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Tahoma High School seniors made 
their last trek across campus on 
June 11 to pick up diplomas and 

say farewell during the school’s 95th 
commencement exercise.
For the second consecutive year, Taho-

ma High graduated its seniors on cam-
pus in order to comply with COVID-19 
health and safety protocols. Graduation 
is usually held off campus at White Riv-
er Amphitheater.
Seniors arrived at the school’s east 

entrance and were greeted by Principal 
Terry Duty and other school staff. They 
walked through the building singly or 
with a partner, wearing facemasks. They 
exited on the west side, walking past 
athletic fields to the stage on the football 
field, where family members gathered to 
see the diploma ceremony.
Tahoma’s 632 graduates had the oppor-

tunity to return to in-person classes in 
April, about one year after the coronavi-
rus pandemic closed schools.

THS Class of 2021 celebrates 
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Tahoma’s College Bound Scholarship 
program has had a recent infusion of en-
ergy and resources, thanks to staff at Taho-
ma High School and the Tahoma Schools 
Foundation.
“I am incredibly excited about the oppor-

tunities Tahoma students will have to ac-
cess scholarship money based on the work 
our schools have been doing to support the 
college bound scholarship program,” As-
sociate Principal Chris Feist said.
The College Bound Scholarship was es-

tablished by the legislature to help fill the 
college tuition gap for students from low 
income families. The program requires 
families to sign up in middle school, and 

includes several other requirements such 
as achieving at least a 2.0 grade point av-
erage and filling out the FAFSA (Free Ap-
plication for Federal Student Aid) in high 
school.
A team of staff members from the high 

school and the district are collaborating to 
increase the number of Tahoma students 
who apply for the scholarship, and to sup-
port those students while they are attending 
Tahoma schools. That group includes Feist, 
Future Ready Specialist Lara Lindersmith, 
THS Counselor Heidi Young and District 
Wellness Coordinator Liz Thibert.
“Graduation from high school and fin-

ishing postsecondary education can be a 

daunting task. With the right resources, 
students can complete their high school 
requirements and pursue their dreams of 
a postsecondary education,” Young said. 
“One of the biggest obstacles that keep 
students from pursuing a postsecondary 
degree is that many don’t know where to 
begin; get overwhelmed quickly and don’t 
realize there are multiple ways to pursue 
and finance an education. By growing and 
strengthening our College Bound program 
at Tahoma, we will be able to better offer 
support to our students and their families.”
 One of the supports planned is to use 

money from a grant and from the Tahoma 
Schools Foundation to help cover the costs 

of dual-credit classes for Tahoma students 
in the program. “We applied for and re-
ceived a dual-credit grant where we pay for 
College in High School classes for low-in-
come students,” Lindersmith said. The rea-
son that’s important, she said, is that one 
of the key indicators of whether students 
go on to college is earning college credit in 
high school.  
The grant required matching money, so 

Feist approached the Tahoma Schools 
Foundation and received a check for 
$8,750. “We are honored to be able to as-
sist with this in this manner,” Foundation 
Treasurer Sue Boyd said in a letter to the 
high school.

The newest addition to Tahoma High School is in a place 
that is easily viewed by all who pass through the main 
hallway and offers a prominent salute to students who 
served in the military. The “Wall of Honor” is in the main 
hallway, well lit, and clearly visible.  
 Community member Brad Mjelde, inspired more than 

six years ago by a mural honoring veterans at Mt. Rainier 
High School, wanted to see a place of honor at Tahoma 
High School. He and his friend, Jeff Link, whose son 
is a Tahoma graduate who attended the U.S. Air Force 
Academy, started planning the Wall of Honor as a thank 
you to the Tahoma Bears who have chosen to serve. Cary 
Collins, Ph.D., history teacher and advisor to the Military 
Club, was invited to join their efforts.  
 Mjelde and Link presented their idea to Rob Morrow, 

then-Superintendent of Tahoma School District. The hope 
was to have the Wall of Honor built and installed when 
the new high school building opened in 2017. The idea 
was approved, but installation of the Wall of Honor was 
delayed by other construction and planning priorities.
 The school district hired a contractor, David McBride, 

and Collins found a military etiquette specialist. Together 
the team designed the Wall of Honor to reflect the spirit 
of appreciation and pride, as well as honor and patriotism 
for the Bears who have chosen to serve in the military: 
Army, Navy, Marines, Air Force, Coast Guard and Mer-
chant Marine.  
 Per etiquette, nothing is to cover the American flag, so 

instead a flag motif was designed. The emblems of each 
service are made of solid mahogany and hand painted. 
Under each emblem is the number of students that have 
entered that branch. These numbers will be updated 
annually. Collins said that there are between 25 and 30 
students who are entering into service from the class of 
2021, and they will be added to the Wall of Honor. The 
wall has lights with sensors so that it is always lit. Collins 
pointed out: “Those are not just numbers of students. 
Those numbers connect to names. Those are names of our 
Tahoma family.”
 The display’s location was an important part of the plan-

ning process. It needed to be placed where the commu-

nity can gather and reflect, Collins said. According to the 
military etiquette consultant, students and visitors needed 
to be easily able to view it. Located near the east entrance 
not far from the Performing Arts Center and the main 
office, community members who visit the school will see 
the pride and appreciation for the Bears who have entered 
into service.  
 “This is exactly what I hoped for,” Mjelde said. He and 

Link reviewed more than 100 quotes before deciding 
on this one from President Ronald Reagan: “Freedom is 

never more than one generation away from extinction. 
We didn’t pass it on to our children in the bloodstream. It 
must be fought for, protected, and handed on for them to 
do the same.” 
 The Wall of Honor is focused on those who have cho-

sen to serve and “this is our thank you to them as best 
we can for what they have done for us,” says Mjelde. 
Collins said this serves as a “connective piece of pride 
to our Tahoma Bears that have served. A tremendous 
source of pride.”

College Bound Scholarship Program gets a boost

THS teacher Cary Collins, left, and community member Brad Mjelde stand alongside the new Wall of Honor.

Military Wall of Honor unveiled at THS
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Program welcomes students to English language
Editor’s note: This article is part of an 

ongoing, occasional series of stories called 
“Levy Dollars Focus,” about programs 
supported by local levy dollars. 

Families are literally coming from around 
the world to Maple Valley and the Taho-
ma School District. They come for dif-
ferent reasons -- a new job, to be near 
family or seeking refuge. In addition to 
moving to a new country, with a different 
culture, different food, and different ways 
of doing things, some of the families are 
also learning English as a new language. 
The students are welcomed to the English 
Language Learner (ELL) program by Ta-
homa’s certificated ELL teachers and par-
aeducators. At Rock Creek and Tahoma 
Elementary, they are also welcomed by a 
sign in their own language.
Kristy Kuraspediani, a Tahoma Elemen-

tary School (TES) ELL teacher, said a 
common ELL scenario is that a student 
comes to school feeling angry, frustrated, 
isolated and struggling with the inability 
to communicate effectively. Step by step 
with patience, understanding and quality 
curriculum, these students learn listening, 
speaking, reading and writing in English. 
As language confidence grows, communi-
cation and smiles increase.
Tahoma’s ELL teachers encourage stu-

dents that they are not taking away their 
language or their culture, but rather add-
ing English to help with communicating. 
Kuraspediani said that when some students 
move here from another country their 
families want to ensure their homeland 
language and culture are not lost, so they 
enroll their student in a weekend class to 
continue learning in their native language.
Tahoma students speak 47 languages at 

home other than English, Katie Anthis, 

TSD’s K-12 ELL Coordinator, said. The 
ELL program has supported TSD students 
for years. The program is budgeted at $1.1 
million for the 2020-2021 school year. Of 
that amount, $567,382 comes from the Ed-
ucational Programs and Operations Levy 
that voters approved in February 2020. The 
remainder is covered by $504,441 in state 
dollars, and $35,504 in federal funds.
“All of our learners in Tahoma need to 

have equitable access to general educa-
tion curriculum. Our ELL program is led 
by exceptional staff who are committed to 
assessing our students’ strengths, teaching 
specific skills that help to fill the gaps in 
English language development, and pro-
viding access to caring, supportive staff 

who believe in each and every student,” 
said Marianne Nafezi, Special Services 
Coordinator. “Our staff is committed to 
supporting the families of our English 
Language Learners, supporting with home 
communication, translation and interpre-
tation where needed. We are continuously 
learning and growing as we strengthen our 
work with our valued families, students 
and Tahoma staff.”
Anthis shared that over the past four years 

the ELL program has grown from 170 stu-
dents to 299 students enrolled this year. The 
program is increasingly being accessed by 
families in the district, and to meet that 
growth, three certificated ELL teachers 
were hired and additional paraeducators 

are helping to support the students. There 
is no way to project the growth number 
of enrollment in the ELL program year to 
year, because there are so many factors that 
impact this number. For example, one year 
an area church helped several families that 
came from the Ukraine. Another year, em-
ployers in the area did a significant amount 
of hiring of international employees.
Anthis explained that because Tahoma is 

relatively small compared to districts such 
as Kent and Renton, the ELL program uses 
the “pull out” model, which calls for stu-
dents to leave their general education class 
either for 1-to-1 time or in small group 
time. Occasionally, the ELL team also uses 
the “push-in” model, and the ELL teacher 
goes into the general education classroom 
to support a small group of cohort students 
(same grade level) so the students stay 
with their peers and work the same class 
material. Because of the curriculum used, 
the students can be from different language 
backgrounds, all in the same small group 
and receive equal benefit from the support 
being provided, Anthis said. The flexibility 
that Tahoma’s ELL program allows helps 
provide support in the model that best suits 
the students’ needs, Kuraspediani said.
Another area of growth for Tahoma’s ELL 

program is curriculum. Four years ago, in-
dividual buildings were doing independent 
curriculum to support small groups of stu-
dents. Anthis has overseen the purchase of 
a unified curriculum to engage students in 
the four pillars of English Language Learn-
ing: reading, writing, listening and speak-
ing. Students need to establish grade level 
proficiency to test out of the program. Part 
of the curriculum for reading uses a com-
puter access application. The other parts of 
the curriculum work on writing, listening 
and speaking.

A committee of parents, students, and 
school district staff that is focused on the dis-
trict’s facilities and classroom space needs 
will resume its work in the fall, after recom-
mending to the School Board that no major 
changes be made next year.
 On April 27, representatives from the com-

mittee presented a set of recommendations 
to the School Board, including no changes 
to school attendance areas for the 2021-2022 
school year so that committee members and 
district administrators can gain a better un-
derstanding of longer-term impacts of enroll-
ment and student housing needs following 
the pandemic. 
School Board Director Tami Henkel 

thanked the committee members for all of 

their work, and said, “Thank you for taking a 
conservative approach to this. … Sometimes 
you just stay put. I appreciate that.”
The board approved the committee’s rec-

ommendations 5-0. 
For next year, a new modular classroom 

building at Cedar River Elementary and six 
portable classrooms at Tahoma High School 
will be able to meet space requirements. 
At other sites such as Tahoma Elementary, 
where enrollment could pose challenges, 
principals will work with district staff to ad-
dress those needs in the interim. Committee 
member Lucy Santos, who helped present 
the recommendation to the board, said that 
the committee members are looking forward 
to further data that will help them understand 

the full effects of the pandemic on enrollment 
and other key factors.
At the most recent meeting of the district’s 

Citizens Housing Advisory Committee on 
May 13, committee member and local Real-
tor Laura Papritz shared a report on real es-
tate trends. Transportation staff presented an 
update about where new home developments 
fall on the district’s current in-district atten-
dance boundaries.
 When the committee meets again in the fall 

of 2021, census information is expected to 
be available. The committee also will begin 
to consider fall enrollment data and any ar-
eas where increased enrollment impacts the 
system. A tentative goal was set to present 
new recommendations to the School Board 

in January of 2022.
The Housing Committee will be entering 

its third school year of service in the fall. In 
addition to considering any necessary short-
term adjustments needed, the committee also 
will make recommendations to the School 
Board about how best to meet student needs 
for classroom and support spaces during the 
next 10 years. The committee is being co-fa-
cilitated by Annette Whittlesey, director of 
Special Services, and by Tahoma Elementa-
ry Principal Jerry Gaston. Gaston and Whit-
tlesey thanked the committee members for 
their time and dedication to researching, ask-
ing great questions and thinking creatively 
and critically about how to meet the student 
housing needs of the district.

District housing committee to continue long-term work in the fall

Emma G. plays the game Headbandz with TES ELL teacher Kristy Kuraspedi-
ani. Playing games helps make practicing speaking English fun.



For the first time in Tahoma High School 
history, both the boys and the girls cross 
country teams won first place in the 4A 
Washington State Cross Country Coaches 
Association Virtual Cross Country State 
Meet. The “virtual” state meet, in which 
teams ran separately and submitted their 
times, was open to all 4A schools that 
wanted to participate and had a complete 
team.
As a team, Tahoma’s girls scored 36, with 

Central Valley taking second at 72 and Mt. 
Si in third at 104. The THS boys scored 89, 
with Newport (Bellevue) at 97 and Mt. Si 
in third at 101. In cross country, the lowest 
score wins. It’s rare for both teams to earn 
first place in the same year in general, and 
it appears only two schools have accom-
plished the feat in the past 20 years: Eisen-
hower in 2010 and Lewis & Clark in 2017, 
said Jeff Brady, Tahoma’s head coach.
“My first reaction to all of our times was 

excitement,” said sophomore Kate Sand-
ers, who placed first for Tahoma’s girls. 
“I’ve never had so much energy after a race 
and it was because we were all so proud 
of ourselves and each other. … None of us 

would have run or trained as well as we did 
without each other and our coaches.”
Sanders acknowledged how different this 

year’s shortened, rescheduled season was 
from most cross country seasons. “I think 
the biggest thing that we did to prepare 
was never stop running. We had no idea 
how long the off season would be or when 
an opportunity to race would come so we 

didn’t take the cancelled seasons as a break 
but as time to train.”
“In my opinion one of the most important 

aspects of training is the team and commu-
nity,” she continued. “We push each oth-
er so much, and having each other around 
makes running so much more fun! When 
we had to be apart because of COVID, 
even just the encouragement from team-
mates and the coaches really pushed us. 
And getting together for drills, when we 
could, helped the team to remember to 
keep training and pushing.”
Individually, Tahoma’s girls took third, 

fourth, fifth, eighth, 16th, 17th, and 22nd: 
Kate Sanders, 18 minutes 15.1 seconds 
Personal Record (PR); Sara Sanders, 
18:22.4 PR; Faith Martinez, 18:22.7 Sea-
son Record (SR); Anika Nau, 19:05.8 
SR; Julia Stuard, 19:27.7 PR; Theresa 
Barnhart, 19:29.3 SR; and Ella Benjamin, 
19:33.9 PR. All of the athletes who raced at 
state are returning next year.
The boys individually placed sixth, eighth, 

20th, 23rd, 32nd, 33rd and 46th: Cameron 
Stuard, 15:44.3 PR; Alex Kiefer, 15:48.7 
PR; Daniel Castelluccio, 16:20.8 PR; Sam 
Clarke, 16:36.4 PR; Ryan Perkins, 16:54.0 
PR; Jack Clarke, 16:54.6 SR; Brody Gus-
tin, 17:11.4 PR. Stuard and Kiefer are se-
niors and the rest of the state team is re-
turning next year.
“It truly was a challenging year. We had 

so many season date changes that created 
a challenge for this coaching staff to real-
ly get a program that would have the ath-
letes ready to go,” Brady said. “I can’t say 
enough about the focus and motivation that 
Coach (Anne) Hobson, Coach (Jodi) Hoff-
buhr and Coach (Brian) Martinez brought 
to the team.”
Because the state meet couldn’t be host-

ed in one location due to COVID-19, the 
teams that chose to participate ran 3.1 
miles (5,000 meters) on the track, which 
equals 12.5 laps. 
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Cross country teams make historic run News briefs
Kindergarten sign-ups 
open for 2021-2022 year
Children who will be 5 years old by the 

end of August are eligible to attend kin-
dergarten in the 2021-2022 school year. 
Tahoma plans to offer in-person classes 
on regular schedules next fall. 
COVID-19 safety measures will 

remain in place, though the 6-foot 
physical distancing rule has changed 
to 3 feet, according to the most recent 
guidelines from the Washington State 
Department of Health.
The registration process begins online 

and consists of four steps. Parents or 
legal guardians are responsible for 
providing all required documents to 
complete the registration process. Once 
the student’s online application is com-
pleted, families will receive confirma-
tion from the district registrar that will 
include steps to finalize enrollment at 
the student’s school.
Further details and registration infor-

mation can be found on the Tahoma 
website under the Families and For 
Parents drop-down menus. Questions 
about registration can be directed to any 
Tahoma elementary school or to the 
district’s Teaching and Learning Depart-
ment, 425-413-3400.

School Board vacancy
Tahoma School Board is in the midst 

of a process to select someone to fill 
a vacancy for Director District 2 on 
the board. Current District 2 Director 
Katrina Montgomery will resign her 
position on June 23 because her family 
is moving out of state this summer. 
Anyone who is a resident of District 
2 and is a U.S. citizen and registered 
voter may apply for the position. 
Each applicant is asked to complete 

an application form. The School Board 
will review all applications and will 
interview qualified candidates during a 
public meeting on August 24. On Aug. 
26, the School Board will select one 
of the applicants to serve on the board 
for the remainder of the term, which 
expires in December 2023.
Applications will be accepted until 

July 16, 2021 at 4:30 p.m. from any 
qualified persons seeking to fill the 
position. For questions, please contact 
Tamara Wheeler at 425-413-3400.
The School Board is comprised of five 

elected directors whose responsibility 
is to set policy that supports high aca-
demic achievement and Future Ready 
preparation for Tahoma students.

Tahoma boys (above) and girls (below) cross country teams are state champs.


