
American Canyon High School  AMERICAN CANYON 

T H I S  N A P A  C O U N T Y  campus is also one of the “30 Most Amazing High School 
Campuses in the World” and serves as a model of architectural and green innova-
tion. Designed by Quattrocchi Kwok Architects, all classrooms feature natural light. 
The underground geothermal system reduces energy costs, as does the solar farm 
behind the school. Sports fields are irrigated with reclaimed water, and the school 
uses low-flow water fixtures. The state-of-the-art theater has a “tech ledge” walkway 
that connects the control booth with the lighting catwalks. In addition to a large cam-
pus green area, the small learning communities each have their own courtyard. Often 
called “the school of the future,” American Canyon resembles a college campus 
more than a high school. For details on the school and its teachers, see the story on 
the next page. 

“As a teacher, I appreciate the new buildings and beautiful 

environment that I work in. I find it easy to fall in love 

with the environment and create a sense of community. 

Students feel the same way.” 

—JUN DU, Mandarin teacher, Napa Valley Educators Association 

Summer Heartt shows 
how the theater’s 

modern design allows 
easy access to the  

lighting instruments.
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A cutting-edge high school shows how it’s done
By SHERRY POSNICK-GOODWIN   Photography by SCOTT BUSCHMAN

SCHOOL 

I T ’ S  8 : 3 0  A . M .  No bell signals the school day has begun, 
but students scurry to class. They don’t need bells; they 
have cellphones and watches. They are responsible for 
being on time, just as they would be in college or the 
working world.

Class begins, and students unpack their computers. 
This is a “bring your own device” campus. By logging on 
to ECHO, the online learning management system, they 
access their grades, daily agendas, assignments, project 

“briefcases,” and more. Connected 24/7, they collaborate 
on projects with classmates anywhere via videoconfer-
ence, Google Chat or Google Docs. 

Many of the students seem to be singularly focused 
and mature.

“I write grants,” says 12th-grader Jordan Jackson. 
“I write business letters. I set up my own fundraisers. 
I know how to dress professionally and how to 
speak to adults. I’m ready to go into the business 

FUTURE
OF THE 
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environment. I can handle myself.”
Welcome to American Canyon High 

School (ACHS), which some call the 
school of the future. Part of Napa Valley 
Unified School District, it was built in 
2010 with $185 million in bond money, 
making it the most expensive high school 
in California. Architecturally striking and 
set on almost 50 acres, it resembles a col-
lege (see story, page 30). Its philosophy is 
also like a college’s: Students should be 
treated like adults. 

It sounds serious, but learning is fun. 
During a recent visit to Nhu-Y Vu’s math 
class, she stood on a chair while students 
threw paper airplanes at her midsec-
tion, using their nondominant hand. The 
exercise was created to help students over-
come “obstacles and limitations” and see 
themselves as better students.

“I love teaching here,” says Vu. “From 
the very beginning, we were a school that 
utilized technology, used project-based 
learning (PBL), and emphasized collab-
oration with co-workers and positive 
relationships. We’re encouraged to take 
risks and to fail. This environment fosters 
innovation and allows teachers the free-
dom to create along with their students.”

A DIFFERENT KIND OF SCHOOL 
Yes, it’s different here, say Napa Valley Edu-
cators Association members at the site, 
located in American Canyon. 
In fact, there is nothing like it 
in the state — and perhaps the 
country.

The campus currently has 
1,593 students divided into 
four  sm al l  l earnin g  c om-
munities predominantly by 
grade level, with counselors 
and administrators stationed 
in buildings housing those 
communities instead of being 
lumped together in one administration 
building. The idea is to make everyone feel 
connected.

Student collaboration 
is the norm, with PBL in 
all classes. Class size can-
not exceed 36 students to 
one teacher.

And teachers collab-
orate daily — yes, daily 
— on how to improve 
their craft. Every student 
is expected to bring a 
device to class. If fami-
lies cannot provide one, 
students can check out a 
Chromebook computer 
from the school library. 

“Having a device in class 
a l low s stud ent s  to  u se  th e 
world as their resource,” says 
English and theater teacher 
Summer Heartt. “My agenda is 

projected on a Pro-
methean [interactive 
whiteboard], and students 
follow links to use classroom 
resources and assignments.”

ACHS has programs for 
English learners, special edu-
cation, art, drama, culinary arts 
and music. It offers Mandarin 
classes to give students a com-
petitive edge in the job market, 
and a biotech program that 

segues into an aligned Solano Community 
College program. All classes incorporate 
technology.

Music teacher Matthew Smith, for 
example, has students tune their instru-
ment with online apps, view marching 
band formations on their devices, and 
create compositions on noteflight.com, 
a free Web-based program. Students Skype 
with professors at colleges for feedback 
on their performances, and play along to 
smartmusic.com, which assesses their 
note and rhythm accuracy. MP3 record-
ings are emailed to parents.

“ These kids are always willing to 
tr y things,”  says Smith ,  director of 

Matthew Smith

“Sixty-five percent of students will eventually 

work in jobs that don’t exist today. Therefore, 

instead of training them for careers, we teach 

them skills that can be applied to any job.” 

—NHU-Y VU, math teacher  
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instrumental music. “They are receptive, 
responsive and creative. They know how 
to think for themselves.” 

Performances take place in a 400-seat, 
fully modern theater with a “tech ledge” 
walkway that connects the lighting cat-
walks directly with the control booth. The 
theater also has acoustic drapes, dressing 
rooms and a makeup room. 

“There are so many opportunities to be 
creative and to be yourself,” says Wyatt 
Ellis, a junior. “That’s what I like about the 
school.”

“They treat you like an adult, and I 
appreciate that,” says Antonio Lee, a 
junior. “For the most part, we are indepen-
dent learners.”

An example of that is “Access Period” 
on Wednesdays, when students can go 
anywhere they choose and are free to 
seek help from teachers and make up 
missing assignments. Most students act 

responsibly, Vu says.
“Of course, there are times they 

do not make the best choices with 
the freedom they’re given. But we 
hope they learn from those choices 
so they can make better decisions 
in the future.”

A PLACE WHERE THINGS 
FLOW 
English and social studies are com-

bined into humanities classes much like at 
college, to offer students a broader under-
standing of language, history and cultures. 
Humanities classes are large, double-pe-
riod classes, co-taught by an 
English teacher and a social 
studies teacher. The idea is 
that subjects are not separated 
in the real world; they f low 
together, so literacy is entwined 
with history.

Curricular crossover extends 
elsewhere, too. For example, it’s 
not unusual for the culinary 
arts teacher to collaborate with 
a science teacher on assign-
ments demonstrating both 
scientific theories and deliciousness.

The school has adopted an integrated 
math approach. Students take Math 1, 
Math 2 and Math 3, with classes blending 
algebra, geometry and statistics all three 

years, instead of the usual route 
of Algebra 1, Geometry and Alge-
bra 2. Again, it allows students 
to see how math concepts flow 
together.

The school also has an unorth-
odox grading system. In every 
class, students are evaluated on 
collaboration, agency growth 

mindset, communication, content knowl-
edge and critical thinking skills.

“Sixty-five percent of students will even-
tually work in jobs that don’t exist today,” 
Vu says. “Therefore, instead of training 
them for careers, we teach them skills that 
can be applied to any job.”

Students “are asked not only to be 
responsible for their own learning, but 
for other students’ learning,” says instruc-
tional coach and business teacher Andrew 
Goff. “They are encouraged to see them-
selves as a community of learners, and it’s 
us and not just me in this mindset.”

The ability to think outside 
the box, encourage critical 
thinking, blend together sub-
ject matter, and incorporate 
PBL has made the teachers’ 
shift to the Common Core not 
such a big deal, says Goff. “We 
definitely had a jump on the 
transition.” 

The student body is diverse: 
45 percent are white; 31 per-
c ent  Fi l i pi n o ;  1 2  p erc ent 
African American or black; 7 

percent Asian; and overlapping the other 
categories, 36 percent are Hispanic or 
Latino. Students we spoke with say that 
ACHS is inclusive, and that almost every-
one finds a way to fit in, which is largely 

Andrew Goff

Clockwise from top left: English 
and theater teacher Summer Heartt 
onstage with students; sheep graze 
near American Canyon’s solar pan-
els; teachers work together in one 
of their two daily prep periods; an 
empowerment exercise in teacher 
Nhu-Y Vu's class where students 
throw paper airplanes with their 
nondominant hand.
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attributed to the emphasis on 
collaboration.

“Everybody is pretty friendly 
here,” says Alex Ford, a junior. 
“Project-based learning increases 
cooperation and interaction 
among students. It’s just like 
being at work, when you collabo-
rate with people you don’t know.”

TACKLING REAL-WORLD 
CHALLENGES 
In Antonio Orozco’s Spanish class, stu-
dents are assigned to create their own 
cooking show entirely in Spanish, film 
it, then prepare the same dish for their 
family. Their dish must be from a Span-
ish-speaking country, and their show must 
incorporate cultural aspects 
of that country. Students also 
create “novelas,” or short soap 
operas in Spanish, reflecting 
themes such as marriage, 
divorce or mental health, and 
then film their productions.

Project-based learning 
is the goal in every class, 
so learning is relevant, stu-
dent-centered, creative and 
has applications in the com-
munity. Like the workplace, students are 
expected to tackle big projects that can 
take weeks or months. Many of the dis-
trict’s elementary and middle “feeder” 
schools also embrace PBL, so students 
are used to it.

“Our PBL model is not a traditional 
model. It requires a teacher to act more in 
a facilitator role,” says humanities teacher 
Elaine Boloyan. “There is not what we 
grew up with — where the teacher 
was the ‘sage on the stage.’ Here 
the students are collaborating and 
working in groups, requiring teach-
ers to circulate and spend hands-on 
time with each group.”

When studying the Great Depression 
and the New Deal, her 11th-graders are 
asked to give voice to today’s “forgotten 
man.” Student groups collaborate to cre-
ate an infographic about people they feel 
are forgotten in today’s society — such as 
migrant workers, homeless teens or the 
mentally ill — and then write letters to 

someone in a position of power 
to inf luence support of this 
group, arguing the importance 
of addressing this group’s needs 
and outlining specific ideas 
about how to help this popula-
tion.

“The emphasis on relevancy 
and real-world connections 
is something that makes our 
campus a special place,” says 
Boloyan. “Our students are often 

solving real problems that exist in the 
community.”

A CULTURE OF COLLABORATION 
The school has a seven-period day, and 
teachers have two prep periods daily. One 
is spent collaborating with their peers. The 
goal is to change the definition of teaching 
as something done in isolation to some-
thing that is shared with peers.

Some days, teachers may be grouped 
together by subject matter in professional 
learning communities; other days, teach-
ers may meet according to grade level. 

On the day the Educator has come to 
visit, teachers are meeting with “cohorts” 
— other teachers who have prep period at 
the same time.

The topic is how to align PBL across 
subject matter, and ceramics teacher 
Adam Musto shares that he’s had an 
“epiphany” for cross-curricular PBL with 
a business class: He will ask students to 
design mugs for Starbucks featuring their 
heroes, which will lead to a broader dis-
cussion of marketing ethos and practices. 

“I love the collaboration among staff,” 
Orozco says. “Our meetings are very 
valuable. They allow us to improve our 
curriculum, share different strategies to 
implement curriculum, and share results 
from our assessments. We also come up 
with solutions to help students who don’t 
understand the material.”

This style of teaching is not for every-
one, Goff says. “But for teachers who are 
innovative, collaborative, willing to look at 
their practice and try new things without 
worrying about failure or judgment, this is 
an amazing place to work.” 

American Canyon High School 
A comprehensive public school and member of Napa-based New Tech Network,  
a national nonprofit that help schools implement project-based learning and embed the 
use of technology with teachers and students. 

Elaine Boloyan

Antonio Orozco teaches Spanish class, which places a heavy emphasis on project-based learning and 
research, and multimedia assignments.
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