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Many schools have a vision state-
ment or mantra they live by, and we do too. 
But we also have a nickname: “El Milagro” 
– the miracle.

From 1999 until the Academic Perfor-
mance Index was frozen in 2013, Mueller 
Charter School experienced a 330-point 
rise in the API, from 520 to 850. How-
ever, the truth – despite the nickname – is 
that what has happened at Mueller is not 
a miracle. The academic gains, and more 
importantly, the dramatic transformation 
of an otherwise typical little neighborhood 
elementary school in western Chula Vista is 
a product of twin elements of our organiza-
tional culture: our collective commitment to 
the charter mission and an abiding faith in 
what our students teach us about resiliency. 

Mueller’s larger purpose as a conversion 
charter school has never been ambigu-
ous: We intend to overcome the effects of 
poverty on learning. And that matters in 
our community, where 85 percent of our 
students qualify for free or reduced-price 
lunch, and where, from our vantage point 
seven miles away from the border with Ti-
juana, families have been migrating for de-
cades in search of prosperity.  

Mueller is one of California’s original 

charter schools, No. 64, in fact. Housed on a 
vintage 1950s-era campus, Mueller was built 
when the southern region of San Diego was 
in its nascent rise toward suburbia. 

Like the sprawling city of Chula Vista 
itself, with its constant, inexorable shift 
toward the next newest housing develop-
ment, Mueller Charter School has evolved 
too. Since 2000, we have grown from a K-6 
elementary school serving 650 students, to 
an independent, K-12 system serving 1,500 
students on two campuses. We created 
our own middle school in 2006 and then, 
in 2014, founded Bayfront Charter High 
School, half a mile away. 

Against all odds and expectations, Muel-
ler is now a community anchor, assuring our 
predominantly Latino families that there is 
at least one reliable pathway through which 
to shepherd their children as they navigate 
the educational system.

Back in the spring of 2001, we revised our 
original charter petition to crystallize our 
mission: “to create the programs, strategies, 
policies, and supports required to boost 90 
percent of our children to grade level by the 
end of each school year.” At the time, less 
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than 20 percent of our students were profi-
cient in math and reading, but the 90 per-
cent threshold was not random. In a school 
serving 90 percent children of color, nearly 
90 percent of whom qualif ied for free or 
reduced-price lunch, we wanted 90 percent 
academic proficiency, in the spirit of the so-
called “90-90-90 Schools.”  

It is in that great divide between 20 per-
cent and 90 percent of our students attain-
ing measurable levels of proficiency that 
we earn our wings. While testing schemes, 
presidents and political initiatives have come 
and gone, we have remained resolute in our 
mission; not in the pursuit of high test scores 
for their own sake, but in our belief that our 
students are capable of extraordinary gains 
in achievement. 

In fact, every year since 2001, our stu-
dents’ school-wide test results improved over 
the year before. Even now, as the California 
Assessment of Student Performance and 
Progress (CAASPP) becomes the order of 
the day, that pattern of continuous improve-
ment endures.

There are countless factors that have con-
tributed to Mueller’s success: the teachers 
and support staff; the investment we have 
made in student support services; the auton-
omy that our charter affords; and the steady 
implementation of the next best idea, be it 
home visits, 1:1 technology or our knack for 
divining new data and turning trends into 
promising practices.  

But mainly it is in the Mueller brand – an 
unyielding core belief that the only thing 
standing between our students and their un-
limited capacity for academic success is our 
imagination. It has consistently sparked inno-
vation and nurtured tolerance for the organi-
zational disequilibrium that a climate of con-
tinuous change engenders. And it animates 
our reverence for the attribute of resiliency 
– the ability and willingness to persevere, to 
bounce back, and to rise above adversity.

Decades of research have documented the 
importance of fostering resiliency in youth to 
help them counter risk factors in their lives. 
But it is not just the research that informs 
us – it comes from the students themselves. 
So, it is not by accident that both Mueller 
Charter School and Bayfront Charter High 
School are organized to cultivate three criti-

cal protective factors for children: caring and 
support, high expectations, and opportuni-
ties for authentic participation. 

Cristina’s legacy
Mueller has demonstrated an unlim-

ited capacity for learning from the students 
we serve. So, when a fourth grade student 
named Cristina was struck by a car on her 
way home from school in the fall of 2002, we 
learned plenty. For example, when we visited 
her at Children’s Hospital and met her mom 
and sister, we discovered that her little family 
was homeless. We also learned that her mom 
was working for minimum wage at a Burger 
King, spoke no English, and was legally deaf.  

And we started to ask ourselves some 
critical questions: Why did Cristina have to 
get hit by a car to get our attention? Why 
didn’t we know she was homeless? If we 
did know, how could we more efficiently 
organize our resources to support her and 
her family? How many students, out of the 
hundreds we serve, are in similar life crisis? 
How would we scale up our services to sup-
port every child at risk? And how could we 
sustain those services over time? 

As if by instinct, we began navigating to-
ward strategies like the Resiliency Monitor-
ing System that could help kids like Cristina 
rise above their life circumstances and excel 
in school. This process allows us to simulta-
neously monitor all 1,500 students in both 
schools, create a personalized plan for any 
child at risk, prioritize support services for 
them, and shore up their protective factors 
so they can compete. With this system, no 
child falls through the cracks no matter how 
big we get.  

The key element is the strength of our stu-
dent support services – counselors, nurse, 
psychologist, administrators and, of course, 
our classroom teachers – collaborating with 
parents on our students’ behalf. It has been so 
effective, that it garnered the prestigious Cal-
ifornia Golden Bell Award in 2010, and was 
cited as a key innovation when we received 
the National Urban School Transformation 
Award in 2012. It has also been the subject of 
dozens of workshop and conference presenta-
tions we have provided over the years.  

Our instinct for caring and student sup-
port permeates all aspects of our organiza-

tion. We know it’s a critical element of our 
school culture because nearly 15 years ago, 
we learned it from Cristina. We also learned 
that when children are facing challenging 
risk factors outside of school, it is vital to 
maintain high expectations for their unlim-
ited academic growth and achievement.

20 universities
On Friday mornings, our custodial staff 

begins the weekly ritual of raising university 
flags in the center of our campus. There are 
two dozen or so colorful banners from col-
leges most of our students have never heard 
of. Our buildings and grade levels are clus-
tered by college names too, and the teach-
ers frequently celebrate their alma maters on 
their hats or hoodies. So, our students are in-
troduced early to the college and career focus 
that both Mueller and Bayfront maintain.

But it is not enough to just see the cardi-
nal and gold USC flag waving in the wind, 
we want our students to actually walk on the 
campus among Trojans.

Each year, our seventh graders travel to 
local colleges and universities in San Diego, 
including UCSD, USD, San Diego State, 
Southwestern College and San Diego Art 
Institute. In eighth grade, we travel further 
north for L.A. College Week, to visit the 
campuses of USC and UCLA, Cal State 
L.A., UC Irvine and Fullerton. 

In ninth grade the target university is UC 
Santa Barbara with stops at Pepperdine, 
Occidental and L.A. Film School along the 
way. And this past year, our juniors bused 
to the Bay Area to visit Stanford, Cal, UC 
Santa Cruz, USF and San Jose State. While 
there, they also got to see the campuses of 
some of the tech giants of the Silicon Valley, 
including Google, Facebook and Intuit. 

This is where they begin to understand 
the nexus point that connects their col-
lege choice with their career aspirations. By 
the time our students graduate from high 
school, they will have personally visited as 
many as 20 west coast universities and alter-
native colleges. The logistics are daunting 
and it’s an expensive program, but we know 
how important it is for children to see these 
schools during their K-12 journey and to feel 
the depth of our belief in their ability to at-
tend there.  
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The college tours are just one example of 
how the expectations we have for children 
are manifested in the culture of our schools. 
Beyond our faith and admiration for who 
they are as young people, beyond our slo-
gans and one-off activities or events, beyond 
bulletin boards and award ceremonies, we 
communicate high expectations in every-
thing we do or don’t do, and in what we say 
or don’t say. Our expectations are reflected 
in the opportunities we provide for children 
to explore their interests and passions. 

And sometimes our expectations scream 
out, even from the facilities we provide.

The fitness field
In 2014, the Chula Vista Elementary 

School District assessed the fitness levels of 
all 20,000 students in their care. To do so, 
they largely relied on the general metric of 
the state’s physical fitness tests that are tra-
ditionally reserved for fifth and ninth grad-
ers: sit-ups, push-ups, sit and reach, pull-
ups, the mile run, and a BMI calculation.

The results were sobering. There was a 
direct correlation between fitness and the 
general socio-economic status of each school 
community. Schools in western Chula Vista, 
with the highest concentrations of poverty 
had the lowest fitness results. Predictably, 
students from more affluent neighborhoods 
had higher levels of fitness. But that’s not all.  

The affluent communities were also the 
newest, because until the real estate bubble 
burst in 2008, the development sprawl was 
barreling eastward like a high-speed train. 
Of the district’s 46 elementary schools, 
virtually all of them built after 2000 were 
adjacent to community centers, green belts 
and parks. Children from affluent neighbor-
hoods had direct access to the very best rec-
reational facilities.  

The older neighborhoods in the western 
end of Chula Vista have no such amenities. 
Instead, these communities feature a predict-
able excess of fast food restaurants and liquor 
stores. Schools like Mueller lead in incidence 
of childhood obesity and Type 2 diabetes, 
and in the number of densely packed af-
fordable housing projects that have virtually 
eliminated safe playing areas for our students.

In response to our district’s fitness results, 
we ramped up physical education and shined 

a brighter light on all of our athletic teams 
at both Mueller and Bayfront. We strength-
ened our after-school programs. We ex-
panded our annual Olympic Festival to 
include a broader range of fitness, exercise, 
dance and athletic competition. We imple-
mented a nutrition policy that prohibits any 
and all sugary foods or drinks, including 
birthday cupcakes. But, most importantly, 
we transformed our campus facility to give 
our students an opportunity to compete. 

By 2016, our 60-year old playground had 
worn out. Large chunks of blacktop were 
breaking loose. Our turf playing field had 
long since become compacted dirt, punctu-
ated by metal drainage grills, an ever-pres-
ent threat to student safety. 

So, we utilized our resources as a char-
ter school and committed to a $1.3 million 
renovation that included the installation of a 
regulation-size soccer, flag football and soft-
ball complex on artificial turf, all encircled 
by a three-lane, rubberized running track. 
The project was completed just this past 
May, in time for our Olympic Festival. 

As one might imagine, the renovation has 
been transformational for our students, our 
staff, our parents and our community. And 
as evidence that children from all commu-
nities matter, Mueller received a $975,000 
grant from the California Charter School 
Facilities Incentive Grants Program to offset 

the cost of the project.  
During the opening ceremonies of the 

Olympic Festival, our high school athletes 
appeared in uniforms representing the many 
teams from Bayfront. Our middle school stu-
dents escorted the Olympic torch to the stage, 
and our elementary students cheered as we 
cut the ribbon and launched their new field. 

Through the lens of one moment in time, 
on a cloudy May morning as a community 
celebrates and the children play, it seemed as 
though the ethos of Mueller Charter School 
had come to full fruition in what can only be 
described as the culture of El Milagro.

It’s in our DNA
What is school culture anyway, if not the 

consistent manifestation of “the way we do 
things around here?” It’s the vibe. Or in 
places like Mueller Charter School and Bay-
front Charter High School, it’s that thing 
in our DNA that inspires innovation and 
rewards a nearly constant state of transfor-
mational change. It’s what compels us. So 
much so, that we refuse to give in to even 
the most pernicious effects of poverty on our 
children’s ability to learn.

When we opened Bayfront Charter High 
School, we did so fully aware of the chal-
lenges inherent in creating a high school 
from a blank slate. We were determined 
not to replicate the traditional high school 
experience on a smaller scale, but rather as 
an extension of Mueller, to design every de-
tail from the perspective of the end user: the 
students who, like Cristina, are experts on 
learning in the context of their daily lives. 

So, we succeed or fail on the strength of our 
expectations, on our capacity for caring, and 
in the opportunities we provide for students 
who might otherwise be limited by demo-
graphics, over which they have little control.  

The miracle is how far we’ve come and 
how freely we move toward wherever our 
imagination takes us next; and perhaps, the 
inevitability of achieving our mission of “90 
percent proficiency” no matter how much 
longer it takes.

Kevin W. Riley, Ed.D, is executive 
director of Mueller Charter School and 
Bayfront Charter High School: www.
bayfrontcharter.com.
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