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SUNIZONA

The eighth-grade class at Ash Creek 
School is sweating over the answers 
on a pre-algebra worksheet that 

is due before lunch. The teacher, Laura 
Lind, turns her attention to the problems.

“Are you sure that’s right?” Lind asks 
Brandon Martinez, pointing to his paper. 
“Show me how you got there.”

Brandon shifts in his seat and glances 
at another student. He starts to explain 
his work, then realizes his mistake and 
corrects it, earning a nod from Lind. Sat-
isfied, he finishes the assignment, then 
announces that he is ready for the quiz. 
The eighth-grade class is hungry and 
does not want to be late for lunch.

Lind checks the time and agrees. 
Brandon turns pages in the math book, 
smooths out a sheet of paper and grasps 
his pen.

Such eagerness to take a quiz might 
irk the other eighth-graders anywhere 
else, but at Ash Creek School, Brandon 
is the eighth-grade class. The other five 
students in Lind’s classroom are a mix of 
sixth- and seventh-graders and together 
represent a little over one-third of the en-
tire student body of 17.

Ash Creek School, a green stamp of a 
campus in the bleached high desert of 
Cochise County, is as close to the picture 
of a one-room frontier schoolhouse that 
remains in Arizona. Lind, one of three 
teachers, is not far from a modern incar-
nation of the old West schoolmarm.

In some ways, the school has changed 
little since the first bell rang 102 years 
ago in a single room of a white building, 
the structure that now houses the library. 
Teachers still work with more than one 
grade level in the same room. The small 
staff does the work of a large one. A bad 
flu bug can empty the place.

But the principal and teachers say 

they try to use the small enrollment and 
remote location to their advantage. They 
can give each student attention. They 
chase grants that allow them to take field 
trips to Phoenix or invite artists to work 
with the children. They bought micro-
scopes and created a science lab and plan 
to equip the older kids with laptops.

By standard measures, the school 
struggles at times. Yet the school won a 
statewide online-math competition ear-
lier this year and finished ninth in the 
national competition, placing it in the top 
3 percent of schools that use the Web-
based program.

“You do have to individualize the teach-
ing,” said Lind, whose own children at-
tended the school during the 25 years she 
has taught there. “It takes higher levels 
of concentration for us. But they’re good 
kids. Very curious. One of the things I like 
most is that I really get to know them.”

Small classes
A little before 8 in the morning, two 

school buses rumble into a graveled 
driveway behind the Ash Creek admin-
istration building. Rich Ziemann, the 

school’s maintenance man and occasional 
snake wrangler, drives one; Chris Ham-
berger, Ash Creek’s IT department and 
lunch-ticket checker, drives the other.

Thirteen children file off the buses, 
met by the principal and the three teach-
ers. Out front, three other students 
emerge from a truck and a car, push-
ing their way through a chain-link gate. 
In a matter of a few minutes, the whole 
student body has arrived: kindergarten 
through eighth grade. Some race to the 
playground, some to the cafeteria, where 
breakfast awaits.

“Most of our kids are local,” said Sue 
Shepard, a veteran teacher who took over 
as principal three years ago. “We had 21 
at the start of the year, but we lost four. 
It’s a tough economy around here these 
days. The parents have to go where the 
jobs are.”

Ash Creek School opened in 1910, when 
the work was more stable. The students 
were children of farmers, ranchers, a 
few miners. Loggers were cutting tim-
ber for the bigger mines near Bisbee. A 
string of one-room schools opened across 
the county.

Domonik Villa (left), Lucas Berry and Phoebe Atkinson visit Ash Creek School’s historic 
library. PAT SHANNAHAN/THE REPUBLIC

NATION &WORLD

Israel warns
U.S. over Iran
Israeli leader Benjamin Netanya-
hu (left) chastises the U.S. for
not setting deadlines for Iran to
stop alleged nuclear-arms work,
saying America doesn’t have a
“moral right” to forestall Israeli
military action. A12
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Bankruptcies plummet:
Valley filings for August de-
crease nearly 26 percent, the
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Glendale casino
closer to reality
The Tohono O’odham Nation moves
closer to building a casino near Glen-
dale’s sports-and-entertainment
district after the 9th U.S. Circuit Court
of Appeals upholds a ruling that
allows the tribe to take 54 acres into
trust as reservation land. B1
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SUNIZONA—The eighth-grade class atAshCreekSchool
is sweating over the answers on a pre-algebra worksheet
that is due before lunch. The teacher, Laura Lind, turns her
attention to the problems.

“Areyou sure that’s right?”Lind asksBrandonMartinez,
pointing to his paper. “Showme how you got there.”

Brandon shifts in his seat andglances at another student.
He starts to explain his work, then realizes his mistake and
corrects it, earning a nod from Lind. Satisfied, he finishes
theassignment, thenannounces thathe is readyfor thequiz.
Theeighth-gradeclass ishungryanddoesnotwant tobe late
for lunch.

Lind checks the time and agrees. Brandon turns pages in
the math book, smooths out a sheet of paper and grasps his
pen.

Such eagerness to take a quizmight irk the other eighth-
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Principal Sue Shepard took the reins at the rural school three
years ago. Here, she greets student Sienna Martinez.
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The U.S. Attorney’s Office
hasagreednot toseekjail time
for the Fiesta Bowl’s former
chief operating officer, who
has recently aided authorities
after admitting involvement
in an illegal campaign-contri-
bution scheme at the bowl.

The scheme, along with
other revelations of financial
mismanagement on Natalie
Wisneski’s watch, tarnished
the Fiesta Bowl’s image and
nearly cost it a place in the
coveted Bowl Championship
Series, worth millions of tour-

See FIESTA BOWL, Page A9

Jail term
unlikely for
Fiesta exec
By Craig Harris
The Republic | azcentral.com
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Families of victims of the 9/11
terrorist attacks gathered at
Ground Zero, the Pentagon and
near Shanksville, Pa., Tuesday to
remember those who died 11 years
ago. After a moment of silence at
8:46 a.m., the names of all 2,983
victims were read aloud. A4

9/11victims
remembered

Aman reads names inscribed at
Ground Zero. GETTY IMAGES

Day,DemocratRichardCarmo-
na and Republican Jeff Flake
are tied, according to a poll by
Public Policy Polling, a Demo-
cratic national polling firm.

Only 10 U.S. senators have
represented Arizona in its 100-
year history, with most of them
servingmultiple termsandwin-

The race for Arizona’s first
open U.S. Senate seat in nearly
20 years could become the
tightest general-election con-
test for the office in decades.

Two months from Election

ning re-election by comfortable
margins.

If Carmona and Flake re-
main inadeadheat, itwill be the
first time in recent memory
that the state has seen a Senate
race this close.

Carmona, Flake in tight race for Senate seat, poll says
By Rebekah L. Sanders
The Republic | azcentral.com
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CAIRO, Egypt — Protesters
angered over a film that ridi-
culedIslam’sProphetMuham-
mad fired gunshots and
burned down the U.S. consul-
ate in the eastern Libyan city
ofBenghazi, killing oneAmer-
ican diplomat, witnesses and
the State Department said. In
Egypt, protesters scaled the
walls of the U.S. embassy in
Cairo and replaced an Ameri-
can flag with an Islamic ban-
ner.

It was the first such as-
saults onU.S. diplomatic facil-
ities in either country, at a
time when both Libya and
Egypt are struggling to over-
come the turmoil following

Mob
attacks
U.S.
mission
Diplomat killed
in Libya protest
By Sarah El Deeb
Associated Press

See LIBYA, Page A7
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In the early years, the school taught 
students ranging in age from 6 to 21, all 
in the little building along a rural road 
cutting across a flat stretch of Sulphur 
Springs Valley. A roll from 1913 count-
ed 32 students, including four from the 
Clapps family and four from the Potter 
family. The oldest was 20, listed as Mrs. 
Mattie Kine.

Teachers in the early years were blunt 
in their assessments. On one attendance 
record from the 1930s, a teacher de-
scribed her pupils variously as “aver-
age,” “studious but slow,” “speedy but not 
accurate,” and “good student, but was re-
tarded by too much moving about.”

“The teachers back then had to make 
sure all the kids got what they needed,” 
said Vicki Marvick, who teaches third-, 
fourth- and fifth-graders. “I think that’s 
what we still have in common.”

What has changed, she said, is that, “ed-
ucation back then was static. They taught 
the same thing every year. We live in a to-
tally different world. We don’t even know 
what roles we may be training them for.”

Almost as fast as the one-room schools 
opened across rural Arizona, they began 
to close. A mine would shut down, and its 
workers would move away. Smaller farms 
gave way to larger operations, spreading 
the family homes farther apart. Schools 
consolidated as towns and cities grew, 
drawing students who could now ride 
modern buses on paved roads.

Ash Creek endured, in part because of 
its location at least 45 minutes from towns 
with larger schools, such as Willcox or 
Douglas. Perhaps more important, the 
school is governed by a board that over-
sees exactly one school, and that board, 
backed by the community, has stubbornly 
preserved its existence.

The original one-room schoolhouse 
now sits amid what has become a little 
campus, with an administration build-
ing, several classrooms and a gymna-
sium, which also houses the lunchroom, 
the computer and science labs and three 
more classrooms.

Over the years, teachers and commu-
nity volunteers have planted trees and 
grass, built a play field in the back and 
added playground equipment. The result 
is an inviting campus, shady and teeming 
with native birds and insects.

On a recent morning, cicadas added 
a constant soundtrack, their humming 
rising and falling in waves so loud that 
conversations had to be yelled at times. 
The cicadas captivated the children, who 
would catch them and examine them at a 
picnic table next to the gym, then release 
them to the trees.

“They really get to experience more 
of the outside world here,” Shepard said. 
“They see nature, and that works into the 
things we teach and do with them. We’re 
very lucky.”

In a classroom at the far corner of the 
gymnasium building, Jane Corley as-
sembles her four students, the school’s 
kindergarten, first- and second-grade 
classes. Ash Creek is a long way from 
anywhere she has taught in the past, both 
in distance and in size.

“My first visit out here, I think I passed 
right by the school,” said Corley, who 
lived across the Midwest and in Califor-
nia. “It took a second trip for me to appre-
ciate the countryside. This is the first op-
portunity I’ve had not to live in the city.”

Corley runs her classroom as if its 
desks were filled, determined not to 
skimp on the experience. She assigns 
each student daily tasks, and, like the 

adults, the children wear multiple hats.
Today, Lucas Berry is the pledge lead-

er and the music director, which puts him 
to work immediately after roll call. His 
classmates follow him in the Pledge of Al-
legiance and then in the singing of “The 
Star-Spangled Banner,” chosen from 
among several patriotic songs.

Corley has learned to love the desert, 
the remoteness. She doesn’t mind the long 
drives to a grocery store or the lack of 
other amenities. She hikes in the nearby 
Chiricahua Mountains. She likes the small 
student body and even smaller staff.

“I grew up somewhat out in the coun-
try,” she said. “There are a lot of adjust-
ments, but there’s also a wonderful flex-
ibility. We have students come here from 
the bigger schools, and we can address 
their needs more easily.”

Filling a teaching position at Ash Creek 
is not easy. A teacher willing to settle in 
the sticks is “as rare as hen’s teeth,” said 
Marvick, the middle-grades teacher.

Shepard, the principal, who moved 
to Sunizona from Desert Hills, north of 
Phoenix, in search of a rural lifestyle, 
tells the story of a teaching candidate 
from Mesa who visited the school. When 
it came time to ask questions, the can-
didate’s first was, “So, where do I drive 
through to eat?”

“I told her, ‘Either Douglas or Will-
cox, and there’s not much to choose from 
there,’ ” Shepard said. Douglas and Will-
cox, it should be noted, are 45 minutes 
or more from Ash Creek. “So, she asked, 
‘Then what do I do?’ I told her, ‘Cook.’ She 
said, ‘I can’t cook.’ She did not join us.”

In separate conversations, all the teach-
ers mention one of the things that hasn’t 
changed about teaching in a town like Su-
nizona: Everybody knows the teacher.

“In a small community, you have to be 
careful,” Lind said. “You’re up on a ped-
estal. You have a reputation you want to 
protect.”

Grants put to use
With the aromas of lunch beginning to 

beckon through the vents of the middle-
grades classroom, Marvick has an an-
nouncement. The school has received a 
grant that will allow the students to plant 
a community garden in the front corner 
of the campus.

“We’ll be able to provide food for the 
cafeteria and teach members of the com-
munity more about growing their own 
vegetables,” Marvick says. “It’s going to 
be a wonderful opportunity.”

Ash Creek operates on a budget that 
can barely afford the shoestrings to call 
it meager, much less a gardening project, 
so the principal and teachers have be-
come experts at making the most of ex-
isting resources and finding more.

Principal Sue Shepard took the reins at the rural school three years ago. Here, she 
greets student Sienna Martinez. PAT SHANNAHAN/THE REPUBLIC

PRINTED COPY FOR PERSONAL READING ONLY. 
NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



“I have a whole file of the grants we’re 
either working on or waiting to hear 
about,” Shepard said. “We have to do 
whatever we can to help the kids.”

Grants have helped the school hone its 
focus on the arts as a teaching tool across 
a range of subjects. Artists teach, demon-
strate and advise, helping students create 
plays or tell stories, work they share with 
the community.

Last year, students interviewed people 
who were affected by the Horseshoe Two 
Fire, which filled the skies with smoke 
for weeks during the summer of 2011. 
Then, they wrote and performed a short 
play, portraying actual people in telling 
the story of the fire.

Another grant brought drummers 
from Tucson, who helped students learn 
about the instruments and then play 
them, Shepard said.

The school’s curriculum also reflects 
the environment, with science units that 
allow teachers to draw on the local plants 
and wildlife. On one recent day, Marvick 
handed out morning-glory blooms from 
her own garden and helped the children 
dissect them.

“Out here we don’t have the same re-
sources as some schools, but we have 
the wealth of the natural environment,” 
Marvick said.

“We do focus a lot on the sciences, 
teaching them about where they live. 
That’s a certain kind of wealth, just a dif-
ferent kind.”

Testing challenges
Ash Creek’s eighth-grade class has 

taken a break before writing instruction 
begins. Brandon Martinez has been the 
only first-grader, the only second-grader, 
the only third-grader and so on, and al-
though he admits he will have no one to 
graduate with in the spring, he is happy 

with his experience.
“We get to do things the other big 

schools don’t do,” he says. “The teachers 
can focus more on you. And you get to 
know everybody really well.”

But Brandon still personifies what 
seems like the most daunting challenge 
for teachers in a one- or even three-room 
school: How to address the needs of each 
student when the needs can vary so wide-
ly in a single row of desks.

The morning, as Brandon took his pre-
algebra quiz, a younger classmate, Ryann 
Marx, sat across the room taking her own 
test. Lind moved among the others, help-
ing with homework. Everyone was study-
ing math, just not the same concepts.

“Last year, we had a student take an on-
line high-school math course,” Lind said, 
“and get some high-school credit early.”

Math has proved difficult for Ash 
Creek students when measured by stan-
dardized tests. While as many as 70 per-
cent of students pass the AIMS test in 
reading and almost as many in writing, 
the pass rate for math has fallen as low 
as 9 percent.

The school earned a “D” in its first 
evaluation by the state Education Depart-
ment, which previously had not graded 
small schools. Several nearby schools re-
ceived similarly low marks.

Nevertheless, the school’s older stu-
dents finished first earlier this year in a 
statewide online-math competition spon-
sored by the Web-based program Sum-
dog. Among schools that use the program 
nationally, Ash Creek finished ninth.

Corley, who teaches the youngest stu-
dents, sees teaching more than one grade 
at a time as less of a challenge than a 
chance to adapt.

“Even if you’re teaching one grade 
level, you’re differentiating,” she said. 
“The kids are all at different places. This 

is similar. I tend to take the higher grade 
level and adjust down for the others. 
They’re all learning from each other any-
way. Maybe one of my kindergarten kids 
will start to pick up something faster.”

For Shepard, a small school opens the 
door to what she calls teaching moments, 
opportunities to set aside a lesson plan 
and take more time on a discussion that 
has engaged students or take advantage 
of something that captures the attention 
and the imagination — a swarm of cica-
das or, perhaps, a snake.

“We’ve been talking about bugs in sci-
ence,” Marvick said. “I found some but-
terfly larvae in my garden and brought 
them in. They’re emerging today, so to-
day, we’re all about butterflies. I had a 
whole other plan, but when you have a 
moment like this, you don’t let it pass by.”

All of which is not to say that the 
school would not like to see its numbers 
increase. It would. And it is.

Near the end of a recent day, the front 
office is abuzz with news that a new stu-
dent will begin classes soon, raising the 
daily count from 17 to 18 students. A 
mother who had been homeschooling her 
7-year-old daughter had apparently seen 
a flier about the school’s programs and 
called.

Shepard and her staff talk about the lo-
gistics: A simple tweak to the school-bus 
route will accommodate the girl. Whose 
class will she join? She’ll take tests, but 
Corley likely will see her ranks grow 
from four to five, news that reaches her 
quickly.

One more student won’t exactly let 
Ash Creek start a sports program or fill 
a marching band, but for Shepard and the 
teachers, the new girl in some ways helps 
confirm their belief, their conviction, 
that they are succeeding.

“She chose us!” Shepard said.
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Brandon Martinez and Sienna Martinez check out a snake cap-
tured on the Ash Creek campus. Principal Sue Shepard calls 
these “teaching moments.” PHOTOS BY PAT SHANNAHAN/THE REPUBLIC

Ash Creek Elementary School teacher Jane Corley works with 
students Ellie Williams (top), Domonik Villa and Phoebe Atkinson 
(bottom). Corley teaches as if all her desks were filled.
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