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APPLICANT INFORMATION FORM

Name

Languages Other than English Spoken Fluently

Areas of National Board Certification Achieved or In Progress:

School Size

School Demographic

District Size

School District

School Name

Current Grade Level(s) Taught

Years in Current Position

Total Years of Teaching Experience

Current Subject(s) Taught

PERSONAL INFORMATION

SCHOOL INFORMATION
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EDUCATIONAL HISTORY AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

EDUCATIONAL PREPARATION

EMPLOYMENT RECORD OF SERVICE (Include grade level and/or subject area)

PROFESSIONAL MEMBERSHIPS (Include offices held and/or other relevant activities)

College or University

School District

Membership

Dates Attended

Position Held

Position Held

Degree Earned (i.e., B.A. in Math)

Dates

Dates

Name of High School Attended City State ZIP Code

List all below, most recent first.
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LEADERSHIP IN STAFF DEVELOPMENT (Include leadership in the training of future teachers)

AWARDS AND OTHER RECOGNITION OF TEACHING

Title

Title

Position Held Dates

Dates



OK LA HOMA

2021 APPLICATION PACKET AND PROGRAM GUIDE 9

ESSAY QUESTIONS
Limit all following responses to spaces provided.

PROFESSIONAL BIOGRAPHY
What were the factors that influenced you to become a teacher? 
Describe what you consider to be your greatest contributions and accomplishments in education.
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PHILOSOPHY OF TEACHING
Describe your personal feelings and beliefs about teaching, including your own ideas of what 
makes an outstanding teacher. Describe the rewards you find in teaching. How are your beliefs 
about teaching demonstrated in your personal teaching style?
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EDUCATION ISSUES AND TRENDS
What do you consider to be the major public education issues we face today? Address them in 
depth, out- lining possible causes, effects, and resolutions.
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THE TEACHING PROFESSION
What do you do to strengthen and improve the teaching profession?
What is and/or what should be the basis for accountability in the teaching profession?
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COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT
Describe your commitment to your community through service-oriented activities including 
volunteer work, civic responsibilities, and other group activities.
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OKLAHOMA TEACHER OF THE YEAR
As the Teacher of the Year, you will serve as a spokesperson and representative for teachers and 
students. What is your message? What will you communicate to your profession and to the public?
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SHARE A LESSON
Describe a lesson or unit that defines you as a teacher. How did you engage all students in the 
learning, and how did that learning influence your students? How are your beliefs about teaching 
demonstrated in this lesson or unit?



To Whom it  may concern, 
 
I am writing on behalf of the 2020-2021 Bethany Elementary School Teacher of the Year, 
Valerie Brink.  We have worked closely together for five years teaching Kindergarten.  During 
this time I have come to depend on her for so many things that make me a better teacher. 
 
Valerie is one of the most professional, loving teachers I have had the privilege of collaborating 
with throughout my 22 years.  She is always a fantastic representation of the school district and 
its values to all she encounters.  She is a team player that can both follow and lead.  We have 
relied on her for so many ideas and talents in our kindergarten team. 
 
Perhaps the quality I admire most in Valerie is her expertise in the field of early childhood.  She 
is a Nationally Board Certified Teacher.  If there is a best practice in education, I guarantee 
Valerie has done it or knows about it and is in the progress of implementing it.  Year after year 
families at Bethany benefit from her extensive training and on the job experience. 
 
We as a team marvel at her fun approach to learning and discipline in her classroom.  She can 
meet a child on their level and explain anything in a way a 5 year old can comprehend.  It is not 
unusual to see her dressed as Clifford the Big Red Dog one day and a Superhero the next.  The 
students love her playful nature and willingness to engage on a level they can enjoy. 
 
Valerie is always eager to help with any assignment that is given to our team.  She  has 
creative, over the top ideas and unbelievable  poems to help us all be successful and look good! 
We look to her for guidance and input on a daily basis. 
 
I am grateful to work with this stellar teacher.  I appreciate all the innovative ideas she shares. 
I depend on her as a sounding board when in uncharted areas in the education field. She 
represents Bethany Schools so well.   I know she is completely deserving of her next role as 
Oklahoma Teacher of the Year.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Loretta Boyd 
Kindergarten Teacher 
Bethany Elementary 
 
 
 
 



June 27, 2020 
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
 
As an administrator with Bethany Public Schools, I am writing this letter of recommendation for 
Mrs. Valerie Brink.  Mrs. Brink is a Kindergarten teacher in our Early Childhood Center.  I have 
had the honor and privilege to spend time in Mrs. Brink’s classroom as a special guest and as an 
evaluator.  No matter the visit, Mrs. Brink is always in teaching mode.  She has a passion for 
teaching that flows throughout her lessons and her love for her students.  She cares deeply for 
her students and loves them with all of her heart.  She has a positive rapport with her parents, 
students, and colleagues, alike.  Students are drawn to her and her zest for all things learning. 
She has a way with her students that make them feel valued and safe while in her classroom. 
Students are encouraged to participate.  They are celebrated.  They are loved.  
 
Mrs. Brink often dresses up to bring an entertainment value to her lessons.  She spends 
countless hours preparing lessons that are engaging and include a deeper level of knowledge 
and understanding  than most classrooms.  The patience that Mrs. Brink has with her students 
seems unending.  She listens to her students and validates their feelings.  She is a phenomenal 
educator.  Mrs. Brink arrives at school daily with a positive attitude and it carries over to her 
students and peers.  Her students enjoy school and look forward to learning each day.  
 
It is without hesitation that I recommend Mrs. Brink for Oklahoma Teacher of the Year.  She is 
fun, positive, and cares deeply for her students.  She is everything that is right with public 
education today.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Kiley Donley 
Dean of Students 
Bethany Earl Harris Elementary 
Bethany Public Schools 
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	Name 1: Valerie Lynn Brink
	Current Grade Level(s) Taught: Kindergarten
	Current Subject(s) Taught: All Kindergarten Academic Subjects per Oklahoma State Standards
	Years in Current Position: 4
	Total Years of Teaching Experience: 15 
	Languages Other than English Spoken Fluently: None
	National Board Certifications: *Nationally Board Certified in EC-GEN 
	School District: Bethany Public Schools
	School Name: Earl Harris Elementary
	School Size: 744
	District Size: 1,723 students grades PK-12th
	School Demographic: [Public]
	College or University 1: University of Central Oklhaoma
	Dates Attended 1: 08/01-05/05
	Degree Earned 1: B.S. in Elementary Education
	College or University 2: 
	Dates Attended 2: 
	Degree Earned 2: 
	College or University 3: 
	Dates Attended 3: 
	Degree Earned 3: 
	College or University 4: 
	Dates Attended 4: 
	Degree Earned 4: 
	College or University 5: 
	Dates Attended 5: 
	Degree Earned 5: 
	College or University 6: 
	Dates Attended 6: 
	Degree Earned 6: 
	Name of High School Attended: Burns Flat-Dill City High School
	City 3: Burns Flat
	State 3: OK
	ZIP Code 3: 73624
	School District 2: Bethany Public Schools
	Position Held 1: Kindergarten Classroom Teacher
	Dates 1: 08/16-Present
	School District 3: Putnam City Schools
	Position Held 2: Third Grade and Kindergarten Classroom Teacher
	Dates 2: 08/05-05/16
	School District 4: 
	Position Held 3: 
	Dates 3: 
	School District 5: 
	Position Held 4: 
	Dates 4: 
	School District 6: 
	Position Held 5: 
	Dates 5: 
	School District 7: 
	Position Held 6: 
	Dates 6: 
	Membership 1: 
	Position Held 7: 
	Dates 7: 
	Membership 2: 
	Position Held 8: 
	Dates 8: 
	Membership 3: 
	Position Held 9: 
	Dates 9: 
	Membership 4: 
	Position Held 10: 
	Dates 10: 
	Membership 5: 
	Position Held 11: 
	Dates 11: 
	Membership 6: 
	Position Held 12: 
	Dates 12: 
	Title 1: Lead Teacher 
	Position Held 13: Lead Teacher to Katrine Fulmer student teaching
	Dates 13: Fall 2017
	Title 2: Team Leader
	Position Held 14: Overholser Elementary Kindergarten Team Leader
	Dates 14: 08/14-05/16
	Title 3: Practicum Mentor
	Position Held 15: Mentored Kylee Severin during her practicum
	Dates 15: Spring 2016
	Title 4: First Year Mentor
	Position Held 16: First Year Mentor for Cathrine Allen in Kindergarten
	Dates 16: 2015-2016
	Title 5: Practicum Mentor
	Position Held 17: Mentored Many Opp during her practicum
	Dates 17: Spring 2015
	Title 6: FIrst Year Mentor
	Position Held 18: First Year Mentor for Bailee Sossomon in third grade
	Dates 18: 2012-2013
	Title 7: First Year Mentor
	Position Held 19: First Year Mentor for Emily Volkers in first grade
	Dates 19: 2010-2011
	Title 8: Lead Teacher
	Position Held 20: Lead Teacher to Whitney Nissen for student teaching
	Dates 20: Spring 2010
	Title 9: First Year Mentor
	Position Held 21: First Year Mentor for Lindsay Sloan in second grade
	Dates 21: 2008-2009
	Title 10: Bethany Public Schools District Teacher of The Year
	Dates 22: 2020
	Title 11: Earl Harris Elementary School Teacher of the Year
	Dates 23: 2020
	Title 12: Overholser Elementary Tireless Teacher Award
	Dates 24: 2006-2007
	Title 13: Overholser Elementary Teacher of the Year
	Dates 25: 2006-2007
	Title 14: 
	Dates 26: 
	Title 15: 
	Dates 27: 
	Title 16: 
	Dates 28: 
	Title 17: 
	Dates 29: 
	Title 18: 
	Dates 30: 
	Professional Biography: I grew up in a small, rural community out in western Oklahoma.  It is one of those communities where everyone knows everyone and their dog and their grandma too!  My mom was a nurse who worked everything from birth to heaven and my dad was a social worker for the Department of Human Services.  Growing up I was surrounded by strong examples of service and ministry towards helping others.  On the weekends, both my mom and dad taught Sunday School classes with mom teaching the three and four year olds and dad teaching the youth.  Most Sunday mornings I could be found in the three and four year old class with my mom watching and helping her any way I could.  Eventually at the young age of ten, I began taking on lead teaching positions in vacation bible school with younger classes and keeping the nursery at the church, while the adults were in the "big church" service.  I did not realize at that time that the calling to teach had already been impressed upon my heart and had started taking shape.  I just knew it was fun and I enjoyed doing it!  People would often ask me if I planned on being a nurse like my mom to which I would reply, "No, do you know where she has to put her hands?" They would chuckle and the follow-up question would inevitably be, "Oh!  Well, then you must plan to be a teacher!" to which my reply would always be, "No, teachers do not make enough money." They would then go on to speak over me all of the qualities they could see in me that would make an outstanding educator!  Wow! Talk about a gift!
I did not know until much later just how powerful their words of affirmation would become.  All the while, weaved in the background were amazing examples and role models of incredible public school teachers who genuinely loved their students and were experts in their fields! Growing up, I held each of my teachers in high regards and being from such a small community most of them were not only my classroom teachers, but many were also my Sunday School teachers, youth group teachers, camp counselors, Girl Scout leaders, and little league coaches.  They, much like my parents, constantly invested their time, money, and selves into the lives of others.  I went onto college at the University of Central Oklahoma in Edmond, where originally I had planned to study journalism and communication.  However, my first communication class was incredibly underwhelming. So as a college freshman I quickly decided that journalism was not for me and thought that perhaps pharmacy or physical therapy would be a good field to both help people and make a good living for myself.  Then came the summer that changed everything.  I felt the Lord leading me to go on a mission trip with my college church group to China, where we would spread the gospel under the guise of teaching English to Chinese teachers and students.  It seemed like it would be a cool experience and I really felt like the Lord had plans for me there.  Little did I know just how big His plans would be.  Once we got to China, we were partnered up in teams to go into local schools and begin leading English classes for students.  Out of happenstance, I was assigned to an elementary school! My partner and I would go into the elementary school in the morning to teach English to children and meet back up with our team in the evening to teach English to the many Chinese English teachers who had traveled in from around the region to join in our classes.  During that trip something in my soul lit up.  Parts of me came alive that I did not even know I was waiting on to wake up.  I watched children transform from feeling bored and defeated with English to smiling and full of joy. Their confidence grew as we engaged each of them personally by pulling them into our fun, interactive learning experiences full of songs, games, movements, and visual aids!  I recall one girl sitting at the back of the room, head down, never making eye contact and on the first day the teacher walked me right over to her loudly pointing out a deformity with her hand.  The teacher called everyone's attention to it, and declared that she felt this child was dumb, could not learn, and not to worry about her.  That child deflated before my very eyes and her spirit wilted into despair.   
	Professional Biography 2: I took that child by her deformed hand, looked into her eyes, and smiled. I declared just as loudly that in America we believe that all children are brilliant and beautiful, and that while we were there she would learn so much. I turned to her teacher and told her I could already tell how smart her student was and that I was excited to work with her.  They both smiled a half hearted, shy smile as we continued on with the introductions.  For the next few weeks I made it a point to say hello to that little girl before class and engage her throughout our lessons, all while talking about her improvements and positive qualities with the classroom teacher.  By the end of our time together, she was leading the class in vocabulary lessons, songs, and games.  Talk about an "Aha" moment!  As soon as I stepped back on campus at UCO I declared my major of Elementary Education and I never looked back.  I knew that I might not make a ton of money, but I knew that I could make a difference in the lives of the children I came across, in the mindset and attitudes of my colleagues, and impact the profession as a whole.  I knew God had a ministry and a mission field waiting for me and that I would never be fulfilled doing anything else!  There were so many factors that lead me to become a teacher.  The examples I had in my parents and in my mom's Sunday School lessons.  The strong public school teachers I was blessed with over the years.  The words of affirmation spoken over me constantly by so many in my life, who did not even know at the time they were pointing me to my calling and speaking life into me. A trip halfway around the world to have an opportunity to speak those life giving words over someone else.  Every little piece has lead me further in my journey as an educator.  I am now going into my sixteenth year of teaching, which leads me to my greatest contributions and accomplishments in education, which are happening all the time.  I am still in public education giving my all and making huge gains and accomplishments each and every day.  I make them in the smiles and encouragement I share with students, parents, and colleagues. I make them when a struggling student excels beyond their wildest dreams or when an excelling student has to stop and rethink a concept for the first time in a long time. My accomplishments come in every child, parent, colleague, or administrator I encounter who, because of something I say or do, feels loved, valued, heard, and seen!  I accomplish greatness simply by loving each of my students for who they are and teaching who I know they will become.  I accomplish much by reaching out to all children, not just those assigned to me, and by loving all of my colleagues, not just those on my given team, as I remind them of their worth and importance to our entire school community! I make those contributions by reaching out to that difficult child who faces insurmountable odds at home by offering them the hope that they are somebody, and that while we cannot always control what is going on around us, I can ensure that while they are at school with me they are safe, seen, and loved. My contributions come in every class of students I pour into year after year, as I send them on to empower and impact their future and the future of others.  These contributions are seen in every student observer or student teacher who walks through my door and experiences a classroom lead out in love and understanding, and the belief that every child in that room is valued. They are each created uniquely, are there for a purpose, and are a vital part of our classroom community. It is every first year teacher that I mentor, both officially and unofficially, pointing out their greatness and cheering them onto success, as they fine tune and begin to master their craft. The contributions also come from loving on experienced colleagues that are full of wisdom, but who are growing tired and weary of doing good and reminding them that their expertise is valued and needed.  What a gift it is to let them know that they are cherished and that in education each tomorrow is a new day full of incredible possibilities and opportunities! ￼
	Philosophy of Teaching: First and foremost, I believe that ALL CHILDREN, regardless of IQ, race, gender, socio-economic status, family background, trauma, or prior experiences can learn and achieve greatness when given ample opportunities for success in their zone of proximal development.  I believe that good teachers teach skills and standards, while great teachers teach the whole child, mind, body, and soul.  I believe that just like children, there are no two teachers exactly alike. The greatness in each is how they utilize their own individual lives, backgrounds, and personal experiences to reach and teach the people they meet.  Exceptional teachers view being a teacher as who they are rather than the job they do.  They understand that teaching is a profession unlike any other and that each and every day they make an impact in the lives of those around them by their words and actions, both inside and outside of the classroom.  Exceptional teachers walk the fine line between challenging and motivating students to reach goals far beyond what they can see for themselves. They lead with deep love, hope, and encouragement and have a desire to inspire greatness in others.  A teacher seeking excellence understands that teaching is not an isolated profession.  They see the power in "we" by reaching out when their expertise falls short and by sharing ideas and lessons openly and eagerly with their colleagues.  They realize the lives of the children and families they serve are greatly enhanced by working together with their colleagues, administration, and the community.  They know that every child, regardless of whether or not they show up on their class roster, is "their" child and that each student's success is not only the school's success but the success of our entire society.  They see the value in making the school community stronger by creating a fun and engaging classroom community, where responsibility and mutual respect are shared and revered.  A place where parents and guardians as well as community members are welcomed and encouraged to share their wealth of knowledge with the class.  Outstanding teachers create a classroom where mistakes are a by-product of learning and success is celebrated.  They do anything they can to ensure that the learning is effective and engaging, all while challenging their students to go a step beyond, always questioning, striving to create lifelong learners.  They continue to seek knowledge for themselves and point out their own journey of lifelong learning to their students.  They are creative, constantly looking outside of the box to reach and teach every single child in their room.  They see beyond behavior and see each child as a valued member of the classroom community and openly recognize the greatness in each child and encourage the other children to do the same.  They are goal setters and work with families to set personal and academic goals for each child in their care, always wearing many different hats, working on a variety of projects, all while keeping each child's individual goals in mind. They exemplify professionalism at all times, both in private and in public, knowing that they are always setting the example for others around them to follow.  They are strong communicators and relationship builders.  They work constantly to enrich the ties they have to the families they serve, their colleagues, administrators, and community.  They seek daily to enrich the relationships they have with their students and their families, knowing that those strong bonds will only help to further serve in the success for the child.  Above all, outstanding teachers lead with empathy, kindness, flexibility, and grace. They are patient, determined, and see the value in every interaction they have with others.  Teaching is arguably one of the most exhaustingly rewarding professions around.  Every day there are gifts to unwrap and surprises to unfold.  I know that I must be intentional in seeking those moments out and cherish each and every one, so that the little inevitable frustrations and heartaches that come do not devour me.  In working with people of any age, you work with all parts of them, the good, the bad, the ugly, the beautiful, and the amazing.  I know that the bad and the ugly will come, so I feel it is all the more important for me to hold on to the good, the beautiful, and the amazing parts when I can. The big rewards for me come in the "Aha"
	Philosophy of Teaching 2: moments as I watch a child's face light up because they "get it!"  Or in watching the rest of their classmates celebrate their friend's success because they know how our community of learners has been working together to help this friend accomplish their goal! It is incredible when a child makes gains no matter how big or small and recognizes the hard work they put in to achieving their goals.  Watching them take ownership of their own learning is what it is all about.  Getting to witness firsthand the look of pride and accomplishment they feel is a reward unmatched by anything I could imagine in a corporate setting.  I love having a child call their parent or guardian to tell them something amazing they did that day!  I love to parade them around to other classrooms or administrators so their success can be celebrated and embraced by the entire school community! My all time favorite is showing up out of the blue at their high school graduation and taking pictures with these now young adults that are ready to go off into the world and begin making their own differences!  What a soul filling joy to work with parents and guardians who then in turn become lifelong friends! I get a front row seat to follow a child's school career on up through career tech or college on into their own chosen professions.  I cherish the letters, e-mails, and phone calls from past students and families telling me that something we did or that I said in class made a lasting memory in their hearts.  I mean there is really nothing more rewarding than knowing my day to day interactions made a difference to someone else. My goal is to embody all of these markers of excellence in my own personal teaching style.  I start by creating a room that is open, warm, and inviting!  I strive to make it a place where all learners are represented, seen, and heard.  A place where they feel safe, loved, encouraged, and supported.  Most importantly a place they look forward to coming to and a place where they know they will be greatly missed when they are not there!  I seek to execute lessons that reach far beyond the walls of our classroom, and, through mutual respect and understanding, I encourage students that we are a family and that our family sticks together no matter what!  I can easily be found wearing a crazy costume, singing a song, dancing around, reading upside down, standing on a table, or doing anything else to make a positive impression and capture the attention of my learners!  My teacher bag is full of tools, tricks, and props that I have picked up over the years from other amazing colleagues and friends and I happily share them with anyone I can. I draw my students in to make the learning zone a place where they are engaged and feel safe making mistakes and asking the big questions!  I seek to make them active participants in all parts of their education! I remind them that learning is a process that never stops and that there is always something new to learn and discover.  When I have to miss a day for a professional workshop, I let the kids know that I will be gone because "Mrs. Brink is still learning how to be a better teacher for you."  I let them see the books I am reading and tell them why I want to know more and ask them what they are learning more about as well.  I let them be the "expert" and share with the class their "expertise" on given subjects.  I invite other colleagues, administrators, and community members into our world of fun and excellence to share with our classroom community.  I set and maintain high expectations and I show my students through love and kindness that I will not let them fail!  They know I am their safety net, so they can take a risk knowing that our entire class has their back and wants to see them succeed.  I communicate regularly with parents through notes, phone calls, and photographs on our classroom communication app.  I let every child know that they are my child, they are valued, they are important, they have something inside of them that no one else has, and that they are needed by not only me and our classroom, but by our world. I tell them that I believe in them and love to cheer for them as they become the most incredidble person this world has ever seen!  I know that greatness and excellence fill my classroom each and every day and that by preparing the children in my classroom today I can better impact the world tomorrow.


	Education Issues and Trends: The major public education issues we face today are the same major issues the public itself faces on a daily basis.  Poverty, abuse, trauma, job loss, addiction, stress, racism, politics, homelessness, busyness, brokenness, immigration, isolation, starvation, and incarceration are just a few of the major public issues that walk into my classroom every morning.  You would not know it to look at those sweet, little innocent five year old faces, but dig a little deeper, sit a little longer, and you will quickly find that every child in public education has had to climb over a mountain of issues before they can even cross over the threshold into a public education institution. Add to that the overwhelming new territory we are currently facing with the COVID-19 pandemic, and we can easily see why teachers are left feeling inadequate, unsupported, and less than confident in themselves and in the profession they have made their life's work.  Therefore, I believe that the major public education issue we face today is teacher burn out and inequality between school districts.  I am going into my sixteenth year of teaching, and in those years I have watched, year after year, time and time again, wisdom and experience walk out of the school building doors for the last time.  When I first started in my career, I was one of the few entry year teachers that had been hired at my school in a long time.  I was welcomed with open arms into a community of master teachers eager to share their tried and true methodology.  I ate it up!  As a first year teacher with only my four years of college to stand on, I reveled in their wisdom and understanding as they poured into me lessons it took them years to obtain. I truly believe that the greatness I stand on today is due to the strong foundation each and every single one of them poured for me.  The district itself sent me to professional training after training.  My summer was full of workshops and continuous learning opportunities to make me the best professional I could be.  In the background of those first years, high stakes testing, class size, and the amount academic standards taught began to increase, while access to researched based curriculum, basic supplies, and funding for further trainings began to decrease. I watched the joy and light fade from the eyes of these master craftsmen.  I began to hear more and more talk of early retirements and changes in career paths.  They talked about the unprecedented amount of stress involved and the lack of respect, appreciation, and support, both publicly and financially, they were receiving. They knew they could easily take their unique skills and talents to pursue opportunities outside of education that better served them and their own personal families.  Frustration mounted as developmentally appropriate best practices and student lead authentic learning was replaced with skill and drill test practice and test preparation days.  Colorful, fun, and inviting learning communities were covered in white sheets, butcher paper, or anything else that erased any semblance of learning materials that could be used to help a student on their test.  Meanwhile, the testing demands and class sizes were not the only thing that continued to grow. Every year, the needs of the children continued to increase in amount and severity.  What had been children acting like children grew into children facing deep giants and demons at home and coming to school to work out those stressors in the form of disrespect, lying, arguing, violence, bullying, and at times screaming-uncontrollable sobbing fits that would put a halt to any learning taking place.  Despite our best efforts, my school culture began to change.  With experience and expertise fleeing at a rapid pace, the building quickly began to fill up more and more with entry year teachers. Those of us who stayed did our best to pour ourselves into these young professionals.  They were eager, excited, and full of fantastic ideas and perspective, but like us, they were not always prepared for what they faced in the classroom on a day to day basis.  Everyone quickly realized that the shoes of those who paved our way would be hard to fill, and yet still we continued to do what good teachers do and press forward. Despite more and more unrealistic expectations, behavioral interruptions, and constant pressure, students continued to enjoy coming to and being at school.  School was a place they could leave their giants behind and find joy, love, and safety. They continued to grow socially, emotionally, and academically.  Some of those entry year teachers continued teaching in greatness, 
	Education Issues and Trends-2: but many went into better paying, more respected, and fully funded careers. Not long after that, we began to experience an onslaught of alternatively and emergency certified teachers. Once again, some were naturally born teachers and discovered their passion for teaching, making positive impacts on countless children. They were an invaluable part of our school community and continue to live out their calling today. Unfortunately, many did not realize what they were signing up for and quickly fell away.  At times this would happen in the middle of the school year, leaving behind a classroom full of ill-prepared students that the next year's teacher had to work twice as hard to catch up.  By this time my own two children were in their early elementary public education careers, and I found myself having to make one of the hardest decisions I have ever faced. I as the teacher-mom, I found myself questioning who would be standing in front of my own son and daughter's classroom and whether or not they would have the passion, fortitude, and grit to prepare and lead my children well. Should I leave the only school I have ever known in my teaching career?  Should I leave the place that built me?  Should I leave the place full of kids I went to battle for every single day? This time it was me.  I was the wisdom and experience walking out of the doors.  I was the one now feeling depleted.  I questioned if I could do it anymore and did I even really want to try?  It was heart-wrenching.  A decision I was confident in making for my own family felt like the wrong decision for my school family.  I experienced a little culture shock walking into our new school home.  It was not the students that shocked me.  No, thankfully, the kids were still the same, as children are children regardless, which makes working with them on a daily basis so refreshing. I surprisingly found that where I had not been able to get pencils on my supply list before, I was passing out a supply list overflowing with enriching supplies such as paint, play-dough, and zip lock bags! I went from having to sit at home sorting personally purchased packs of mixed construction paper to an entire work room full of construction paper already sorted by size and color.  I went from teaching over 27 five year olds on my own to teaching only 22 with a full time teaching assistant. The printer had colored ink and I could print off centers for my students full of eye catching vibrance instead of dull old gray.  Every choice of teacher my own children could have received was not only certified, but highly trained and qualified. Better yet, they had passion and wanted to be there! I was revived! I found a renewed passion for teaching.  With my assistant, I had energy leftover each day for my own family! It was a joy for me and mine and yet my heart wondered how my former school babies were doing.  Did they have the supplies they needed? Did the person teaching them truly love them and love the job that is teaching? These thoughts stay with me and lead me to the belief that as a state we can do better.  Our kids deserve better.  We must honor experience and wisdom already present.  A simple thank you and receiving pay that reflects the importance of a teacher's role goes a long way in doing this!  We have to prepare good teachers and allocate funding for continued training to make them great professionals. Teachers and student teachers must receive training on recognizing and assisting those students who come to them dealing with trauma or mental illnesses so they will be better equipped to serve these children and families coming into their classrooms.  I know we can keep the good, qualified, passion-lead teachers from feeling depleted, completely overwhelmed, unappreciated, and walking out the school doors by providing funding for researched based curriculum and basic, dare I add enriching classroom supplies.  By fully supplying and funding all teachers they will be able to adequately do the job they were called to do.  They will begin to feel appreciated and want to stay in the classroom, knowing that their state has their back.  We will be able to lower class sizes and provide Oklahoma's children the time with teacher ratio they deserve. I know it will not happen overnight and the road is long and hard. However, I also know that Oklahomans are built for hard.  We can do hard things. I also know that it is not a choice, it is something that must happen. When we change the world of a child, we change the world of an adult, and then change the world of a society.  Investing in our children now can set them on a path to success, moving them away from many of the issues walking into the door of classrooms today.  I think The Lorax from Dr. Seuss's book said it best, "Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better.  It's not."  
	The Teaching Profession: I believe that words have power and meaning.  Therefore the first thing I do to strengthen and improve the teaching profession is to speak in high regards of it. There is a place for decompressing and airing out grievances, but I think that place should be reserved for a small audience of trusted friends and family members only.  When frustrations and everyday annoyances become common place, morale for the team, building, and even the profession are lowered.  I believe there is nothing more harmful to the teaching profession than low morale. To further improve the teaching profession, I try to be just that, professional.  I try to make sure the person that I am inside of the school building and classroom is the same person I am outside of it.  I realize that as a teacher I am a reflection of the entire public school system to the rest of the members of the community, and I take that representation seriously.  I dress professionally and speak with professionalism to my students, teammates, colleagues, administrators, and school patrons alike.  I take my four years of college preparatory work seriously and see my degree as something of importance that I worked hard to obtain.  I seek out further opportunities to grow in my profession by attending outside training, reading professionally based books and articles, being a member of professionally based groups, and through obtaining my National Board Certification in Early Childhood. I do these things because I want to be up to date and on the cutting edge of my profession, just as anyone in corporate America would expect to be.  In doing so, I grow as a professional and I can better serve the children and families around me.  I can better contribute to my school, community, and the teaching profession as a whole by investing my time in learning new things and sharing that knowledge with others.  I enjoy encouraging and lifting my colleagues up, coming alongside of them, and cheering on their successes.  It is such a gift to remind others of the greatness I see in them and the difference I see them making in the life of a child, when sometimes they cannot see it for themselves.  Supporting my colleagues and administration is one of the best things I can do to improve the profession.  I believe that together we are much stronger than apart, and I believe we all need to be okay relying on one another and on celebrating the goodness in each other.  By fostering mutual respect and creating fellowship in the school community, the entire profession is built up.  A big passion I have that further strengthens the teaching profession, is to teach up and coming teachers.  I openly request and invite anyone interested in joining the teaching profession into my classroom. Whether it is a dad wanting to go back to get his teaching degree, a middle school/high school student thinking education might be a career for them, or a college student on an observation or practicum, I know that by happily opening my doors I can make a difference on the next generation of teachers.  Anyone observing will see things they want to duplicate in their own classroom, and things that may work for me but maybe not for them, which is the entire magic of this time together.  Before heading too far down the teaching path, they have the opportunity to get a feel for the profession and discover whether or not it is their heart's passion.  I know firsthand the difference it makes to have wisdom, knowledge, and expertise eagerly poured into a new teacher.  It certainly made and continues to make the most impact on me!  I know that by being a part of our classroom community, guest teachers will experience a classroom lead with love, grace, and empathy.  A room full of eager learners who want to be there, ready to try new things and celebrate one another. It is a joy having student teachers who are just beginning to discover the greatness inside of themselves. My own teacher's heart is refreshed as I encourage them to try new things by coming alongside them as they take risks and fine tune their craft.  It is wonderful sharing new ideas back and forth and learning from their experiences.  I cherish getting to mentor teachers during that tricky first year, and being that guide and sounding board for them.  I get to help them see a difficult child or situation in a different light and collaborate with them on various strategies and best practices they can implement  to reach every child in their class.  I love celebrating the tiniest of




	The Teaching Profession 2: victories with them because the huge and most rewarding success is often found in the tiny victories. Being a part of all of these fun, interactive, and innovative moments further helps me perfect and fine tune my own teaching abilities. I view teaching as an apprenticeship.  A strong teaching profession is built on a community of teachers where ideas are esteemed, shared and celebrated! College coursework is valuable and needed in developing the background and laying the foundation, but the collaboration and support builds up the framework and adds decoration to the walls.  As a professional, I am intentional about using my strength and experience as an educator to strengthen and lift up others.  Teaching at times can feel like a lonely and isolated profession.  There is such reassurance and power in knowing that someone in the profession has your back and wants you to succeed. Having strong relationships within a school community further helps build up the communication and accountability within the profession.  Accountability is the key to keeping the profession worthy of the calling it is given.  The tricky part is finding an accountability piece that works for the profession as a whole.  I believe that the basis for accountability within the teaching profession should never be found in a test score that is merely a single snapshot of a child's overall educational experience, but should be determined by whether or not the teacher is using research based best practices within their classroom that ultimately aid in guiding instruction and enhancing student learning. It should not be guided by what kind of scales and information are hanging on the walls, but rather by what is happening inside of the classroom community of learners.  The best accountability begins with good training and by providing time for collaboration, discussion, and communication.  It is administrators walking the halls and talking with students or stopping by a classroom on a regular basis just to say hello and check in with students and teachers alike.  Formal observations and evaluations certainly have their place and are needed, however true accountability is found within the culture and climate of the school community not merely in an hour's worth of observation and a thirty minute follow up discussion.  Just like the accountability we offer our students, the accountability within our profession should come in a variety of different ways.  True accountabilty is found through observations, training, communication, one on one time, collaboration, goal setting, and in maintaining high expectaions to further elevate the students we serve, the school we belong to, and our profession as a whole.
	Community Involvement: Growing up in a small town gave me a strong sense of community.  I understood at a young age that every person I encountered had an impact, either positive or negative, on my life, and I made it a point to do whatever I could to make sure that my contributions and impacts on others were as positive as possible.  I grew up in church teaching Sunday School classes, working in the nursery, and singing in the choir, and have continued to serve my community in those ministries now that I live here in the city. I love working and organizing back to school nights, family nights, and our big end of year school carnival that encourages our school community to come together for academic growth, fellowship, and fun.  I look forward to attending my students' extracurricular activies like baseball, soccer, dance recitals, piano, karate tournaments, and even a Native American pow wow. Seeing my students outside of school allows me to strengthen my relationship with my students and their families.  The best is when we get a "fan club" together to go support one of our fellow students in something or when I can encourage a student to be "the expert" and share their talent or interest with our class or the school.  Some of the most rewarding work that I do in the community is through Smart Start Oklahoma's Early Birds Program.  Early Birds is a school readiness program for parents of prenatal children up to age 5.  I have taught at every level in the Early Birds program (formerly Ready For Kindergarten) for close to 13 years.  Parents, day care providers, and guardians can take these classes in either English or Spanish three times a year, as classes are set up in a fall, winter, and spring session.  They can also attend multiple classes around the metro area for multiple children under their care.  Through this program, I get to educate the community on best practices to help enrich their young child's development and further prepare them for future school success. Through grants and working with community partners, Early Birds provides each particiapnt with a Powerpoint of information, a bag of developmentally appropriate and open ended toys, books, and other materials to keep, free of charge, and use to enage in their child's early years.  In every class I go over a book, a song, and where the child is in their specific stage of development.  I teach health and safety as well as setting limits and boundaries with their children.  My favorite part is handing out the free toys or "tools" and teaching families how to utilize the resources in their bag to further promote a culture of learning within their home. I end every class reminding parents to read, sing, talk, and play everyday with their child. Working with this program for so long has allowed me to watch entire families grow and thrive.  There is nothing more powerful than empowering parents to be their child's first and most influential teacher.  Working in Early Birds gives me the opportunity to have a further impact in reaching and teaching my community, years before they actually step foot inside of my classroom. It allows me to encourage busy, weary families that they are doing what's best for their chidren and to be proactive in helping families change the culture within their home to be more engaging, loving, and grace filled towards their young children.  In my classroom, I teach my students that a strong sense of community is vital to our society's success.  That is why it is so important that I spend time daily creating and strengthening our classroom and school community.  By being part of a strong community themselves gowing up, my students will learn the value of using their own qualities and talents to further contribute to their own community and piece of the world in the future.
	Oklahoma Teacher of the Year 1: Wow!  Being selected as Oklahoma's Teacher of Year would be an overwhelming honor and incredibly humbling privilege! I cannot imagine anything more important for the future success of our state than being the collective voice for the teachers and students who fill our classrooms in person and online every day. If I was chosen for this incredible opportunity, first, I would have to be picked up off of the floor from the shock of it all, and then I would be ready to get out into the schools, listen to the people, have meaningful conversations with everyone involved, and get to work! I think with all of the stress, pressures, and newfound unknowns public education is facing right now, it is more important than ever to remind Oklahomans that amazing things are happening in our public schools each moment of the day!  What a joy it would be to shine a spotlight of excellence on every school in our state! To show all Oklahomans that whether they look at the custodians, the office staff, the families, the teachers, the administrators, or those public education supporters in public office, they will easily find that our public schools are overflowing with exceptionality! My message would be one of hope, love, encouragement, and support!  As an ambassador for my profession, I would want to come right alongside the teachers and students across the state, to not only elevate their voices but to highlight their outstanding efforts and achievements.  I know firsthand the challenges public educators face and the overwhelming odds they are up against every day!  It is not easy!  Unfortunately, these negative messages regarding public education in our state are oftentimes what the public experiences on a regular basis.  This negativity can sometimes become so loud that those on the frontlines begin to hear and focus in on only these negative narratives, further diluting their joy and resolve.  Luckily I, along with a huge supportive camp surrounding me, also know that despite these odds, the statistics, the politics, the behavior, and the obstacles, Oklahoma students and teachers are getting the job done!  They not only survive, they thrive! They take every challenge that comes their way and turn it into an opportunity for successful growth in development and academic achievement.  Oh my stars! Talk about incredible! The message Oklahoma needs to hear right now is that their public schools are just that, incredible! Students and teachers need to know that they are capable of doing hard things!  They continue to prove that day after day, year after year!  They need to hear that they are incredible, that they are needed, and that we cannot do this without them!  Students need to know that they are needed by their classmates, by their teachers, and by those underclassmen following in their footsteps.  They need to know that they have the power to light up a room, turn a friend's day around, and to change not only their future but the future of our state, country, and our world as well!  Teachers similarly need to hear that they are needed by their students, by their colleagues, by their administrators, and by those upcoming educators following in their footsteps! They need to know they have the power to light up a room, to turn someone's day around, and to set those around them on a path of greatness! To the students and teachers of Oklahoma I would say that I hear you, I see you, I know what you are facing, and yet despite all of that, you continue to be difference makers!  Students, despite what is weighing you down in your life's backpack, you continue to come to school each day willing to participate, learn, and grow! Teachers, despite what you are facing in your own personal lives, you reach who these kids are from the moment they come to you and teach who you know they will become, constantly seeing the greatness in them they cannot yet see in themselves! You inspire!  You are rockstars!  Look at what you have done!  Look at what you are doing!  Look at the difference you are making not only in your life, but in the lives of others!  That is something to be proud of and celebrated! Even as we begin this year facing the COVID-19 crisis, Oklahoma Public Education is hard at work to open schools back up that are not only safe places for our children to land, but also places where they can experience success.  That is grit, dedication, and determination!  It is what continues to get me excited to be a part of public education.  It is the belief that Oklahoma's children and their futures are worth it and that is the message I would hope to convey to the great state of Oklahoma!  
	Oklahoma Teacher of the Year 2: I find the units that best define me as a teacher are those that embrace academic standards along with social and emotional development for all learners in my class. During our Fairytale/Folktale unit our classroom community journeys into magical and enchanting worlds through the power of classic literature such as Cinderella, Goldilocks, and Little Red Riding Hood, just to name a few.  Many children quickly recognize the familiar texts and themes covered throughout this unit, however, the great joy is found by watching those children discovering these worlds for the very first time.  These tales not only have many adaptations, but are also full of academic meaning, cultural traditions, and social themes found in our world today.  I start by exploring the tale-"The Little Red Hen." I believe learning should be fun and interactive, so I begin by wearing a bonnet, carrying in some gardening tools, wheat seeds, and a loaf of bread which immediately engages all learners.  As we discuss the items, I ask them powerful questions..."Can anyone tell me what this is?" "What do you do with it?" "Why do you think I brought it in today?"  Questioning activates their prior knowledge in a 
non-threatening way, and allows me a glimpse into each child's schema before even opening the book!  Already the air is full of excitement and energy.  I lead my class in a finger-play chant that settles us down and places us calmly and gently in listening learning position.  As a class, we begin to sing our familiar songs about components of the book which includes the title, characters, setting, author, illustrator, and publisher.  I ask them to get out their imaginary crystal balls as we predict what they think the story will be about, blowing "magical" dust on each as they take their turn to answer. I read the story with all of the drama and enthusiasm I can muster.  All of the students, even my shy quiet ones, cannot help but laugh at how silly their teacher looks and sounds with a bonnet on her head, a loaf of bread in her lap, using funny voices to distinguish between the characters in the story. The students are so involved without prompting, they quickly join in with me as the Little Red Hen says time and again "Then I will do it myself!" I tell students they are "powerful problem solvers" and ask them how they would have solved the hen's problem.  In math later that day, we create and analyze a classroom graph on whether or not we would have helped the red hen.  In our science center, we compare the properties of various seeds and predict what each might grow.  In social studies we learn about planting, harvesting, and compare life on a farm to our life in the city.  All the while in the background, children can be heard talking, questioning, and encouraging each other. I believe children learn best from one another by talking and being active participants in their own learning. The next day, we revisit the story by having a student who is already a confident and comfortable reader do the honors of reading the story for us. We discuss the setting and students create a full, colorful farmyard setting.  We then take a "museum walk" around the room to share and celebrate our beautiful setting artwork.  On the third day, we create and discuss our character stick puppets to go along with our setting.  The fourth day is the best, as the children tape up their settings all around the room and common areas, sit down in front of them, and practice retelling the "Little Red Hen" using their stick puppets!  The hum of everyone retelling is a beautiful sound.  I send everyone's beautifully done settings home, along with their stick puppets and I encourage parents to have their child re-enact the story for family and friends and video the retelling so we can continue to share and celebrate our learning. Children without access or desire to video at home have the chance to create their video at school and retell their story to a big school buddy or special guest administrator.  I know that if I am not having fun teaching my students are not having fun learning.  When I make learning fun, I engage all students to actively participate and take risks and ownership of their learning!  Fun allows the concepts taught to become a part of who they are so that when they see a new book, they approach it with wonder and excitement.  When they have a problem, they remember that they are powerful problem solvers.  When they fail, they know they are one step closer to discovery, and there is a team of classmates learning right alongside them ready to cheer them on to their great discovery.


