
A report released by 
the Los Angeles County 
Office of Education list-
ing the county district 
superintendent salaries 
has incited controversy: 
SMMUSD superinten-
dent Tim Cuneo receives 
an annual base salary 
of $220,000, a $38,000 
housing allowance and 
a $12,000 car and cell 
phone stipend—a salary 
package second only to 
one district in the coun-
ty (Glendale) and, most 
notably, a 34 percent in-
crease from his predeces-
sor, Diane Talarico.

While the report has 
surfaced only recently, 
the salary contract was 
finalized in February of 
2009 before the depth 
of the current economic 
crisis was clear, accord-
ing to Barry Snell, Vice 
President of the Santa 
Monica-Malibu Board of 
Education.

“At the time we ne-
gotiated, we felt he did 
a very good job during 
his interim period,” Snell 
said. “We felt we needed 
a competitive contract.”

Snell also notes that 

Santa Monica High School  601 Pico Blvd, Santa Monica, CA  90405November 13, 2009    Volume XCIX, Issue 3

Danny Karel
Staff Writer

Jessie Geoffray
News Editor

A ficus tree, which stood for 
more than 30 years, fell in the sci-
ence quad in the evening of Oct. 
27.  Strong gusts of wind toppled 
the five ton tree.

The winds, reaching speeds 
of 40-50 mph, exerted a tremen-
dous amount of force on the tree.

“The tree wasn’t pruned re-
cently, so the trees were like sails 
and caught the wind as it was 
blowing,” athletic director Norm 
Lacy said.

Pruning the trees removes 
branches that cause the tree to be 
too top-heavy. 

“The district looks at prun-
ing as a constant concern,” Lacy 
said. “The basic pruning cycle 
[for Samo] is about once every 
three years.”

However, the physical state 
of the tree could have also affect-
ed its stability 

“[As opposed to other trees], 
this tree might have had dry rot 
that caused it to fall,” S-House 
principal Greg Runyon said.

The fallen tree was cut up 
and will be used as mulch for 
other trees and plants around the 
school.

the expense of searching 
for a new superintendent 
would have cost roughly 
the same as the salary in-
crease, if not more.  “We 
were comparing a known 
commodity to and un-
known commodity,” Snell 
said.

Patti Braun, a Samo 
parent and involved mem-
ber of the PTA, said in 
a letter to the editor of 
the Santa Monica Daily 
Press, “I have seen our 
hardworking superinten-
dent at work, with multi-
ple meetings every night 
of the week, and with the 
stringent demands placed 
on him…it’s clear — Mr. 
Cuneo earns every pen-
ny.”

However, current 
negotiations regarding 
teacher contract have 
made the idea of a high 
earning superintendent 
less than appealing to 
some.

“I say no to over-
crowded classrooms, no 
to bloated admin sala-
ries…” Lisette Gold, 
Samo parent, said in a 
Samohi PALS discussion. 

In order to cover a 
budget shortfall of $12 
million, the District pro-
posed a faculty contribu-
tion to healthcare (the 
district currently pays 
100% of healthcare costs) 
last spring, prompting 
the ongoing and sensi-
tive negotiations between 
the Santa Monica-Malibu 
Classroom Teachers As-
sociation and the district.  
The initial inability of 
both parties to come to a 
consensus led to the dis-
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Strong 
winds topple 
30-year-old 
tree in science 
quad
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Samo administration creates student support progam

Former Samo student 
Richard Juarez was fatally 
shot at Virginia Park on 
Tuesday, Nov. 3. 

According to the police 
report, two suspects coming 
from Pico Boulevard opened 
fire on a group of four indi-
viduals.

Three of those fired 
upon were able to escape, 
but 20-year-old Juarez had 

received a fatal gunshot 
wound. When the Santa 
Monica Fire Department 
got to the scene, Juarez was 
dead.            

The report stated that 
a nearby police sergeant 
heard shots being fired, and 
saw two men running from 
the park to a parked van. He 
called for backup and de-
tained the vehicle while the 
suspects attempted to escape 
on foot.

One was found under a 
car during a K-9 search, and 

another in the rear yard of a 
vacant house.  Four suspects 
have been booked, including 
both suspected shooters and 
two individuals in the van.

This death affected 
many students at Samo, and 
grief counseling was provid-
ed for those who requested 
it. Student Outreach Spe-
cialist and M-House coun-
selor Alfredo Avila said he 
has seen how this incident 
has changed those who were 
close to Juarez.

“I have noticed the 
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Former Samo student fatally shot at Virginia Park

“This is meant as a positive intervention. It’s
our best guess as to what will help these students 

based on research and
what we know.” 

— Larry Boone, M-House principal
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For students whose 
grades are significantly low, 
there was usually little aid of-
fered unless they asked for it. 
Now, these students have an-
other option.

The Personalized Oppor-
tunity Period 
[POP] pro-
gram, which 
began Nov. 
12, targets 
sophomores 
and juniors 
with Ds or 
Fs in both 
of their core 
classes: math 
and English.

The goal 
is to educate 
said students on a personal 
level in order to raise their 
grades and improve study 
skills.

“We need to try some-
thing, because the achieve-
ment gap between students at 
this school is so wide,” said 
science department chair Sar-
ah Lipetz.

“Since the student to 
teacher ratio [in POP] will be 
so low, and because we’re fo-
cusing on core subjects, I real-
ly think it could be beneficial 
for those students.”

Prior to a student’s en-
rollment in POP, they and their 

parents have to attend a meet-
ing describing the program, as 
well as sign a contract regard-
ing expectations.

“If a student is struggling 
in core classes because of per-
sonal issues, the POP program 
isn’t for them,” said M-House 
Principal Larry Boone, who is 
coordinating POP. “The pro-

gram is designed to bridge 
skill gaps.”

With this new system 
in place, once a sophomore 
or junior gets Ds or Fs in the 
two core classes on a progress 
report, their counselor enrolls 
them in POP.

The program is intended 
to substitute for an elective 
during the school day.

When enrolled, the stu-
dent will have to drop the elec-
tive (usually physical educa-
tion) in order to attend POP.

During the period, the 
students will be split into three 
groups. Once a week, a select-
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Should marijuana be 
legalized?  Campus Life 
Editor Pepito Escarce  
discusses the issue.

Kenny Ortega’s documen-
tary about the making of 
the ill-fated, bound-to-be-
classic Jackson comeback is 
a treat for fans.

FACING OFF: The Vikings 
went into their homecom-
ing game against Ingle-
wood with high expecta-
tions 
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students closest to the man 
killed are more focused and 
determined to do some-
thing,” Avila said. “They 
have stepped up and shown 
leadership.”

The school continues to 
provide counseling and has 
increased security surround-
ing the campus. An investi-
gation is ongoing, and those 
with additional information 
are encouraged to contact the 
Santa Monica Police Depart-
ment’s Criminal Investiga-
tion Division at (310) 458-
8451.

Superintendent 
salary report 
causes stir

ed number will be in the POP 
studies class, where a teacher 
will work with them to de-
velop their organizational and 
study skills.

The other four times a 
week the same students will be 
split into two POP skills class-
es. One class focuses on  indi-
vidual improvement of math 

skills, and 
one class 
focuses on 
English.

“I want 
s t u d e n t s 
to be, not 
only as a 
group, but 
individually 
at a higher 
level,” said 
Samo prin-
cipal Hugo 

Pedroza. “I want to bridge the 
achievement gap to go beyond 
groups, into individual student 
performance.”

Pedroza said the teachers, 
one for each portion of the pro-
gram (math, English and study 
skills) are all being hired from 
outside of Samo.

This is in order to not 
encroach on Samo teachers’ 
time, so that “teachers can fo-
cus on their regular classes.”

“These [POP] teachers 
are all part-time, highly cre-
dentialed teachers who know 
































