Hilltop academic team takes county honor
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CHULA VISTA – Two years ago, the students at Hilltop High in Chula Vista could call themselves the upstarts in the county's academic decathlon. Now they've built a dynasty. 

For the third consecutive year, Hilltop has won the classroom equivalent of a CIF athletic championship. 

And this time, coach Virginia Martinez said, she means it. She's retiring. 

She's said that before. 

"I lied," she said yesterday. 

She said she knows she sounds like the boy who cried wolf, but there's some finality to going out with the class of 2002. 

"Some of these kids are just extraordinary. I like this senior class," Martinez said. She told them last year that she'd be retiring, but then, "I said, 'No, I'm going to graduate with you guys.' " 

Martinez, 65, even picked up retirement paperwork Thursday in Linda Vista, just hours before attending the awards ceremony at which Hilltop's latest triumph was announced. Hilltop achieved its three-peat in competition on Feb. 2, but the results weren't announced until Thursday evening. 

In what is becoming an annual tradition for the Hilltop team, the students celebrated at a Denny's restaurant and took menus with them to post on the walls in Room 402 as souvenirs of the evening. It's also become habit for them to wear their medals to school the following day. 

Senior Monika Muller, 16, said she was gratified by the attention from students she didn't even know – "all these people congratulating you and thanking you for making the school look good." 

The other team members are seniors Neil Chua, 16, Lor Collin, 17, Donald Diaz, 18, Sarah Douglas, 17, Kristin Krogh, 17, Moises Lara, 17, and Steve Rowe, 17, and sophomore Kyle Mathews, 15. 

Neil was the top overall student in the honors category, for students with at least a 3.75 grade-point average. Kristin took first in the scholastic category, open to students with GPAs from 3.0 to 3.74. 

The Hilltop students said they had been confident they would win the competition. Most of them take Martinez's academic decathlon prep class for credit, and some of them even went in during the summer to study with Martinez for the one-day competition. 

Martinez, they said, recruited most of them as freshmen to be on her team, and they joked that she runs a cult out of Room 402. The coach's nickname is "Yoda." 

"She's old, she's little and she's wise," explained Diaz. 

The Hilltop team will compete March 22-24 in the state academic decathlon in Modesto. 

Two years ago, Hilltop became the first large-school-division academic decathlon winner in the history of the competition. 

In this year's decathlon, 27 public and private high school teams took tests in music, art, language and literature, economics, science and a general Super Quiz category, and competed in written essays, speeches and oral interviews. 

San Dieguito Academy in Encinitas finished second to Hilltop. Granite Hills High School in El Cajon placed third. The Academy of Our Lady of Peace in University Heights won the small schools division. 
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