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TA L K  O F  T H E  T O W N

Time to set the record straight
By DEB DILLON
Special to the Courier

As the current president of 
the Prescott Unified School Dis-
trict Governing Board, I’ve had a 
front-row seat to the unfortunate 
divisions and misrepresen-
tations relating to our public 
schools. I’ve decided it’s time 
to lend my voice in an effort to 
resolve some of these miscon-
ceptions.

PUSD is a caring and success-
ful home to more than 4,000 stu-
dents, a number that has been 
growing for the past three years. 
This year, PUSD is also the 
choice of 600 students and fam-
ilies who live outside the district 
but choose to attend our schools 
over their home districts.

PUSD students have out-
performed state and peer aver-
ages on standardized tests. As 
reported this past week, student 
performance has plummeted 
across the nation in the wake 
of pandemic disruptions. PUSD 
scores exceed those national 
averages though are not as high 
as we expect.

The good news is that PUSD 
is responding aggressively to 
improve. For example, Andy 
Binder, principal at Mile High 
Middle School, attended the last 
school board meeting to explain 
the myriad steps that school is 
taking to increase time spent on 
math instruction for the major-
ity of students as well as provid-
ing more intensive instruction 
for students who are lagging 

further behind. In addition, the 
district has hired a full-time 
math interventionist to improve 
math performance across the 
district.

Two years ago, the school 
board instigated a liaison pro-
gram with the schools to work 
to improve communication with 
parents, students and staff at 
each school. Recently, I person-
ally visited students and staff 
at the new program for seniors 
at Yavapai College, attended 
lunch with a loved one at Lin-
coln, and joined the Dads and 
Dudes for doughnuts at Taylor 
Hicks. I also regularly attend site 
council meetings at the schools 
I represent. These events allow 
me to gather a range of opinions. 
In addition, I make it a practice 

to read, consider and respond 
to the emails I receive. When 
someone suggests I don’t listen 
to parents, I wonder to which 
parents they refer.

Prescott schools have initiat-
ed many new opportunities in 
the last couple of years and are 
continuing to implement them. 
These include the new Prescott 
High School at Yavapai Col-
lege, PUSD Everywhere, PUSD 
Outdoors/Community Nature 
Center partnership, districtwide 
focus on intervention to recoup 
COVID losses, partnership with 
the Margot Fonteyn Academy of 
Ballet, Instructional Outreach 
to outlying districts, a teach-
er housing project to provide 
affordable staff housing, and 
an initial study of a new high 

school.
As a result of all these efforts 

as well as support by the district 
administration, PUSD has an 
enviable retention rate of 85% 
for teachers instead of empty 
classrooms. Though Superinten-
dent Joe Howard has announced 
his retirement a year from now, 
the school board is starting the 
very important process of con-
sidering his successor. If, as was 
recently suggested, the district 
administration is responsible 
for anything less than perfect in 
PUSD, it seems to me, we should 
also give them credit for all the 
positive things that are occur-
ring in our schools.

Deb Dillon has been a resident 
of the Prescott area for 12 years.

C O L U M N

What is it about a  
live orchestra?!

I must admit my 
musical education has a 
large gap when it comes 
to instrumental music, 
especially the classi-
cal kind. Fortunately, 
my husband has been 
able to tutor me on that 
score (pun intended!). 
While I definitely get the 
toe-tapping appeal of rock and roll, 
blues, New Orleans jazz and Celtic 
music among other popular forms, 
the works of classical composers 
like Brahms and Mozart have often 
seemed much less accessible to me. 
They are more complex in structure, 
more subtle in their emotional mes-
saging. Add to that the historical 
aspect of classical music – so many of 
the most esteemed composers lived in 
a bygone era sponsored by the nobil-
ity and influenced by the culture of 
the time.  

That off-putting assumption has 
now been challenged and put to rest 
by our very own regional professional 
orchestra, the Arizona Philharmon-
ic! Mike and I recently attended a 
concert performed by the AZ Phil 
strings at the Yavapai College Per-
forming Arts Center (YCPAC). The 
concert, titled “Classic Wines in New 
Bottles”, was based on re-imaginings 
of older works performed in newer 
or more familiar styles. If I had any 
trepidations about understanding the 
significance of 19th-century Roman-
tic Edvard Grieg re-interpreting 
dance music of the early 18th centu-
ry Baroque period, they were soon 
calmed by the excellent pre-concert 
presentation that put both into histor-
ical and musical context.

But what really won me over was 
to experience the concert itself. Seat-
ed in the elegant yet comfortable 
YCPAC venue with its great acoustics, 
the music fairly swirled around us. 
The energy, pacing and dramatic 
interludes were reflected in the faces 
and gestures of the gifted group of 
musicians gathered on the stage. The 
shades and colors of the compositions 
were silently but beautifully nar-
rated by the dance-like movements 
of the conductor, Peter Bay. Violin 

soloist Katie McLin 
performed in a sim-
ilarly expressive 
way, matching her 
expressions, posture 
and approach toward 
her instrument to the 
“story” being told by 
the music she was 
playing.

This most definitely “live” experi-
ence was a refreshing contrast to the 
way we are so often presented with 
musical performances on popular 
media. What comes across to us is 
totally dependent on the quality of the 
TV or computer screen we’re watch-
ing and especially the speakers we’re 
listening through. Even under good 
conditions, there’s a flatness, both 
visually and in the hearing of what 
is mostly pre-recorded material. In a 
concert space, the vibrations reach 
the ear almost the instant they are 
produced in three-dimensions, by a 
musician whose physical motions—
and emotions—translates the “aca-
demic” background and technical 
requirements of a piece into living 
sound.

Classical is not the only genre the 
Arizona Philharmonic performs.  
You may have seen the signs around 
town for the upcoming Broadway hit 
“Mame” starring Toni Tenille. I was 
also delighted to see that the end-of-
year calendar includes a joint perfor-
mance of the Nutcracker and other 
Christmas treats with the prestigious 
Margot Fonteyn Academy of Ballet: 
the perfect gift for my stepmother, a 
former professional dancer recently 
moved to Prescott. 

As a fairly rural area, we are 
unusually blessed to have an excellent 
professional orchestra available to us 
year-round. After the long periods of 
isolation brought on by the pandemic, 
what a delight to join the music lovers 
in our community for an experience 
that is by turns rousing, reflective, 
charming and dramatic. What is the 
most essential thing needed to truly 
enjoy both classical and other forms 
of live musical performance? Just 
follow the Arizona Philharmonic’s 
advice and “Listen with your heart”.

ALEXANDRA
PIACENZA

Courier 
Columnist

RANTS&RAVES
Got something on your 

mind? Tell us about it in 40 
words or less.

- RE: letter PUSD candi-
dates – Sadly, this isn’t about 
voting for candidates with 
varied backgrounds with 
differing views. There is a 
distinct group of candidates 
who are obviously running 
to promote a political agenda 
and progress their own politi-
cal ambitions.

- I keep hearing worst 
inflation in 40 years lately, 
highest interest on homes in 
25 years. Question: who was 
president during those years? 
Apparently they were as bad 
as Biden. History lesson peo-
ple.

- Another disturbing, 
disgusting hit piece by 
AP demonizing three top 
GOP candidates for state-
wide office. Constant use of 
would, could possibility are 
biased opinions, not news. 
Recognize it as an organ of 
the radical left Democrats.

- Ironic that those who 
are constitutional original-
ists are also biblical inter-
preters.

- Our governor’s race 
shouldn’t be all about abor-
tion! Our state government 
doesn’t operate on anything 
to do with that. The people 
will get a compromise on 
abortion law one way or 
the other, governor’s race 
shouldn’t be all about that!

- Complete agreement 
with Michael Reagan’s col-
umn, “Don’t let Biden turn 
America into California.” 
And don’t let California leftist 
escapees turn Arizona into 
California. Lots of evidence 
of this lately in the Rants & 
Raves.

- As U.S. senator from 
Arizona, why doesn’t Mark 
Kelly have enough pull in 
Washington to get Kamala 
Harris down here to see the 
border situation in person?

- I used to be a registered 
“Republican.” Changed to 
“Independent.” My card from 

the county came back and I 
am now an “Other” – same as 
a communist it seems in their 
eyes.

- As of Oct. 24, we have 
just 20 days of diesel fuel 
left in the U.S. If we run out 
you will see a real existen-
tial crisis. Only one party 
(Democrats) are responsible 
for this. Remember this when 
you vote.

- Before you cast that 
ballot, do a little research 
on the coup that almost took 
place in the USA in 1940, and 
William Pelley and his Silver 
Legion of America. We study 
history to learn from our mis-
takes. 

- I’m voting for Kerry 
Lake. So when she wins she 
can show us all the voter 
fraud. Same with Mark 
Finchem.

- Organizations like 
Arizonans for Reproductive 
Freedom should not include 
a platform to kill unborn 
babies. There are myriad 
moral, sensible and safe alter-
natives preventing concep-
tion before and after sex. All 
it takes is personal responsi-
bility.

- Liberal arts education? 
Dead as a doornail, killed by 
political correctness, first, 
then buried six feet under 
by Marxist-inspired Critical 
Race Theory and even more 
radical gender theory. No 
employer in his right mind 
would hire a recent human-
ities graduate.

- Abortion protesters 
scream “my body my choice.” 
Where in the world are these 
people when the government 
is insisting on COVID shots?

- There’s PFAS in both 
influent/effluent, but… “the 
city noted that because of the 
testing parameters and the 
quality assurance/control 
testing process… the results 
are not considered reliable.” 
That’s it? City chose the lab 
and cannot get a re-test?

- Another battle about 
what fits with our courthouse 
plaza. A building with five 

stories, some being apart-
ments? What neighborhood 
will be razed to put in a park-
ing lot? I am disappointed 
in our City Council for even 
considering it.

- On Tuesday, my 
63-year-old wife drove to the 
pharmacy and was tailgat-
ed, followed, boxed in and 
harassed by two big trucks 
with flags. Her crime: driving 
with Hobbs and Kelly bumper 
stickers; sad commentary on 
current politics.

- Anyone else troubled 
by the city’s “wait and see” 
attitude relating to the safety 
of our drinking water? City’s 
red herring is “…EPA moved 
the goal posts on numbers 
and it’s ubiquitous.” What 
about participating more 
with ADEQ?

- To ranters who believe 
that fentanyl is coming into 
the U.S. via asylum seekers, 
according to Sept. 14 CATO 
Institute blog: “…fentanyl is 
overwhelmingly smuggled by 
U.S. citizens almost entirely 
for U.S. citizen consumers. … 
and through legal crossing 
points.”

- I can just imagine what’s 
going to happen if there’s an 
election somewhere and a 
Republican loses in a tight 
race. It’ll be Trump all over 
again.

- The city wants to give 
all employees another 5% 
increase. This is not pay for 
performance. Why would you 
continue to give automatic 
increases to staff members 
who underperform, until they 
can collect a pension?

- If Kari Lake is elected 
governor, I can buy a rocket 
launcher! My wife wants 
one too! Maybe throw in a 
machine gun? How stupid do 
the Dems think people are?

All Rants & Raves are sub-
ject to editing. Submit Rants 
& Raves through email to edi-
tors@prescottaz.com. Rants 
& Raves appear in Sunday 
and Tuesday editions of the 
Courier, as well as online.


