






A sense of pride and happiness runs 
through Tia Paulette when she shows off 
her miniature chair, enshrined in a plastic 
case, with the names of several staff mem-
bers from her school – Rockwood’s Eureka 
High – printed on it.  The tiny chair was a gradua-
tion gift from school custodian Tom O’Connor 
who crafted it.  For Tia, it serves as a symbol of a 
turning point in her life when she transformed her-
self from a smart aleck, troublemaker with no 
future to a respected role model who plans to 
become a lawyer.

In her sophomore year at Eureka, Tia, in a fit of 
rage, threw a chair at another female student.  It was the 
final straw for the young woman whose anger and poor 
attitude and work ethic were fueled by an impoverished 
home situation in north St. Louis that, in her eyes, hin-
dered her from reaching her potential.  She is candid 
about what she was like before she was suspended from 
school for 49 days because of the chair incident:  “I was 
quite the troublemaker, a manipulator, a liar.  I hung out 
with the wrong people.”

In those weeks away from school, Tia had plenty of 
time to reflect.  “I was miserable,” she recalls.  “I loved 
my school.”  When she did return, she was concerned 
about how she would be perceived.  To her amazement, 
all of the staff welcomed her back and the ones who 
responded to the chair incident were the most forgiving 
of all.  It is their names written on the tiny chair.  
Audrey Bell was one of the hall monitors on duty, Tia 
reports.  “After my suspension, Ms. Bell and I talked and 
she told me she was disappointed with me at the time 
because she knew I was capable of so much more.”  That 
vote of confidence made a big impression on Tia.

Many others passed along encouraging words to her 
as she set about trying to make a fresh start.  “I got so 
much support from so many people – teachers, the prin-
cipals, counselors, secretaries, lunch ladies.”  It was the 
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push she needed.  She didn’t want to let any of them 
down.  

Being away from her classes for so long presented 
challenges, but Tia knuckled down and studied hard, 
often as much as seven to eight hours a night.  Her 
geometry teacher, LeAnn Hottelman, was skeptical that 
Tia could catch up, but Tia resolved to prove her wrong.  
“Mrs. Hottelman was dazzled,” notes Tia, by what she 
was able to accomplish – nearly perfect grades on all 
tests and 98 percent on the final!  In her other classes, 
she also excelled, earning A’s in nearly all of them.

Wanting more positive distractions in her daily rou-
tine, she got involved in lacrosse and winter guard, an 
indoor color guard activity.  It was impossible to go 
home between the end of school and the start of prac-
tice, so she went to the home of a teammate, Kellie 
Kavanaugh, who lives near the school.  Tia developed a 
close relationship with the Kavanaugh family – Adam 
and Denise and their two children.    The family’s love 
and kindness were also instrumental in Tia’s transforma-
tion and they continue to be of immense support to her.

Always outgoing and communicative, Tia made 
known to the Eureka staff her desire and determination 
to change.  “I knew I wanted a better life and so I made 
a pledge to stay in school and give it my all,” she 
explains.  When the staff saw evidence of her success, 
they rewarded her with leadership tasks.  She spoke at a 
diversity panel presented for teachers, addressing what 
life is like for the city kids who come to Rockwood.  “I 
told them many of us don’t have much hope in our lives.  

Tia Paulette is forever grateful to the faculty and staff at Rockwood’s Eureka 
High for helping her believe in herself enough to change her ways and move 
in a positive direction.  Not only did she improve her behavior and grades, she 
became a role model to other students.  Here she gives her commencement 
speech, in which she made the point that she and her classmates developed 
“intangible qualities,” such as persistence, courage and respect, thanks to the 
staff “who put their hearts and souls” into making certain that occurred.  
Photo by Samantha Vanover, Eureka High School



State Leadership Position (continued)

We don’t dream big because we are not aware of 
how much we are cable of,” she explained.  The 
staff reassured her that she could have the same 
bright future as other students if she continued to 
work hard.  “It began to sink in for me – that I am 
in control of my own destiny,” she recalls.  

There was no stopping her then; she was ener-
gized.  So much so that she wanted other students 
to see the light.  She eagerly shared her story, cred-
iting her school family with making such a differ-
ence in her life.  Freshman principal Jennifer 
Strauser describes Tia as a role model, noting that 
she regularly imparted words of advice on younger 
students who struggled to get along.  “I simply put 
her in a room with them, closed the door, and let 
the magic happen,” she reports.    

Tia ended her Rockwood education in a way 
she could have never imagined.  The scholarships 
she earned were outnumbered only by the acco-
lades she received.  She was selected as a com-
mencement speaker and her insightful speech 
triggered tears of happiness and pride from her 
family and the Kavanaughs.

Her speech reflected her personal journey at 
Eureka and what she valued most.  It began:  
“This is the end of our senior year; the golden year.  
The year of age, of responsibility, of forgiveness 
and of appreciation.  The year of integrity, self-
awareness, of respect and of recognition.”  She 
cited other qualities that she and her classmates 
gained from their Eureka education:  persistence, 
courage, kindness, problem-solving.  She talked 
about the staff members “who put their hearts and 
souls” into ensuring that students develop these 
characteristics along with the necessary book 
knowledge.  It is the “intangible qualities,” she said, 
“that will carry us through the rest of our lives.”  

Tia intends to put to use those qualities at the 
University of Missouri-Columbia where she is 
now, intently focused on her pre-law coursework.  
She is the first of her parents and siblings to grad-
uate from high school, let alone attend college.  
Equally exciting for Tia is that the cost of higher 
education won’t be a burden on her.  The balance 
of her college expenses – after scholarships, grants 
and financial aid – will be paid by a local family, 
both parents who are lawyers, who heard about 
Tia’s story from Adam Kavanaugh.  “This won-
derful couple has agreed to pay for all my college 
expenses and their generosity overwhelms me,” 
notes Tia.  

Grateful for her many blessings, Tia intends to 
make a difference in the lives of others by continu-
ing to do her best and setting a good example.  “I 
see my future as being directly linked to the future 
of others who come after me.  It’s as if I’m on 
stage and I have to perform the best I can.  I want 
my success to inspire other students to become 
leaders.” 

for a master’s degree in healthcare administration from St. Louis 
University’s School of Public Health.  For more than 10 years she 
worked in hospitals and community health centers.     

In 2008, Jones changed career directions again and ran for the 
legislature when a state House seat opened up.  Since then, she 
has risen to the number two post in the House Democratic 
Caucus, and most recently, worked with Republican colleagues on 
the issue of school choice.  Believing strongly that Missouri fami-
lies should have access to quality schools, she sponsored a bill 
expanding charter schools, broadening the entities that can spon-
sor them and setting clearer standards for them.  While no action 
was taken in the session, she intends to champion the issue again 
next year.  “As single mother of a young child, I feel that my role 
as a legislator is to try to level the playing field so that all parents 
have good choices for their children’s education.”  

Since entering the General Assembly, Jones has heard from 
some of the Affton staff.  A congratulations card from high 
school social studies teacher Loretta Selzer sits on her desk.  “It’s 
a reminder to me of one of the most warm hearted people I’ve 
ever met,” she points out, adding that she admires Selzer because 
she always expected a lot from her students.  The young state rep 
was especially humbled by a visit from former superintendent Gay 
Tompkins, who is now retired.  Dr. Tompkins commented to 
Jones that she was not at all surprised by how her political career 
has taken off.  “Dr. Tompkins told me, ‘You had it in you all 
along,’” Jones notes.  

Last year, Jones returned to Affton High for her 20-year 
reunion.  “I went because I was a little homesick,” she explains.  “I 
made lifelong friends there and I wanted to reconnect in person 
with them, instead of just keeping in touch on Facebook.”   

She credits those friendships – with people of diverse ethnici-
ties and backgrounds – with how she has developed as a person.  
“I feel I am well-rounded and able to relate well with all people.  
And I have Affton to thank for that.”             

Clem Smith Stresses Importance of  
Exposure which he Received in Clayton  

Smith, 34, compares the neighborhood he grew up in – next to 
a housing project near the intersection of Delmar and Union – to 
what he encountered in Clayton schools, as, “the difference 
between night and day.”  

Starting at Clayton in kindergarten, he reports, “It was my 
first experience being around children who were not black.  
Where I grew up, there didn’t seem to be a Caucasian person 
within 10 miles.”  The contrasting worlds presented challenges 
that lead to playground scuffles, and some rather amusing memo-
ries.  During his years at  Meramec Elementary, he was the only 
African-American male in his grade level, “and so I became the 
resident expert on all things black,” he recalls with a chuckle.  
“Even my teachers looked to me to lend insight about Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and the Civil War.”

Another former voluntary transfer student who served in the 
Missouri House is remembered fondly by the Affton district, where 
he attended school (class of 1990) and was a classmate of current 
state representative Tishaura Jones (see main article).  Sherman 
Parker, a Republican representing St. Charles’ 12th district from 
2003 to 2006, died in 2008 at age 37 from a brain aneurysm.  
Profiled in the spring 2003 edition of The Volunteer, Parker credited 
his experiences in Affton with giving rise to his political career.  As 
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