The 200/ MetLife Foundation Ambassadors

In Education

Editor’s note: The MetLife Foundation Ambassa-
dors in Education Awards honor public middle
school, junior high, and high school educators
for outstanding accomplishment in their schools
and the communities that surround them. The
underlying premise of the award is that schools
do a much better job of educating young people
when the civic infrastructure of the entire com-
munity works to make school environments bet-
ter, safer, and more connected to the world
around them.

“This award celebrates teachers who build
bridges between students’ school and community
lives,” noted MetLife Foundation president Sibyl
Jacobson when the names of the 2007 award win-
ners were announced. “We encourage this year’s
winners to keep up the good work and to continue
to model best practices that will inspire teachers
across the country.”

The program recognizes principals (in even years)
and teachers (in odd years). This year, twenty-three
middle school, junior high, and high school teachers
were selected. They were nominated for the award
by students, staff, and faculty of the school, business
and nonprofit leaders, mayors, council members,
and neighbors of the schools. Selection was by a
national panel of previous winners, students, and
business and nonprofit sector leaders. Winners
receive a crystal apple to commemorate the award,
and $5,000 goes to each school.

The award is a partnership between the National
Civic League and the MetLife Foundation, which
was founded by MetLife to support programs that
increase opportunities for young people to succeed,
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give students and teachers a voice in improving
education, and develop links between schools and
communities.

NCL staff compiled the descriptions given here from
interviews with the winners and the nominating let-
ters of their colleagues, students, and community
partners.

Clare Grizzard, Baltimore, Maryland

Head of the Fine Arts Department at Roland Park
Middle School, Grizzard “has made the arts and
community involvement part of who we are and
what we do,” writes Carolyn Cole, principal of
Roland Park and one of her nominators. “Through
partnerships with the Baltimore Opera, Baltimore
Symphony, Baltimore Museum of Art, National
Gallery of Art, Walters Art Museum, and Young
Audiences—to name just a few—our school com-
munity has enjoyed artists-in-residency, guest per-
formances, field trips, teaching-artist workshops,
and professional development.”

Angela Capucci, Boston, Massachusetts

A world languages teacher at Health Careers
Academy, Capucci was recognized for her service
learning efforts. “Last year, Angela and her Latina
culture advisory students informed family and
friends about their community’s health care chal-
lenges,” said Barbara Locurto, who oversees service
learning grants for high schools in Boston Public
Schools. “Specialists from Massachusetts General
Hospital and Bouvé College of Health Sciences at
Northeastern University visited Angela’s classroom.
Students researched teen health issues, conducted
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in-school surveys, planned a Website for peers, and
published a monthly bilingual newsletter.”

Amy Walters, Charlotte, North Carolina

Walters, an eighth grade math teacher, is South
Charlotte Middle School’s community service chair-
person. She regularly coordinates student participa-
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tion in the Salvation Army’s Project Angel Tree, and
Special Olympics. She arranges student visits to
Levine Children’s Hospital and to retirement homes
around Charlotte. Her work has garnered the
respect of everyone, especially students. As Kelly
Wright, a former student, explains it: “Mrs. Walters
has always been a huge inspiration to me. She’s
more than just a teacher to me, she’s a role model,
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and I know that these community service projects
are very near and dear to her heart. Nobody else is
a better candidate for this award.”

Michaelene Kelly, Chicago, lllinois

As an arts teacher at Alice L. Barnard Computer,
Math, and Science Center, Kelly formed partner-
ships in the community to bring arts programs to the
school, give incentives to students for good atten-
dance and behavior, and offer field trips to local art
museums. She has extended the school’s communi-
cation to the larger community by writing press
releases about school events and programs and by
finding forums to exhibit student art throughout the
community. “Ms. Kelly is dedicated to the notion
that each and every student should understand their
individual roles as citizens of the school, the local
community, and the world,” says Cynthia Mills, a
humanities teacher at the school and one of Kelly’s
nominators. “She designs her curriculum to enrich
learning across subject areas and works collabora-
tively with the Middle Years Team to bring the stu-
dents new and unique experiences.”

David Bates, Dallas, Texas

Students at the school nominated Bates, an ROTC
teacher and coach at Marsh Middle School. Bates is
a dedicated educator who, in addition to his duties
at Marsh, helps coach the White High School foot-
ball team. He encourages his students to test their
physical limits in a confidence-building course. He
also teaches life-saving first-aid techniques. Bates
has promoted campus beautification efforts and
helped other teachers by organizing textbooks and
resources in the school’s book room. He encourages
students to assist community members in need with
donations to the North Dallas Shared Ministration.

Langston Watras, Dayton, Ohio

Watras, an art teacher at Patterson-Kennedy, is cofa-
cilitator of the school’s Site-Based Management
Council. He helps resolve conflicts and creates a
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neutral space for stakeholders and their concerns.
“His servant leadership philosophy matches his per-
sonality perfectly,” wrote Barry Ryder, a fellow
teacher and former cofacilitator.

An artist himself, Watras has also established part-
nerships with the Dayton Art Institute, Dayton
Metro Library, and the University of Dayton that
allow students to showcase their own works in the
community. Diana Quintana, a seventh grader at
the school, summed up the benefits of the partner-
ships in her nomination letter: “The partnerships
help the school and the community by helping chil-
dren with contests where, if you win, you win
money for the school, for art supplies, and for the
students to keep.”

Tricia Downing, Denver, Colorado

Downing is coordinator of the Executive Internship
program at the Career Education Center. The center
makes internship opportunities available to high
school students who want real-world experience to
guide their life choices. Richard Ortner, a busi-
nessperson who partners with the center, wrote: “In
a very good way, I am envious of the opportunities
Ms. Downing creates for her students. It is certainly
a program that I wish had existed when I was in
high school. Tricia cultivates relationships with
community leaders and business professionals on

behalf of her students, and her efforts are paying
dividends.”

Michael Schaffer, Des Moines, lowa

An AP (advanced placement) government and
macroeconomics teacher at Central Campus,
Schaffer has enriched academics and student life by
forming partnerships with businesses and organiza-
tions. A partnership among the Virtual Trade
Mission, the Iowa State Education Association, and
the school stands out. This program allowed him to
take students to Australia and Vietnam to witness
the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
summit. Susannah Stephens, one of the participating
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students, writes: “This year was big because the
World Trade Organization inducted Vietnam into it.
In Hanoi, twenty-one heads of state, one thousand
CEOs, and T attended. This was an eye-opening
experience. I feel so connected to the world commu-
nity now that I have had this opportunity. It would
never have been possible had it not been for Mr.
Schaffer.”

Jim Sweeney, Detroit, Michigan

Sweeney, a carpentry instructor at Randolph
Technical High School, organized a student effort
to design and build houses for low-income fami-
lies. Thanks to a partnership with Northwest
Detroit Neighborhood Development and Habitat
for Humanity Detroit, students learn valuable mar-
ketable skills while they make life better for fami-
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lies in the community. “Jim’s actions have helped
keep students in school by offering interesting chal-
lenges and a source of pride in workmanship in a
specialized area of carpentry,” writes Steve Stier,
project coordinator for the Randolph Building Arts
Lab. “This also helps students understand and
appreciate the buildings in their own neighbor-
hoods. Training carpenters that also have a sense
of history and skill to preserve the architectural
uniqueness of a neighborhood is an extremely
valuable service to the students, their communities
and indeed, all of Detroit.”

Farley Simons, Fort Worth, Texas

Simons, a teacher and leader of the Junior Cadet
Corps (JCC) at Elder Middle School, instills leader-
ship, a sense of community responsibility, and self-
respect in students. Elder’s JCC is well known for its
annual September 11th Remembrance Ceremony. In
addition, students perform community service at
events such as the parades for Veteran’s Day and
Martin Luther King Day, and the Annual Wreath
Laying Ceremony on the Fourth of July at the
National Cemetery.

“I can say without reservation,” wrote Precious
Poullard, assistant principal at Elder, “the leader-
ship opportunities taught and allowed in the pro-
gram, the passion Gunnery Sergeant Simon has for
the success of the students in JCC, as well as those
attending J. P. Elder—coupled with the support of
the surrounding community—has made a greater
impact on student confidence and achievement than
I imagined.”

Beth Thomas, Greenville, South Carolina

An English teacher at Carolina High School,
Thomas has done exemplary work as head of the
Teacher Cadet program, which sends interested
students to tutor at a local elementary school to
learn about the responsibilities of being teachers.
Students in the program work with the Big
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Brothers program, read to children at the YWCA,
and work with the Special Olympics. Thomas has
also partnered with local businesses to provide
shadowing, mock interviews, and instruction on
professional etiquette to her students. “This serves
both the educators involved as well as the commu-
nity,” wrote Tycie Stewart, a fellow teacher and
nominator from another school. “The ultimate
goal that Mrs. Thomas and I share is to make sure
that future graduates feel that they can be as suc-
cessful in their personal and professional lives as
anyone else.”

Devon Day, Long Beach, California

In partnership with the local fire department and the
Associated Radio Amateurs of Long Beach
(ARALB), English teacher Day formed an amateur
radio/emergency communications group for stu-
dents at Wilson Classical High School. Members of
the group undergo training to become federally
licensed operators in the Amateur Radio Service.
Writes Dennis Kidder, president of the ARALB:
“Students interface directly with members of the
Red Cross, Long Beach Fire Department, and other
disaster service workers via amateur radio. For kids,
this builds a sense of responsibility to a greater
good. They become part of a larger plan for emer-
gency response, representing their school to the
community and the government.” The benefits of
the program were amply demonstrated by
Hurricane Katrina. “Every commercial or govern-
mental communications system failed,” notes C. F.
Chel, disaster management officer of the Long Beach
Fire Department. But amateur radio operators kept
open channels of communication.

Gladys Aldana, Los Angeles, California

Aldana, who teaches history at U.S. Grant High
School, combines environmental education and ser-
vice learning projects. In partnership with students
and organizations such as Heal the Bay, ITV
Weekend College, Project Learning Tree, and Valley
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Glen Neighborhood Association, Aldana converted
the school’s agricultural area into the Serenity
Garden for Wildlife Conservation.

“After my tour of the Serenity Garden, Gladys and I
established a partnership to offer community service
hours to my college students,” said Som
Chounlamountry, an instructor at Los Angeles
Community College. “Gladys extended an invita-
tion for my students to volunteer and contribute to
the development of the garden. All the students who
volunteered felt that their time was donated to a
great cause.”

Sue Cullen Pehrson, Minneapolis, Minnesota

Each year, Pehrson, a vocal music teacher at the
Upper Campus of Lake Harriet Community School,
organizes and directs two major student perfor-
mances. PTA members, grandparents, and neighbor-
ing businesses come together as a team for the
production. Local artists work with students to
learn about dance and costume design. Last year, the
students performed The Lion King.

Pehrson has also led students to perform in commu-
nity venues such as Orchestra Hall, the
Minneapolis/St. Paul Airport, and St. Joseph’s Home
for Children. “We are lucky to have Sue in our school
and active in our community,” writes Amy
Westerberg, a parent, Girl Scout Council member,
and one of Pehrson’s nominators. “We are proud to
have our children learn from her, and as they grow
they always ask how Miss Sue is doing. You know she
has touched the lives of many when this happens.”

Robert Frisch, New York City

A drama instructor at Frank Sinatra School of the
Arts, Frisch worked with students to create dramatic
pieces drawn from the life of the streets of New
York City. “Mr. Frisch,” writes Donna Finn, princi-
pal of Frank Sinatra and one of Frisch’s nominators,
“has been able to use student-generated scripts to
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present original productions to the school commu-
nity and outside organizations addressing social
issues such as racism and bias.”

As a result of a partnership with the U.S. Post
Office, Frisch and his students dramatized the strug-
gles and triumphs of the civil rights movement out-
side a local church. “By performing in the
community,” writes student Thomas McElhenney,
who also nominated Frisch, “we hopefully taught
people important lessons from our shows, such as
how prejudices destroy people’s lives.”

McElhenney points out that partnerships with the
Manhattan Theatre Club, the National Conference
for Community and Justice, and the U.S. Postal
Service allow students to learn valuable skills as
artists while also tying them into the life of the larger
community through civic engagement.

“My goal is that my drama students reassure our
community that there will be young citizen-artists in
the future who thrive within their art form, and also
feel a deep sense of community service,” says Frisch.

Maryann Wolfe, Oakland, California

Wolfe is a social science and English teacher at
Oakland Technical High School. One of Wolfe’s
nominators, attorney L. D. Louis, who coaches for
the Mock Trial program in which a number of local
schools participate, writes: “Most teachers we have
approached find a reason for why this type of activ-
ity will not work into their schedule or curriculum.
Maryann was not one of those teachers. She has
been pivotal in locating motivated students, arrang-
ing for meeting space on campus, and acting as a
bridge between the attorney coaches, the school, and
the student body.”

For more than thirty years, Wolfe has worked to

extend students’ reach into the larger community
both within and beyond Oakland. She has been
active in raising funds from local businesses and
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organizations for students to participate in Close-Up
Washington, D.C., to learn about the nation’s politi-
cal process. She cofounded the Paideia Program, an
advanced placement program with emphasis on the
humanities. In 2006 Congressman Ron Dellums,
who was running for mayor, came to speak to stu-
dents at her request. Many of her graduates have
been accepted to prestigious colleges and universities
across the nation. “The ripple of [Wolfe’s] teaching is
growing,” writes Katrina Brekke-Miesner, a parent
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of a student and one of Wolfe’s nominators. “Public
schools are integral to our democracy. Oakland Tech
shines as a possibility for what can be when dedi-
cated teachers, administrators, parents, students, and
communities work to change the outcomes.”

Anna Votta, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Votta is a social studies, history, and political sci-
ence teacher at Girard Academic Music Program
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(GAMP). In addition to teaching, she has served
as senior sponsor, roster chair, and testing coordi-
nator at the school. She connects her school and
students to the community through efforts such as
the Greater Philadelphia High School Partner-
ship, which planted greenery and painted murals in
the neighborhood. She has coached her students
to the semifinals of the Mock Trials Competition
and organized students to volunteer with the Red
Cross. “As a parent, president of GAMP’s Home
and School, and a block captain,” writes Elaine
Fera, one of Votta’s nominators, “I can say that Ms.

Votta has played a major role in my daughters’ lives
as well as my community. She is an outstanding
leader in our community and is loved and respected
by everyone.”

Marjorie Deem, St. Louis, Missouri

A physical education teacher at Compton-Drew
Investigative Learning Center, Deem was nominated
by a parent volunteer in her bicycle club. Deem
helped found the Compton-Drew Bike Club. In
addition to developing healthy lifestyles, participat-
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ing students learn about nature conservation, local
history, art, and safety through visits to local muse-
ums at nearby Forest Park.

Tamara Ford, San Antonio, Texas

Ford, a criminal justice instructor at Lanier High
School, took the lead in revitalizing the school’s
criminal justice program. “One of the major selling
points of this program,” writes a member of the San
Antonio Independent School District’s Police
Department, “is that the students are taking col-
lege-level criminal justice courses and are eligible
for college-level credit if they successfully complete
the requirements of the course.” Ford also started
Lanier’s Police Explorer group, which engages in
various forms of service throughout the community.
In addition, individuals from the San Antonio
Police Department and the Bexar County Sheriff’s
Department mentor students in the group.

Dina Wright, San Francisco, California

A psychology teacher at Abraham Lincoln High
School, Wright was responsible for developing
Lincoln’s Teacher Academy program, which allows
students to take advanced courses in psychology and
human development and places students as teachers
in partnering elementary schools. “Mrs. Wright had
to establish the academy all by herself by writing a
lot of letters to convince administrators that the
academy was a good way for students to bond to
each other as well as with the students they teach,”
writes one of Wright’s students, who also nominated
her. Students in the program can move on to teach-
ing internships, and Wright maintains relationships
with universities to help her students move on to
higher education if they so choose.

Sherrie Mueller, Tampa, Florida

Mueller is a guidance resource specialist at Plant
City High School. “She has educated the owners of
many local businesses of the positive influence they
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can personally make in the lives of students through
the scholarship program,” writes one of her nomi-
nators, a local businessperson. “She has partnered
with attorneys, doctors, banks, business owners,
and many others to make them aware of the educa-
tional impact of providing scholarships.”

Mueller has established relationships with busi-
nesses to bring mentors and scholarships to the
school. She chairs the Fall Fancy event for the South
Florida Baptist Hospital, where students volunteer
to set up, host, and take down the event, giving them
a valuable lesson in community service. In addition,
Mueller serves on a variety of boards and commit-
tees in the community.

Leon Rollerson, Tulsa, Oklahoma

A teacher at the McLain High School for Science
and Technology, Rollerson was nominated by mem-
bers of the local business and not-for-profit commu-
nity and the mayor of Tulsa. In preparing his
students for life, Rollerson has connected the school
to the larger community to make available class-
room speakers and visits to local businesses.
Students gain contact with the professional world
and are better prepared to succeed after graduation.
In addition, Rollerson serves as a role model for
community involvement through his participation in
the North Tulsa Community Coalition.

“Mr. Rollerson is a committed community activist
with a passion for education and public service,”
writes Mayor Kathy Taylor in her nomination let-
ter. “His dedication to this community has
impacted the lives of hundreds of students, educa-
tors, and parents.”

Elizabeth Davis, Washington, D.C.

Davis taught at John Philip Sousa Middle School for
nearly thirteen years. “When she learned that Sousa
Middle School played a major role in the desegrega-
tion of public schools in the District of Columbia,”
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writes one of Davis’s nominators, “she saw an
opportunity to teach an important piece of the civil
rights movement.”

“Sousa was the subject of Bolling v. Sharpe,” writes
another nominator, “one of the five schools involved
in the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court
decision. She wanted her students to know about the
Bolling and Brown cases and use them as a model for
solving problems in their school and community.”

Davis had her students research the cases and write
letters to the board of education, city council, par-
ents, and the principal of the school. She invited an
adult who had attended the school at the time to
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speak, and she guided her students in producing a
presentation on the topic to the school. At one
point, Davis and a student spoke at a senate forum.
The school has since been designated as a National
Historic Landmark.

Davis is now a technology education teacher at
Charles Hart Middle School.

For more information on the MetLife Foundation
Ambassadors in Education Awards, visit the
National Civic League Web site (http:/lwwuw.
ncl.org).
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