Resource 
Officer and D.A.R.E. Educator

STAY ACTIVE
continued from page 6

 If a child is drinking plenty of water, he or she is probably 
drinking less sugary drinks like soda, fruit juices, and Gatorade.  
Drinking water also raises the metabolism, promotes weight loss 
and good mental wellness.

 “What you’re putting into your body is important,” he said.  
“Fruits and vegetables---eat the rainbow---lots of different types 
of vegetables.  Also, limit foods with added sugar as well as fried 
and processed foods.”

 Kretschmer suggested eating at least one meal a day 
together as a family because this time together offers an 
interchange of conversation and many teachable moments.  
Why not include some discussions about good nutrition, portion 
sizes and staying physically healthy?

 During the summer, kids thrive on a routine and a daily plan of activities.  The routine 
may include walking the dog, doing some chores outside, or performing some random act 
of kindness outdoors for your elderly neighbor, Kretschmer said.

 Even on rainy days, kids can dress for the rain and be outside for a while, then come 
inside and warm up or dry off.  “Look, it’s just water. You’re not going to melt.” Kretschmer 
teased.  There are also inside physical activities kids can do on a rainy day like putting on 
a dance video and get that heart rate elevated.  

 “After COVID and quarantining, there are even more resources on the Internet for 
at-home PE and activities,” he said.  “Kids always do best when their parent leads by 
example and joins them.”

 Kretschmer’s last tip was to get kids involved in organized activities so that they can 
learn to be a team member and player.  There are many fun summer camps offered to 
kids, so check those out through the La Grande Parks and Recreation website.

 Jorden Anderson, a K-5 Physical Education teacher at Island City Elementary 
concurs. 

 “The biggest part of overall wellness for kids is for them to just be outside for 60 
minutes, whether that’s walking around the neighborhood or riding bike,” she said.   “You 
can’t be too active indoors, and we want them to be moving and getting that fresh air and 
sunshine, which is important for overall good health.”

 Sunlight provides vitamin D and this improves mood and overall wellness. Even 
if heat is a factor, kids can get outdoors earlier in the cool mornings and get their 60 
minutes in then. 

 “Kids can ride their bike, play tag games or go swimming, which is popular in the 
summer, and even walk around,” Anderson said.  “We just want them to keep moving.  
That’s what we want them to focus on.”

 When wildland fires produce poor air quality, she recommended that kids stick to an 
exercise routine indoors, using exercises they learned in their physical education classes.  
“The Parks and Recreation Department has an indoor pool open, so that’s an option too,” 
she said.

 Anderson emphasized drinking plenty of water.  “Sometimes we forget that water is a 
huge part of what we need daily, especially with the heat.” 

 When eating a meal, divide your plate into sections for fruits, veggies, proteins and 
grains, Anderson said.  Then off to the side is your dairy if you can drink it. 

 “Half of the plate should be filled with fruits and veggies, a quarter with proteins 
and another quarter with breads and carbs,” she pointed out.  “It’s okay to have seconds, 
but try to choose seconds from the fruits and veggies.  The sugary foods should be small 
portions and not the only thing you’re having for a meal.”

Working parents can help their kids eat healthy foods by having them conveniently 
handy in the refrigerator.   Cut up some watermelon or wash up some grapes. Leave 
crackers with cheese available, a veggie tray, or pre-cooked proteins that the kids can use 
to make a sandwich. 

 “The main thing,” she said, “is we want them to have a balance of healthy foods 
throughout the day and keep them active this summer.”

Reed Avila on a morning ride.
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ENGAGING
continued from page 1

La Grande School District’s safety protocols provide students with a safe 
environment. Safety parameters like the electronic door system, vestibule 
safety points, cameras, communication equipment, and emergency action 
plans are in place. The district partners with the Union County Sheriff ’s office 
to employ two School Resource Deputies.

Finally, the district’s staff work tirelessly to engage students. Creative, 
exciting teaching from caring professionals is truly the key to an effective 
educational experience for students. Steer your students toward authentic 
relationships with talented staff. 

How else does LGSD engage all learners?
   

Counseling services  •  Attendance phone calls
Digital citizenship emphasis  •  School nurse services

• Health Center on site at LHS • Effective communication with 
families

Other academic tools LGSD offers include:

• One-to-one-technology 
• Hybrid schedules with online learning and in-person learning 

combination
• Internships, work experience and job shadowing
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By Trish Yerges

After nearly two years 
attending high school during 
some tough times and roller-
coaster changes in education, 
the 2022 graduating class of 
110 students finally received 
their chance to walk down 
the aisle to receive their high 
school diplomas.  

It is with extraordinary 
pride that the La Grande 
High School faculty, staff and 
district families congratulated 
them for their perseverance 
and resilience in reaching this 
hard-earned milestone in life.  

They learned how to 
school from home, how to use 
new video communication 
technologies, how to deal with 
isolation and do without any 
extra-curricular activities, 
homecoming games and fun 

proms, and for a while even 
competitive sports.   They put 
up with wearing masks, social 
distancing, hand sanitizers, 
rearranged classrooms, 
and frequent screening for 
COVID-19.

On June 4th at 10 am they 
took that very special walk 
they waited for.

“We were pleased to provide 
the graduates a traditional 
graduation commencement,” 
said LHS Principal Brett 
Baxter.  “Students received a 
number of guest tickets so that 
family and friends were there 
to share this special day with 
them.”

Besides the main ceremony, 
other events were held to 
celebrate the seniors.  There 
was a senior awards night, 
when LHS recognized those 
who received scholarships 

and other awards.  There was 
a faculty awards assembly 
during school when the 
department awards were given 
to seniors.

There was also a parent 
group organized an incredibly 
nice dinner at which the 
seniors received tons of prizes.  
Also, the Grad Night Party was 
a highlight, and prizes were 
also awarded there. 

“We facilitated a 
baccalaureate service,” 
Baxter said, “and the day 
before graduation there were 
honor walks at each of the 
elementary schools, so that 
each of those schools had 
an opportunity to honor the 
grads.”

The honor walks serve a 
three-fold purpose.  First, so 
that the young students see the 
seniors in their caps and gowns 
and become inspired to achieve 
the same one day: second, 
for the seniors themselves, 
to feel their accomplishment 
and remember their early 
beginnings and how far they 
have come after 13 years of 
education.

Third, the honor walk allows 
the staff and faculty, who are 
still around, to see the seniors 
now that they have grown 
up, and feel pride in them 
and reflect upon the students’ 

success, knowing they had a 
part of that.  Never more than 
at this time, do teachers realize 
that they change lives forever.

“We are very proud of our 
graduates, and we hope they 
will always harbor appreciation 
for the public school education 
they received from dedicated 
and caring teachers,” Baxter 
said.

Teaching took on a new 
definition during these past 
two years.  The comfort of 
a structured classroom and 
curriculum was no longer 
there.  Teachers had to become 
innovative and creative with 
their methods of teaching, 
learning new technologies 
along the way, troubleshooting 
technology problems for kids, 
sometimes making house calls 
in the process.

Their emotional health was 
a concern for the faculty and 
staff.  Students missed the 
personal contact with their 
best friends during the 2020 
quarantine when they were 
learning long distance from 
home.  When they returned 
to in-person schooling, they 
became proficient at reading 
eyes as they hid their smiles 
behind their masks.  There 
were many personal changes 
that these students endured, 
even leaving classes they loved.

LHS choral director Kevin 
Durfee related that “during the 
pandemic, some kids left choir 
and chose another elective 
because they realized the 
experience they loved in choir 
just wasn’t there when video 
conferencing.”

Without doubt, our grads 
faced experiences never 
before encountered at the 
high school level, and they did 
endure losses of all kinds, but 
they also experienced trials 
that stimulated new skills 
sets in them.  They became 
innovative, developed patience, 
imagination and strengthened 
family bonds in some cases.  
Best of all, they never gave up 
hope for a better tomorrow.

Two of the graduates plan 
to go into the military, 52 have 
been accepted to and plan to 
attend a college in the fall, and 
six will attend a trade school.

Through supportive 
personal relationships with 
their teachers and staff and 
with their relatives, these 
seniors demonstrated that they 
bounced back from an arduous 
journey through this pandemic.  
As a result, their resilience was 
crowned with a graduation cap, 
and the LHS faculty and their 
families were extremely proud 
of them.

SPORTS UPDATE

GRADUATION

Spring sports  
competitions wind up

LHS seniors graduate during tough times

By Trish Yerges

Athletic Director Darren 
Goodman announced a 
busy spring with the LHS 
sports teams.  Overall, they 
played very well at district 
and moved on to place at state 
competitions. 

 “Baseball and softball won 
the Greater Oregon League 
and are in the state semi-
finals,” Goodman said.  At the 
time of printing, the baseball 
team was ranked fourth in 
the state 4A division and the 
softball team was ranked 3rd 
in the state.  

Both teams play in the 
semi-finals on May 31.   If they 
make the finals, which will 

be on the day of graduation, 
then the baseball players will 
graduate on the Volcanoes 
Stadium field in Keizer and 
the softball players will 
graduate on the Jane Sanders 
Stadium field in Eugene.

 “Girls golf won our districts 
and then went on to win sixth 
at state,” Goodman said.  “Boys 
finished second at district 
and finished in the top eight 
at state.  Girls track and field 
team ended up sixth at state.”

 Congratulations to all 
the LHS teams on your 
placements!   To learn more 
about the final outcomes, see 
LHS Facebook page for details 
not available at the time of 
this printing.
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La Grande School District is pleased to announce Jennifer Melendez will 
become the principal at Greenwood Elementary School, effective July 1, 2022.  
Melendez will be filling a vacancy created by current Principal Dawn Guent-
ert who is taking a position with the Elgin School District.

Melendez  is currently serving as assistant principal at Central Elementary.  
Prior to her current position, Melendez has been an elementary instructional 
coach, the Dean of Students of an elementary school, and she taught for 11 
years as an elementary classroom teacher. 

Superintendent George Mendoza commented, “Jennifer is a good listener, 
reflective and always professional. She is dedicated to ensuring high levels of 
learning for all students. She will be a great leader of the Greenwood Elemen-
tary team.”

LGSD Announces Hiring of New 
Greenwood Elementary School Principal

Long time La Grande Middle 
School sixth grader teacher Sam 
Fiorito is moving to Central El-
ementary to become the school’s 
new Dean of Students. This 
position was created to fill the 
vacancy created by Central’s As-
sistant Principal Jennifer Melen-
dez transferring to become Green-
wood Elementary’s new principal. 
Fiorito has been a sixth grade 

teacher at LMS since 2015. 
“Sam is a flexible, collaborative 

and skilled educator. The students 
and staff at Central will appreci-
ate his leadership. We are excited 
to have him in this new role,” said 
LGSD Superintendent George 
Mendoza.

Fiorito will take his new posi-
tion on July 1, 2022.

The La Grande School District (LGSD) added information on their K-12 
Human Health, Personal Protection, and Sexual Health Education curricu-
lum to their website under Educational Programs. The information is avail-
able on their webpage at lagrandesd.org>Menu>Department>Educational 

Programs.
LGSD recognized that students and families might have significant and 

important questions regarding how the district addresses sexual health 
education. The webpage resource details current state laws, state standards, 
local board policy, opt out forms, and more on this topic. Additionally, it 
provides links to LGSD’s K-12 curriculum maps and adopted curriculum 
resources to aid students and families. 

“As a district we will continue to meet state requirements in an age-
appropriate, safe, respectful, and inclusive way that honors all students and 
their families,” said George Mendoza, LGSD’s superintendent.

The LGSD Board of Directors did not recently adopt a new sexual health 
education curriculum but is continuing to use the curriculum adopted in 
2016. The LGSD Student Health Advisory Council (SHAC) is required to 
meet every two years and in March of 2022 completed their meetings. The 
SHAC made a recommendation to the board to continue the use of the 
Health Curriculum in Grades K-12 originally adopted in 2016. The board 
adopted the SHAC’s recommendation on April 13, 2022. 

If families have questions, they are encouraged to reach out to their stu-
dent’s teacher, school counselor, or principal for more information. 

LA GRANDE SCHOOL DISTRICT

District Hires LMS 
Educator as Central 
Elementary Dean of 
Students

LGSD ADDS SEXUAL HEALTH EDUCATION CURRICULUM information 
TO WEBSITE
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La Grande Middle 
School Students 

Thank You

The La Grande School District thanks voters for passing the bond

Mrs. Dewitt’s 1st grade class recently wrote opinion essays on cats and dogs

Left: Greenwood 
Students Thank 

You 

Right: Board Chair 
Robin Maille and 
Superintendent 

Mendoza
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