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Ringing in a year of transition
Months of planning yield 
new schools, programs, 
priorities for 2017

   January 2017      Tahoma School District     Maple Valley, WA 98038

The community served by Tahoma School District 
invested in new and improved facilities by its 
overwhelming approval of the 2013 construction 

bond measure. The biggest projects made possible by the 
bond – new Tahoma High School and new Lake Wilder-
ness Elementary School – will be completed in time for 
school to start in September. Those changes can easily 
be seen. What is less obvious are the many other changes 
taking place in the school district.
Months before the bond measure election, the school 

district began to explore and shape programs that would 
best serve students as they leave high school and pursue 
additional education and careers in a fast-changing 
world. 
The discussion, planning and research – done with the 

help of community volunteers, business leaders and 
education experts – yielded the school district’s Future 
Ready initiative. Future Ready is a set of skills for stu-
dents but it also established an expectation explained by 
its mission statement: “Together, provide the tools and 
experiences every student needs to create an individual, 
viable and valued path to lifelong personal success.”
It’s not enough to simply declare what an educational 

program should be; the school district also has to change 
how it is educating students in order to achieve its Future 
Ready vision. 
As new buildings and improvements have rapidly taken 

shape in the past three years, so have the programs – or 
models – that will be used in grades kindergarten-12 
beginning next school year. The final program review, 
for music and arts, is going on now. Here is a brief look 
at the work that each model review has produced:

Grades K-5 (elementary school)
Among the significant changes are the creation of 

30-minute periods called WIN (What I Need) that allows 
students who need additional “pull-out“ support in math 
or reading to leave their classroom, not missing regular 
lessons. Students who don’t need pull-out support may 
need some extra time and attention with special concepts 
or an opportunity to work on enrichment materials, such 
as higher-level reading or math. Other recommendations 
include aligning the schedules of special education and 
regular education teachers to provide better support for 
special education students; and grouping special edu-
cation students in a way that will allow strategic use of 
resources to better serve students.
“This sends a very clear message about the level of im-

portance we place on support for students,” Dawn Wake-
ley, executive director of Teaching and Learning, said. 
“In this way, we hope that students who may need just a 
bit of extra support get that in a ‘just in time’ way. Over 
time, we expect this will actually reduce the number of 

students needing pull-out interventions.”
Another change that is currently being tested at Shadow 

Lake Elementary School is to schedule recess before 

See Model, Page 2
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Students, staff, parents and other community members are shaping the programs that begin next year.

New Tahoma High School is nearing completion.
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High school working to ease freshman transition
When the transition to the new Tahoma 

High School begins next fall, students 
will be getting some assistance as they 
adjust to the many changes that are 
expected in opening a new school. One 
of those changes is adding ninth-graders 
to the high school as the district moves to 
middle schools for grades 6-8. School ad-
ministrators want to ensure that freshmen 
get extra support to help them adjust to a 
new school and new expectations. 
Ninth grade is a critical year for students 

as they begin earning credit toward high 
school graduation. Studies show that for 

many students, ninth grade is often the 
most challenging of all four grades of 
high school.
“We recognize ninth grade is such a piv-

otal year for school success,” said Martin 
Barber, associate principal at Tahoma 
High School.
Freshmen will be grouped into learning 

academies called LAUNCH (Learning 
Academies Using Ninth-grade Core 
Humanities), combining English language 
arts and social studies. The students and 
their English and social studies teachers 
remain together the entire year, creating a 

sort of home base where teachers and stu-
dents get to know each other and can rely 
on each other to navigate the transition to 
high school more smoothly.
“We want our ninth-graders to come in 

with a little bit of a safety net; we want 
them to have a solid start in high school. 
That solid start will provide the students 
with the skills to be successful not only 
in the ninth grade but also for their entire 
high school experience,” Barber said.
Along with their core subjects, students 

also will learn about strategies and tools 
that will help them adjust to changes as 

they move through high school and prepare 
for further education and careers, using the 
school district’s Future Ready skills.
Barber and Chris Feist, Tahoma Junior 

High School assistant principal, explained 
the ninth-grade learning academy concept 
to the Tahoma School Board recently. The 
program is still being developed, but the 
aim is to support freshmen and provide 
them with a solid beginning to their high 
school career.
“This is an intentional effort to make that 

ninth-grade year meaningful and set our 
kids up for success,” Barber said.

lunch. The results are encouraging, as stu-
dents are eating more and behaving better 
than they had been when recess followed 
lunch.
A host of scheduling adjustments are 

being reviewed and curriculum is being 
created to match student needs for the 
2017-18 school year transition.

Grades 6-8 (middle school)
For the first time in Tahoma history, the 

district’s two middle schools will house 
sixth-, seventh- and eighth-graders while 
the new high school includes grades 9-12. 
A committee of 35 community members, 

staff and students spent more than 750 
hours discussing and studying precisely 
what type of schedule, class offerings 

and climate will be best for middle-level 
students.
Committee members reviewed research, 

best practices and ideas from middle 
schools across the country. And, the nu-
merous staff members in the group shared 
their own experiences.
School board members passed along five 

priorities for the committee to consider 
throughout their discussions: increased 
opportunities to explore interests through 
electives; relationship building; time for 
interventions; flexibility; and support 
during transitions.
It’s vital to have that emphasis on build-

ing strong transitions coming from the 
elementary schools to the middle schools, 
and the second transition into high school, 
Tahoma Middle School Principal Sean 
Cassidy said. 
“These transitions will be key in sustain-

ing a positive student and staff culture. 
Once a positive, nurturing culture is estab-
lished, the work of giving students growth 
opportunities that allow them to explore 
interests and develop determination and 
grit comes more easily,” he added.
Students will have more flexible class 

schedules than the current system, which 
groups students into teams of four or 
more teachers. The new model will also 
allow for more elective opportunities for 
students and a broader range of options 
for situations such as a sixth-grader who 
wants to take advanced level math to join 
those classes rather than being con-
strained by a class-specific system.   With 
some similarities to elementary, there will 
be a 45-minute period Monday through 
Thursday that begins the day, allowing 
for pull-out interventions, short term 
differentiation (individualized teaching 
in subjects where the student needs more 
support), and enrichment options, called 
“Stretch Learning.”  The new middle 
schools also will have more STEM (sci-
ence, technology, engineering and math) 
elective offerings.

Grades 9-12 (high school)
The School Board approved a recom-

mendation from the grades 9-12 model 
review team that creates a new schedule 
allowing students to take eight classes 
each semester instead of six, starting 
next fall.  A team of more than 35 staff, 
students, parents, and community mem-
bers spent four months researching and 
designing a high school model that will 
best meet student needs into the future.
The team identified a need for students 

to have more opportunities to explore 
areas of interest through additional course 
offerings. Many students have multiple 
classes they’d like to take but are limited 
by what will fit into the current schedule.  
New graduation requirements from the 
State Board of Education will put even 
more limits on options for students, and 
the team identified a need to prioritize ad-
ditional options for students in the model 
design.
 
Music and arts review
A committee of community members, 

staff and students are in the midst of 
reviewing music and arts programs along 
with other electives to determine the best 
mix of choices for students.
The next meeting is expected to be in late 

January.

Model reviews set 
framework for changes 
to student learning
Continued from Page 1

A group work area takes shape at the new Tahoma High School.

Gym roof installation is proceeding at the new Lake Wilderness Elementary. 
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Do you tickle your child in patterns? Count buttons or 
the number of people ahead of you in line at the grocery 
store?
These ideas for “counting all day” with your younger 

children are examples of ways to help them learn through 
play that parents will experience in the district’s new 
“Ready! for Kindergarten” workshops. The workshops 
will be offered for the first time starting in January and 
are part of Tahoma’s focus on helping students succeed 
in kindergarten.
Along with the Kindergarten Camp offered in partnership 

with the Tahoma Schools Foundation for the first time in 
August, the “Ready! for Kindergarten program” will help 
bring Tahoma students in with the skills they need to be 
prepared to learn. Developed in 2002 by the Children’s 
Reading Foundation and the Kennewick School District, 
the program provides trainings, toolkits and ideas for par-
ents to use with their children from birth through age 5.
“This is the natural next step in our Future Ready initia-

tive,” Superintendent Rob Morrow said. “We examined 
the high school level, and what it takes to prepare middle 
school students to be ready for ninth grade. Then we 
looked at middle school and how our elementary curricu-
lum was getting students ready to enter sixth grade.
“This is the logical progression to make sure every 

student in Tahoma is ready to enter kindergarten and 
elementary school able to learn.” Morrow continued. “If 

they enter already behind, it is very difficult to help them 
catch up.”
Staff in Tahoma’s Teaching and Learning Department 

heard about the program last year and were immedi-
ately interested, said Christine Thurston, an elementary 
instructional coach in the department.
“The program’s goal is to empower parents as their 

child’s first and most influential teacher,” Thurston said. 
“It gives parents the tools and training they need to sup-
port their child’s learning and play with a purpose.”
This year, Tahoma will offer the workshop for parents 

of students who are ages 3, 4 and 5 (entering kindergar-
ten in 2017 or 2018). The three, 90-minute sessions will 
focus on language and literacy, math and reasoning, and 
social and emotional skills. Workshops are scheduled 
from 6 to 7:30 p.m. on Jan. 25, March 15 and April 26 at 
Shadow Lake Elementary and Lake Wilderness Ele-

mentary. Childcare will be provided, and space will be 
limited to 60 participants districtwide.
The cost of the workshops and materials is significant, 

so the district is asking families to pay a materials fee 
of $150 (a value of more than $200). Partial and full 
scholarships are available to families that qualify for free 
or reduced price meals. Materials parents will go home 
with include a binder of age-appropriate learning targets, 
resources and materials/toys such as special puzzles and 
games to help parents teach their children through play-
based activities.
All told, the cost to the district is estimated at about 

$25,000; staff are seeking grants to help cover the 
budget, now and in the future. Eventually, administra-
tors would like to add workshops for parents of younger 
students so that the program can serve families with 
children from birth through age 5.

Community leaders gathered recently to 
begin a discussion about finding better 
ways to support young people who are 
struggling with drug, alcohol and mental 
health issues.
The Dec. 5 meeting, organized by Taho-

ma School District Superintendent Rob 
Morrow, was built around two questions:
• How can we ensure that students have 

the support they need to thrive?
• How can we work together, building 

on our strengths, to attract new programs, 
partners, funders and solutions?
The participants include representatives 

from the city of Maple Valley, youth and 
family service organizations, local church-
es, law enforcement, fire district, medical 
community, service clubs, community 
center, chamber of commerce and the 
school district.
Those who attended were separated into 

smaller groups to discuss and identify cur-
rent needs and then to look toward solu-
tions. By the time they were finished, the 
room was crackling with ideas. One of 
the themes that emerged was the need to 
provide more information and resources 

to young people, and make them easy to 
find. Participants learned that Maple Val-
ley has fewer resources than some of its 
surrounding communities to assist teens 
who are dealing with drug and alcohol 
abuse or mental health issues. Tahoma 
schools have counselors, but their main 
focus is academic counseling. The district 
also contracts with Enumclaw Youth and 

Family Services to provide drop-in coun-
seling at Tahoma High School. There is no 
single place or information source in the 
community for young people in need of 
counseling and support.
“We thought, wow: If we as community 

members have trouble coming up with a 
list, how difficult is it for teens?” said Steve 
Murray, senior pastor at Real Life Church. 

Murray’s discussion group was focused 
on identifying community resources and 
struggled to name more than a few.
There is also a need for more data about 

the kind of issues facing teens in Maple 
Valley and the Tahoma School District. 
Group members were provided with infor-
mation from three nearby school districts 
-- Issaquah, Riverview and Snoqualmie 
-- that indicates a majority of teens who 
access mental health counseling services 
are seeking help for depression or anxiety, 
while more than a third are dealing with 
drug abuse as well as mental health issues. 
Of students who sought help for substance 
abuse in those school districts, alcohol is 
their first drug of choice and marijuana is 
second. In addition, 55 percent of youth 
using drugs or alcohol also have mental 
health issues, and 40 percent have criminal 
justice involvement.
The group identified several aspirations, 

including developing a single point of 
contact to provide information and help 
to young people. The group also agreed to 
continue meeting and to focus on making 
maximum use of existing resources while 
also identifying unmet needs.
“This is a community problem; no single 

group or organization will solve it,” Mor-
row said after the meeting. “I think we’ve 
got the right people in the room to address 
it and to begin finding solutions.”

Community leaders and experts in drug, alcohol and mental health care dis-
cuss how to work together to help young people who struggle with substance 
abuse and mental health issues.

Community leaders explore student drug, mental health issues
Identifying resources, 
promoting partnerships 
emerge as key issues

Parents of children ages 3 to 5 are invited to learn more about the Ready! for Kindergarten 
program. Contact Christine Thurston in Tahoma’s Teaching and Learning Department for     
registration details by calling 425-413-3400. 
To register online for Tahoma’s workshops, type in this url: https://goo.gl/cux2TK
To learn more about the program, use the QR code or type in this case-sensitive url: 
https://goo.gl/DiuqA2

New program helps parents, children get ready for kindergarten
Families of 3, 4, and 5-year-olds invited to workshops 
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the Communication Office by calling 425-413-3409 or by email to Kevin Patterson, 
communication director, at: kpatters@tahomasd.us
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More Tahoma elementary school stu-
dents have been heading to bed with full 
stomachs on the weekend, thanks to the 
new Backpack Buddies program.
Founded last year by two Tahoma parents 

and employees, Mindy Gamble and Jenny 
Nold, Backpack Buddies of Maple Valley 
started off helping Rock Creek students, 
but has expanded to the other three 
elementary buildings as well. A middle 
school program begins in February.
The idea is simple: Students who might 

otherwise be hungry over the weekend 
are given a bag of food to take home on 
Fridays.
“I am still in awe that just over a year 

ago, I was at my daughter’s first Back-
pack Buddies packing (at a volunteer 
event with a similar program in Kent) 
where I knew this had to happen here 
in Tahoma,” Gamble said. “I feel like I 
need to be pinched. ... To think of all we 
have done and the support that has come 
alongside and behind us is overwhelm-
ingly good at times.”
One of those key supports has been 

Maple Valley Rotary, which is allowing 
Backpack Buddies to operate under the 
umbrella of its nonprofit status and which 
has also done significant fundraising on 
the organization’s behalf, including tap-
ping the program as the “Fund of Need” 
for its annual auction. That event brought 
in $35,000 before matching funds. 
“That night was very emotional for us -- 

really realizing how much this communi-
ty believes in what we are doing for these 
kids in need,” Gamble said.

Rotary also funneled $4,000 from its Taste 
of the Valley event to Backpack Buddies. 
Lastly, Backpack Buddies has also part-
nered with several local businesses. 
Getting the program going with one 

school first allowed Gamble and others to 
work out challenges such as ordering the 
right amounts of food and adjusting when 
possible for student allergies.
Students who are participating in the 

program have permission from their 
parent or guardian. Counselors and 
social workers at the schools help act as 
liaisons and contact families that might 
be interested; an email blast introducing 
the program and providing the permission 
slip also goes out to families.
Everything has gone quite well so far, 

Gamble said. 
“I heard from one teacher how excited 

her young friend was about how heavy 
his backpack full of food was,” she 
shared.
Rock Creek social worker Kalei McK-

ittrick said every conversation she has 
had with parents about the program has 
been positive.
“The participating students seem excited 

to come to my office every Friday morn-
ing to pick up their bag of food. They 
come with big smiles,” McKittrick said, 
noting that the students have said they 
really like the types of food sent home. 
Like Gamble, Nold expressed thanks to 

Rotary and the volunteers who have helped.
Anyone who would like to donate to the 

program may do so on Backpack Buddies 
of Maple Valley Facebook page.

Tahoma School District students will 
continue honoring military veterans by 
placing American flags on gravesites at 
Tahoma National Cemetery each May 
for Memorial Day, under a five-year 
agreement signed between the school 
district and cemetery.
A memorandum of understanding was 

approved at the Nov. 8 school board 
meeting that ensures continuation of the 
community service project. The biggest 
change will be that the cemetery now 
will store and maintain 25,000 flags that 
students place at the cemetery each year. 
The flags were purchased with donated 
funds and maintained by Tahoma Junior 
High teachers Cary Collins and Todd 
Baker, who were instrumental in getting 
the service project started and have kept 

it going ever since. 
“Between 2003 and 2017, more than 

8,000 Tahoma Junior High School 
freshmen cleaned headstones and placed 
nearly half a million American flags on 
individual gravesites,” Collins said.
Memorial Day in 2017 will be the last 

time that Tahoma Junior High students 
participate in the program, since the ju-
nior high will be converted to a middle 
school when ninth-grade students move 
to the new Tahoma High School next 
school year. But the program will con-
tinue to be carried out by ninth-graders 
from the high school, Baker said. A relat-
ed program, Operation Veterans Remem-
brance, also will continue in conjunction 
with Veterans Day, when students visit 
the cemetery to clean headstones.

Students to continue service 
project at national cemetery

The community members who are keep-
ing watch over how the money is being 
spent to expand and renovate school 
facilities got to see the work for them-
selves recently during an afternoon tour 
of construction and remodeling through-
out the school district.
 The Tahoma Bond Measure Oversight 
Committee visited Tahoma and Cedar 
River middle schools to see changes that 
are being made to convert the buildings 
for use as elementary schools next year. 
The group wound up its tour by visiting 
the new Lake Wilderness Elementary 
School and new Tahoma High School.

The committee is comprised of repre-
sentatives from the Maple Valley City 
Council, Maple Valley Rotary, Maple 
Valley-Black Diamond Chamber of 
Commerce, Tahoma PTA/PTO and at-
large community members. The com-
mittee members were initroduced to 
construction superintendents at the Lake 
Wilderness and THS sites who could an-
swer detailed questions.
All of the district’s construction projects 
are on time and within budget. The new 
and remodeled schools will be com-
pleted and ready for use in time for the 
2017-18 school year. 

Citizen oversight group tours schools

Backpack Buddies of Maple Valley founders Mindy Gamble, second from left, 
and Jenny Nold, far right, pose with their children and a batch of bags packed 
up and ready for distribution to Tahoma students. (Courtesy photo)

Backpack Buddies family food program 
expands to all elementary schools


