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When you sit down with longtime Ocean 

Shore School, Pacifica, California, 4th-5th 

grade teacher Virginia Szczepaniak, you 

are going to travel the natural world 

through story – stories which journey her 

extraordinary life's frontier. They include 

her famous, annual, first-week-of-the-

school-year display, "Virginia's Summer 

Travels." On the display she has photos of 

her feet in different bodies of water she has 

visited. Her feet have touched down in the 

Arctic's Bering Sea, Italy's Arno River, 

Europe's Rhine River and so many more 

bodies of water, in so many different 

locations, including oceans, bays, lakes, 

ponds, lagoons and basins. 

 
Virginia adventuring near Seattle, Washington, 

with Lake Sawyer behind her. 
 

"Where I can't get pictures for my students 

of my feet in the water, I have my feet with 

the water in the background. I have some 

really fun pictures of my feet with a big, 

big cruise ship in the background. This is 

in Sitka, Alaska. I'm the only one on the 

beach and the only one on land before the 

onslaught of these huge ships coming in." 

The teacher laughed heartily at the 

memory. 

 

Each year when Virginia returns to her 4-5 classroom her former fourth graders, who are now fifth 

graders, ask her, "Where did your feet go this summer?" 
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Answers might include any of the aforementioned in addition to Australia, New Zealand, Tahiti and 

others. 

 

"I've been to China. I sailed the Yangtze River for three days, but I wasn't able to photograph my feet 

because putting your feet in the water wasn't allowed. That was painful," the educator grinned. "Painful!" 

 

Virginia went with her Ocean Shore colleague Katy Stearns to China, on this teacher excursion made 

possible through the San Mateo County Office of Education. Katy, who retired in 2024, taught 6th grade 

at Ocean Shore for 24 years and always involved her students in her profound love of both travel and 

ancient civilizations through field trips, school productions, teamwork, discussions and hands-on projects. 

Back on their home turf, the two teachers turned what they had learned into innovative educational 

experiences for their students. 

 

"Ocean Shore has been such a giving community of learning with teachers, parents, children and other 

staff." 

 

Ocean Shore School, as it was, has ended. In late January of 2025, the Pacifica School District Board of 

Trustees voted to relocate/dismantle Ocean Shore Elementary School due to the District's budget 

shortfalls and declining enrollment throughout the District. Despite public outcry, it's done. The school's 

K-5 students were moved onto the Sunset Ridge Elementary campus, and the 6-8 grade students were 

moved to Ingrid B. Lacy Middle School. That this high-performing, multi-award winning K-8 in the north 

end of Pacifica was chosen for closure has left many exasperated with the decision makers. A number of 

the longtime Ocean Shore teachers found jobs elsewhere, some disheartened families left the School 

District altogether and as for Virginia, who wasn't planning on retiring, she is retiring on June 4, 2026. 

 

"It's been very difficult and that is one of the reasons that I decided I am done, time to retire, because I 

can't teach the way I know to teach and be effective. I don't want to work for the District any longer. I 

don't agree with many of their policies and practices. 

 

As Virginia said this, a squadron of pelicans flew slowly over our interview haven, giving a blessing it 

seemed to the two of us sitting on the outside deck of Café Pacifica on Palmetto. 

 

"We always think of Patty McNally when we see pelicans," Virginia smiled. "There is not a day that goes 

by that I don't miss her. Pelicans were her favorites. Patty and I and Jonathan Harris were team teachers 

all those years." 

 

A 4-5 teacher at Ocean Shore as well, Patty taught for 47 years. A favorite, favorite human being, when 

Patty died on November 15, 2020, for all of us who knew her—family, friends, colleagues, students and 

school parents, past and present—we collectively held our breath when we heard of her passing. 

 

Ocean Shore School, previously the Alternative School, and referenced as both throughout Virginia's 

story, runs a lot through our conversation, as it should. After all, Virginia has been involved with the 

school as a parent or educator for 43 years. Still, while it may be hard to imagine that this beloved teacher 

actually has a life both inside and outside of the classroom, Virginia's continuing journey on this planet 

has been and will always be – a page turner. 
 

* * * 
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Virginia Lee Meyer was born April 11, 1957, at 

Peninsula Hospital in Burlingame. Now Mills-

Peninsula Medical Center–Burlingame Campus, the 

hospital opened on Trousdale Drive in 1954. 

Virginia's older brother Michael was born in 1954, 

and her younger sister Victoria was born on April 11, 

the same month and day as Virginia, only six years 

and a few minutes later. Their parents were John 

Dwight Meyer of Aitchison, Kansas, and Sandra Lee 

(Brown) Meyer of San Mateo, CA. 
 
Virginia's parents, John and Sandra Meyer, were married 

on August 8, 1953, at St. Matthew Catholic Church, at its 

original San Mateo location on South Ellsworth Avenue 

between second and third (now a Walgreens). 
 

"My paternal grandfather and grandmother, John 

DeMont and Mary Evelyn (Harman) Meyer, moved 

to California with my father following WWII. My 

grandfather was drafted into the War at age 35. He 

served aboard a naval ship and when his ship came 

back into the States, it would do so in San Francisco. 

He was on the USS Virgo, a famous old ship." 
 

Commissioned in 1944, the USS Virgo was a Tolland-class attack cargo ship that served in the Pacific 

theater. The ship earned two battle stars for its service during the War, particularly in the Okinawa and 

Solomon Islands campaigns. Thomas Heggen served as assistant communications officer on the Virgo 

and his 1946 novel, "Mister Roberts," is loosely based on his experiences. In 1955, his novel became a 

movie starring Henry Fonda in the title role. 

 

"While my grandfather served, my grandmother and my father would travel by train from Kansas, to see 

my granddad when he was in port in San Francisco. My grandfather loved California. When he was 

discharged from the Navy, he moved the family from Aitchison, where he was also born, to Millbrae. My 

grandfather was a grocery man and he went into partnership with another grocery man named Kilpatrick, 

who owned a large mom and pop independent grocery store (Scott Dickey Kilpatrick's Market on El 

Camino Real in Millbrae). Eventually my grandfather and father took it over and it became J. Meyer 

Quality Foods. J. Meyer Quality Foods stayed in business a long time, until I was in high school. My 

father sold it then because my brother didn't want to go into it. 

 

"My paternal grandmother died when I was 5, so I didn't really know her. My grandfather died after I was 

married, so I knew him for a really long time. He was probably the kindest and gentlest man in my life all 

my years growing up because my dad was not. But my dad's father was a good ear for me and he was just 

a lovely person, very dear. I traveled with him after high school. He and I did a road trip together." 

 

Once Virginia's paternal grandparents moved to Millbrae, Virginia's dad went to Burlingame High 

School. Following high school he served in the Navy for six years. 

 

"My dad and mom met while my dad was still in the Navy. They met at a gas station in San Mateo. My 

mom was 18 and he was 21. She went to San Mateo High School her first three years and then graduated 

from Burlingame High. 
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"My dad was an aircraft mechanic in the Navy and mechanics were his true skills. But, he became a 

grocery man with my grandfather because my grandmother was not well. He had graduated at the top of 

his class in the Navy, and they gave him his choice of being stationed anywhere in the world he wanted to 

go and he said, 'I've got to go to Millbrae to help my dad.' I think it was the only altruistic thing my father 

did in his life. My grandmother had this brain tumor for 15 years before she died, and the brain tumor was 

devastating. It was inoperable and it made her like a stroke victim. My grandfather had his business and 

he had to work because my grandmother needed full-time nursing care all those years. My granddad 

worked six days a week and he didn't complain. He did everything that he could for his wife. But that's 

why my father came home and went to work with his father, to help his dad and his mom. I don't know 

what my father would have been like if he had worked as an aircraft mechanic. But as I knew him, he was 

an angry man, which was exactly the opposite of his father. What do I know about my paternal 

grandmother besides what I've mentioned? Well, I know she was born in Auburn, Nebraska, where her 

mother was born. But really, I don't know much else only that my father was my grandparents' only child 

and they spoiled him rotten, and being spoiled rotten wasn't a good thing for him. 

 

"I did know my mom's mom. Her name was Nancy Allin (Thiers) Brown. She was a very interesting 

character who had had a really rough life. She lived with us for the last six years of her life and died right 

before I turned 18. Her husband, my mother's father, Gerald Douglas Brown, was born in the servants' 

quarters of the St. Francis Hotel in San Francisco's Union Square in March of 1906. One month later, the 

hotel burned and the family was relocated to Oakland. The name 'Brown' was a resignation from 

'DeNobra.'" 

 

On April 18, 1906, the Great San Francisco Earthquake struck at 5:12 a.m. The St. Francis Hotel survived 

the earthquake just fine but was totally destroyed in the ensuing, devastating fire.  

 

"My maternal grandmother was born in Indianapolis to Nancy Allin and George Thiers. George Thiers 

was a ne'er-do-well. After gambling away all of his wife's property, because in those days, women 

couldn't inherit property and they couldn't vote – Old Thiers died. He left my grandmother's mom with 

seven children – six sons and one daughter, my grandmother. My grandmother was the youngest and she 

was under a year old when her father died. Her mother was a seamstress and she traveled to mining towns 

across Montana doing seamstress work to make ends meet. The first five of her boys went to work and a 

couple of them died tragically on the job as young kids. My grandmother and the youngest boy were put 

in the convent to be raised. So, my maternal grandmother was raised in French and German convents and 

they were cruel. The nuns broke her eardrum one year, so she was deaf from then on in that ear. They hit 

her on the side of the head with a history book and they would hit her head on the side of a basin – 

unbelievable abuse. 

 

"My grandmother was taught to play the piano at the convent and when she came to live with us, she 

played the piano we had. We, my siblings and I, were never allowed to play it. My mother couldn't stand 

to listen to someone practicing on the piano. My brother played clarinet briefly but my mother couldn't 

stand to listen to him practice so that stopped. Maybe an instrument is something I'll pick up in my 

retirement! 

 

"But my maternal grandmother told a lot of stories and understanding those back stories on the people 

who came before you, really helps you to understand your parents and who you are today. My 

grandmother was a survivor, tenacious. If there was something that needed doing, she could do it. 

However, because she was raised by abusive people in convents, she did not know how to be a mother 

and my mom had a hard life growing up because of that. Because of my grandmother's childhood, my 

grandmother did everything she could to prevent my mother from having the difficult life she had had, to 

a fault. My mother, like my father, was spoiled rotten when she was growing up. In my mother's case, she 
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did have a sibling, an older brother, who was six years older than her. But because of that age gap, they 

were both treated like only children. 

 

"My mother's father, Gerald Brown, who I never met, was an interesting character. He worked for the 

Coca-Cola Company and his route was from San Francisco to Pescadero and back, every day in one of 

those big-old bottle trucks. My mom would sometimes go on his route and help him fill the vending 

machines along the way. He would take my mother to dances at Tanforan. He had a connection with the 

military when they were at Tanforan because he would fill all the coke machines when they were on base. 

So they would invite him when they had military dances and he was quite a dancer. He taught my mother 

how to dance and she was also an excellent dancer." 

 

During WWII, the U.S. Army converted what was then the Tanforan Racetrack into a WCCA (Wartime 

Civil Control Administration) Japanese American internment camp. The camp held Americans of 

Japanese ancestry, primarily from the San Francisco Bay Area, for 24 weeks (April 28 to October 13, 

1942), before transferring the approximate 8,000 men, women and children to the Topaz concentration 

camp, near Delta, Utah. The Tanforan site was subsequently used by the U.S. Army for various military 

purposes until June of 1943 and then transferred to the Navy, resuming as a racetrack in March of 1947. 

 

"Ultimately my mother's father was shipped to Japan right after the war to establish Coca-Cola in Japan 

and he stayed for a year. When he came back, he was only home a month or so when he died of a massive 

heart attack at 40 years old." 

 

Virginia's mother was devastated. Her father had adored her and she him, and as a parent he gave her 

everything she could hope for except his own long life. He died when she was 12. 

 

"What we found out, or I believe, is there is a congenital heart defect in the men that runs in the family, 

because my maternal grandfather and his son, my uncle, and all of my uncle's sons, died at the same age, 

at about 40, from a massive heart attack." 

 

Virginia's brother almost suffered that same fate at age 40. 

 

"All of a sudden Michael became quite ill, yet he was robust and very strong. As it turns out, he was 

having issues with his heart. They did surgery and discovered that he had a malformed heart. One of the 

valves was not shaped properly so his heart, all of his life, was overworking. They gave him a 

replacement valve in his heart and he survived until he was 58. What happened to cause his death at age 

58? 

 

"My brother was a unique individual. He had moved to Idaho and lived north of Coeur d'Alene in a town 

called Spirit Lake. He was very much an outdoors man, a hunter – he could do anything on his own and 

he was very independent. He moved into this beautiful log house with his second wife and they had a lot 

of wildlife around them. Even though he loved to hunt, he also loved animals to a fault. He would feed 

the moose, for instance, out of a bucket. So he was interacting too close with the wildlife. As it turns out, 

about a month before he died, he had gotten kicked in the stomach by this mother moose. My brother was 

terribly stubborn, we all have a terrible stubborn streak, and he wouldn't go to the doctor. We all knew 

that something was wrong but we didn't know what. We didn't know he had been kicked by a moose. At 

some point, his wife got him to a doctor in Coeur d'Alene. They opened him up and he had a massive 

infection in his abdomen but they couldn't do what they needed to do. They tried going back a second 

time but it was hopeless. He died of sepsis, a horrible, horrible death. Nobody could think – what was this 

all about? How did this happen? But then his wife told us he had been kicked by a moose the month 

before he died and frankly, he was lucky he survived at all. I imagine that kick did internal damage which 
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went untreated for too long and his heart wasn't as strong as it could have been because it was a repaired 

heart. He died in 2012." 

 

Michael, Virginia and Victoria grew up in the same house Virginia lives in now, in the Crestmoor 

neighborhood of San Bruno. 

 

"It was a great place to be a kid because I grew up right on Crestmoor Canyon, right next door to my 

elementary school, Crestmoor Elementary. They built the school when my brother was a toddler and now 

it's the Stratford School. It's right on the edge of Crestmoor Canyon which is a huge open space. Growing 

up in the 1960s, there were a lot of kids and we had a pretty culturally and ethnically diverse 

neighborhood. There were always kids to play with and bikes out on the street until the street lights went 

out. At night, we played hide and go seek at the school, and we played long, long late hours. During the 

day, we played at that gully and in the creek. We roller skated on the street and on the sidewalk. My 

mother would roller skate with us. She had her skate key from when she was a kid. 

 

"Did my mom work outside of the home? She was both a stay-at-home mom and she was involved in my 

dad's businesses, but she wasn't acknowledged or paid. We all worked in the grocery store. I was very 

fortunate when I was 12 to have a place where I could earn money. Both my brother and I worked there. I 

must say, the legacy my father left me was hard work. He taught me how to work. My mother worked in 

the grocery store and when my dad sold the grocery store, he went into self-employment as a home 

repairman and my mother did all the bookkeeping until she couldn't do it any longer. Then I did it until 

my dad's health gave way and he retired." (Virginia's father died in 2008 and her mom died in 2015.) 

 

"My parents did not influence me environmentally," Virginia chuckled softly in answer to a question. 

"They were the antithesis of all of that. I have one memory of hiking the gully with my dad and we were 

on a fossil hunt and we brought back amazing fossils which I still have. My father and mother were not 

outdoors people, particularly my mother, and on top of that they did not get along at all. However, my 

father did love to fish and if we wanted to spend time with him, we went with him when he went fishing. 

We saw very little of my dad. He worked six days a week and he didn't believe in vacations. He was the 

epitome of the puritanical school of thinking, 'work till you drop' and 'idle hands!' For him, the only true 

value you have in life is what you can produce through work and he worked and worked. As a business 

owner, he was responsible. But he didn't know how to relax and have fun. If he decided to do something 

else, he would go fishing, and so we went fishing. I don't fish, but I could if I had to and if I had to, I 

could definitely survive on what I caught. I worked for six years in a sushi restaurant so I've eaten 

everything raw! But when I was with my dad on one of his fishing expeditions when I was a kid, I spent 

most of my time just being in the presence of his fishing. I detangled lines and weights and hooks, and 

survived the outing. My dad put our lives at risk a lot. My brother decided he would no longer go fishing 

with my dad for that reason, but he did going hunting with him. My sister and I still went and she is 6 

years younger than me. He would put us at risk in boats and on beaches and I always felt that I had to 

watch out for myself and my sister, and he thought things were funny and they were not. So, I have a lot 

of memories of fishing with my dad but not good ones. However for me, growing up where I did and 

spending so much time out in nature, it was respite for me. I have always just loved being outdoors, and 

the landscape, and that is what has led me through all my steps in life, even before I really understood its 

importance to who I am. 

 

Home life was very difficult. 

 

"My dad was a terrible bigot. He was incredibly prejudiced. I don't know how he became that. It's an 

anomaly. Certainly his father wasn't like that but, where my father grew up before his family moved to 

Millbrae – Aitchison, Kansas – that was a fully segregated town. It was still segregated when I went back 

there the first time as a 19 year old. There was still a 'black' and 'white' side of the tracks. My mother also, 
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while she was not a bigot like my father, she had her issues. When my mother was little, her mother 

couldn't change a diaper because it made her sick. So my grandmother had help come in and they were 

black women. My mom still had a lot of memories of these black women who were her nannies. 

 

"What to do was the question of most of my childhood as well as what not to think in the world! And 

when I was growing up, I was very ashamed that my family behaved this way or sounded this way, so I 

was at odds with my father from the time I was very young. In addition, my dad was very abusive with 

my mom and so I defended her. 

 

"Was there political discussion at the dinner table? No. My dad, who was a Republican, would be very 

boisterous and very opinionated and say what he had to say, and his opinions were usually uninformed 

and incredibly prejudice. We learned very young to think twice and long about anything we said. My 

mother was also a Republican but she eventually changed to a Democrat and that was a big step for her, 

one of her proudest moments." 

 

Virginia went to Crestmoor Elementary School, kindergarten through fifth grade. Her fifth grade natural 

sciences teacher was Gus Xerogeanes. He would prove pivotal in guiding Virginia to her life's path. 

 

In the summer of 1965 the science teacher took a group of 6th grade San Bruno students to the YMCA 

Camp at Jones Gulch in La Honda. It was a week-long adventure. In the spring of 1966, "a district-wide 

program for San Bruno Park Schools was started with 60 students each week," the San Mateo County 

Office of Education – Outdoor Education, notes under the "about" section on its website. "In the fall of 

1966, more districts began participating in the program, which continued to be run by the San Bruno Park 

School District. A pilot Outdoor Education program was approved in 1968 and began with 650 pupils." 

 

"My science teacher was the founder of Outdoor Ed 

and I was a fifth grader in the program's official 1968 

start. It really helped me. Outdoor Ed was the first 

time that I felt intelligent. I learn really well in the 

out of doors and I understand the out of doors. 

Sitting in the classroom, I was an average student. 

But being outdoors, I could shine. The freedom of 

Outdoor Ed, to learn in the outdoors and to be 

amongst what I felt was absolute beauty – that was 

life changing for me. It helped me to understand that 

I was an intelligent person. At home, I had a verbally 

and emotionally abusive father who told me, 

constantly, 'You will never amount to anything as 

long as you live.' But out of doors, and at Outdoor 

Ed, I felt intelligent and present and comfortable. 

And so I realized at that time that I would do okay as 

long as I could have time in the outdoors and out of 

that abusive environment." 

 
In 2018, Virginia, right, pictured with Gus Xerogeanes and 

Denise Tonge, Virginia's cabin leader back in 1968, 

celebrated Outdoor Ed's 50th anniversary. 
 

"That is one of the reasons why to this day that I feel 

that Outdoor Ed is so pivotal for kids. It gives them 

some space to be themselves and to know that they 
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can manage on their own – well, not completely on their own as there is an adult overseeing your every 

step, but there is not a parent there telling them what to do and you have to do your day to day life on 

your own. For me, at Outdoor Ed as a 5th grader, I was with people that were enjoying what they were 

doing, and I was away from all the difficulties of my home. I had never been away." 

 

Middle school for Virginia was Engvall Junior High School. It's gone now but it used to be right across 

the highway from Golden Gate National Cemetery on Sneath Lane. 

 

"Half of San Bruno went to Engvall Junior High School and the other half went to lower San Bruno for 

middle school. I was at Engvall School for sixth, seventh and eighth grade and the vice principal at 

Engvall was Gus Xerogeanes.  I remember if the kids got into trouble they went to him, and he would sit 

them on a chair in the hallway with a box of soil and a snake skeleton. He was a herpetologist and he 

would tell the kids they had to rearticulate that entire skeleton before they could leave. That was his 

punishment. For me I thought, oh my gosh, look what I get to do! I remember seeing him at school. I 

didn't know him well but I knew him from Outdoor Ed and I remember him coming in and checking that 

everyone was in their cabins. He was kind of a fierce looking guy and I remember being a little afraid of 

him but I knew who he was from what he loved. It was such a full circle moment for me when I met him 

at Outdoor Ed's 50th anniversary in 2018. I was able to thank him and tell him what Outdoor Ed meant to 

me." 

 

To Virginia's delight, her former fellow 4-5 Ocean Shore teacher Jonathan Harris, who taught at Ocean 

Shore for 20 years and worked as a 4-5 teacher for 6 years prior to that on the Peninsula, recently became 

the program manager/principal of San Mateo County Outdoor Education. 

 

"Jonathan's been a classroom teacher for all of those years and he loved that," Virginia said. "But he also 

loved Outdoor Ed. Plus, you have to know how to play a guitar and be musical to work out there – and 

Jonathan is so musical! He is just such an asset." 

 

Virginia does not have a lot of memories from her days in middle school. Primarily, she noted, because 

there was so much trauma at home in addition to life's physical changes. But she does remember her 

home economics teacher. 

 

"Her name was Mrs. Thompson and she was great. I did home economics for three years and I was quite a 

good seamstress and still am. She made a huge good difference because I loved being in her sewing and 

cooking classes." 

 

When Virginia began her freshman year at Crestmoor High School her brother was still there. He was a 

senior. 

 

"I rode every day to school on the back of my brother's big-old dirt bike. That was really fun. Michael 

bought my mom and me a motorcycle when I was 13. It was for my mom and I to share and it was a little 

Kawasaki 90. It was a little tricky to learn because Michael didn't really teach me how to drive it too well. 

Mostly he said, 'Have fun!' So I would try it and fail, and try it and fail. Michael and I would go down in 

the gully and he would be riding around and eventually come check on me, and I would be stuck going up 

the hill because I didn't know anything about gears. So he showed me the gears. I did learn it and I used to 

ride it around the schoolyard next to our house, when no one was in school. I learned how to drive a car 

when I was 14." 
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 Freshman Virginia Meyer, 1972, Crestmoor. Senior Michael Meyer, 1972, Crestmoor. 

 
In high school, along with finding her "peace" in the outdoors, music was also her shelter. 

 

"Joni Mitchell, James Taylor and the Grateful Dead all helped me through high school. I went to a lot of 

Grateful Dead concerts and garage band concerts at Winterland in San Francisco. It's probably why my 

hearing is going now!" 

 

In Virginia's senior year at Crestmoor, she took metal shop. She was the only senior, and female, in a 

classroom full of freshman boys. She also took the top grade. 

 

"Jim Schwerdt was the teacher and my brother had been one of his favorites because Michael was a very 

accomplished metal worker. So, I wanted to see what all the hullabaloo was about. Girls didn't take metal 

shop back then because those were still the days when people thought that girls couldn't do any of those 

things. But Mr. Schwerdt welcomed me. I found the course fascinating. I forged a chisel. I learned how to 

gas and arc weld. I made a sheet metal box. He also ran the program for work experience so I did all kinds 

of jobs in the community to see what it was like. I worked in a retirement home and I rode with the police 

department as a night rider. Coming up on summer and graduation, Mr. Schwerdt said to me, 'You really 

need to get out of your house.' 

 

"He suggested I apply for a park concession job. As it turned out, Mr. Schwerdt understood what I didn't 

even know about my family and me, and he gave me the perfect suggestion." 

 

Under the umbrella of the National Park Service Youth Programs, Virginia applied for a summer 

concession job at the following parks: Hawaii Volcanos on the Big Island, Denali National Park in Alaska 

(when it was known as Mount McKinley National Park), Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming, and 

Yellowstone National Park which is mostly in Wyoming though it does reach into parts of Montana and 

Idaho as well. Virginia particularly chose these parks because they were so far from home. 
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"Yellowstone is the one that took me and in the summer of 1975, I worked at Old Faithful Inn. I left San 

Bruno in my 1965 Chevy Nova with a V8 engine in it. I got that car in high school. It had been my 

grandfather's and my dad bought it from him for me. My first stop was at the old Schwerdt family farm in 

Southern Idaho. From there, I drove up through Jackson Hole, Wyoming, and into Grand Teton, and I 

remember coming over the rise of the hill and the view took my breath away. I had to pull my car over at 

18 years old and just look at what I was seeing. It was my first view of the Grand Tetons and it was just 

spectacular. They are part of the Rocky Mountains range, but they are an abrupt elevated lift from the 

horizon. In California, you have these rolling foothills. But, there are no foothills in the Tetons. They are 

just this huge mountainous escarpment. I was so taken aback. Then I lived for four months in a geyser 

basin at Yellowstone. 

 

"My goal became to be a park ranger, to work in a national 

park. There was one woman doing research in the geyser 

basin, but they wouldn't let her become a ranger and when I 

spoke to people about being a ranger they told me, 'No, women 

don't do that.' This was the mid-1970s." 

 
Crestmoor metal shop teacher Jim Schwerdt. 
 

"When my job ended, I didn't have enough money left to pay 

for gas to get home. So, I enlisted two young women who I 

had met in the park, who both needed a ride back to California. 

I told them I needed to travel a bit before we returned to 

California and they were fine with that. One of them had 

family in Montana, so we went to Bozeman and from there up 

into Southern Canada. Vancouver and Seattle were stops along 

our way before we headed back to San Francisco. It was beautiful. It was also kind of funny. One of my 

traveling companions knew a young man in every college town we stayed at. But we also had other 

people that we had met in the Park that we stayed with. We did great and I was good with budgeting. 

Still, because we had taken the extra excursions, we were running out of money. Mostly we stayed with 

acquaintances but if we had to stay at a hotel, we flipped a coin to see who would sleep on the floor. We 

made it back across the Golden Gate Bridge with .50 cents! 

 

"But driving through all that landscape, I knew I wanted to study geology. So I came back, lived with my 

folks and started at Skyline College. Nobody thought I should study geology. My college counselor at 

Skyline said, 'Women don't do this. Geology is a man's field. If you want to go into science, be a nurse.' 

The only one I knew who was quietly accepting of my earning a degree in geology was my grandfather, 

my father's father. 

 

"I had no math background when I started at Skyline, so I started math from scratch. I went from 

algebra 1 through calculus and I have to say, it was a great education." 

 

The summer of 1976, Virginia traveled back to Yellowstone. 

 

"I was there for the Bicentennial and then I went on to meet up with other kids I had met at the park. I was 

in Detroit visiting with a friend and then I went to Mackinac Island, also in Michigan. I called my 

granddad from the Island, from the Grand Hotel. It is such a unique place. My granddad said, 'Meet me in 

St. Louis,' and I said, 'Isn't that a movie?' And he said, 'No, I'm serious.'" 

 

Virginia's solo travels also included Chicago, and then she drove to St. Louis and met her grandfather. 
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"He had gone to flight school in St. Louis which had been just a dear point in his life. He had always 

wanted to learn how to fly and he did do so when he was very young, probably not long after high school, 

though he never got his pilot's license. So I drove him from the airport to this little spot on the map 

outside of St. Louis where he went to flight school, and he showed me the building he had roomed in. 

When he was there part of the building had been a brothel, part of the upstairs, and you could also rent a 

room upstairs. Below was a restaurant and bar. My grandfather said, 'This is where I stayed while I went 

to flight school.' He had tears in his eyes when he saw it. 

 

"Then we drove to Aitchison, Kansas, where we 

still had a lot of family. We stayed with one of 

his sisters. His brother was a farmer in Kansas 

City, Missouri, and we stayed there. His brother 

also had a summer home at Table Rock Lake in 

Missouri, where we stayed as well. My 

grandfather took me to introduce me to all the 

family on his side that I had never met. So I met 

all the living family that was back there and he 

took me to all the cemeteries so I could meet all 

the rest of the family. One of the family 

gravestones back there has a Spanish–American 

War marker on it. Then we drove up to Greeley, 

Colorado. He had a cousin there that I met. 

These people were all elderly. We went through 

Rocky Mountain National Park where I took a 

photo of my grandad that I used when he passed. 

It's a beautiful picture. Then we went to Phoenix 

where his sister was and then from Phoenix to 

Los Angeles and back to the Bay Area. We did 

that big loop so that he could introduce me to 

family – living and past."  

 

"My grandfather was fun to travel with but I 

learned very quickly that he had absolutely no 

sense of direction and he couldn't read a map. I 

would get so upset with him when I was driving 

and he would say, 'What's the matter?' And 

that's the only time he was upset with me because I was upset with him. But he was just the most fabulous 

human being. He had such a gentle nature and he was a good listener and he was very kind. He was one 

of those people who loved being a grandpa. He is definitely still with me." 

 

Just this past February of 2026, Virginia went back to Aitchison for the first time in 50 years. Her last 

elderly family member, a great-aunt by marriage, passed. Virginia and her sister flew back together and 

buried their great-aunt in Aitchison. Then they stopped by all the cemeteries to visit the relatives. They 

visited the house their father grew up in. 

 

"Funny, my paternal grandfather and grandmother are both buried here, at the Golden Gate National 

Cemetery, with my dad. My dad served in the Korean War."  

 

 

 

Virginia's summer of 1976 traveling companion, her 

grandfather, John DeMont Meyer (1907-1982), at Rocky 

Mountain National Park. 

 

http://www.bartlettbiographies.com/


Beloved Ocean Shore teacher, the last of an era, retires 

An interview-biography with Virginia Szczepaniak 
By Jean Bartlett (www.bartlettbiographies.com) 
©2026 Jean Bartlett 

Page 12 (sponsored by Ocean Shore parents and friends) 

 

 

Virginia returned to her second year at Skyline College and in 1977, she met Izzy Szczepaniak in a 

geology class. 

 

"I'll never forget that day. He was seated in the first row, which is as it turns out, was where he was 

always seated in a classroom. As I walked into the class, he ran up and grabbed ahold of me. He said, 'Oh 

my God, another student. Great!' He pulled me into the room. He had long curly hair and it was longer 

than mine. It probably had sand in it and he had a full big beard. I said, 'What are you doing?' I looked 

around. There were other students in the classroom. The professor had not yet arrived. He said, 'Oh my 

God, we need this class to stay open.' It was one of my first geology classes, one of the survey classes that 

you take for your introduction. He was taking it to fulfill a requirement in a science outside of biology. I 

think I was the student that made the student count work, otherwise the class would have folded and he 

needed that class. So he ushered me through the doorway and sat me down. That's how I met him." 

 

From New York, Isidore "Izzy" Dennis Szczepaniak already had a bachelor's degree in philosophy with a 

minor in history from Hofstra University in New York on Long Island. He was seven years older than 

Virginia. 

 

"He had moved to the Bay Area to live in Berkeley, to be a hippie and to surf California. He decided to go 

back to school because all his life he had an interest in marine biology but he didn't believe he could be a 

scientist. He didn't believe he could be successful in biology. However, he decided to undertake a second 

bachelor degree in biology and so he came to Skyline. He worked nights for the Post Office and took 

classes during the day. He was an excellent student." 

 

The two students began dating. When they met, 

Izzy was renting a space in Pacifica's Pedro Point 

neighborhood. In 1978, Virginia, Izzy and a friend 

found a rental to share in Edgemar, at the north 

end of Pacifica. In 1979, the couple moved 

themselves into a rental on Shelter Cove, the 17-

acre private beach community directly below 

Pedro Point. That's where Virginia first met visual 

artist Sheila Gamble-Dorn, who would a little 

further in the future become, like Virginia, an 

Ocean Shore parent and then an Ocean Shore 

teacher. Virginia also met Shelter Cove longtime 

resident, artist and art teacher Mary Harris. Mary 

Harris, who lived to be just a little more than a 

month shy of her 101st birthday, was, like 2024 

Bay Area Jefferson Award honored Sheila 

Gamble-Dorn is, a Pacifica legend. Through Izzy, 

Virginia became friends with another Pacifica 

luminary, Penny Keating (also a friend of Mary's 

and Sheila's). Penny is a member of Pacifica's 

famous longtime surfing family and she and Izzy 

met surfing Linda Mar Beach. Penny was also an 

Ocean Shore parent and she was the driving force 

behind the school's award-winning Oceans Week 

program. Essentially, it was a marine meeting 

place of gifted and giving educators. In 1979, 

Virginia and Izzy married in Golden Gate Park. A 

year later they moved to Sharp Park. 
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Following Skyline Community College, Virginia headed off to San Francisco State University. Her goal, 

which had not changed despite complete discouragement from her Skyline counselor, was to earn her 

bachelor's degree in geology, which she did. 

 

"I had two really good geology teachers at Skyline who just solidified my desire to earn my degree in 

geology. Unlike the school counselor, they did encourage me. Those two were outliers in the world of 

geology at that time. They were both Stanford graduates and they were young and they were encouraging. 

When I went to San Francisco State that was rough again because I had old-school men for teachers, 

Harvard educated. There were only a couple of us females in the department and these Harvard men were 

shocked by this and they made it miserable." 

 

In fact, one of Virginia's male professors told her that even though she had earned the highest score in his 

class, he was not ready to give a woman an "A." 

 

"I found out early that if you tell me 'no,' I'm going to keep going." 

 

After graduating from San Francisco State in 1982, Virginia headed out into the job world. 

 

"In 1982, I started substitute teaching. One of my teachers at San Francisco State said, 'I have a job for 

you. There is a school in the City here that I send a student to every year, to do a presentation on geology. 

You have to make a volcano erupt and do some other geology things.' And so I did this and found that I 

really liked it. Then a good friend of Izzy's invited me to do a presentation at her school. I think I crashed 

and burned at that because I didn't know how to teach. I tried to give too much to too young in too short 

of a time. But, I found that I really loved talking about what I love. My professor said, 'You should think 

about substitute teaching.' So much to Isidore's dismay, as he wanted children right away, I continued 

along this science journey. We were married for 6 years before I had my kids. I wanted to finish my 

education and I wanted to work a little bit. I didn't want to get stuck like my mother did, and never find 

my place outside of a home – though, I did love doing all those homemaking things and I was really good 

at them! 

 

"Nevertheless, I went to work as a substitute teacher in Pacifica and I taught full time as a substitute for 

the Pacifica School District for three years. That solidified my love of teaching. I had a full-time position 

at Linda Mar Elementary, but that was the year that I got pregnant. I was their third teacher by October 

1st. I had an emergency teaching credential, but to keep the job, I would have to go back to school full 

time, work full time and go through my first pregnancy. That was too much. I went back to full-time 

substitute teaching for four months and finished the year out. Our daughter Alana was born in July of 

1985." (During this time, Virginia also volunteered as a Disaster Preparedness Commissioner for the City 

of Pacifica – a volunteer stint she did for 12 years.) 

 

The couple's second daughter, Lisa, was born in April of 1988. 

 

"My daughters, Alana and Lisa, went to the Alternative School (Ocean Shore) because I had substitute 

taught in the Alternative School and I knew what a great school it was. I first learned about it through 

Izzy's graduate advisor at San Francisco State, Hal Markowitz. Izzy earned a second bachelor's degree in 

biology and then a master's at State. Hal Markowitz and his wife Krista lived in Pedro Point and their 

children went to the Alternative School. They were such good friends of ours and we went to their son's 

graduation from the Alternative program. The kids did the whole thing at their graduation. They gave 

speeches. It was a very small class but every child was involved in their 8th grade graduation. I was really 

impressed with it and I knew that was where I wanted my children to go to school." 
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Virginia and her daughters, Alana and Lisa, on the steps of 

their West Sharp Park home, celebrate Halloween in the 

early 1990s. 

 

In June of 1989, a 30-ton, 41-foot female gray whale washed up on a beach in Tiburon before it headed 

15 miles south and beached at Sharp Park. It was estimated to have been dead for two weeks. 

 

"My kids were quite little when that happened," Virginia recalled. "I was still carrying Lisa around in a 

tummy pack. But certainly as it became quite a project, Alana and Lisa got to know all about it over the 

years. Izzy was working as a field associate with the California Academy of Sciences, probably his most 

prized position of all time." [Other résumé highlights for the late marine biologist (1950-2021) included: 

San Francisco Bay Area cetacean expert, Farallon Islands whale watching guide, Oceanic Society 

expedition leader, naturalist, and, always and forever, a passionate surfer.] 

 

"Izzy had permission through the State to be a part of the West Coast Marine Mammal Stranding 

network, so that every marine mammal stranded would be identified and collected under the auspices of 

the California Academy of Sciences permit through the network. Because this gray whale beached here, 

Izzy was one of the people on that. They didn't know what to do with it and they were going to tow it out 

to sea and it exploded. I said, 'I know a school that would want it.'" 

 

While a beached whale can burst from natural gas buildup, the majority of its massive carcass remains. 

Virginia, joined by others, advocated for the Alternative School to receive the skeleton, or a part of it. 

 

"Ultimately we were given the cranium of the animal. The City would not let us bury it here on Sharp 

Park Beach, which would have cleaned it up in no time. So, we scrambled to find ways to keep that head 
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and Shamrock Ranch agreed to take it. Coastside Scavenger agreed to put it on a flatbed truck of theirs 

and haul it down the highway to Shamrock Ranch. 

 

"This has always been Ocean Shore's/The Alternative School's way – problem solving and finding out 

how to get things done by telling it to the world. Would this benefit the community and the answer was 

yes. So it was buried at Shamrock Ranch for several years and then it came to my backyard here in Sharp 

Park for a year or two. They were able to clean it up and prepare it so that it could be installed here at the 

Alternative School when we were at Sharp Park. When the students of the Alternative School temporarily 

relocated, it came back to our house in Sharp Park for the interim and then it returned to Sharp Park when 

the school building was available. It was an extraordinary learning tool." 

 

* * * 

 

Six years prior to the beginning of the "whale" story, Alternative/Ocean Shore parent Penny Keating 

conceptualized Oceans Week. But first, let's talk Ocean Shore School. The school was founded on the 

premise that a partnership between parents and educators allowed for an enriched, experiential education 

through hands-on learning, special projects, small group instruction and frequent field trips for students. 

Penny had this idea for a week-long immersive program to educate Ocean Shore students on our very 

present marine environment. 

 

"At that time, the Alternative School was located at Cabrillo, so we could walk to the beach," said Ocean 

Shore (now retired) teacher and parent Sheila Gamble-Dorn in a 2014 Pacifica Tribune interview with 

this writer. "The whole impetus behind Oceans Week, now Oceans 411—411 for our Ocean Shore 

address—was that kids really need to know and learn about the ocean that they live next to. When our 

school moved to Sharp Park, we brought Oceans Week with us." 

 

Penny began the program by teaching on the theme of the inner tidal zone. She also taught about the 

California gray whale. Her goal was to make it a hands-on, fun, valuable ocean/world learning program 

that ignited conservation. Izzy, a marine mammologist by then, had the biology background to dig in and 

help. The two of them put in a lot of hours at the Szczepaniak home, planning the program the first couple 

of years. 

 

"When the Szczepaniak kids and my kids began the Alternative School, Penny's kids were still there," 

Sheila recalled recently. "In the early 1990s, Penny asked Virginia and me to help her with Oceans Week. 

Virginia had a degree in geology and I had a teaching credential. When Penny's youngest daughter 

graduated from Alternative, Virginia and I took over. Virginia is brilliant and when we took on Oceans 

Week, she made it more scientific. I was the layman translating her lessons for teachers. At that time, 

Virginia would hand a lesson to each teacher to follow, some of which are still used today. Virginia has 

never gotten the credit she deserves for her part in developing Oceans Week." 

 

"Penny wanted to teach safety around the ocean and the science of the ocean," Virginia said. "She wanted 

our kids to understand where we live and be stewards of the ocean and also to be safe, to be interactive in 

a positive way with the beach. When Penny left the program, she spent a year working with Sheila and 

me so we could make an easy transition into sustaining what she had started. We worked as a team and 

then I took it on myself to develop the new themes we did and to take what Penny had done and make it 

bigger, to expand it so it covered kindergarten through eighth grade." 

 

Oceans Week became seven rotating themes: Coral Reefs, Polar Seas, Deep Ocean, Ancient Seas, 

Wetlands, Wave Zone and Marine Mammals. Four of them – Deep Ocean, Polar Seas, Coral Reefs and 

Marine Mammals were developed by Virginia. Wave Zone and Wetlands were created by Penny and 

eventually expanded by Virginia. The idea for Ancient Seas came from: Dr. Nick Kapp, a professor of 
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biology at Skyline College and an Ocean Shore parent; and project engineer and Ocean Shore parent 

Shelagh Fredenburg. Ultimately, the marine education program became a two-week program with teaching 

tools that included student, teacher and parent brilliantly-created hallway and classroom decorations. 

 

 
In the 2010, Oceans 411's theme "Ancient Seas, Sharks, Rays and Sea Turtles," 

3rd grade teacher Sheila Gamble-Dorn is nearly inhaled by the jaws of a 

"hallway" Megalodon, a massive shark that lived approximately 3.6 million years 

ago. (Jean Bartlett photo.) 

 
"Oceans Week was a lot of work, really a full-time 'volunteer' job, and I was also a stay-at-home mom," 

Virginia understated. "But I loved doing what I was doing and I was good at it, there was a need for it and 

it was asked of me. Also, marine sedimentary environment is my geology background, so that definitely 

helped!" 

 

Also, as it proved useful, Virginia was happy to add her love of sewing and crafting into an Oceans Week 

lesson. 

 

"The first time we did Coral Reefs, the whole school learned how to crochet!" 

 

Virginia, along with all Ocean Shore teachers, current and former, are proud of how the Oceans Week 

program extended from their students out into the world. 

 

"We've had hundreds of students over the years who have become marine biologists, or environmental 

advocates or lawyers, or EPA specialists," Virginia noted. "It is amazing. Because this was such an 

immersive program that we did every single year on a different theme, kids grew up with it and 

anticipated it. It was very much teaching in a spiral which is a great way to learn. You learn something 

new about the same environment, but it's a different twist every year. So, by the time the students 

graduated from Ocean Shore they had a huge education in marine science, such that they surpassed even 

introductory marine science level in college. My kids said, 'Mom, high school has nothing to teach us 

along these lines of biology. We've already done it.' Because at Ocean Shore, we didn't feel anything was 

too big or too challenging, you scale it up and scale it down so that it can be heard by a kindergartner or a 

seventh grader or any elementary school grader." 
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Virginia stopped to smile. 

 

"I have always been a teacher with very high expectations. I don't believe in watering anything down. I 

believe in presenting what is, in the world, and helping to massage it in a way for a young person to 

understand it. So I took all of the big science concepts – biology, geology, physics and chemistry – and 

presented them the way they are in the world and hopefully found a way through a game, or diagrams, or 

photographs, or interactions, for students to learn those concepts. But our students have been exposed to 

real science and hard science – the basics of science through Oceans Week. We engaged them and 

elevated the level of the program to be a true science program. 

 

"When we were losing the interest of the upper grade kids – some of the parents would say, 'They are just 

misbehaving, they've done this before.' Well, they hadn't yet but they needed to be engaged in a different 

way. So I thought, 'I am going to make them all teachers.' I gave different roles to the upper grade kids. I 

had a parent who challenged me and said they didn't think their older child should participate. So I said to 

that parent, 'You are telling me when your child is in seventh and eighth grade, you would like me to not 

include them in this program?' And the parent explained that was not what they were saying. They just 

meant the kids who didn't want to be there. 'But,' I said to them, 'how do we pick and choose?'" 

 

Virginia decided the challenge was real and she was going to find a way to engage "all" the kids. 

 

"So, I taught the older kids how to teach. Because we were a small school back then and we just had one 

eighth grade class, I wrote a lesson for each eighth grade child to teach a component of the whole 

program. I gave them assignments. I want you to make a board. I want you to make a trifold on this topic. 

You have to be able to teach this information. How are you going to be able to do that? You can do it 

through information and pictures. We are going to use this demonstration and this game. That's how it 

came to be. It was not just teachers and parents working with students, it was students working with 

younger students. I needed a way to make sure we could keep reaching those older kids and engage 

them." 

 

While working full time, both Sheila and Virginia went back to school and in 2002 they each earned a 

master's degree in environmental education and curriculum development from Cal State Hayward. 

 

"We wanted to extend the Oceans Week program and learn to write curriculum," Virginia said. "When 

my kids graduated from school, I stayed for one year to transition with Sheila, and then Sheila took on 

Oceans Week. I was in the process of a divorce and I went back to school and got a teaching credential 

(K-8 multi subject teaching credential, Cal State Monterey Bay, 2007). All those years, I didn't have a 

teaching credential! I could teach adults with a master's degree, but I couldn't hold my own classroom. So 

I started looking at different organizations, including the Marine Mammal Center, where I might be of use 

with my knowledge and background, writing curriculum and education. But I didn't have a second 

language and they wanted me to have a second language and a master's degree, and then earn a minimum 

wage. I couldn't support myself. And so I said, 'I am going to keep building.' I had a very short amount of 

time to stand on my own so I thought, I will focus on education and I went back and got the credential, 

knowing that classroom teaching was the best way to have the best effect, but also knowing that that left 

Sheila, as the last teacher at the school with an Oceans Week background." 

 

"At that point in time, the whole Oceans Week program had to change," Sheila said, who took on 

coordinating the program while teaching her third graders full time. "Instead of Virginia handing it to 

each teacher to teach, I let teachers choose their subject within our seven main themes. They had to come 

up with their own lessons while I continued to produce the booklet that each student carried during the 

Oceans Week rotations that Virginia started." 
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"In 2007, I was hired to teach at Ocean Shore," Virginia said. "I no longer produced the Oceans Week 

program. Like Sheila, I was involved very heavily, but each teacher took on their own part and it 

continued because all these teachers and parents, and frankly all of our students, were very dedicated to 

it." 

 

Virginia took a moment to marvel over the dedication of Ocean Shore teachers as well as to acknowledge 

some of the outside experts that have contributed to Ocean Shore's Oceans 411. 

 

"Because of our program, twice I met Dr. Sylvia Earle (oceanographer, marine biologist, author, writer 

and lecturer), and I worked with and got to know Dr. John McCosker (an aquatic biologist and the former 

director of the Steinhardt Aquarium). The Pacific Beach Coalition's President Lynn Adams, who retired at 

the end of 2025 from the Coalition, was a constant contributor and enthusiast of our program. Lynn was 

just wonderful to work with and she is right here, living in Pacifica, and while I know she has officially 

retired as the Coalition's president, I think she is just retiring from being a powerhouse. I do not imagine 

she will disengage, just engage differently. 

 

"But that community engagement was a natural part of the Oceans 411 process, to incorporate outreach 

within the community. This is a school within the community, the children are living in this community 

and so this is another component of the community, working on clean oceans and safe spaces, together. 

 

"Sharing science with the world, making available the beauty and the science of the Earth for the average 

person is really wonderful. Helping them to see their own connection because people walk around so 

disconnected, and I feel we are so much more connected. And the ocean, there really is only one ocean. 

(The Pacific, the Atlantic, the Arctic, the Indian and the Southern Ocean surrounding Antarctica – are all 

actually one continuous body of water called the World Ocean.) We all dip our feet into the same ocean, 

and the oceans are the lungs of our planet. The Earth is truly a water planet, and here, living most of my 

life at the beach, near the marine environment, this has had a large influence on my life." 

 

Important to note, in 2010, because of its Oceans Week program, Ocean Shore had the distinction to be 

named an Ocean Guardian School by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). 

That award came with a grant of $6,000. 

 

What will happen to Oceans 411 with the changes in the Pacifica School District? 

 

"I would like to see it continue in some way because the program is fabulous. It has, as I have mentioned, 

brought in other people with expertise and it has also provided a platform for parents to interact with kids 

in a controlled environment where they can see themselves as teachers having something to contribute. 

But also for kids to have that sense of community and have all the generations to see their family 

members in a program for the day or several days, it matters to the kids. It has a huge impact for children 

to see the level of involvement that their family does for them. On a personal level, I put my whole being 

into that program and gave it what I could for as long as I could and I am so proud of it. It is a nice legacy 

to have for the community.  

 

"But the difficult reality is Ocean Shore is no more. For the most part, it has had its head cut off and its 

wings clipped. We've been separated out so our whole core has dispersed. Those of us remaining are K-5 

and there are not that many of us. All of our other teachers have gone onto Ingrid B. Lacey Middle School 

or other schools down the coast or down the peninsula – we're all over. But in terms of the core group that 

remains, it is a small group of us, and now that we have transitioned to Sunset Ridge, with a complete 

shortage of our core teachers, they asked us to produce Oceans Week and I told them it was unreasonable. 

There is just not enough time. We are still trying to get our footing at a new site. We have 500 kids 
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instead of 250 or 300 kids and no buy-in from the other teachers, which is not at all unreasonable. They 

didn't have any idea how big Oceans Week is or how much time is involved.  

 

"We did produce something on a very scaled-back level. This year's theme was Coral Reefs and it went 

on the third week of May. We did not go to the beach. There is no way to get us all to the beach, we're too 

many, and the Pacifica School District no longer wants the liability of parent drivers, and parent drivers 

have historically been such a wonderful and needed asset at Ocean Shore. But we did do some outdoor 

activities and I did use my sand collection that I have gathered from all over the world." 

 

"What the School District did to Ocean Shore is immeasurable," Sheila Gamble-Dorn added. "But the K-5 

are doing their best to keep it alive. Virginia is such a dedicated, smart and creative teacher and when she 

retires there are no more 4th or 5th grade Ocean Shore teachers, so I don't know how it will go. But I do 

know the education she has given her students is both magical and educational." 

 

 
In 2016, a group of Ocean Shore's finest – there were more, they just missed the photo op – gathered for 

a fine dining extravaganza, left to right: Alice Garibaldi (2nd grade); the late Patty McNally (4-5); Diane 

Barghouthy (3rd); Virginia (4-5); Sheila Gamble-Dorn (3rd); Connie Tse (3rd); Lily Anne Escobedo 

(kindergarten); Natalie Abinati (resource specialist); and Fran Quartini (2nd). 
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Virginia has dearly loved being a 4th-5th grade teacher. 

 

"The majority of my years teaching have been fourth and fifth grade. Years ago when I taught at Linda 

Mar Elementary, I taught seventh and eighth. When I was hired at Ocean Shore in 2007, it was for a four-

five swing position. It depended on the population, and Jonathan Harris and Patty McNally had made a 

decision to always have a split grade. A lot of the years, when my kids were there, we were split grades, 

but not all the times. What that meant, because the student numbers were off, it meant my first years at 

Ocean Shore I taught a 4-5 and then a 5-6, and a 4-5 and then a 5-6, and a 4-5 and then a 5-6. So I had to 

come up with a new curriculum for much of my teaching life for the first five years because I flip-flopped 

grades within three grade bands and I kept my kids from grade to grade. So if they started with me in the 

fourth grade, I had them in the fifth grade, I don't think I had anybody for three years. But I carried my 

kids over. So, I taught four, five and six for five years, and I taught seven and eight – but mostly I am a 4-

5 teacher, that's the sweet spot for me. 

 

"Academically they correlate. There is not a big disparity between what you are teaching. Fourth grade is 

California history and fifth grade is U.S. history and it is considered intermediate grades, so there are a lot 

of similarities in the standards you are teaching. Prior to that, you have a big shift. Elementary years are 

very different in their academic focus, and then in sixth grade and above, it changes dramatically again. 

Fourth and fifth grades are complimentary to one another. It is a great age. The kids have a lot of ability 

and they are able to kind of takeoff on their own with what they know and keep extending. Prior to that, 

you are still teaching the basics and kids are still acquiring the basic knowledge of academics. By the end 

of fifth grade, students are very hormonal and in sixth grade, kids are struggling with all the hormones 

they are going through and academically, it's like apples and oranges. When I taught a 5-6 class it was 

very hard, both academically and socially for the kids. The two years did not mesh at all." 

 

"My way of teaching is to meet a child where they are, and then you go from there. I push them really 

hard when I first meet them so I can see where their abilities are at that moment, and then I know to back 

off a bit because I can see they are not where they need to be yet, or, I can see that they are there and I can 

keep pushing. And that's the beauty of having kids for two years. I get to know them well and they get to 

know me really well, and I can just keep pushing that second year." 

 

 
Ocean Shore 4-5 team – Virginia, Patty McNally and Jonathan Harris – at 

Outdoor Ed. 
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"In terms of 5th grade education, I've been 

absolutely dedicated to Outdoor Ed and that is why I 

chose to teach fifth grade. I prefer fourth grade 

curriculum. I love teaching about California history 

as opposed to U.S. history, and I like fourth grade 

science where it is niched at this point. One of my 

favorite, favorite programs that I have run all these 

years for fourth grade social studies was to Fort 

Ross." 

 
Virginia leads her fourth graders on a California history 

field trip at Fort Ross. 
 

Notes from the Ocean Shore PTO explain the Fort 

Ross field trip: "Ocean Shore School historically 

utilizes overnight field trips for older elementary 

students, with Fort Ross Conservancy offering 

specialized Marine Ecology Programs (MEP) and 

Environmental Living Programs (ELP) for schools. 

These programs allow students to explore coastal 

ecology and history, often involving hands-on 

activities, wildlife observation and camping."  

 

Additionally, Fort Ross cultural history tours for 

fourth graders focus on: the Kashia Band of Pomo Indians, the original inhabitants of the Sonoma Coast; 

and the history behind the settlement of the Fort in 1812, by Russians, as a trading outpost for the 

Russian-American Company to supply food and goods to Alaska. 

 

"The School District has changed its policy so we can no longer do our overnight field trips and a large 

portion of Ocean Shore programming in my grade band, has been around living history programs and 

overnights. I used to do Point Reyes for our fifth graders, two nights overnight, and three days in the 

field." 

 

The highly valued, now former Point Reyes field trip is also explained in Ocean Shore's PTO notes: "Point Reyes 

National Seashore serves as a primary location for nature education, hiking and ecology. The Ocean 

Shore three-day outdoor education experience included: tide pooling at Agate Beach, where students got 

their hands wet with a ladder transect cataloging of the reefs diverse inhabitants; a tour of the 

reconstructed Miwok village, Kule Loklo, or a hike along the San Andreas fault zone and Earthquake 

trail; and the ability to have a close-up look at bird mist-netting and banding at the Blue Palomarin Field 

Station. It also included an introduction to camping, hiking and geology, seeing coastal redwoods up 

close, exploring the coastline and visiting the Tomales Bay or Giacomini Wetlands. It is considered one 

of the great California outdoor education programs for fifth and sixth graders. Ocean Shore's PTO 

supported this highly valued field trip through fundraising." 

 

"This last year for me has been teaching California history as best I could but with my hands tied behind 

my back. I would normally take my kids to John Muir's home in Martinez because I teach about, National 

Parks. But we were unable to do that field trip this year. However, we still did the project." 

 

Virginia then took this writer on a fascinating vocal history tour of how she has engaged her students. 
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"The children study the origins of the National Parks and then study an individual park. In the course of 

teaching that, I teach them about the water wars of California from the earliest inception of our state, and 

how we have been at war with one another for how to utilize our resources, and specifically water, which 

in huge part stemmed from the Gold Rush. I talk about John Muir, who came as an immigrant to this 

country (from Dunbar, Scotland, he arrived at age 11 with his parents). When he came to this country and 

saw the beauty of it, he wanted very much to preserve land. So I teach them about the philosophies of 

land preservation, starting with Native Americans, and then with major categories of modern-day thinking 

of land preservation. Then I teach them about all the important people that contributed to the idea of 

National Parks. And so I teach them about the writers and artists and philosophers – all the people that 

were influential at a time before we had photography. We needed people that could use the pen and the 

brush to be able to express their ideas about land use and the beauty of our country's landscape, so that 

they could convince Congress to preserve the land. 

 

"Who were some of these people? George Catlin was probably one of the most influential painters to start 

because he was one of the earliest painters who documented the landscape and also the Native Americans 

in the American West. Albert Bierstadt was also very influential as an artist. (He was a German American 

painter who did large landscapes of the American West.) Winslow Homer was a very famous painter of 

U.S. landscapes and wild seas. There is a long list of artists and writers and philosophers, and John Muir 

fills every single one of those categories. The students then research their choice of person on the map 

who was a contributor to this idea of National Parks." 

 

Virginia sighed. 

 

"Following that, I would normally take my kids to Pulgas Water Temple in Redwood City, which is the 

end terminus of the 160-mile Hetch Hetchy water system, where our water comes from. I teach them how 

it was engineered to cross the state. It is amazing. You can stand there, right at that point of celebration, 

where it comes to San Francisco and San Mateo counties. You can see it trickle into the trough before it 

enters into the lakes. I developed several games which are water relays so the kids understand how 

precious water is and how difficult it is to move it from place to place, starting with the Greeks and the 

Romans. We talk about conservation of resources and do a whole lot of activities. I teach them the history 

while I'm there and we do the games and then of course the highlight of the day is letting them roll down 

the grassy hills there, like kids should do. They can't go in the water! I bring water to the park for the 

games that we do and I fill basins that are meant to be the Earth's oceans. They have to transport water in 

teaspoons and cups and all kinds of things. I was unable to do that this year because our buses were 

limited. 

 

"I was able to keep my end-of-the-year field trip to the Oakland Museum of California. You have to book 

field trips the summer before the new school year begins, so I went ahead and booked that, last July. That 

will be our big celebration of California history and it is a wonderful field trip which I highly recommend 

to everyone. 

 

"This year I was also able to take my fourth graders on our annual walking tour of San Francisco's 

Chinatown with Pacifica Historical Society President and former Pacifica educator Steve Johnson for our 

Gold Rush studies. I also highly recommend Steve Johnson for any of his Bay Area historic walking 

tours." 

 

Traveling for Virginia has been a great and continuing educator. 

 

"My sister has lived in Alaska for over 40 years so I've been going there for many, many years. That's 

how I got my idea to do Polar Seas, from my time in Alaska. The Polar Region might be my favorite 

program. I did a lot of research and I did the same with Fort Ross, with Russian America. I went to Sitka, 

http://www.bartlettbiographies.com/


Beloved Ocean Shore teacher, the last of an era, retires 

An interview-biography with Virginia Szczepaniak 
By Jean Bartlett (www.bartlettbiographies.com) 
©2026 Jean Bartlett 

Page 23 (sponsored by Ocean Shore parents and friends) 

 

 

Alaska, and stayed for an extra five days learning all the history of Russian-American Alaska so I could 

add it to my Fort Ross component. 

 

 
Virginia and her sister Victoria in Chena Hot Springs, Fairbanks, 

Alaska. 

 
"What are my assignments for kids who are traveling? First of all, you can't replace that in educational 

terms. There is nothing better. If I know my kids are traveling out of the country or a place that is a 

destination for them, and my kids go all over the world – back and forth to the Philippines, to Hong Kong, 

to Paris – I give them an assignment based on where they are traveling to. I ask them to take photos, 

explore the monetary system, the language, to take pictures of architecture and plant and animal life that 

might be different, and then be prepared to give a presentation when they come back. I have one little gal 

who is back and forth to Italy all the time, her father is from Northern Italy and they vacation there four 

times a year. I have noticed that kids don't always remember where they have been easily, the bigger 

moments, the opportunity they've been given. So I try to give them, through assignments, a memory of a 

moment, besides what they ate. They can always tell you what they ate! But they can't tell you where 

exactly they saw a famous sculpture, or a painting, or a monument or a mountain range. I try to help give 

kids opportunities to look really close at certain things so they will really remember." 

 

Virginia also believes that storytelling, and storytelling through poetry, can pull your listeners in, 

including if that listener is yourself. 
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"My students know I am a storyteller. They'll say, 'Virginia, can we please have a story.' I tell them, 'I am 

not just going to tell stories. You are going to have to tell stories and read stories and write stories.' To 

teach them how to write, I teach them how to plant seeds from their own lives in their notebooks. 'Your 

memories are seeds,' I tell them. 'Write those seeds down now. You can always go back to them.' So I 

have pages and pages of seeds from my life that I plant in my notebook. And every so often when they 

request a story, they'll go down my list in my notebook and choose one." 

 

Virginia's got some zingers in there that are quite popular. 

 

"There is the seed from the story of when I tried to rescue my best girlfriend, Paula, from a cliff while she 

was being attacked by a hive of hornets. That was scary. There was the time that I accidentally rode a St. 

Bernard along a path in the forest. I say accidentally because it wasn't my choice." 

 

What about the story about being locked in the garage that was set on fire? Virginia hinted about this 

story earlier in this interview and it's time to hear the tale. 

 

"You know, growing up when I did, it was the time before seatbelts and helmets," Virginia said settling 

into the seed memory with an intro. "I tell my students, 'You can't live without an icepack. I made it 

through my entire childhood without an icepack.' And it wasn't a pretty childhood. Safety was not a 

priority. The world was a different place. We are all lucky we survived those years because there weren't 

controls or safety features, or people really watching carefully. So, we kind of found our way. 

 

"Okay, the garage. It takes place in my childhood neighborhood and it involves my friend's older brother, 

who was probably 5 or 6 years older than we were. This family was two kids being raised by a widowed 

mom. They lived across the street. Their dad was a police officer who had been killed in San Francisco. 

Anyway, old Mrs. Martin was raising her kids the best way she knew how. She was very strict and her 

kids were very out-of-bounds, both of them. But Mike Martin was the kind of kid who was kind of scary 

because he would do anything. He was an exhibitionist and he would do crazy stupid things and we were 

always worried about him. 

 

"Every Fourth of July we would go out and get fireworks, and that included whole packs of firecrackers 

which we would light up and toss. So you were always running from explosions. But this one time, it was 

his sister and me, and other kids from the neighborhood. And he said, 'Hey you guys, come on in. I want 

to show you something.' And he brought us into his garage. His mom was off at work. So all of us kids 

went in and he pulled down the door and locked the garage. He had a gas can and he sprinkled gasoline 

all over the floor of the garage, all the way up the cement steps, all the way up to the back of the house 

and he lit it on fire. He was 13 or 14 maybe, definitely old enough to know better. The other kids just 

froze because we were seeing the whole floor of this garage go up in tall, tall flames. Gasoline burns fast. 

Luckily, all the houses in the neighborhood had the same garage door and I knew how to unlock it from 

the inside. I just went for that door and pushed and pushed and pushed until it opened part way and I 

crawled under it and ran. I was scared to death. I ran home and I said to my mom, 'Mom, Mike lit the 

garage on fire with me in it.' Well my mother went over there, angry as could be. She was marching 

across the street screaming at Mike. When his mother came home, my mother went right back over there 

and told her what happened. 

 

"There's a part two to this story. I had forgotten about 'part one' for a lot of my life, until my kids were 

little and we went to the Linda Mar Firehouse for one of their Open House Days. They had a 

demonstration where they would lock you in a room and set a little house on fire. It was fully controlled. 

The fire couldn't go anywhere. They just wanted to show everyone how fire and smoke can travel through 

a house. But I screamed and threw open the door and pulled my kids out of the building. The fireman 
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said, 'Are you okay?' And I said, 'I just had a reminder that I was once locked in a garage that someone set 

on fire on purpose.'" 

 

What happened to that kid, Mike Martin?  

 

"He died very young. I was surprised he lived as long as he did. He ended up as a machine gunner in 

Vietnam and made it through two tours as a helicopter gunner and then he returned home and was hit by a 

car in an intersection in San Bruno when he was on a motorcycle. He was not in this world for very long." 

 

Virginia stopped to shake her head and smile. 

 

"Not all my stories from my childhood are horrible like that. But I have a lot of interesting interactions in 

my childhood that I could write about. Stories that scrape the heart, we've all got them." 

 

How does Virginia teach her students to tell their stories through poetry? 

 

"Because I've had to teach poetry, I've written poetry and I love my 'I Am' poems. And because I am 

teaching poetry to fifth graders, I write mine from my own fifth grade perspective." 

 

An "I Am" poem is a first-person poem that is usually biographical. Its purpose is to get to know one's 

own emotions and personality traits through a series of "I Am" props, as well as to learn to write free-

verse. "I am a small recorder / a pen and a notebook / filling with the words of Virginia's story while 

aquatic birds fly by." 

 

"I wrote my students an 'I Am' poem about my experience of learning how to write an 'I Am' poem and 

then learning how to teach it. They loved that. It's the kind of thing I tell kids, 'You can do this a year 

from now, five years from now, when you are waiting for a bus. But every single time you put that pencil 

on the paper and think about who you are from a different perspective, you are going to see another part 

of yourself. You can do this for the rest of your life and not be done.' That is fun and forever interesting. 

 

"Am I silly in class? I am pretty stern but I do have a sense of humor and I can play around with the kids 

pretty well. They know I mean business when I mean business! But I do like to share and show and teach 

what I know and kids like that. It's very relatable. 

 

"What have my students taught me this year? First of all, this has been a wonderful group to have for my 

last year and they've taught me that I have done my job and they are going to do well. There are days 

when you think, oh, this isn't working, or, if I could only have done this. You have to look at the big 

picture. That's what they've taught me. Look at the big picture. Because when I look at where they were 

almost two years ago when they started with me and where they are now, you have to take a long-term 

approach – a day-to-day short-term approach, a minute-to-minute with some students. But, you have to 

have the long-term view that every day counts and adds to their education. As does that maturation 

process and the whole community that it takes to teach a child that altogether works beautifully if you just 

let it run and you have that long view that it's going to work out. I think I've known that, but this group 

has really solidified it for me because it's my last year. And this group has been very capable and I am just 

delighted to see how their personalities have grown and developed as well as their skills. They are going 

to do well. They taught me a lot. In addition, like all my students have done over the years, they've taught 

me to recommit to my patience! 
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"I do feel that lifelong learning is the ultimate for 

all of us. I have come to understand myself as a 

lifelong learner and I hope that other people that I 

encounter can learn that of themselves. Because 

I've seen a lot of people put really big limitations 

on themselves. As a kid my perception was, well, 

when you grow up you know everything so what 

else is there? The more you learn you realize the 

more you want to know. My experience is that 

people continue to learn and grow and be the 

person they were meant to be until they take their 

last breath. Because I've participated in that, all 

the way to the end – multiple times, that's what 

I've seen in that. You aren't truly fully who you 

are until you are done. When a person is near the 

end, they are still teaching, just by allowing you 

to be present when they take their last breath. I 

was present for both of my parents' deaths. I held 

their hand while they died. I think the experience 

is very good. I think that it helps you understand 

life better and how to redirect yourself when you 

feel undirected or ungrounded in some aspect of 

life. Witnessing this gives you a finality; a point 

of reference to go back to when you need it." 

 

When Virginia retires she is definitely going to take a break from any teaching for a while. It's time to 

read that great pile of waiting books and make new discoveries. 

 

"I do plan to stay connected to Outdoor Ed and visit. I also plan to donate a lot of my natural specimens to 

Outdoor Ed. They have a nature lab that kids visit every day and it is all hands-on, and so I want all these 

fabulous rocks, minerals, bones, feathers, skulls and nests I have to find a home, so I know they will be 

used every day. And I will continue to support Oceans 411-type education as I can. 

 

"For now, I would like to say to my fellow teachers, parents and students: 'Thank you for the privilege;' 

'Thank you for the privilege of teaching your children;' and to the kids, 'I believe in you.' Life is much 

bigger than we have ever imagined." 
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