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The Best of the Best
Guilford County Schools Announces the Five Finalists for the Teacher of the Year Award
Greensboro, NC – The five finalists for Guilford County Schools’ SunTrust Gold Star Teacher of the Year award have all made a difference in students’ lives. However, only one will be named the district’s Teacher of the Year on Monday, September 18 at a recognition banquet.  
The winning teacher will receive a total award of $2,000 and will represent teachers across the district at various local and state events. GCS will also name an elementary, middle and high school teacher of the year, all receiving $1,000. 

Below is a Q & A with each finalist. Photos of each finalist are available upon request.
Rhonda Blue
 
1. School: Kirkman Park Spanish Immersion Magnet Elementary School
2. Courses you teach within GCS: In 2005-2006, I taught second grade, all courses. This year, 2006-2007, I will teach fifth grade, all courses.
3. Number of years teaching: 30 
4. What is your favorite aspect of teaching?  
I love standing before my students presenting the lessons at hand. I have planned some creative, hands-on, interactive, visual and informative lessons to share with students. I want to share my excitement with them and my love for teaching and learning as I present my lessons. It warms my heart to see the lights come on the heads and hearts of young minds which I touch.
5. What inspired you to become a teacher?  
My mother, Alice Holmes inspired me to become a teacher. I witnessed her love for children, commitment to lifelong learning and her compassion for working with families within the Guilford County Head Start program, now Guilford Developmental Day Care. Also, Barbara Brothers, my eighth-grade English teacher at Alfred James Griffin Junior High School, inspired me to become a teacher. She was always well dressed, poised and presented lessons with vigor and vitality. My aspiration was to become a teacher just like them. These ladies are my heroes. To them I owe my success. 
-more-

6. What were some of your most memorable moments that occurred this year while teaching?  
At the close of a math lesson, a young second-grade male approached me with much excitement and said, “Ms. Blue, I love you!” and gave me a hug. When children can openly speak affectionately to you, it is quite evident that you have bonded with them building a relationship which would increase student capacity to gain much knowledge. This child changed from showing aggressive behavior to calmness in his demeanor. His academic progress grew. Also, he became a peer tutor.
The caliber and quality of writing which my second-graders performed along with the whole second-grade team at Kirkman Park was great! Students grew from writing run-on sentences to writing complete sentences and editing their own work. 
I worked with a professional team of dedicated teachers, a seasoned and a brand new teacher. These teachers made an impact on the success of my year. Together, we planned, collaborated and supported, taught and loved one another and the children.
7. What advice would you give new teachers?  
If teaching is your dream, you must plan and achieve. You must claim what you want and pursue it. When stones block your path, consider them only a test for you will conquer those hurdles. Keep your focus while you continue to strive to achieve and teach the young minds of today and tomorrow. Know that success comes at the heels of failure. The struggle will be challenging. Never give up on our future, the children!
8. What about teaching brings you the greatest joy?  
I love seeing the bright faces of young minds as they unfold and grasp the information being presented to them.  At the split second, the moment when the light comes on, I am full of joy to know that my students are grasping the concepts being presented. For me, teaching is not a job; it is a calling. I know my talents are best used to help others, the children and my colleagues.
9. What advice do you give to parents?  
Parents, you are your child’s first teacher! Treat them each as individuals and know that some will have success whiles others will struggle. They each have their own strengths. Identify your child’s strengths and build on them.  Also, know that your child’s strengths of today may be his or her struggles of tomorrow. Embrace that and reward them for effort. As you continue to nurture and guide your child, you will produce a good citizen, a future leader. 
10. What do you want your legacy as a teacher to be? 
My legacy will be that the world would know that I embraced and taught all the children who came through the doors of education and walked the halls where I taught.
-more-

11. What would being selected as the 2006 GCS Teacher of the Year mean to you?  
It brings me great joy just knowing that I am one of five finalists for Guilford County Teacher of the Year. Upon being selected Guilford County Teacher of the Year, I would continue to promote Guilford County as one of the best professional local education agencies in the state. I want Guilford County, North Carolina, the United States and the world to know that we are a leader in many aspects of education and our efforts are a direct result of dedication by all employees to educate the citizenry of Guilford County and prepare them for a world class experience as they leave this county and find futures throughout the world.
Jake Henry 

1. School:  Southeast Middle 
2.  Courses Taught: French 
3. Number of years teaching: 8 

4. What is your favorite aspect of teaching?  
The relationships I have formed with students and colleagues. 

5. What inspired you to become a teacher? 
My dad taught, coached and is now a principal. I saw the relationships he formed with students and the impact Dad had on them. He was always available to them and loved his job. I also had many teachers and coaches who took an active role in mentoring me and being a role model for me. Seeing the importance of having positive role models made me want to become a teacher at a very early age. I have never considered another career.
6. What advice would you give new teachers?  
It is extremely important to have strong mentors, especially in the first few years of teaching. Seek out the teachers in your building who work hard to put student needs first that you respect. Spend time with those teachers, ask them questions, observe their classes and lean on them for advice when you are struggling. Also, build relationships with other teachers in your building who are at the same level of experience as yourself. Use your mentors and other colleagues as support and to keep you focused on the main thing—student learning.  Building solid rapport with colleagues will help you remain positive and support you in time of need.
7. What about teaching brings you the greatest joy? 
My joy in teaching is simple. It's the relationships with students. I love walking into a classroom or a crowd of students in the hallway and talking to them. Spending time with students brings me the most joy.
-more-
8. What advice do you give parents? 
The most important thing you can do is talk to your child. Often times students will share things with parents that they are not comfortable sharing with a teacher. Students face a number of challenges in school, socially, academically, emotionally, etc. Parents need to know what is working well for their children and where they are having difficulties. Then parents need to communicate with us. We have to be made aware if we are not meeting the needs of a student. If we know how a student needs to be helped we can provide the support. Also, parents need to be receptive to input from teachers—both positive and negative. We want all students to succeed. We may call with bad news sometimes, but we have to work together for the good of the student. Parents have to see themselves as partners in the education of their children.
9. What do you want your legacy as a teacher to be?  

He loved his job, worked hard and always put student needs first.

10. What would being selected as the 2006 GCS Teacher of the Year mean to you? 

It would be an honor to be selected because I know there are so many teachers in this county who deserve it.  Everyone knows that there is not one single teacher who is more deserving than others. So many of us put forth the energy, time and love every day. It's just nice to be in such great company.

Teresa Potter
 
1. School: Page High School
2. Courses Taught:  Algebra 1, Algebra 2 (Honors level) and Geometry. I also coordinate the sheltered instruction classroom models for our students who are learning English as their second or third language 
3. Number of years teaching:  20 public school,  5 private school
4. What is your favorite aspect of teaching?  

My favorite aspect of teaching is interacting with my students. They truly give meaning and purpose to my life.  Because I have the wonderful opportunity to teach a large number of students who are newcomers to the United States, I must include my interaction with ESOL students as an aspect of teaching that brings me great joy. They open up the window of the world for me and bring a rainbow of customs, ideas, languages and perspectives to my classroom.
-more-

5. What inspired you to become a teacher? 
My childhood was enriched by so many magnificent teachers, that I could never choose the one who inspired me the most. Actually, I believe my drive to become a teacher was innate. From the time that I could sit up and look at books, my parents and grandparents encouraged me to read and learn. During the Depression Era, neither of my grandparents were allowed to attend school beyond age 12. Both valued education more than any other institution in their lives and they exposed me to books early on. My grandfather especially encouraged me to revere teaching and learning. Although he enjoyed a minimal amount of schooling, my grandfather read books avidly and reinforced for me the necessity of education. My grandparents applauded teachers and regarded them as the most noble servants of mankind. They convinced me that I could choose any career and become successful; yet I could never imagine working in any field other than the one that had molded my life in such a positive way. Now as a seasoned teacher, I continue in my quest to be the best teacher I can be.
6. What were some of your most memorable moments that occurred this year while teaching? 
1. This past year, my students became players in a classroom community activity based on the Houses of Hogwarts from J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter novels. Each student wore the “sorting hat” I had ordered online and received their mystical assignment to one of the four houses. I dressed as Minerva McGonagall on the “sorting day” and waived my “wand” over each student. There was such electricity and excitement in the air on the day of sorting. And that excitement was not short-lived. The students participated in friendly competition throughout the semester with efforts to become the “house” who would win the championship “cup.” This activity brought about incredible social and academic results for the students. Every student won something at the end of the contest. There were no losers in this game.  
2. I designed a cross-curricular project that brought the CSI theme into the classroom and required that the students work cross-curriculums to complete their projects. The students were given a crime scenario with clues that linked them to possible suspects for the crime presented in the project. The level of motivation, excitement and success for these students was remarkable. They were totally connected with the lab work from biology class, the mathematics from my class and the program design for their computer simulations from the Science Visualizations class. They used all of these venues in order to solve the crime. Their final presentations included components for writing and creative design. I was delighted with the outcomes, especially in that the students were so driven to become engaged with problem solving and critical thinking while determining “whodunit.”

7. What advice would you give new teachers?  
Although the first couple of years are challenging, new teachers should seek out their support persons and resources, both on-site and throughout the district and be bold about asking for assistance. I would encourage them to squeeze in time to get into the classrooms of accomplished teachers and observe them, to take a few minutes each day for themselves and to remember to laugh often. After all, we want to give our best to our students. Being physically and mentally refreshed will help with some of the stress and allow new teachers to stay focused. I would invite them to join our local teacher association, GCAE and network with teachers who can provide continued support. Lastly, I would say, “Remember why you chose to do this job – probably because you believed you have something really wonderful to give to some really wonderful children. And certainly, you do! So don’t give up….we need you and so do the students!”
-more-
8. What about teaching brings you the greatest joy?  
There are so many joys brought to me through teaching. The first involves my students. They are bright, funny, curious and amazing. Into my classroom each day, they bring the future. They are the 21st century. My colleagues at my school and those I know throughout the district also bring me joy. The math department at my school is a wonderful, sharing, caring and cohesive team that works extremely hard to help students achieve. It is indeed a joy to a member of such a dedicated group. Watching a student grasp a concept and light up with understanding is always a joyous moment. This part of teaching never grows old for me. I love the curriculum I teach and I find joy in making it relevant to my students.  
9. What advice do you give parents?  
I always ask parents to become as involved as they possibly can be in their child’s present learning and in the plans for their education in the future. This degree of possible involvement varies from parent to parent and depends largely on socio-economic factors. No matter what the home situation, I think it is important that I ask for parent input. The insight they can give to me concerning their child is so valuable. I have an open door policy with parents in that they are invited to visit my classroom without appointment as long as they check in at the school office. I also want parents to be able to examine what their child is learning; therefore, I send home copies of our learning goals and assignments on a routine basis and post these to my Web page daily before I go home for the evening. I give parents many opportunities to have an active role in the planning and learning in my classroom.
10. What do you want your legacy as a teacher to be?  
Although I hope I have turned many children into lovers of mathematics, I would like even more to be remembered as a teacher who fostered fairness and equity, a teacher who practiced not mere tolerance, but acceptance of all students, and a teacher who built a learning community based on a love for students in which everyone of them could enjoy academic achievement and personal growth.
    11.  What would being selected as the 2006 GCS Teacher of the Year mean to you?  

Guilford County is my home. I was born here and graduated from high school here. It has taken a while for me to finally get to teach here, but this feels so comfortable, just like home should feel. Because I know so many incredibly dedicated teachers who work for GCS, I would be both honored and humbled to be the ambassador for all of them as the 2006 Teacher of the Year. Recently, I have been offered several opportunities to advance my career, all of them outside of Guilford County. Since I have been named a GCS Teacher of the Year finalist, there could be no offer lucrative enough to pull me away from my chance to become Teacher of the Year. It means everything to me. As Teacher of the Year, I would expect this honor to open doors for me to speak to new teachers, encourage them and assist them. I have envisioned developing a network for teachers via emails and an electronic newsletter from the Teacher of the Year. I would love to devote some of my time to connecting ILTs and lateral entry teachers with other teachers who have precisely the resources needed to make life easier. My newsletter would include tips for successful teaching. I would also like to include support for National Board candidates since I have been trained at the state level to offer such support. As a trainer for the NC Teacher Academy, I have the capacity and resources for delivering mini-workshops and staff development on a variety of relevant educational topics. In turn, anything I do to help teachers will positively impact learning opportunities for the students of GCS. Of course, I would represent GCS as strongly as I possibly can in the regional and state Teacher of the Year competitions.

-more-
Jason Thompson
1. School: The Academy at Lincoln
2. Courses Taught: Chorus and Piano
3. Number of years teaching: 7
4. What is your favorite aspect of teaching?  
My favorite aspect of teaching is the phenomenon that occurs in the music classroom when students realize the value of the collective effort and teamwork. While most people view my contribution to education through the final product (i.e. a final concert), I am encouraged by the process of cooperative learning that occurs on a daily basis.  This process involves curriculum integration to the fullest extent, which makes the arts a vital component to education. 
5. What inspired you to become a teacher? 
My inspiration to teach stems from a mother who used every teachable moment in the home environment as an opportunity to broaden my understanding of life; childhood friends who spent countless hours on my front porch allowing me to be a teacher for the moment and an elementary music teacher, whose teaching incorporated a variety of strategies and modes of engagement for learning and whose passion for music sparked my interests in working with students.
6. What were some of your most memorable moments that occurred this year while teaching?
The Academy at Lincoln experienced many successes this past year, which provided memorable moments for years to come. One memorable moment included a time when our choruses hosted an elementary chorus in a music share workshop. While both schools sang for each other as a collaborative effort, they also shared their knowledge about vocal production and the benefits of studying music. I realized that my students were good advocates for music education, a more persuasive voice for music education than mine alone.  

7. What advice would you give new teachers?  
I encourage new teachers to hone their skills for connecting with students. The ability to connect with students is a prerequisite for connecting students to the curriculum. Students may not remember all of the facts that we teach, but they will never forget how they are made to feel each day. 
8. What about teaching brings you the greatest joy?  
As a music educator, I am fully aware of the transformative power that exists in music. Music is used for celebrations and as a means to cope with difficult moments in our lives. I am personally rewarded when my music program affects student success in both academic and character education, particularly those successes that arise out of immense difficulty. 
-more-
9. What advice do you give parents?
Invest the total education of your child. Teaching does not occur solely in class settings, but many of the lessons that children learn are taught in the home environment.  One of the best ways for parents to invest in the education of their children is to make learning a part of daily activities. In addition, parents must remember that character education is vital to the development of children and children learn to interact as viable citizens by observing the actions of their parents. 
10. What do you want your legacy as a teacher to be?  
A mantra used as a foundation for everything that I do with students is, “Second to none and first for education.” 
11. What would being selected as the 2006 GCS Teacher of the Year mean to you?
Being selected as the 2006 GCS Teacher of the Year would mean that I represent all of the quality teachers that work in Guilford County whose worth is not measured solely in their ability to assist students in reaching specific scores on standardized tests, but in their ability to assist students in being successful in all aspects of their adult lives. This honor is completing humbling. 

Shawn Watlington

2. School:  Greensboro Middle College

3. Courses Taught: Honors United States History, Humanities and World Cultures, Current Events/Political Science

4. Number of years teaching:  14 years

5. What is your favorite aspect of teaching?

My favorite aspect of teaching is putting the lesson plans I have developed on paper into practice. I love to be in the classroom with my students every day. It is really exciting to see the light bulb go off in their heads when a lesson really reaches and teaches my students and they want to learn more.

6. What inspired you to become a teacher?

I had great teachers when I was in school. They had four things in common: first, they had high expectations for all their students. Second, they loved the subjects they taught. They considered themselves experts and went beyond the textbook to share ideas that interested them. Third, they could identify the unique interests and talents of their students and used this to provide meaningful assignments. Fourth, they formed strong bonds with their students and provided the nurturing we sometimes needed. These four factors meant that their classes were rich, interesting, and exciting for me. I decided to become a teacher because I wanted to replicate good teaching for the students in my classroom.
-more-

7. What were some of your most memorable moments that occurred this year while teaching?

There were three memorable moments that occurred this year:

1. A student in my class who had previously dropped out found learning in school once again to be exciting and engaging. On many occasions he would bring books, documentaries, pamphlets, and articles to share and he often led class discussions. This student’s renewed sense of purpose was contagious and spurred debates in class almost every day. During one debate, passions ran high between the young man and another student with an opposing viewpoint. Because our class culture required respect and tolerance of differing opinions, they were able to resolve their intellectual differences, and both openly acknowledged a respect for the other’s opinion. This exchange helped others see that it is possible to disagree and still respect one another.
2. After studying and reviewing for the End-of-Course test in US History, my students and I were exhausted and anxious to receive our scores. After announcing the results to individual students, one student approached me after class and said that it was the first time she had received an A in a class and on an End-of-Course test since she had been in high school. It was clear that this was a milestone for her and my hopes were that this small success would build her confidence and translate into even more success for her senior year and in the future.
3. For our annual school-wide picnic, two students and I organized a game of capture the flag. Using the rules of war fare, each team had to formulate a strategy. Watching both teams of fifty students charging toward each other with water balloons, pool noodles and Nerf darts, with school faculty cheering them on, was truly memorable. The teamwork and camaraderie present among such a diverse group of students was really exciting to see. Who says high school students will not do PE?

8. What advice would you give new teachers?

The best piece of advice I would give new teachers is to treat teaching as both an art and a science.  Teaching is an art because our profession is about shaping young lives. Our students come from many backgrounds, experiences and viewpoints and often bring many needs to our classrooms. As a teacher, you can change the lives of children by building positive and caring relationships with them. My motto is that our children in the classroom are people first and students second. Once you reach the person you can teach the student. Teaching is a science because scripting detailed lesson plans requires hard work. These plans need to meet and exceed state standards, match the learning styles of students and help them to acquire the academic skills they need.  If new teachers can manage to merge both the science and the art of teaching, I think they will find success in our schools and with their students.

9. What about teaching brings you the greatest joy?

The reward I find in teaching is in seeing my students grow academically and emotionally every day. I get the greatest joy from the close bonds I have formed with them. I often find it hard to turn them away when they want to stay after class, visit during another class period, or come back to see me after graduation. I have found that a teacher’s hard work and caring nature often results in good academic performance and helps to prepare students for the adult world of school and work. It is heartening to know that the daily work we do as teachers can make a real difference. That is my greatest reward.
-more-

10. What advice do you give parents?

Parents play an integral role in the learning and development of their school-aged children. The most important piece of advice I give parents is to maintain open and honest communication with their child’s teachers and other school staff. Working in partnership for the best interest of the student, parents and teachers must have ongoing two-way communication. They can also work together to provide support for academic and personal issues that occur and to provide rewards for any improvements they may see. Specifically, parents can provide more support by checking their children’s school work, asking teachers for any curriculum information, following up on grades and visiting or volunteering at their child’s school.

12. What do you want your legacy as a teacher to be?

I believe that my legacy is tied to the achievement and success of every one of the students who comes through my classroom door, leaving no one behind. I want my students to leave my classroom feeling good about learning and possessing the confidence to succeed at whatever they choose to be and do.

13. What would being selected as the 2006 GCS Teacher of the Year mean to you?

Being selected as the 2006 GCS Teacher of the Year would be a great honor to me because I would represent my teaching peers in Guilford County and celebrate and promote teaching excellence in the classroom.
About Guilford County Schools
Guilford County Schools is the third largest school district in North Carolina serving more than 70,000 students at 115 schools. With approximately 9,700 employees, the district’s mission is to graduate responsible citizens who are college/work ready.  

Guilford County Schools is a national leader in providing specialized schools and instructional programs designed to meet the educational needs of a culturally diverse citizenship. For more information, visit the district’s Web site at www.gcsnc.com.
###
