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New teachers at OAC (from  left to right): Duke, Mercer, Wells, 
Deines, Havens and Dahl.

USD 434 welcomes several new teachers  
to the district

Santa Fe Trail students will be seeing 
some new faces around the halls this year, 

with the addition of 11 new teachers. 

For many of these teachers, like Shelby Dahl, 
first-grade teacher at Overbrook Attendance Center 
(OAC), the feeling of “home” and being able to 
build close relationships with students and staff in a 
smaller community was a huge draw to the district. 
“This is my first year as a classroom teacher,” she 
said. “I chose to teach at OAC because I grew up in 
Overbrook and I absolutely love this community.”

Joining Dahl as new OAC teachers are Kaytee 
Deines, Chris Duke, Lori Havens, Kaitlyn Mercer 
and Brandi Wells. As a sixth-year teacher, Deines 
decided USD 434 would be the right place for her to 
teach kindergarten – “because I wanted to be part 
of a smaller community and make a difference.” 

Duke, a special education teacher and recent 
college graduate, said he can relate to the 
difficulties and hurdles his students face every 
day, having just been diagnosed with dyslexia as 
an adult. “Every day, I will strive to ensure I do the 
utmost to help shape our students into the great 
adults they can become,” he said. 

Havens, also a special education teacher, may be 
new to the district, but she is not new to education 
– having taught kindergarten, second grade and 
early childhood. “I have always been drawn to those 

New teachers at CAC (from left to right): Buche, 
Harwood and Lewis.

students who need the extra help or push in both 
academics and behaviors, which has brought me to 
Overbrook through Three Lakes Educational  
Co-op,” she said. 

Mercer, second grade, is just starting her career as 
a full-time teacher and could not be more excited 
to be on the OAC team. “After only being here 
for about two weeks, I am beyond happy with the 
decision I made to join the charger team,” she said. 
“I am excited for this year and can’t wait to grow as 
an educator!”

Like Duke, Wells is a newly graduated special 
education teacher. In fact, that’s not all that is new 
for Wells – as she and her husband, Chase, are 
expecting a baby boy later this year. 

The Carbondale Attendance Center (CAC) 
welcomed three new teachers this year: Tyler 
Buche, Zach Harwood and Jess Lewis. Buche, 
a new sixth-grade teacher, just began his career 
last year with the Topeka Public Schools and the 
teaching bug runs deep in his family. “Both my mom 
and grandfather were teachers and encouraged me 
to follow the same path,” he said. 

Continued on back page.



As we launch into the 2019-2020 school year, let me start by introducing myself. 
I am John Denk, your new superintendent of schools. As expected with any new 
job, the process has been fast-paced and there has been a steep learning curve, 
since stepping into this new position on July 1. 

However, I am learning, and everyone I have met in the district and community 
has made me feel welcome – making it easier to transition into this new role. 
I am very impressed so far by the district teachers and administrators and the 
professionalism exhibited by everyone. 

While I am still getting my feet wet in the district, I am far from new to the world of 
education – with 32 years of experience under my belt.

Like Santa Fe Trail (SFT), my past school districts have all led the 
way in innovation – starting with my first, El Dorado High School (El 
Dorado, Kan.), which was one of the 50 pilot schools for the state’s 
Quality Performance Accreditation process (which determines a 
school’s accreditation through its performance on state assessments 
and how it meets certain criteria). I was then the principal at Smoky 
Valley Middle School in Lindsborg, Kan., which was the first school of 
its size to implement a one-to-one laptop program. The district also 
utilized blended learning methods and student-focused education long 
before the Kansans CAN School Redesign was launched. 

Most recently, as the Canton-Galva USD 419 superintendent, I led 
the change process as the district, like SFT, started the Gemini 
School Redesign project, which focuses on social-emotional learning, 
student-centered buildings, and building relationships with families, 
businesses, industries and community members.

As the school year goes along, I will be evaluating the district’s current 
education system and begin making plans for next year. Much of the change will revolve around addressing 
the goals from the Board of Education, as well as for each individual school building. Our professional 
development will be focused on those goals and provide the training necessary for our staff to fulfill the 
district’s mission and vision. 

Santa Fe Trail USD 434 has traditionally been an innovative district and a pioneer in educational 
advancement. I plan to continue that tradition and help 
the district to continue being on the cutting edge of 
advancing the educational process for our students 
today, tomorrow and in the future. 

While I have met some of you already, I look forward to 
continuing to get to know all the staff, students, parents 
and SFT community. 

And as always, it’s a great day to be a charger!

Cordially, 
 
John Denk 
Superintendent of Schools
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A message from the superintendent

More about Mr. Denk
• Age: 58
• Born and raised in Hill City, 

Kan.
• Married for 33 years to his 

wife, Laurie
• Two children: Connor, age 28, 

and Claire, age 23
• One grandchild: Liam, age 2
• Bachelor degree and Master 

degree from Fort Hays State 
University

• Enjoys building furniture and 
woodworking, traveling, and 
spending time with his family 
and his dog, Jax.

Denk with his wife, Laurie.  



Which door to choose may be a thought many will have – or have had – as they 
walk up to the Santa Fe Trail High School entrance for the first time during the 
2019-2020 school year. 

As part of the district’s new safety measures, there is now a separate security 
entrance for students and patrons to enter during the school day. By following the 
directions on the sign, determining which entrance shouldn’t be a problem. 

An additional change made at the high school was moving Deputy Kayla McNary, 
the school resource officer, out in to the main office – where, on most days, she 
will be the first person to meet and greet visitors.  

“Security and safety for our students and staff is our number one priority,” said 
Deputy McNary. “Limiting the number of entry points during the day allows us to 
make contact with everyone entering our building, which helps ensure a safer 
learning environment for everyone.” 

Similarly, when visiting the Carbondale Attendance Center (CAC), guests must 
press an outside buzzer and request entrance into the building.  

“Once inside, guests must go directly to the office to sign in, drop off items, etc.,” 
said, Kristy Hamit, CAC principal. “If the building guest is going to a classroom or 
meeting with a student they must be let through the locked glass doors to enter 
the main building.”

The high school and CAC surveillance systems also were upgraded with several 
new cameras inside and outside of the schools, which can be viewed live or 
reviewed later by district and building leadership on large LCD screens.

“The camera footage is stored and can be referenced in case of an emergency 
situation,” Hamit said. 

This month, the Hall Pass School Visitor Management 
system, which prevents unwanted visitors from 
accessing school buildings, will be installed in all the 
main offices of the district’s buildings. And by mid-
October, the SafeDefend™ Personnel Protection system 
will be in place in all the buildings, said Sean Nelson, 
district technology director.  

“In the event of a school threat, the SafeDefend™ 
system notifies law enforcement and sets off lights and 
sirens within each building to alert everyone as soon as 
an intruder is identified,” she said. “This will alert first 
responders and teachers to put our crisis plans into 
action in a timelier manner and possibly save lives.” 

And everyone is adapting well to all these new changes. 

“I feel much safer with the extra security measures that have been added to  
our school,” said Cheyenne Harmon, SFTHS senior. “I believe students and  
staff are protected, and I have no doubt that our school is a safe place to be.”

SFT enhances safety measures  
across the district
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Sept. 25: STARBASE 2.0,  
CAC

Sept. 27: ACT registration 
deadline for Oct. 26 test

Oct. 1: PTO Meeting,  
CAC, 6 p.m.

Oct. 3: Jostens Graduation 
Orders Due, High School

Oct. 9: Picture Retakes,  
High School

Oct. 11: No School, Teacher 
Prep

Oct. 14: No School,  
Professional Development

Oct. 17: Picture Retakes,  
CAC

Oct. 26: ACT Test

Nov. 1: No School, Parent/
Teacher Conferences

All school district events are 
listed on the district’s website.

Upcoming 
Events

31

Deputy Kayla McNary, school resource 
officer, is the first person to meet and greet 
visitors at the high school.  
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Harwood – who recently taught eighth-grade 
science for the Lawrence Public Schools – 
joins the CAC faculty as assistant principal and 
activities director. “I am so excited to be in Santa 
Fe Trail and look forward to getting to work with 
students, teachers, and parents to help every 
student reach their fullest potential,” he said. 

Like Buche, Lewis teaches sixth grade at the 
CAC. He is already familiar with the district, 
having been a student teacher in the building 
last year. One thing that sets him apart is he 
previously worked as a sheriff’s deputy at the 
Shawnee County Juvenile Detention Center.

Two new teachers – Chelsea Campbell and 
McKenzie Rice – joined the Santa Fe Trail High 
School staff this year. Campbell, who teaches 
geometry and algebra 3, came to SFT High 
School because of her “passion for blended, self-
paced learning in math.” She also has a passion 
for keeping fit – whether that is chasing around 
her toddler, Kristaps, or spending time at the gym.  

After hearing great things about the band program 
and wanting to be closer to home, Rice joined the 
staff as the assistant band teacher, working with 
the beginning band, sixth through eighth bands, 
the high school band and the jazz band. 

“The addition of all these new teachers to Santa 
Fe Trail will help us to have continued success 
as a district and provide the highest-quality 
education in the classroom,” said John Denk, 
superintendent of schools. 

New teachers 
at SFT high 
school (from 
left to right): 
Campbell and 
Rice.


