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It was June 2016, and the Murrieta (Calif.) 
Mesa High School baseball team was on 
pace to win arguably the toughest title in 
the country, a Division 1 California Inter-
scholastic Federation Southern Section 
(CIF-SS) trophy. You have heard the story 
or seen the movie—the student fan bus is 
packed, the town closes down, players are 
heroes, and the scene ends with a plaque 
being lifted to the sky. That’s the type of 
experience this should have been. 

We did win the championship. But 
beyond a trophy-lifting moment, it lacked 
the crescendo I felt this championship run 
should have had. 

That spring was the end of my first year 
as Athletic Director at Murrieta Mesa. 
With my core values rooted in charac-
ter, community, and championships, the 
lack of spirit accompanying our baseball 
team’s run left me desiring more. In fair-
ness, the school had opened only seven 
years earlier, and school spirit does not 
just happen—any more than champion-
ships just happen. Thus began my journey 
to intentionally build student engage-
ment and a community of pride at Mur-
rieta Mesa.

I arrived at the large public school having 
spent eight years in athletic leadership at 

a prestigious private school where tradi-
tion and history are worn like a badge 
of honor. With this background to draw 
on, in my first year at Mesa I was keenly 
aware of a few things about student 
engagement:

n  I know what school spirit looks like.

n  We had a ways to go.

n  I would not be able to copy and paste 
my previous success. 

Many coaches make the mistake of taking 
the playbook they used previously and 
believing it will work with a new team. 
While the desired destination can be the 
same, getting there will be completely 
different. The same is true for student 
culture. 

I made a commitment that when the 
opportunity to support one of our teams 
in an important way came around again, 
our student body would be ready. They 
would unite and compete in the stands 
the same way our teams compete on 
the field because our athletes deserve 
better—all students deserve better.  

That opportunity proved to be right 
around the corner, as I had the incredible 
fortune to watch our softball team win 
a CIF-SS title the next year. This time, not 
only did our talented student-athletes 
shine, so did our school community. 
Thanks to an engaged student body, 
attendance at games was off the charts. 
One media outlet described it as a “rock 
concert” because of how much love our 
student body showed our softball team.

Opportunity  
for Engagement
How do you get students to passionately support athletic teams when 
it has not been a part of the school’s culture? 
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First Steps
Student cultures are as unique as finger-
prints. In order to build a community of 
pride and engagement, I needed to start 
with getting to know the students I was 
serving.
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It would have been easy to assume that 
the lack of school spirit was because Mesa 
was a new school and had yet to find 
reasons to celebrate. But that was not 
true. This was a school that simply had 
not found a way to tell its stories and 
build pride. 

A big reason was that the stu-
dents were not provided a 
platform to grow their relation-
ships. Just as athletes on a team 
come together through bonding 
opportunities, the same thing is 
required on a larger scale school 
wide. We needed to bring key 
leaders together, to get them 
talking and sharing their stories, 
with the goal of creating a 
community of programs all 
representing the same school. 

One Team
With 2,200 students on our 
campus, and athletes making 

up 34 percent of them, I decided the best 
strategy was to start building within ath-
letics before reaching out to the campus 
at large. I created a Captains Club, which 
includes one or two athletes from each 

program, nominated by their coaches. 
Although the overall objective would be 
multilayered, student engagement was a 
key component. 

The first meeting was very educational for 
me. I asked the captains to simply discuss 
what they were most looking forward to 
about this club. The number one answer 
was getting to know each other. Some 
had never even spoken before. 

Ultimately, I wanted them to discuss the 
culture of the school, ways to support each 
other, and how to mentor one another 
when it comes to being a team leader. But 
it became obvious that, to start, they had 
to understand and trust each other.

My hope was that over the next year, 
regardless of the final destination, the 
journey would produce bonds stronger 
than we could imagine. What transpired 
was remarkable. 

Gathering once a month before school, 
captains shared highlights from their 
teams and dates of important games 
where they would appreciate extra sup-
port. They also discussed the struggles 
they were facing as team leaders, such as 
how to handle difficult teammates and 

By listening to what members 
of the Beast Section told us, 
we upped our game ... We 
have added a live DJ at foot-
ball games, costume nights, 
and dances after certain con-
tests. We also offer free give-
aways and have created a 
strong social media presence.

My first year at Mesa entailed observation 
and conversations. I talked with parents, 
coaches, students, and members of the 
community at large. I wanted to know 
what the current culture was like and why. 
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Pride Game. The Captains Club would 
then do everything it could to get 100 
percent attendance from each team. 

Student Section
While Pride Games were a huge success, 
I felt we could do even better. The next 
step was getting the full student body 
out to games.

Mesa’s Principal, Steve Ellis, is a firm 
believer that when students are engaged, 
the potential for achievement increases. 
So when our varsity lacrosse coach sug-
gested we offer a “Beast Class,” which 
would boost pride and ownership within 
the school, it was quickly put in place. This 
led to the creation of the Beast Student 
Section, which has the goal of being the 
best fan section in California.

Another important element in attracting 
students was to create a more dynamic 

atmosphere at contests. By listening to 
what members of the Beast Section told 
us, we upped our game. For example, we 
have added a live DJ at football games, 
costume nights, and dances after certain 
contests. We also offer free giveaways, 
and we have created a strong presence 
on social media so students know what’s 
going on. This has all created an atmo-
sphere of pure joy. It is fabulous to see 
students enjoying their participation 
in the student section who I had never 
before seen at a game.

I take extreme pride in the fact that in 
a short time, Murrieta Mesa has gone 
from being a school looking for an 
identity to one of the top high schools 
in Southern California. We have not 
only won two CIF-SS titles, but we were 
selected by SoCal Sidelines in 2017 as 
having the best student section in the 
Inland Empire and the second-best in all 
of Southern California. 

Throughout the past two years, I’ve been 
careful to value the journey over the 
destination. At Mesa our greatest treasure 
will always be engaging our students and 
fostering healthy relationships that will 
last a lifetime.  AM

GamePlan School Spirit

tough losses. As they realized they faced 
the same issues and were able to share 
advice, multi-layered connections began 
to form. This spread like a spider’s web, 
creating a bond among all teams.

Before long, captains saw to it that every 
sport was supported at home games. 
From there, student-athlete engagement 
began to soar. Kali Uhl, from our volley-
ball team, put it this way: “As the cap-
tains in the club have grown closer, I feel 
like the teams have, too. We all support 
one another and feel connected, which 
has really improved our school culture 
and community.”

One idea that emerged was Pride Games. 
We realized that it would be impossible 
to get 100 percent support from student-
athletes at every game. Therefore, pro-
grams were asked to pick one game on 
their schedule and designate it as their 

video link >  One of our successful student engagement efforts is our “Silent Seven” 
game, in which fans are instructed to hold off cheering until our boys’ bas-
ketball team puts eight points on the board. For a documentary showing 
how this idea has rallied our entire community, search “WeAreMesa”at:   
www.youtube.com.
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