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For English teachers and students alike, the magic of a great work 
of literature is its ability to connect to the reader, or to bring the 
reader into its universe. While authors so frequently bring students into 
their worlds, LGHS freshman English teacher Tiffany Hamm takes her 
students’ exploration of their course novels one step further by bring-
ing the authors to them, just one way she helps them recognize the 
worlds depicted in The Diary of Anne Frank and To Kill a Mockingbird 
as their own.

One such novel is Shyima Hall’s Hidden Girl, an autobiographical 
account written by a victim of human trafficking, which Hamm added 
to her curriculum in order to bring human trafficking to light for her 
freshmen. While her students were initially skeptical, issues that were 
previously invisible to them became more tangible when Hamm invited 
Hall to speak about her book at LGHS.
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The main reason for flying this 100-inch telescope 40,000 feet in 
the air, two miles above average air traffic to the point where “you can 
see the curvature of the earth and the sky is a deep purple color” lies 
in water vapor’s effect on the telescope. Water vapor absorbs much of 
the infrared radiation, but by flying to the stratosphere with water 
vapor below, the telescope can be used to see formations of solar 
systems, characteristics of close planets, analyze the composition of 
comets, and more. Infrared radiation picks up wavelengths outside 
the visible spectrum, allowing scientists to see beyond obstructions 
in space. “They’re able to see things that otherwise can’t be seen,” 
Burns stated. He is taking a graduate level astronomy course before the 
flight to better understand what the scientists onboard will be up to.  

Besides feeling excited about “the unique opportunity to see sci-
ence really being done,” Burns is looking forward to discovering new 
material to add to his lessons. Most of the material he expects to find 
will contribute towards his Earth Space science course, but some will 
also be added to his AP Physics class. He also hopes to post videos he 
takes with his infrared camera online for other teachers. Burns stated, 
“What’s great about the program is it gets teachers involved and gets 
students excited, too.”
(Sources: Mountain Voice News, Mercury News)

by Montana Fowler 
Editor-in-Chief

Once again, LGHS AP Physics and Earth Space Science teacher Dan 
Burns’s name has filled local headlines with his latest project, a NASA 
trip to the stratosphere on a Boeing 747 with an infrared telescope. Burns 
will take part in NASA’s Stratospheric Observatory for Infrared Astronomy 
(SOFIA) program with 27 other airborne “education ambassadors” and 
his partner, David Marasco, a Foothill college physics professor and 
friend, to bring back his experience to the classroom. 

Burns applied for this flight two years ago with Marasco after pass-
ing up a similar opportunity in 1995 to fly in the Kuiper Observatory. 
He commented, “It’s kind of like an opportunity that I missed that 
came back 20 years later.” Burns has taught at LGHS for 23 years and 
previously worked at Lockheed Martin as an aerospace engineer. Burns 
takes part in a local program called Physics Teacher SOS, in which he 
helps Bay Area physics teachers learn how to explain concepts and 
experiments better. One of his YouTube videos teaching other teachers 
how to explain a gravity concept with a large sheet of spandex material 
went viral last year, reaching ten million views. Burns also made El Gato 
headlines when presenting at the Lawrence Livermore Lab February last 
year on nuclear fusion for Science on Saturdays. 

Burns ventures to the stratosphere
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ENGAGING WITH STUDENTS: Hamm helps students learn material by exploring the world.

courtesy Tiffany Hamm

“It’s just taking education and ramping it up a little bit,” explains 
Hamm, “You know, why not make the phone call to see if someone can 
speak on behalf of their novel? There’s more to grab onto than just 
the book in front of you.” This year, Hamm’s students were also able 
to meet with Renee Firestone, a holocaust survivor; and Erin Gruwell, 
the original Freedom Writer teacher and current leader of the Freedom 
Writers Foundation. 

Erin Gruwell founded the Freedom Writers foundation after working 
with a group of underprivileged students in LA. Gruwell helped her stu-
dents publish their book The Freedom Writers Diary, which inspired the 
2007 movie Freedom Writers. The Freedom Writers Foundation encour-
ages English teachers to focus on the individual student. By focusing 
on the individual, Gruwell and her program aim to help students think 
reflectively about their own character and desires, as well as think 
outwardly about their place in the world.

After applying four years in a row to the Freedom Writers Founda-
tion, Hamm was accepted as a Freedom Writer teacher in April 2014, 
along with only 25 other teachers worldwide. 

“We have a lot of homework to do,” said Hamm in reference to what 
both she and her students have to accomplish before she goes to DC 
with the Freedom Writers Foundation from May 1-5. Their tasks include 

a book written by Hamm’s students for Hamm to have in-hand when 
she meets the Secretary of Education next month in DC. As a Freedom 
Writer teacher, Hamm also has homework throughout the year, such 
as a helping her students send 50 letters to President Obama.

Hamm began implementing Freedom Writer philosophies in her 
classroom long before she was officially part of the program. For years 
she has recited the mantra “What would Erin do?” as a reminder to 
follow the philosophies of Erin Gruwell.

“The essence of Freedom Writers is we don’t have to play small, 
and we don’t have to be what someone says we are,” explains Hamm. 
Gruwell offers the Freedom Writer teachers techniques on how to 
connect with students and “dream big” at a five day training session 
over the summer, which Hamm attended last August. Hamm said the 
session especially stressed “thinking about how to get to [a student] 
as opposed to the kid next to them,” or focusing on each student’s 
individual needs and talents.

Gruwell also gives the Freedom Writer teachers opportunities to 
connect with her and each other by keeping in touch throughout 
the year, such as celebrating the successes of the program’s teach-
ers on monthly two-hour conference calls. Recently, the Foundation 
celebrated Hamm’s five trips to the Museum of Tolerance with each 
of her English classes.

The Freedom Writer Foundation includes a variety of teachers from 
different countries and environments; still, most of the program’s mem-
bers come from underprivileged schools similar to that of the original 
Freedom Writer class. Hamm recognizes that the average LGHS student 
is affluent and “very different from the Freedom Writer student,” but 
believes that a major function of the program is to show that “we are 
all more alike than we are different, regardless of where we come from.”

Touching on how her background affected her own education, 
Hamm said, “Education was not a big deal in my household. I was 
the first one to graduate high school. To think that I could ever be 
with great people, people who were showcased in a movie... I never 
thought that was possible for me. Then I started dreaming big: Why 
not? I deserve it too. My story’s not war-torn Sierra Leone, I’m living 
in the Santa Cruz mountains, but I deserve it too. When you start to 
think like that, it opens up possibilities.”

Hamm hopes that her ability to dream big for herself will be 
reflected by her students. She wants them to “look at what I do and 
say, ‘Well if she can do that, what can I do?’ Then the challenge is 
back on them to not play small.” 

In order to maximize what her students can do with their 
resources, Hamm regularly reminds them to think about why they 
are pursuing their education. She does so in small ways, such as 
encouragement on the online assignment website (“I am proud 
of ALL of you today”), and throughout her curriculum as she 
inspires her students to think analytically about the world around 
them and their place in it. “There’s value in education. That’s                                                                                      
why I am here,” says Hamm.

Scan the QR code or check out elgatonews.com to read an 
exclusive story about the 2015 Junior Prom! 


