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2018 Honorary Service Award

Colleen Gormley
Colleen Gormley is an example to us all. Even
before having children, Colleen and her
husband, Paul, chose Palo Alto to be the
community in which they wished to raise their
children. Little did she know this decision
would change her life. While her children were
attending Walter Hays Elementary School,
Colleen became an active volunteer parent in
her school’s PTA. She then served as the Vice
President of Events, Vice President of Fund
raising, and ultimately as the PTA President of
Walter Hays Elementary School.
Colleen not only deeply cares about students
at her elementary school, but she expanded her
community involvement and commitment
when her child started attending Jordan Middle
School. It was then Colleen joined Partners In
Education (PiE), the esteemed Palo Alto
nonprofit that financially supports all Palo Alto
public schools. Colleen served on the PiE
Board of Directors and served on the Leader

ship Circle Committee. She then became the
Vice President of School Development and the
President of PiE. Under Colleen’s leadership,
PiE’s fundraising grew by 9%. Colleen led the
charge in forging a new strategic plan even
during a difficult fundraising climate. With
Colleen at its helm, PiE accomplished a record
gift, giving to the Palo Alto Unified School
District to positively impact ALL students.
Colleen models for us how to graciously
choreograph her professional expertise in
advertising and marketing with our local
school’s funding needs. Colleen uses her
charm, wit, intelligence, and talent to literally
improve the lives of every PAUSD student.
Her unwavering passion and dedication to the
education of every student in Palo Alto are
inspiring and far-reaching. We owe a debt of
gratitude to her, and to Partners in Education,
for continuing their amazing work on our
students’ behalf.

2018 Very Special Person Award

Larry Wong
Larry Wong was a beloved 5th grade Barron Park
Elementary School teacher who taught in Palo
Alto Schools for over 20 years. As well as
nurturing the team-teaching structure which
allowed 5th grade teachers to build relationships
with every student, Larry also spearheaded a
daily flag-raising ceremony, championed the
student government program, and orchestrated
the famous 5th grade promotion with greetings
in over 20 native languages. Larry’s colleagues,
his students, and their parents have been touched
immeasurably and miss him greatly.
Larry wasn’t afraid to blur the boundaries between
school and real life, bringing into the classroom
intricate archeological digs, realistic crime scene
investigations, and his legendary drinking of
“sewer-lice” water! A one-time invitation from
Larry to a Southwest Airlines pilot turned into a
10-year partnership, and the “Adopt-a-Pilot”
program quickly became one of the best-loved
parts of the science curricula. The culminating
project had the pilot sharing each of Larry’s
students’ essays, entitled “Dreaming about My
Future,” with airborne passengers. Each Barron
Park 5th grade student eventually received a

collection of letters containing the passenger’s
insights, a bound book of life advice on how to
attain their dream. Larry also had his 5th graders
write letters to themselves, which he kept and
mailed to them seven years later as high school
seniors. In his thoughtfulness he was exemplary.
As amazing as Larry’s teaching traditions were,
what set him apart from others were the intangible
ways he guided students towards young adulthood.
He instilled confidence in his students by cele
brating their individuality, listening with focus,
and guiding them to find their own paths and
passions. Larry’s teaching was infused with
values, good manners, and humility. One student
recalls, “I remember him as an insightful and
caring teacher who aimed not just to educate, but
also to engage his students and to inspire in them
a true love of learning.”
Today, we celebrate Larry Wong for the precious
seeds of self-confidence and love of learning that
he planted in generations of PAUSD students.
We will remember you, Larry, and continue to be
inspired by you!

2018 Honorary Service Award

Rachel Gibson
Rachel is a long-serving member of the Palo
Alto Unified School District (PAUSD)’s
Sustainable School Committee. This is a
group that strives to provide stewardship of
our environment and promotes environmental
health education to all families in our school
district. In this capacity, Rachel helped
PAUSD enact a set of Chemical Use
Guidelines at all schools as she worked
tirelessly to help educate staff and families.
Rachel’s wisdom and actions are invaluable to
making schools safer and healthier for all
students. Programs that involve zero waste,
WiFi technology, solar energy, single-use
plastics, and school gardens, are just a few
examples.

Rachel is an inspiration and role model for all.
Her beginnings started at Nixon Elementary
School where she worked on community
health and environmental sustainability.
Rachel then stepped up to work at the school
district level in the formation of the PAUSD
Green Team Advisory Council. The Green
Team Advisory Council strives to provide a
network of support and share best practices
across PAUSD’s schools. Rachel’s genuine
warmth promoting student wellness is evident
and her dedication to the sustainability
movement is unfailing. She is a pillar of the
PAUSD community and exemplifies deep
caring to the everyday lives of all students,
their families, and school staff. Thank you so
much, Rachel!

2018 Continuing Service Award

PM
Pat Markevitch
Within the Palo Alto Unified School District
(PAUSD) parent community, when you hear
the name Pat Markevitch, you think PTA. Pat
is the epitome of a PTA volunteer. Pat is not
just an active volunteer, she is also a true leader.
Pat has been the PTA President at Addison
Elementary School, Jordan Middle School,
and Palo Alto High School. This year when
Terman Middle School struggled with parent
volunteers, Pat stepped in and is serving as its
PTA President even though her youngest child
graduated last year. Pat, her husband, and two
children have the distinct and unusual honor
of all being PAUSD school graduates.
Pat is the person PTA volunteers turn to for
advice and answers because of her longitudinal
perspective in this school district. Everyone
appreciates her quiet and confident leadership
style. Pat has brought her wisdom, experience,
practicality, and even humor to the Palo Alto
PTA Council Executive Board for many years
where she served as the Executive Vice President

and Parliamentarian. Her no-nonsense, get-itdone attitude has contributed to many
successful District Staff Appreciation events, as
well as these Honorary Service Awards.
With all the work Pat has done within Palo Alto
schools, you would think her plate was full. But,
no! Pat has participated concurrently in many
other important community organizations. Pat
has served three terms (9 years) as the City of
Palo Alto’s Park and Recreation Commissioner.
Pat was a founding member of Project Safety
Net in 2009 when our community experienced
a youth suicide. Pat has also managed election
campaigns for Palo Alto City Council candidates
and Palo Alto School Board candidates. Pat
has been actively involved in passing parcel tax
and school bond measures. It is impossible to
recount the many ways Pat has volunteered to
make our schools and community an awesome
place. Pat is a true civic leader and student
advocate for our community. She is a Stanford
Cardinal football fan. Go, Pat!

2018 Honorary Service Award

Indira Selvakumaraswamy
Indira has been the ultimate volunteer
ambassador in many ways. Working at the
district level, Indira is a Co-Chair of the Palo
Alto Unified School District (PAUSD)
Collaborative Committee for Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL). Along with Husna
Hashmi, this dynamic duo deftly builds
awareness among our local parent communities
about the importance of social-emotional
development for the *whole child*. Indira works
closely with the school district Student Services
Department and other district departments to
develop a unified K-12 curriculum for socialemotional learning. Indira has also worked as
a key volunteer on the Palo Alto PTA Council
to better inform and develop SEL programs
through all schools.
In addition to district and council level work,
Indira served as the Volunteer Coordinator at
Hoover Elementary School PTA. When Indira
started at Hoover as the yard duty parent
volunteer during lunch time, she quickly
realized the importance of having parents and

other caring adults at school. At Hoover,
Indira single-handedly brought in 90% of
volunteers over the past several years. Indira
served as VP Programs and Parliamentarian
on the Executive Board of the Hoover
Elementary School PTA. She has been
involved in the Project Cornerstone’s ABC
Program for the past 6 years as Reader and
Lead. She was instrumental in implementing
the special Kinder ABC curriculum to
Hoover. She also helped to implement the
online parent communication portal and
customized it to suit the school’s needs.
Indira is a natural when it comes to making
families feel welcome at school. She is engaging
and honoring of the contributions of moms
and dads no matter how small or great. Indira
is always doing so with warmth and kindness.
Indira is an ecstatic and dedicated parent who
works hard to strengthen our entire
community. We celebrate Indira’s kindness
and continuing efforts to build a cohesive and
welcoming school community for all.

2018 Continuing Service Award

Keri Wagner
Keri Wagner is an amazing woman. She has a
long history of serving in key leadership
positions throughout her 15+ years in Palo
Alto Unified School District (PAUSD). In
those years, Keri has concurrently served on
more than one school PTA Board, as well as
on the Palo Alto PTA Council Executive
Board.
Keri has served a cumulative five terms as the
PTA President at Hoover Elementary, Terman
Middle, and Gunn High School. Her
leadership and care for students were evident
no matter if the students were in elementary
school, middle school, or high school.
Additionally, Keri served for eight years on the
Palo Alto PTA Council Executive Board in
various capacities including Parliamentarian

and Vice President of Leadership Services. Keri
has volunteered for many school district level
committees, the most recent being the
Responsive Inclusive Safe Environment
(RISE) Task Force. Keri embodies the adage,
“Things get done by people who show up”.
Whether guiding PTA organizations or
providing behind-the-scenes support to those
who lead, Keri is there. She volunteers,
participates, and follows through, on all of her
engagements. You can always count on Keri.
Not only that, Keri comes with a calm
demeanor and an unwavering positive attitude.
Thank you, Keri, for all that you are and for
all that you’ve done for our school
communities.

2018 School Volunteers:
Continuing Service Awards
Our schools are blessed to have strong groups
of volunteers. These volunteers put in countless
hours, often work behind the scenes, and throw
themselves into massive amounts of work for
no other reason than it being a labor of love.
While we acknowledge and appreciate every
volunteer in the District, the volunteers listed
on this poster were nominated by someone

in their school for service above and beyond
the call.
They are dedicated to their students, schools,
and communities and it is for these reasons
that the PTA Council is proud to honor the
following individuals with a Continuing
Service Award.

❦

Sharyn Efimoff | Purvi Kapadia, Addison Elementary
Melissa Racz, Barron Park Elementary
Ann Balva | Orit Vidas-Horovitz, Duveneck Elementary
Kate Karagueuzian Gibbons, El Carmelo Elementary
Trina Whiteley | Jaime Anderson, Escondido Elementary
Claire Kirner, Fairmeadow Elementary
Melinda Ballew | Anjuli Belwal, Hoover Elementary
Ginni Noh, Juana Briones Elementary
Emilie Peck | Patricia Smith, Nixon Elementary
MarieLuise Fries, Ohlone Elementary
Melina Patterson | Anjani Sarma, Palo Verde Elementary
Colleen Backstrand, Walter Hays Elementary
Scott Thomas, JLS Middle School
Jena Babcock | Nerissa Wong-VanHaren, Jordan Middle School
Heewon Park, Terman Middle School
Nancy Smith | Kimberly Eng Lee | Donna Pioppi, Gunn High School
Dawn Billman | Tina Semba | Brad G. Young, Palo Alto High School

2018 Honorary Service Award

Khurshid Gandhi
Khurshid is an amazing PTA volunteer.
Khurshid has a good eye for details. For three
years, she has served as a co-chair of PTAC
e-news with Joy Hinton. Together, they collect
items on community and school events and
distribute them to 17 school e-news teams
every week. They answer questions and assist
with training e-news chairs. This consolidated
effort at the Council level has saved thousand
of hours of work and helps ensure we get
important news and events shared with parents
and staff.

In addition to her PTA Council contributions,
Khurshid was the e-news chair and the editor
of the paper version for Juana Briones
Elementary PTA. While both her sons were at
Terman, she volunteered with the annual PTA
carnival and helped with the 8th grade
promotion. Khurshid also volunteers at Gunn
High School. Many times she is the person
who picks up supplies at local stores for events.
In addition, she works as a substitute teacher
for the district often teaching science. We
thank Khrushid for her exceptional service!

