
By Trish Yerges

At the close of this historic school 
year, Principal John Tolan of Island 
City Elementary School retired.  His 
accolades are many, but they might 
all be summed up in his last academic 
laurel wreath, the “2020 Oregon El-
ementary Principal of the Year Award.”  

Tolan has been working in the La 
Grande School District for 40 years.  
He taught physical education for a 
short time, then 20 years as mostly 
a fifth grade teacher and the last 18 
years as Principal of Island City El-
ementary (ICE). 

“His instructional leadership to the 
building and our district, his men-
tor relationship with the staff and 
administration, his sense of humor, 
approachability and positive demeanor, 
as well as his exceptional ability to 
build strong relationships with staff, 
students, families and our community 
have qualified him for this honor,” Su-
perintendent George Mendoza said.

Tolan is highly regarded by his aca-
demic colleagues in the district, region 
and state, and “he is very deserving 
of this award and recognition for the 
many lives he has impacted,” Mendoza 
said in congratulations.

“It was a pretty big surprise for me,” 
Tolan said.  “When George told me, I 
was pretty humbled about the award.  
I just worked with some good staff in 
La Grande School District and my own 

school and around Eastern Oregon 
that recognizes maybe the longevity 
that I’ve had here at La Grande School 
District.  I’m very honored.”

Being Principal at Island City El-
ementary for 18 years, has allowed him 
to not only implement new programs 
there, but see them come to fruition.  
Among those programs are the Daily 
5 structured reading program and the 
positive behavior supports that teach 
and re-enforce good, positive behaviors.

School board member Danelle Lind-
sey-Wilson has seen Tolan at work, us-
ing positive behavior techniques with 
the students.  

“One of my favorite things is watch-
ing him bring in the troubled students 
and making them feel important and 
giving them jobs so that they want to 
try harder and be better,” she said.

However, it’s not just students he 
motivates, she said. “He makes teach-
ers better.  He makes students better.  
He makes parents want to be involved, 
and it’s all wrapped up in his leadership.  
He’s very deserving of this honor, and it’s 
been fun to call him a friend,” Lindsey-
Wilson said.

Tolan worked hard at creating friend-
ships with the student body, and that’s 
something he will miss in his retirement.    

“I developed a lot of good relationships 
with students, coming in as kindergar-
teners and me seeing them leave as fifth 
graders,” said Tolan. “I see so much growth 
in their academics and socialization with 
other kids.  Just watching them develop 

over the years has 
been great for me.  
I’ll miss that the 
most.”

He’s also going 
to miss the rela-
tionships he’s built 
with the parents of 
his students, some 
of whom he also 
taught.  He also 
will miss the rela-
tionships within 
the school district, 
especially the ad-
ministrative team 
who have been so 
supportive.

Then there are 
all the teachers.  
Not many princi-
pals can say that 
they hired and 
mentored every 
teacher in their 
school.  One of 
those teachers is 
Rachel Robinson, who teaches 4th grade 
and is entering her tenth year this fall.

“I think our school is a very special 
culture,” she said. “A big piece of that is 
because of the people John selected and put 
in place to really build this culture.  There’s 
not a lot of ego.  It’s all about what’s best 
for the kids.  He creates that culture, and 
he’s done a great job.”

He’s such a presence in the building, 
always popping into the classrooms, the 

playground and the lunch room.  “The kids 
adore him and the families adore him,” 
Robinson said.

Fifth grade teacher Tory Weimer is 
another one of Tolan’s picks for Island City 
Elementary, and Weimer is entering his 
eighth year of teaching this fall.

“He put together a dream team, and he 
likes to brag about that,” teased Weimer.  
continued on page 7
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ICE Principal John Tolan retires with  
“Principal of the Year” honor

RETIRING WITH HONORS

John Tolan
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Dear Parent, Guardian, and  
Community Members, 

I hope this message finds all of you healthy and 
well. I think we can all agree that the last three months 
may have been some of the most difficult that we have 
ever endured as a school community. Yet despite our 
circumstances, I am heartened by all of the efforts by 
our staff, parents and students to make the best of this 
situation.

Recently, one of the issues that we have wrestled 
with the most is how to ensure that our students will 
continue their learning during this pandemic time 
while ensuring their safety and staff safety as our 
top priority.

Last week our state issued a blueprint guid-
ance document titled “Ready Schools, Safe Learners,”. This document was developed 
in collaboration with Oregon Health Authority, and provides a framework for schools for 
the 2020-21 school year that ensures the health and safety of all students and staff and 
the families they go home to each day.  Over the last two weeks we have had up to 40 
community members including staff , administrators, parents, Union County Health of-
ficials, Grand Ronde Hospital executives, Union County Emergency Management, County 
Commissioners and LGSD Board of Directors involved in giving us input into developing 
our Instructional model plan and our daily academic schedule.  Our school principals will 
also be reaching out to families for more feedback and engagement with our planning as 
we seek input on our final return to school model.  Prior to August 15 our district will get 
approval from our health department and submit our plan to the state.

Our goal as a school district is to have an education model where we can bring all stu-
dents back to school safely and provide a positive learning environment.  Please review 
the Oregon Reopening Guidance Article in this newsletter as it will highlight significant 
news and information related to the logistics and parameters that we must follow.  Our 
priority as a district is to create a plan that allows all students a full return to school.  We 
will also have contingency models for instruction in the event of an outbreak.  Parents/
families will have the ability to choose online learning options if they desire.

I want to be clear that I believe next school year will likely be one of the most difficult 
years for our students and staff.  Our district staff will do our best to be well planned, 
resilient, optimistic and real as we encounter the difficulties of implementing pandemic 
and health care protocols, safety requirements, as well as meeting the social emotional 
and mental health and behavioral needs of our students.  We will also work to ensure that 
students are engaged by the teaching and learning that takes place as well as addressing 
technology issues that may arise.

In short, I do believe our district will do a great job of serving our community.  I just 
know there will be uncertainty and lots of planning, monitoring, adjusting, and hard work 
to ensure students learn at their highest potential.   Please be ready to support our district 
as best you can during this difficult time.  Implementing a new school model for a variety 
of scenarios next year will likely be the hardest lift our education system has ever faced.  
We will need your support, patience, and grace as best you can give it. 

Finally, I wish you and your family only the best  this summer break.  Please, do not 
hesitate to contact our principals, district leaders, and/or myself should you have any 
questions or concerns.

Sincerely,
George Mendoza
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 Superintendent's 

Desk ...Desk ...

COVID-19 Stress 
This is a stressful time for all of us, including our children. In general, kids are more stressed than 
they have been in the past. Recent reports show they are even more stressed out than adults. For 
them, the added pandemic stress compounds their already high anxiety due to the new worry about 
illness and the changes to routine from this pandemic.

COVID-19 stress is real, and kids are feeling it. They are affected by what they hear about the 
pandemic and what they observe in parents who are adjusting to work changes or financial worries. 
They are also adapting to school changes and the loss of contact with their peers.

Tips for COVID-19 stress 
Resources for individuals and families 
If you need financial support or know someone who does, there are resources and programs to help 

people through this tough time. An estimated 135-140 million people in the U.S. were poor or low-
income, according to a study by the Institute for Policy Studies in 2018. Of that number, nearly 40 
million are children. The rising unemployment rate from COVID-19 shutdowns has increased that 
number, causing greater food insecurity and worry about household bills and rent.  

There are community and government programs that can help. Local food pantries are still op-
erating, and schools are providing take-home meals. These government-funded meal programs are 
available for free to any child under 18. Check your school website for more information about meal 
schedules and locations. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) provides money 
to low-income families based on income limits and household sizes. It is a federal program operated 
through each state. Find more information on the SNAP website. 

Federal stimulus checks have been deposited or are being mailed to individuals and households 
that have filed tax returns in 2018 or 2019. The amount varies based on eligibility and household 
size. Check the status of your payment on the IRS website. 

Helping kids cope with the stress of the pandemic 
Kids of all ages are impacted by the stress of the pandemic. For younger kids, it’s important to 

keep parental stress from them, if possible. Listen to their concerns and reassure them when you 
can. Set a schedule for remote schoolwork and help them maintain a healthy sleep schedule. Plan for 
physical activity through video workouts, dance parties, walks or playing in the yard. 

For teens, the stress can be much greater as they understand more about the situation and have 
lost opportunities for high school milestones like prom and graduation. In addition, they are cut off 
from friends and peers and other essential social support at that age.  The American Academy of 
Pediatrics has published resources for parents who are concerned about their teens. Here is a partial 
list of tips for teens. 

Create a new normal with a productive routine. Stick to a schedule. Transition from online 
schoolwork to evening with a transition time at dinner. Set aside time for privacy and time to talk to 
friends. 

Communicate. Talk about what is happening and feelings about the changes. Discuss the impor-
tance of following the social distancing and stay home guidelines. Discuss future plans. 

Stay connected safely. Allow teens to connect with friends via phone, social media and video 
chat. Assist them with technology issues to ensure that they can stay in touch with friends. 

Keep active mentally and physically. Help your teen find resources to stay healthy: online 
books from the library, video workouts and virtual museum tours. This is a great time to explore 
interests that we haven’t had time for. Encourage them to take a walk or go for a run outside. Watch 
movies and TV shows as a family. 

Read more at https://bit.ly/2yl3GaG.
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By Trish Yerges

With the start of the 
2020-2021 school year, 
Island City Elementary 
(ICE) students and staff 
will welcome Brett Smith as 
their new principal.   Smith, 
who was serving as the 
LHS Assistant Principal, 
will take over the duties of 
newly-retired ICE Principal 
John Tolan. 

Smith got his bachelor 

degree in 2012 at Brigham 
Young University in health 
education with minors in 
Spanish education and Eng-
lish as a second language.  

“Following college, I did 
my student teaching in 
the inner city in Houston, 
Texas,” Smith said.  

In 2012, he started teach-
ing Spanish in the Tomball 
School District northwest 
of Houston, a post he held 
for the next four years in a 

high school with 2300 stu-
dents.  He also coached high 
school football and baseball.   
At the same time, he contin-
ued his education, earning 
his Master’s in Education 
Administration in 2015 at 
Lamar University.   In 2016, 
he started as Assistant 
Principal at Waller High 
School in Texas.     

By the summer of 2018, 
he and his wife Kirsten and 
three children were desiring 
to return to the Northwest 
to be closer to her family in 
Portland and his in Baker 
City.

“My dad was driving 
his semi-truck through La 
Grande when he heard the 
advertisement on the radio 
that the La Grande High 
School was looking for an 
assistance principal,” Smith 
said. “He called me about it, 
and I applied.”

Smith grew up in Baker 
City, home to his parents 
and grandparents, and he 
had great grandparents liv-
ing in Imbler.   His grandfa-
ther lived part of his youth 
in La Grande before moving 
to Baker City, so Smith feels 
strong family ties to La 
Grande.  

His family in Baker 
County are well known 
business owners.  In 1960, 
his grandfather, Gary 
Smith, and great grandfa-
ther, Neal Smith, founded 
Gary N. Smith Trucking Inc. 
in Baker City, hauling logs, 
chips and lumber to and 

from mills in La Grande.   
After nearly 60 years in 
operation, the business was 
sold in December 2019.

Smith was a good fit for 
the job and on July 1, 2018, 
he started working at the 
La Grande High School.  “It 
was the right place for our 
family at this time,” he said.  

Just as the 2019-2020 
school year began, Smith 
was asked to substitute for 
Tolan, who was recovering 
from a surgery.  This gave 
Smith an introduction to 
Island City Elementary 
School and staff.

“There are good people 
out there, kids and parents,” 
he said. “I had a pleasant 
experience out there, so as 
Mr. Tolan was approaching 
retirement, I expressed to 
Superintendent Mendoza 
my interest in the princi-
pal’s position.”

Smith received the job, 
and today he joins a young, 
professional faculty and 
staff, who will be support-
ing his leadership.  He 
looks forward to building 
upon the many excellent 
programs in place at Island 
City Elementary and show-
ing his own style of “love, 
care, serve” philosophies.  

“I’m student first,” he 
said.  “I care about the kids, 
and I want school to be a 
place where they can come 
and succeed, feel safe and 
valued, and where they 
want to be every day.”

Smith described himself 

as social and very approach-
able.  He looks forward 
to having conversations 
with students and their 
parents, answering any of 
their questions or concerns 
and solving problems for 
them.  He is always an 
advocate for students and 
their families.  On the light 
side, he’s friendly and a bit 
of a jokester.  He wants to 
create a friendly, nurturing 
environment for the kids to 
learn. 

Addressing the students, 
he said, “Kids, Mr. Smith is 
excited to be in the build-
ing.  I’m excited to meet 
you guys, to joke with you, 
throw the ball at recess 
with you and see the good 
that you are doing.  I’ve 
heard so many good things 
about the teachers, pro-
grams and the ways that 
Island City Elementary 
School conducts themselves.  
I’m excited to see all the 
talents that you have and to 
meet all of you.”

Smith is at the school 
this summer, preparing for 
a great new school year.  
He’s eager to get started, 
and school secretary Dena 
Tams said the faculty and 
staff are excited to have 
him there too.   If any par-
ent would like to talk to 
Principal Smith, he may be 
reached at 541-663-3275 or 
email him at brett.smith@
lagrandesd.org

NEW PRINCIPAL

Island City Elementary welcomes Brett Smith as principal

Brett Smith
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Second grade teacher at 
Island City Elementary, 
Lena Wheeling, has earned 
the “Outstanding Elemen-
tary Science Teacher” award 
from the Oregon Science 
Teachers Association for 
bringing innovative, hands-
on, active science lessons 
into her classroom and 
stimulating student curios-
ity and understanding of 
the world around them.

Wheeling is entering 
her ninth year teaching at 
Island City Elementary this 
fall.  She received her Bach-
elor of Science degree at 
Eastern Oregon University 
in 2011 and her Masters of 
Education in 2015.  She is 
currently working toward 
her administrative license 
certificate.

She began working for 
Island City Elementary as 
a Title I teacher for math 
and reading for a year, fol-
lowed by two years as a first 
grade teacher.  She has been 
teaching second grade since 
2015 and providing her 
students with multi-sensory 
science lessons.

“All kids are naturally 
curious, but at that age 
they have the innate want 
to discover their world, but 
they can also communicate 
it through conversation and 
writing really well,” Wheel-
ing said.

Wheeling has always 

been very interested in 
science growing up, she 
said, but as an educator she 
attended the workshops 
conducted by Donna Rain-
both, Assistant Professor of 
Education at EOU, a trainer 
for Science, Technology, En-
gineering and Mathematics 
(STEM), where teachers 
learn about science topics 
and standards. 

“We’ve been able to get 
science in a hands-on expe-
rience as a teacher, and we 
can implement that right 
away in our classroom,” 
Wheeling said.

Rainboth nominated 
Wheeling for 
the “Outstand-
ing Elementary 
Science Teach-
er” award.

“Lena’s sci-
ence units are 
designed in a 
way that help 
students build 
conceptual 
understanding 
of the content 
while being 
fully immersed 
in the activi-
ties.  She has 
inspired her 
students to love science,” 
Rainboth said.

Wheeling works hard to 
incorporate the New Gen-
eration Science Standards 
and science practices into 

her elementary school 
classroom, Rainboth added, 
and Wheeling believes in 
the abilities of second grade 
students to learn and do 
real science. 

“Lena is a teacher who 
goes the extra mile for her 
students.  She is very de-
serving of this award,” said 
Rainboth.

Rainboth appreciated 
that Wheeling taught the 
kids real science, not just 
out of textbooks, but incor-
porating tactile, auditory 
and visual learning right 
into the classroom. For her 
lesson on life cycles, she 
brought meal worms into 

the classroom.
“The kids get real excited 

about seeing meal worm 
babies because it’s real, and 
they can see the full life 
cycle in real time,” she said.  

“We started with five little 
beetles and several weeks 
later, we had thousands of 
tiny little meal worms.  The 

kids loved it!”
Along with the 

hands-on science 
lesson, Wheeling 
also looks for ways 
to blend math, sci-
ence and reading 
into the lesson so 
the kids get the full 
experience of learn-
ing.

In addition to 
classroom activities, 
Wheeling and an-
other teacher, Kylee 
Goodwin, take their 
second grade stu-

dents on field trips, making 
site visits that demonstrate 
lessons on water flows and 
erosion, things the students 
would identify with in their 
home territory. 

It is interesting to note, 
said Wheeling, that the 
more auditory, visual, and 
tactile experiences students 
have, the better they learn.  
“Usually, kids who struggle 
in just written lessons, excel 
in the multi-sensory learn-
ing experiences,” she said. 

Wheeling is grateful for 
the honor she received as an 
outstanding science teacher, 
but for her it is exciting 
and fun to be a perpetual 
learner especially when she 
is the teacher.

“Thank you to Mr. Tolan 
and the La Grande School 
District administration for 
setting up opportunities and 
training from our STEM 
coach Donna Rainboth,” she 
said.  “The district provided 
STEM training these past 
two years to support teach-
ers in the classroom.  It has 
been amazing.”

Lena Wheeling honored as  
“Outstanding Elementary Science Teacher

DISTINGUISHED FACULTY

Photo by ??

Lena Wheeling (right) receives the OSTA 
Outstanding Elementary Science Teacher Award. 
Lena teaches second grade students at Island City 
Elementary School.

“Lena’s science units are 
designed in a way that help 
students build conceptual 
understanding of the content 
while being fully immersed in 
the activities.  She has inspired 
her students to love science,” 
Donna Rainboth, Assistant 
Professor of Education at EOU
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By Trish Yerges
Each summer, facilities man-

ager Joseph Waite has a number of 
scheduled maintenance and facili-
ties projects, While the COVID-19 
pandemic has impacted several 
of the projects, a few key ones are 
going forward.

One important project that is 
moving ahead involves the door 
networking and Willow district 
office hardware upgrades.

“As part of the bond, the La 
Grande School District added 
stand-alone card readers at all 
perimeter doors at all schools to 
increase safety and security to 
all schools,” Waite said.  “The new 
schools and buildings, Central 
Elementary School, the Career and 
Technical Education building and 
Island City Elementary, {class-
room and kitchen additions}, were 
equipped with networked card 
readers.”

The stand-alone units require 
a manual upload to program the 
credentials for allowing access to 
card holders, whereas with the 
networked doors, the informa-
tion is sent virtually and updated 
within seconds.

“It was always the intention of 
the district to upgrade the stand-
alone locks, and with some help 
from Business Manager Chris 
Panike, the district received the 

funds to carry out this upgrade,” 
Waite said. 

“Mr. Panike protested E-Rate 
rebates that were originally denied 
due to a technicality during the 
processing of our application.   He 
stuck with the process of appeals 
and pestering the E-Rate manag-
ers until they accepted our ap-
plication and provided the district 
the rebate work funds of about 
$118,000.”

This project includes building 
a separate network within each 
building that ties into the card 
access software housed at Willow 
(district office). This will allow the 
district to respond more quickly to 
security needs. 

Lost cards can be deleted from 
the system, and when there are 
changes in personnel, all doors can 
be updated in a matter of seconds, 
whereas in the past, the district 
had to wait for a maintenance staff 
to visit all doors and manually 
upload the information.

“This will also allow the district 
to lock all doors in the event of 
an emergency where we need to 
keep our staff and kids safe from 
a threat outside the building,” 
explained Waite.

The district is also using money 
from the 5-year maintenance funds 
to add card access to the Wil-
low district office building.  Both 

the Early Intervention Program 
through Intermountain ESD and 
the La Grande Learning Acad-
emy are housed in this building 
so, more students and others are 
visiting the district office daily.   
With the upgrades, the Willow 
district office will resemble the 
other buildings in the district with 
a doorbell and camera so the front 
offices can see the people prior to 
“buzzing” them into our building.

“The project was started at 
the end of February and will be 
completed prior to June 30, 2020,” 
Waite said.  “All that remains on 
this project is the final program-
ming, which will take place by 
mid-June.”

Another project that is moving 
ahead involves the annex roof and 
building repairs.

“During the recent snow and 
rain event, several leaks were 
discovered in the annex,” said 
Waite.  “The district is spending 
about $47,000 to coat the roof with 
a silicone base coating to extend 
the roof life while the district looks 
for several avenues for additional 
funding for a major remodel to the 
building.”

The District is pursuing fund-
ing through the State Seismic 
Rehabilitation Grant Program that 
could yield up to $2.5 million to 
upgrade the structure to withstand 

seismic forces. Then there is pos-
sible funding through a mini-bond 
utilizing the Oregon School Capital 
Improvement Match Grant, where 
the State matches dollar-to-dollar 
up to $4 million for capital im-
provements.

“If both grants were successful,” 
he said, “the district would have 
$10.5 million to upgrade the build-
ings that were not significantly 
affected by the 2014 bond projects, 
namely the Willow building and 
the annex.  An additional $20,000 
will be spent on fixing the dam-
aged areas due the leaks. Roof 
repairs will take place as soon as 
weather allows.”

The flat portion of the roof was 
replaced in May, but due to recent 
windstorms, Waite said the district 
now needs to fix some of the 
shingle areas.  He also noted while 
that while the district was unsuc-
cessful in this round of seismic 
grant applications, it will resubmit 
for future application rounds.

Another project on the slate for 
this summer is a remodel of the 
LMS library.  This project scope in-
volves converting a small computer 
lab and library space into two new 
classrooms for the Middle School.

This district feels this is a 
priority due to a student popula-
tion bulge that is moving through 
the Middle School system.   They 

expect an increase of about 600 
students in the current fifth, 
sixth and seventh-grade classes.  
Normal size classes are about 
180 each.  As these classes pass 
through the Middle School, the ex-
tra rooms will allow flexibility for 
additional space for services like 
behavior and counseling services.

“We are moving forward with 
this project and will start it 
shortly,” Waite said.  “We will be 
self-performing most of the work 
and contracting with All Phase 
Electric for the electrical modifica-
tions.”

Three other projects are like-
wise on the schedule to accomplish 
this summer, including added 
security cameras, radon mitigation 
in several District buildings, and 
concrete replacement at the entry 
of the high school.  All of these 
projects will commence shortly.

Postponed Projects
There are three projects that 

have been postponed due to budget 
uncertainty with COVID and the 
economic impact.   Those projects 
include remodeling the former 
Central Elementary modular class-
rooms, the high school water main 
replacement, and fence replace-
ment. 

SUMMER PROJECTS

By Trish Yerges

Governor Brown directed 
public schools to feed all school 
kids during the COVID-19 school 
closure until June 2.  To achieve 
this feat with food, the La Grande 
School District and its food ser-
vice management company Taher, 
Inc. overcame unique challenges 
as they fed 700 students daily.

District Business Manager 
Chris Panike and Taher Food 
Service Manager Heather Torres 
were largely responsible for find-
ing solutions to this challenge.  
Taher Inc. had just completed its 
second year with the district, and 
Torres, a native of La Grande, 
just started in management with 

Taher this year. 
“With the Governor’s mandate 

to feed the students through this 
period of time, a lot of waivers of 
USDA rules were put in place.   I 
don’t know that you’ll ever see 
what we did happen again,” Pan-
ike said.

Under the Seamless Sum-
mer Option (SSO) during the 
COVID-19 school closures, the 
district provided meals for any 
child under age 18, free of charge.  
All they had to do is pick up 
their meal bag at one of the three 
elementary schools or at a desig-
nated bus stop. 

The district started making 
meals at the three elementary 
schools and then expanded that 
on March 30 to include deliveries 

to designated bus stops.  
After issuing a survey to 
see where the commu-
nity would like to pick up 
their meals, the district 
developed bus routes and 
pick up points. 

The meals were called 
“grab and go” because 
the kids just take the 
meal bag and leave.  The 
waivers allowed kids 
to get their meals at 
non-congregating pick 
up points.   Later another waiver 
allowed meals to be served in 
combination with each other, so 
each child picked up one bag that 
contained both a breakfast and a 
lunch.

To complicate matters, packag-

ing supplies were at a premium 
because of the demand across 
the country.  School districts 
everywhere were competing for 
packaging materials.  

Torres searched for ways and 
materials to repackage bulk foods 
into single serving sizes.  Paper 

bags or sacks were almost non-
existent.  “There were times I was 
scrambling for paper bags.  It was 
getting scary,” recalled Torres.  
“I ultimately settled on plastic 
bags.”

continued on page 7

A FEAT WITH FOOD “We had four bus routes covering all of  
La Grande School District, making deliveries, later 
on we added a fifth route that made deliveries just 
to students with food allergies.  Those foods were 
made in a separate kitchen to avoid other aller-
gens in the kitchen.  The Middle School made those 
meals.” Chris Panike, La Grande School District 
Business Manager



6   June 2020  •  www.lagrandesd.org La Grande Pride

By Trish Yerges

La Grande High School 
ranked first place among 
Oregon’s 4-A schools, earn-
ing the prestigious 2020 
Oregon School Activities 
Association (OSAA) Cup, 
presented by Pacific Office 
Automation and OSAA. 

The OSAA Cup award 
program started in 1999, 
and since then, LHS has 
been a recipient of the 
coveted trophy cup three 
times, including 2001, 2003 
and 2020.  This award 
honors overall excellence by 
schools, students, teachers, 
coaches and the school com-
munity in the categories of 
academics, activities, athlet-
ics and sportsmanship.

“We have great kids and 
coaches and a great culture 
at the school, said athletic 
director Darren Goodman.  
“All those things go into cre-
ating an environment that 
helped us be successful to 
win this because it takes in 
sportsmanship, academics 
as well as the activities and 
the athletics.  It’s kind of a 
big deal.”

The Oregon Cup recog-
nizes school activities, such 
as dance and drill, cheer-
leading, band and orches-
tra, speech, choir, and the 
traditional sports like cross 
country, football, volleyball, 
soccer, basketball, softball, 
tennis, track and field, 
wrestling and swimming.  

A point system used by 

OSAA calculates excellence 
in these categories, and it’s 
based on a school’s partici-
pation and finish in OSAA 
State Championships.  The 
school earning the high-
est points in each category 
receives a commemorative 
trophy from Pacific Office 
Automation and the OSAA.

La Grande High School 
won State Championships 
in football and wres-
tling, and were league 
champs in football, 
girls soccer, volley-
ball, boys basket-
ball, wrestling, 
boys/girls swim-
ming.  They won 
almost every-
thing in league 
except for girls 
basketball, boys 
soccer and cross 
country.

Had the pandemic 
not tackled the spring 
competitions and league 
season, Goodman felt that 
LHS would have brought 
home additional champion-
ships.  

“We would have won in 
choir again, and baseball 
and softball were pretty 
well ranked, so we may 
have won those too,” he 
said.  “We could have done 
better, but everything was 
cut short.  Every coach and 
every team takes a lot of 
pride in what they do in the 
classroom and on the field.”

Goodman said LHS has 
been fortunate enough to 

have a big senior class this 
year with some great ath-
letes among them and some 
great coaches leading them. 

“For me to be here and 
be a part of this was just 
a phenomenal experience 
this year.  I enjoyed every 
second of it,” Goodman said.  
“Oregon Cups do not come  
 

 
 
around every year, but 
students participating in 
competitive activities and 
athletic teams will give it 
their all again next school 
year.”

LHS Principal Baxter 
was notified on May 21st 
that that the school had 
won the Oregon Cup. “It f 
actors in the championships 
we’ve won and our cumula-
tive grade point average 
for each student involved.  

It speaks to the depth and 
breadth of the different 
teams,” he said.

La Grande High School 
scored high over the other 
schools in the 4-A classifica-
tion, and that was without 
the benefit of points that 
might have been earned 
in the spring games and 
competitions.   The top five 
4-A schools in the OSAA 

standing were La Grande 
(2385.75 pts), Valley 

Catholic (2200.75 
pts), Philomath 

(2153.50 pts), 
Baker City 
(1855.25 pts) 
and Sweet 
Home (1830 
pts). 

Baxter credits 
a broad spectrum 

of resources for 
the Oregon Cup 

honor, including the 
community, an excel-

lent coaching staff sup-
ported by athletic director 
Goodman, advisors and 
staff of activity groups, the 
students and their families. 

“We’ve had a great 3 
years in athletics and ath-
letic director Goodman has 
been here for two of those 
years,” said Baxter.  “He 
certainly deserves credit 
for his support of the teams 
in getting them all the 
resources they needed to 
succeed.”

The coaches were able to 
rally their teams, and the 
teams put in hard work, 

sometimes putting in years 
of participation, building up 
to some of these champion-
ships.  “It speaks highly of 
their commitment,” he said.

Not to be overlooked is 
the community, who have 
been supportive in attend-
ing those events or donating 
and becoming sponsors for 
certain things. 

“It’s kind of amazing,” he 
said. “I get the sense that in 
some communities, sports 
rules all but that’s not true 
in La Grande.   We have a 
long tradition in supporting 
music especially, the arts 
and academics and part 
of that is because of our 
relationship with EOU and 
living in a university town.”

Baxter noted that when 
high school students get 
connected to a team, a play, 
choir or clubs, they will all 
but secure their success 
through high school because 
it puts the student with a 
team and helps them learn 
all the intangibles like team 
work, collaboration, coop-
eration, and sacrifice.

“I want to thank Mr. 
Goodman, our coaches, 
staff and our community 
for supporting and making 
these opportunities possible 
for the kids,” said Baxter.  
“I congratulate the kids 
who ultimately get it done.  
These families obviously 
have raised great young 
men and young women, and 
that’s where it comes from.”

CELEBRATING OVERALL EXCELLENCE

LHS wins first place OSAA Cup for School Excellence
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ICE Principal John Tolan
TOLAN
continued from page 1

“The staff get along so well, 
just like a family.  He helped cre-
ate that.  He focuses on relation-
ships.”

Weimer, who hopes to become 
an administrator at some future 
time, said he came to Island City 
Elementary to learn from Tolan, 
and he wasn’t disappointed.   He 
learned the importance of build-
ing relationships with students, 
parents and colleagues, how to 
be student centered, and how to 
handle behavioral incidences with 
discernment and kindness.   He 
also learned Tolan’s style of moti-
vating teachers to be their best. 

“He would give us teachers so 
much freedom and trust,” Weimer 
said. “He was amazing at letting 
us problem solve as professionals, 
and leading from behind rather 
than leading from the head.”

Weimer said that Tolan showed 
wisdom and foresight when he 
created leadership roles, teachers 
and teacher teams, who would 
work toward sustaining the school 
culture and programs long after 
he was gone. 

“The new principal is lucky,” 
Weimer said, “because he’s step-
ping into a school that functions 
like a race car right now.  John 
left him the keys, but he also 
helped build the car.”

Even with the best of cars, 
sometimes the road has its rough 
patches, but even then Tolan took 
control of the wheel with an air 
of calmness and wisdom.  No one 
knows this better than school 
secretary Dena Tams, who said 
he guided the students and staff 

through a very tough year.  “We 
lost one of our students, a staff 
member lost her baby, and then 
COVID-19 started,” she said. 

“With all that was going this 
past year,” Tolan said, “I’m glad I 
was there to support our staff and 
students.  I’m glad I was the face 
they saw when they came to get 
their Tuesday packets.”

Tolan knew it was important 
that he remained visible to sup-
port his school family during 
these hard times they were facing. 
“That’s the kind of man he is,” 
Tams said.  “He’s a master leader.”

When the Governor ordered 
early school closures due to the 
pandemic, some of the retirement 
fanfare that is customary for 
retiring principals at the end of 
the school year just didn’t happen, 
such as the last assembly where 
he could have stood up in front of 
his student body, the final teases, 
and hugs goodbye.

“He didn’t get the opportunity 
to finish his career in his building 
with his students and staff that 
he cares so deeply for,” she said.  
“Retirement after such a fabulous 
career should be met with a huge 
fanfare, but instead, there was 
nothing.”

Tolan said, “I’ve seen so many 
other people retire over the years, 
and I’ve also given speeches for 
people at the end of the year.  It’s 
an opportunity for your students, 
your families and staff to say 
goodbye to you.   I have to admit 
it was a little disappointing that 
none of that happened, but you 
make do.”

The school held a drive by 
farewell waving event where 
Principal Tolan waved goodbye to 
his children, and there was also 

an outside staff gathering held for 
him that provided some kind of 
closure to his 40-year-long career. 

Despite this, the pandemic 
robbed all the tradition out of 
this pinnacle moment in his 
life.  He reflected, “For a retired 
principal, everything sort of faded 
out into the sunset this spring.”  
Even the Outstanding Principal 
award ceremony that was origi-
nally planned for June had to be 
rescheduled for another time in 
October.

So in lieu of a walk on the red 
carpet, Tolan took a slow walk 
down the empty hallways of the 
school like a captain inspecting 
his ship for the last time.  It was 
a private moment for him, say-
ing goodbye to the building and 
the incredible relationships and 
memories that he built there.

With confidence, Tolan said 
the new principal, Brett Smith, is 
stepping into a school where he’s 
got outstanding teachers, staff 
and super supportive families.  To-
lan’s mentoring advice for Smith 
is to “build trusting relationships 
with those three groups.  Be ap-
proachable, be visible and listen 
to what’s going on in the school.  
Observe the culture first before 
making any changes.  It doesn’t 
need to be changed right now, 
just massaged and tailored.  I 
know you’ll do a good job with the 
Island City community.”

As for Tolan, he plans on mak-
ing himself present and visible 
outdoors, camping, fishing and 
hunting in his retirement.  He’s a 
big family man, so he and his wife 
want to spend time with their 
three children and six grandchil-
dren, and do a little traveling 
around the States.

FOOD
continued from page 5

Other challenges came from the food providers themselves.  
Orders were often short on a lot of products the district needed 
to create the planned menu. 

“Heather had to revise the menu to come up with a combi-
nation of foods that would match the foods we had with the 
USDA specifications of what had to be in that meal, and those 
were on-the-spot hard decisions.  It put some of our cooks in 
the crazy house because they were having to make those ad-
justments at the last minute,” Panike said.

Panike wants to congratulate the cooks and staff because 
they adjusted on almost a daily basis to shortages of supplies, 
to changing numbers, and they got those meals out despite all 
those obstacles.

Thankfully, the cooks had extra hands in the kitchen be-
cause the Governor said all school employees were to be paid 
during the COVID shutdown, and they were to be assigned 
work either at home or at school.  Consequently, administra-
tors from each school assigned staff members to help in food 
service. 

Distributing the foods was another area that required 
planning.  The district assigned bus routes to deliver the food.  
Each bus had a driver and two school paraprofessionals, one 
who served the meal and one who actually recorded the num-
ber of meals served.  

“We had four bus routes covering all of La Grande School 
District, making deliveries,” Panike said.  “Later on we added 
a fifth route that made deliveries just to students with food al-
lergies.  Those foods were made in a separate kitchen to avoid 
other allergens in the kitchen.  The Middle School made those 
meals.”

Under existing waivers, the district could serve up to seven 
meals per week, so they set up a crew and production site at 
LHS, and they prepared meals for Saturday and Sunday.  This 
way kids could take up to three meals on Fridays to help get 
them through the weekend.  

Torres was present every Thursday and Friday when week-
end meals were prepared and packaged.  Six to eight extra 
staff personnel were there to prepare 2,400 meals in 1,200 
bags on Thursdays and Fridays every week.

“There were 713 bags for the month of May per day or an 
average of 713 children every day in May,” Torres said.  “Our 
numbers in April were about 550 bags but we didn’t have 
seven days a week that month.”

An example of a breakfast meal might be a cereal, graham 
crackers, a cheese stick, fruit and a milk; and lunch might be 
an Italian meatball sub, fruit, vegetable and a milk, Torres 
said.  There were many options because Torres changed up the 
menu to utilize what inventory was on hand and what came in 
on deliveries.

“Huge kudos to Heather for keeping us moving,” said Pan-
ike.  “It has not been easy.”

As the district approaches another school year, Torres said 
she has leftover supplies should they be needed, but she is 
already planning menus going forward, whether that’s for a 
normal school year, another “grab and go” year or something in 
between.  Whatever happens, she will be ready to feed the kids.
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HISTORIC GRADUATION

By Trish Yerges

If there were ever a grad-
uation commencement for 
the history books, one that 
stands out among all the 
rest, it would be the 2020 
Graduation Commencement 
held during the coronavirus 
pandemic.

School administrators, 
teachers and senior repre-
sentatives were just some of 
those involved in the plan-
ning team that put their 
creativity to the test and 
made it a day the grads and 
the community would never 
forget.

“I had a huge gradua-
tion planning team of very 
capable people,” said LHS 
Principal Brett Baxter.  
“This year we started plan-
ning two and a half months 
before graduation, foresee-

ing that with this pandemic, 
we would be doing some-
thing non-traditional.”

For this reason, the 
graduation planning team 
was made broader than 
normal and included the 
City of La Grande and law 
enforcement because of 
doing something outdoors 
and mobile.  The team met 
weekly, including senior 
parent representatives and 
all the senior class officers.

“The night before and day 
of we had an army of vol-
unteers to set up, and they 
made this possible,” Baxter 
said.  

The procession of cars, 
each holding one grad and 
family members, were 
staged along two and a half 
blocks, of Eastern Oregon 
University’s parking area.  
Then before 10 a.m., the 

procession of cars 
traveled up H Avenue 
and down Sunset 
and K Avenue to the 
diploma station at the 
main entrance of the 
high school. 

“We lined the route 
with banners and 
people came out and 
were waving and 
cheering with bal-
loons,” he said.  “We 
decorated the diploma 
delivery point at the 
main entrance and 
streamed it through 
Eastern Oregon Live.”

Three photographers 
donated their time to take 
candid photos of each and 
every graduate, and these 
were given to the graduates’ 
families.   Someone donated 
their time and expertise to 
fly a drone to capture extra 
footage for the live stream. 

After being presented 
with their diplomas, the 
grads continued in their 
cars to the next station, 
where they were individu-
ally presented with a gift 
package put together by 
staff and senior parents.

Then later in the eve-
ning the grads went to the 
La Grande Drive-in The-
ater and viewed the pre-
recorded speeches given by 
the eleven valedictorians, 
Superintendent George 
Mendoza, Principal Baxter, 

and guest speaker Kristy 
Moore.   These were mixed 
in with the senior slide 
show.  Throughout the pro-
gram, individual grads were 
recognized for the awards 
and scholarships they won.

In reflection, Principal 
Baxter said, “The inter-
esting thing after doing 
this was that we had such 
overwhelmingly positive 
feedback.  There was just 

such a palpable, positive 
vibe.  I think people were so 
glad just to be with others 
again.”

Certainly, the 161 grad 
participants were pumped 
and that set the tone for the 
rest of the day. 

Molly Chadwick, a 2020 
graduate and one of the 
eleven LHS valedictorians, 
is the daughter of George 
and Lisa Chadwick of 

A Novel Graduation 
Commencement
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La Grande.  She and her 
parents, two siblings and 
grandparents all participat-
ed in this novel graduation 
ceremony.

“I really enjoyed the 
drive-by diploma pick up,” 
she said.  “It was fun to see 
people cheering as we went 
around the block.  We drove 
one grad per car, and in my 
car were my parents, two of 
my siblings and my grand-
parents.  As we drove, we 
rolled the window down and 
waved at everybody.  There 
were lots of smiles and 
laughter.”

The procession 
route started at 
the University 
and went around 
the block where 
the new Central 
School is located, 
ultimately stop-
ping in front of 
the high school 
where the grad inside each 
car received a diploma.  
Family, friends,  teachers, 
administrators, and other 
school saff, as well as people 
from the community were 
standing along the route to 
cheer the 2020 graduates’ 
achievements.

Brixton Walker, another 
valedictorian graduate 
and the son of Bud and 
Kris Walker of La Grande, 
showed appreciation for the 
detailed plans that went 
into this historic ceremony.

“I loved how everyone 
worked so hard to make it 
unique and make it work,” 
he said.  “When we were in 
our cars waiting to receive 
our diplomas, I felt that 
even though we had such 
unfortunate circumstances, 
people were really con-

cerned with helping us have 
this opportunity and reach 
this special benchmark in 
our life.”

He also thought going 
to the drive-in was iconic 
because it was the first time 
this ever happened in the 
history of La Grande gradu-
ation commencements.   At 
the end of the day, Walker 
did not feel like he missed 
out on anything because 
of all the special arrange-
ments made in behalf of the 
graduates.

“I’m actually very hon-
ored to be a graduating 

senior at this time because I 
feel that it’s even more spe-
cial,” he said.  “Sometimes 
when we get into a routine 
of just seeing graduation 
ceremony after graduation 
ceremony, we just want 
to get it over.  Sometimes 
it feels like not everyone 
wants to be there, but in 
this case, it showed that 
teachers and the adminis-
tration really wanted there 
to be a ceremony and for 
the students to feel accom-
plished.”  

Baxter commended the 
graduation class as being a 
really strong class academi-
cally and recipients of a lot 
of scholarships.   “There’s 
real potential there and 
some really bright kids, but 
also talented in music, art, 
as well as athletics,” Baxter 
said with pride.

“The night before and day 
of we had an army of vol-
unteers to set up, and they 
made this possible,” Brett 
Baxter, La Grande High 
School Principal
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By Trish Yerges
 
The La Grande School 

District welcomes Landon 
Braden to his new position 
as Director of Special Edu-
cation on July 1.

Braden brings to the job 
two degrees from Eastern 
Oregon University (EOU), 
including a Bachelor of Sci-
ence in Business Adminis-
tration (2008); and a Master 
of Arts in Teaching (2011).  
Braden also completed the 
bulk of a Master of Science 
Track in Special 
Education from 
EOU in 2016.   
From Northwest 
Nazarene Uni-
versity, Nampa, 
Idaho, he also 
earned an Edu-
cation Specialist 
degree with an 
emphasis in spe-
cial education 
administration 
and law (2017).

He has an 
equally ambi-
tious work 
history since 
2011, including 
work in busi-
ness, finance 
and accounting; teaching 
and leading the business 
classes and CTE credential 
for the Milton-Freewater 
School District in 2013; and 
teaching special education 

with the La Grande School 
District from 2014 to 2017.

“I always wanted to be a 
special education teacher, 
so after that first year 
as a business teacher at 
McLoughlin High School, 
I went back to school to 
work on a Master of Sci-
ence in Special Education 
and started teaching in La 
Grande High School,” he 
said.

In 2017, Braden left the 
La Grande School District 
to work for InterMountain 

Education Service District 
as the Regional Coordinator 
for eastern Oregon, working 
with 26 school districts in 
Morrow, Umatilla, Union, 
Wallowa and Baker counties 
to implement programs to 

reduce and prevent chronic 
absenteeism through build-
ing systems and practices to 
grow and encourage com-
munity engagement.

At the same time, he also 
worked for Northwest Naza-
rene University as an online 
adjunct professor for three 
years, teaching special edu-
cation law class to admin-
istrators, who were seeking 
their education specialist 
degree or superintendent’s 
license. 

In July when he 
steps into his new 
position with the 
La Grande School 
District, he will be 
the guiding person 
for special educa-
tion compliance 
and efforts in the 
district and will 
also oversee all be-
havior and mental 
health program in 
the district. 

All the long-
term day treat-
ment programs 
like Rising Stars 
and Explore will 
be under his su-
pervision, as will 

the two new K-5 behavior 
classrooms, the new K-5 
behavior teachers, special 
education teachers and 
paraprofessionals, fed-
eral reporting personnel 
and school nursing staff.  

Braden will support all the 
special education personnel 
so that their practices stay 
in compliance with state 
policies and thier work best 
serves and advocates for the 
students and families, who 
the program serves.  

“Coming home to La 
Grande is like a family re-
union,” he said.  “Some folks 
have left since I have been 
away from the district, but 
others are still here, so I’ve 
been able to reconnect with 
a lot of folks that I was close 
to when I worked with the 
district earlier.”

In his new position, “my 
focus will be to learn and 
get to know the students 
and families’ needs in our 
community, our staff ’s needs 
and whatever comprehen-
sive plan that needs to be 
approached, but my first 
year will be a lot of listening 
and learning,” Braden said.

One of the first things 
Braden plans to do over 
the summer is to launch a 
website with a comprehen-
sive list of resources and 
contacts for both staff and 
families.   It will include 
available services and 
resources in the district and 
contacts for each school’s 
special education staff, all 
in one place.  

“That will get me up to 
speed on what the current 
system and processes look 
like,” he said. “I’m very 
excited to be here in this 
role and serve our commu-
nity and our kids.  It’s going 
to be a good experience.  I 
know we have good people 
in the district and the 
community, so I’m looking 
forward to it.”

Braden may be reached 
by email at landon.braden@
lagrandesd.org or by calling 
541-663-3443.  

NEW DIRECTOR

Landon Braden, New Director  
of Special Education

Landon Braden

“I always wanted to be a spe-
cial education teacher, so after 
that first year as a business 
teacher at McLoughlin High 
School, I went back to school 
to work on a Master of Sci-
ence in Special Education and 
started teaching in La Grande 
High School,” Landon Braden 
New Director of Special Edu-
cation
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Oregon Reopening Guidance  
Released

As we look towards the coming school year, Governor 
Brown has begun the process of reopening and building a 
safe and strong Oregon. This fall Oregon will begin a process 
to provide in-person instruction in our schools again. How-
ever, we will still be living under the threat of the COVID-19 
virus, and community-wide immunity is many months off.

On June 10, 2020, the Oregon Department of Education 
(ODE) released Ready Schools, Safe Learners Guidance de-
signed for school leaders that puts forward the requirements 
and recommendations we will use to plan for the fall. Oregon 
Health Authority (OHA) epidemiologists helped create and 
vet this guidance so that we could have clear health and 
safety protocols to follow for a variety of scenarios. School 
districts will work through the summer to develop The 
Operational Blueprint for Reentry based on ODE guidelines 
in collaboration with local public health authority, Union 
County, Grande Ronde Hospital, parents, and students.

A Full Return To School
La Grande School District is currently working to develop 

reopening plans that focus on a full return to school for all 
students. School District Administrators have been hard 
at work looking at facilities, staff, schedules, busing, etc. to 
provide the 35 sq ft per student or 6ft spacing recommended 
by ODE and OHA for limiting the spread of COVID-19. We 
have heard loud and clear that families and students want to 
go back to school, participate in athletics, and pursue their 
passions, and we are doing everything we can to make that 
happen!

La Grande School District is also working on contingency 
plans to support students either through Hybrid Learning 
(partly face-to-face and partly online) or Comprehensive 
Distance Learning as outlined by ODE if an outbreak occurs 
or as directed by our local public health authority. These 
plans will be communicated to families once they are ap-
proved. Our goal is to be prepared and provide clarity to 
families on these contingencies while remaining flexible and 
adaptive to the situations as they happen.

Keeping Our Schools Safe
Within the ODE guidance for reentry they have released 

their “Key Principles for Reducing Potential Exposures.” 
These “Key Principles” must be addressed in each school 
plan for reopening with required or recommended protocols 
or practices for operation during this COVID-19 pandemic. 
School District Administrators are working to develop 
these plans and communicate with stakeholder groups and 
local public health so that we can meet and/or exceed these 
requirements.

Students and families can help prepare themselves by 
practicing these “Key Principles” at home or when they are 
out in public. Your cooperation in helping us meet these 
requirements will help us to keep all students safe and our 
schools and programs open. We appreciate your help and 
support as we navigate these together!

Summer Timeline for Planning
La Grande School District is working hard to develop 

operational plans based on ODE guidance released on June 
10, 2020. Plans will be reviewed by stakeholder groups and 
the local public health authority and then approved by the 
school board in July.

ODE has already informed districts that updated guid-
ance for reopening, special education, distance learning, and 
other components of our operation will be released through-
out the summer as the COVID-19 situation changes and as 
barriers and “best practices” are identified statewide.

Final plans, protocols, and training will be available in 
early August for students and parents as we prepare for 
next school year. We would like to release these sooner, but 
recognize that significant changes are likely to occur in Or-
egon guidance and in our local context prior to August. We 
appreciate your patience and again reaffirm that our goal is a 
safe and full return of all students to school.

Educational Options
La Grande School District recognizes that some students 

and families may have significant health concerns about a 
full return to schools with their peers. We are working with 
our teachers to provide increased distance learning op-
portunities through Google Classroom in the short term or 
through the School District’s La Grande Learning Academy, 
our K-12 long-term online option.

We encourage families with these concerns to visit with 
the principal and counselors at their student’s school in 
August to discuss which option best meets their students 
educational, mental, emotional, and medical needs. We will 
continue to strive to meet your student’s needs
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CONGRATULATIONS
LA GRANDE HIGH SCHOOL


