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What they're saying about
Today I Made a Difference

As a teacher myself, having worked with students from elementary through post-graduate levels, I have only the highest praise for Today I Made a Difference! Reading these stories from some of America's finest teachers made me extremely proud of my chosen career! Although I moved from the classroom through the ranks of administration, there is absolutely no doubt in my mind that it is the teacher who makes the difference in each student's life. This wonderful book captures those incredible moments when that difference becomes visible and tangible to teacher and students. As you read it, you will surely find yourself among the charming anecdotes, for each of us has been touched in some way by a special teacher in our lives. The authors truly epitomize the height of professionalism and humanitarianism — they bring Teacher/Astronaut Christa McAuliffe's words to life on every page: “I touch the future; I teach.” I encourage you to take the time to settle down for a most enjoyable read!


Dr. Mary Ellen Freeley


Superintendent of Schools, Malverne, New York,
and Past President of the Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development

Teaching is a job unlike any other. Teachers have the opportunity to change the world of each of their students — today and for their future. Today I Made a Difference captures the real difference teachers make in their students' lives. Through these stories, you see how teachers enable all children — those with disabilities, without disabilities, and with gifts and talents — to move beyond limitations and grow academically and personally. When you wonder why you chose teaching as a profession, this book reminds you how vital the work you do is to us all.


Lynda Van Kuren


Director of Communications,
Council for Exceptional Children

When I received the package from Dr. Underwood, I knew there would be many hours of reading required to thoroughly review the material enclosed. I must admit I did not have any specific expectations of what my review would yield; however, as I began to read each submission, I was enlightened, inspired, proud, and encouraged.

Each teacher and each classroom are unique, and as such, each must utilize different methods to achieve academic success. The diverse ideas and techniques perfected and executed by these most capable educators inspire me, and I hope will be shared to inspire their counterparts in other classrooms across America.

I began my teaching career 35+ years ago knowing that a good academic education was and is the key that unlocks the door of possibilities for everyone. I am proud to see evidence that there are still gifted teachers who are dedicated to their profession and their students. Their experiences encourage me, and I am certain they encourage the communities in which they work, and affirm that effective instruction still exists and is thriving in our schools.

I salute these teachers, wholeheartedly applaud their efforts, and am grateful for the gifts and talent they share each school day.


Mrs. Elsie J. Rose


National Alliance of Black School Educators

I strongly support the publication of this book for many reasons. First and foremost, it is full of heartwarming stories of what is happening in classrooms all across the country. Secondly, it helps those who are not in the profession understand how truly dedicated teachers are today. Thirdly, it is inspirational to new teachers and those who are thinking of entering the profession. Lastly, it gives parents and community members an insight into how to work with our educators for the benefit of all children.


Anna M. Weselak


President National Parent Teacher Association








This book is dedicated to the memory of Bart Roen, who positively impacted teachers' lives and helped make their dreams come to life through the camera's lens.
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      On a personal note, I would like to express my praise for all of my Disney Teacher Award Honorees who contributed to the moving stories contained herein. They make a difference every day, affecting so many lives in so many positive ways. This highly dedicated group of teachers helped me change my life a few years ago, and they continue to do so today. To my wife, Nancy, and daughter, Jolene, thanks for being so patient during the endless phone calls, ceaseless e-mails, and countless revisions. Thanks for the advice.

    

  
    
      

      
      A Special Message FROM ART LINKLETTER


      
        
          “A hundred years from today, the chances are that nobody will know what my bank account was, or the kind of house that I lived in, or the kind of car that I drove. But the world may be different because I was important in the life of a child.”
        

      

      After ninety-five years of an exciting, surprising, turbulent life, I'm convinced that, as John Lennon said: “Life is what happens to you while you're making other plans.”

      When you put these two thoughts together along with a number of true stories about educators who have inspired generations of young people to make this world what it is today, you have this book.

      I have been a teacher all of my life. That may come as a surprise to people who think of me as an entertainer, a broadcaster, a businessman, a diplomat, a family man, or even as an ex-hobo who lived through the Great Depression hopping on trains across the nation while wondering what he was really going to be.

      Today, even though I am lecturing at universities about how to become a success or writing about my adventures in Australia running a million-acre sheep ranch, or my unbelievable experiences in Africa, India, the Orient, and as a sailor in South America — not to mention my forty years in Hollywood as a TV and radio star, movie star, and now Regent of Pepperdine University and Chairman of the Board of UCLA's Center on Aging — I am honored to be asked to write this special message.

      I love teachers. I am proud to be one. The future belongs to leaders now being taught by teachers to be lifelong learners. And, as a Disney Legend, I am pleased to be one of the sponsors of this great idea outlined in this book.

      In 1930, surrounded by a world filled with unemployed people, I decided that I would go to a small, free college in San Diego and become a physical education teacher and basketball coach. It was a California teachers college … almost no tuition … almost no classrooms … and almost no students — fewer than 700!

      A year later, astounded by all the other things that you could study, I changed to an English major and Psychology minor. I found I was good with words, loved to read, and got a big kick out of speaking. More importantly, I was “adopted” by an English teacher, a public-speaking teacher, and a psychologist. They were my first mentors, and their keen interest in my development played a strong part in my entire life. They inspired me to do more than I thought I could and I can never repay them for pushing me toward a career that I never could have dreamed of.

      Now one of my chief lecture subjects is stressing the importance of mentors. And the second one I hit upon is attitude. In psychology, I learned that by changing the inner attitude of your mind, you can alter the outer aspects of your life. I also learned that things turn out the best for people who make the best of the way things turn out. This is covered in the book in the section titled “Interruptions.” Because that is all problems and disappointments are. Don't quit!

      I have already written more than I set out to, but I want to urge every would-be teacher to stay the course and win the future for our kids!

    

  
    
      

      
      Foreword

      
        BY DR. MARCIA TATE
      

      
        Teachers are those who use themselves as bridges over which they invite their students to cross; then having facilitated their crossing, joyfully collapse, encouraging them to create bridges of their own.
      

      
        — Nikos Kazantzakis
      

      This book contains a collection of stories from some of the most worthy bridge builders in the teaching profession. Several years ago, I had the privilege of meeting one such bridge builder, Warren Phillips, who had been recognized as a 2004 Disney Teacher Award Honoree. He and approximately fifty teachers in Plymouth, Massachusetts, had signed up for a professional development class in which I offered twenty instructional strategies for engaging students' brains. I soon discovered I learned as much, or more, from them. Their passion for teaching led Warren and his classmates to positively change the lives of students every day. Fortunately, for the profession, Warren and twenty-seven other 2004 Disney Teacher Award Honorees bonded to share their life-changing stories. I congratulate them for their extraordinary honor and consider it a privilege to have been asked to write the foreword for their book. After reading their inspirational accounts, I am reminded of why I chose the teaching profession over thirty years ago.

      There are three major reasons the educators who have contributed to this book are some of the top teachers in the world. Others would do well to emulate them. How do they do it?

      
        They teach students first, and content second.
      

      It has been said that rules without relationships equal rebellion. As you read the stories, one fact will become clear: These teachers take time to establish relationships with the diverse students placed in their charge. They appear committed to one common goal — helping students to achieve, even if that sometimes means unconditional acceptance.

      
        They use brain-compatible strategies to deliver instruction.
      

      For the last ten years, I have been working on synthesizing learning-style theory and brain research into twenty instructional strategies that take advantage of how brains learn best. In this collection, you will read about how these master teachers involve students' brains by having them actively engaged in meaningful discussions, project-based instruction, field trips, music, drawing, storytelling, games, humor, and other strategies that take advantage of how all brains learn best. These strategies bring the Disney magic into their classrooms.

      
        They have a passion for what they do!
      

      It has been said that the difference between an ordinary teacher and an extraordinary teacher is the moment where passion enters the picture. For those who do it well, teaching is not simply a profession; for them, teaching is a passion. With that passion, these teachers are making a difference in the lives of students.

      Turn the page and feel the magic! Become enthralled with the inspirational stories of these Disney Teacher Award Honorees. Today and every day, they are making a true difference in the lives of students who are fortunate enough to cross their paths. I salute the twenty-eight bridge builders who shared their unforgettable stories in the following pages.

      Dr. Marcia Tate is the former Executive Director of Professional Development for the DeKalb County School System, Decatur, Georgia. During her thirty-year career with the district, she was a classroom teacher, a reading specialist, a language arts coordinator, and a staff development director. In 2001, Dr. Tate received the Distinguished Staff Developer Award for the State of Georgia. Dr. Tate is currently a national educational consultant and has presented to over 150,000 administrators, teachers, parents, business, and community leaders throughout the United States.

      Dr. Tate holds a bachelor's degree in Psychology and Elementary Education from Spelman College, a master of arts degree in Remedial Reading from the University of Michigan, an Educational Specialist degree from Georgia State University, and a doctorate in Educational Leadership from Clark Atlanta University. In 1994, Spelman College awarded her the Apple Award for excellence in the field of education.

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      When people ask small children what they want to be when they grow up, teaching is rarely their top pick. Instead, they often proclaim a desire to become a firefighter, a doctor, a movie star, or a professional athlete. No one can blame them. Firefighters and doctors save lives, and movie stars and professional athletes are often famous and make a lot of money. It's no wonder that small children see little reason to become a teacher.

      Most unfortunately, in this country, teaching is often considered a second-rate job. Everyone — even first graders — knows that one is not likely to become a millionaire teaching. Also, in today's political environment, the United States' educational system is neither respected nor praised. Today, the number of teachers within ten years of retirement far outnumber those pursuing careers in education. In fact, we may soon face a real crisis — not enough teachers to fill openings.

      Research also reveals that the shortage of teachers may not stem from a shortage of new teachers to replace retirees; the larger shortage may result from teachers who have taught for two to five years and leave the profession. It's a sad fact that many of these teachers reach a point where they question whether teaching is the best career choice.

      The temptation to seek another career causes us to lose talented teachers who could well become some of the best teachers in the profession. Every time we lose a great teacher from the profession due to retirement, or because business and industry lures them away, young people miss out on the chance to have their lives positively affected by a special person who might have made a significant difference in their lives.

      During the summer of 2004, thanks to the Walt Disney Company, an elite group of teachers from across the country had magical, life-changing experiences when Disney selected them as National Honorees for the Disney Teacher Awards. When this group came together and began sharing stories, they soon discovered they were discussing the same issues and concerns, over and over, albeit in different ways.

      Their conversations centered around two primary questions:

      
        	
          Why teach?

        

        	
          Why make teaching a career?

        

      

      In answering those questions, they realized that collecting their stories might help potential teachers either join or remain in the profession. As such, the twenty-eight teachers Disney honored in 2004 constructed stories about their “Magical Moments” in the classroom. These stories illustrate the passion these teachers share for teaching and clearly illustrate that teaching is not a second-rate job, but is, in fact, an extremely important and rewarding way to live. Today I Made a Difference is divided into five sections: Inspiration, Impressions, Instructions, Interruptions, and Illuminations. The teacher-authors' fondest hope is that readers will feel inspired to make a difference in children's lives and become teachers.

    

  
    
      

      
      A Principal's Perspective

      
        DR. CAROLYN ADAMS
      

      Southmoreland High School Alverton, Pennsylvania

      McDonald's Pennsylvania Assistant Principal of the Year, 1997

      The moment a teacher witnesses the look of understanding breaking through on the face of a pupil is simply magical. The magic of teaching, however, is conjured up without potions, spells, or wands. Learning, facilitated by an expert teacher, is hard work. That effort can be tedious, tiring, and frustrating, but for the person who has earned the title of teacher all pain is forgotten when the “aha moment” arrives. Teaching, the work that results in such magic, requires knowledge, skill, and passion. It is a profession that demands a commitment of unlimited time and unflagging spirit of those who undertake the job. Unfortunately, it is extremely difficult to calculate the positive impact of one well-taught lesson because its benefits are transmitted from peer to peer, generation to generation without an identifying tag. I'm not sure that my friends, children, grandchildren, or great-grandchildren will know or care that Mrs. Scott, my Advanced Placement English teacher, taught me to write. Her lessons will not be credited when a member of my family in the distant future writes an important book. No, her name will be lost; but her influence will continue.

      There are so many unquantifiable factors in the teaching-learning process. Those elements, such as caring, charisma, and determination, when stirred together in the right proportions with the skills, knowledge, and passion of a well-trained teacher, constitute the magic. The expert teacher is constantly reviewing and revising her lessons. She factors everything that might affect a child, including the weather, into her equation for successful learning. And like an exceptional conjurer, her magical teaching will impact some differently than others. When in the presence of masterfully performed magic, we tend not to question the fact that the elephant disappeared, but rather ask how the elephant disappeared. Our next question in the sequence would logically be, “Whatever prompted you to become a magician?”Don't we want to ask the very same questions of expert teachers, the magicians who directly impact our daily lives?

      The Disney Corporation understands magic. Disney creates magic through its motto, “Dreams really do come true.” Adults and children alike are captivated by the magic of Disneyland, Disney World, and Disney Productions. Like teachers, Mickey Mouse as Merlin, Cinderella's Fairy Godmother, and Aladdin's Genie all help to make the impossible possible. It should come as no surprise, then, that the Disney Corporation has chosen to honor outstanding teaching with the Disney Teacher Awards.

      As the principal and direct supervisor of a Disney Teacher Award Honoree, I was invited to attend a leadership seminar in Disney World that was a part of the learning opportunities offered by the Disney Corporation to each honoree. The thought behind the invitation was that any new ideas or programs gathered during the Disney Teacher Awards conference would require administrative support to be implemented. That sound reasoning brought me to Florida for a life-changing, magical experience.

      Having arrived a little early for my formal participation, I had some time to myself before I encountered the 2004 Disney Teacher Award Honorees. Walking through the park, I couldn't help but think that the efforts of many great teachers were reflected in every aspect of the park. I wondered how crazy things would look if the names of the teachers who inspired or influenced the craftspeople were written on every item in the park. The place, I imagined, would be a mass of names. Art, literature, music, horticulture, engineering, mathematics, science, history, foreign languages, technology, psychology, and many other disciplines are represented in all that is Disney World. Behind each category are scores of great teachers. As I took in the wonders of the park and absorbed its energy and vibrancy, I was proud to be an educator. I walked taller, held my head higher, and breathed in a more rarefied air. But if I thought that the magic of Disney World was impressive, I was about to be confronted with an experience of greater impact. I was about to meet the multitalented, expressive, energetic, and ebullient Disney Teacher Award Honorees.

      As a group they were a noisy movable feast of visual differences: tall, short, dark, light, men, and women. When I had the opportunity to get to know them as individuals and the honor to work among them on projects, I found them to be fiercely individual and absolutely committed to one common goal — helping children learn. Each has a story to tell that explains the magic and is worth reading. Each, like Houdini describing an impossible escape, will tell you how they make learning happen and what motivates them to continue to do so. Read the words they have written and then close your eyes while Mickey as Merlin waves his wand and fills you with the Disney magic of discovering mystical, wonderful, inspired teachers.

    

  
    
      

      Today I Made a Difference

      

    

  
    
      PART I

      
      Inspirations

      
        
          Everyone has a reason and a motivation for what they do. When times get tough, it is important to reflect and look back on these inspirations.
        
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Why I Teach

      
        HECTOR IBARRA, PHD
      

      Middle School, Science

      Iowa City, Iowa

      I teach because I had a remarkable fourth-grade teacher; but to understand why she had such an impact on my life, you need to understand my life.

      My mother had been an elementary school teacher in Mexico, and my father owned a grocery store. They used shopping visas to cross the border to Eagle Pass, Texas, to purchase items for the store. These travels soon prompted them to move us to the United States, where they believed their family would have more opportunities. After obtaining passports, we moved to Texas in 1955. A year later, because my mother was determined to distance us from the usual life of migrant workers and longed to finally settle in one place, we moved to Clear Lake, Iowa.

      I started kindergarten that year, speaking only Spanish, and faced a world totally unfamiliar to me. My parents also only spoke Spanish, which made it difficult for the teachers and administration to discuss my learning needs with them. I was passed from grade to grade, not really learning anything. By the time I finished third grade, I still did not have a grasp of the English language. My older sister, Melva, had fared better, and served as the family translator. I relied on her to help me muddle through. However, tragedy struck that summer when Melva drowned in a boating accident.

      I reluctantly began fourth grade, where I was introduced to Ms. Myrtle Olson, a teacher who would change my life forever. She had little time during class for individual attention, as she had a classroom of students who also needed to learn, but she saw something in me. She came to our house to speak with my mother to ask if I could stay after school to work on my English and schoolwork. I still do not understand how that conversation took place, as my mother did not speak English and Ms. Olson did not speak Spanish, but Ms. Olson had so much patience that my mother must have understood the meaning, or perhaps the sincerity, behind her words.

      When I worked hard, Ms. Olson rewarded me with a friendly smile and a gentle touch. My alone time with her made me feel important. She made me feel like I was on equal footing with the other students and that I could be successful in school. She was tireless, identifying a variety of ways to address my learning needs. A petite woman, Ms. Olson had endless energy.

      At home, my mother quizzed me with spelling words and helped me in math. Mother would often read, to the best of her ability, the questions I wrote for her to ask. As busy as she was, she never said no when I asked for help. I began to grasp the language, both written and verbal.

      Thanks to my mother and Ms. Olson, I had learned enough English to be able to participate in a spelling bee! And I won! I won a beanie hat, something that wouldn't mean much today, but was priceless to me at the time, red propeller and all. Naturally, Ms. Olson was pleased with my progress and proud of my accomplishments.

      Near the end of the fourth-grade year, I did not require as much focused tutoring, but we continued to focus on language and prepare for the fifth grade. We also had conversations that strayed to nonschool subjects. Of course, I realize now that these conversations were meant to help me practice speaking English, but at the time I felt happy that this special teacher took time to talk with me about my likes and dislikes, my family, my activities, and my dreams. I began to see a future beyond the school walls, and the walls of my family home.

      Ms. Olson taught me the importance of hard work. She helped me believe in myself and helped me focus on the task at hand. She not only cared for me as a student, but as a person. Ms. Olson taught me that every teacher has the opportunity to make a huge difference in a student's life.

      After fourth grade ended, I saw Ms. Olson occasionally, but I never fully expressed how much I appreciated everything she had done for me. It wasn't until my wife and I were expecting our first child that Ms. Olson and I really talked again. She came to our baby shower, and I finally thanked her profusely for the difference she had made in my life. After this, Ms. Olson and I wrote almost yearly letters to each other about what was going on in our lives. Of all of my teachers, she is the only one I have ever visited. When she died at age ninety-two, I was proud to be a member of her praying circle. Ms. Olson made a difference in my life and, I am sure, in the lives of many other children.

      I became a teacher because I had a special fourth-grade teacher, and I wanted to be like her. Of course, I recognize that not all teachers can touch students the way Ms. Olson touched my life, but we are all awarded an amazing opportunity. When I teach, I look for opportunities to develop a lesson to better suit students' needs, to recognize the significance of interacting with students, and to provide an ongoing rapport to help them learn and feel good about themselves.

      Learning extends beyond my science lessons, stretches across the curriculum, and goes outside the school walls. I create learning opportunities for students to see beyond the classroom so their imaginings can be part of their future, just as Ms. Olson helped me understand my imaginings could be my future.

      Ms. Myrtle Olson was the most important teacher in my life, and she remains the inspiration for why I teach — for the moments yet to come, to open doors and create opportunities, and for dreams to become reality. I am proof of the impact one fourth-grade teacher had on a young student. I am proof that imaginings can shape your future.
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