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Background Information and Nomination Process 
 

Not in Our School (NIOS) campaigns empower students to create safe and inclusive 
environments that are free of bullying, bigotry, racism, anti-gay harassment, and all forms of 
intolerance. Every NIOS campaign takes on the characteristics of the school community and 
responds to local issues and needs. At the heart of each NIOS campaign are these five principles: 

● Address bullying and all forms of intolerance 
● Encourage students to take the lead, identify issues, and determine solutions 
● Teach bystanders to be upstanders who speak up and stand up for themselves and others 
● Create identity-safe school environments where students of all backgrounds feel accepted 

and welcome 
● Involve teachers, administrators, and the whole community 

 

Bloomington-Normal Not In Our School (NIOS) leadership planned a community event 
designed to recognize and thank those members of the Bloomington-Normal Education 
Community who embrace, embody and promote the NIOS mission to create, “safe, accepting, 
and inclusive school communities.” 
 

The BN NIOS Steering Committee, comprised of local high school students and mentors, 
recognizes the critical role faculty and staff play in this mission. In addition to recognizing and 
thanking practitioners, we seek to promote NIOS, the teaching profession, and healthy practices. 
We also wish to establish a culture of regular recognition of the staff of B-N schools. In addition, 
this recognition will serve to highlight the teaching profession, sharing the wealth with the wider 
community.  
 

Illinois Wesleyan University graciously offered to host this event that aligns with their Social 
Justice Mission and the Educational Studies Department’s commitment to challenging inequities. 
 

A call for nominations to recognize and celebrate school employees was disseminated in early 
January via social media, the school districts, etc. 

● Nominations were- Open to everyone, e.g. parents, students, community, school staff, 
etc. 

● Nominees were- Members of K-12 school staff, including all support personnel, 
specifically those who:  

o Promote social justice in school 
o Promote inclusion 
o Welcome every student 
o Establish personal connections with students 
o Notice and responds to needs of others 
o Collaborate to support students 



o Go beyond job descriptions;  serve the school community 
 

 
One of the goals of the NIOS Steering Committee was to share the diverse activities that school 
employees are engaging in throughout the Bloomington-Normal Education Community. 
Following are the questions and responses from the nominators and nominees. It is our hope that 
by sharing this information we will spread the mission and spirit of Not In Our School. 
 
Nominators were asked the following questions: 
 
How does the nominee further the NIOS mission. Do they…..Check all that apply. 

▢ Actively advocate for the inclusion of all? 
▢ Empower students to reject intolerance and stand up for others? 
▢ Make extraordinary efforts to recognize and support a student(s)? 
▢ Assess and respond to the needs of the school community? 
▢ Go beyond their assigned role to be an advocate/ally for students? 
 

Elaborate on one of the criteria you have selected above. How has the nominee demonstrated this 
quality? 
 
What else would you like us to know about how this person positively impacts school and 
creates a safe and inclusive community? 
 
Nominees were sent a follow up survey and asked the following: 
 
Elaborate on one of the criteria you have selected above. In what ways do you/have you done 
this? Discuss the importance of this or need for this in your workplace. 
 
Share an example of a specific action, program, project, or event of yours that has helped create a 
safe and inclusive school community. 
 
What motivates you to do this work? 
 

 
  
 
 
 

  



 
 RECOGNIZED SCHOOL STAFF MEMBERS 

 
Jennifer Adkison - Special Education Teacher, Sheridan Elementary/District 87 

Nominator: Unnamed 
At a 4th grade meeting she talked about bullying and presented different ways to be kind to each 
other. She also teaches the Essential 55 by Ron Clark to her students and shares her views with 
other teachers. She is teaching the students to stand up for their beliefs in nonviolent ways.  
 
She really is amazing making all students feel welcomed and safe in her classroom and in the 
hallways of Sheridan. She trains other teachers in her building her strategies, songs and outlook 
on making each student feel special and safe. 
 

Jennifer Adkison 
As a Special Education teacher, and a foster parent, I feel like all my experiences have been able 
to enhance my ability to advocate at Sheridan. I am able to put myself in situations with students 
and meet them where they are in a sense of trauma, needs/wants, and academic skills. Daily I 
teach my students to advocate for their needs, but also inspire them to be proud of who they are. 
We celebrate small successes, to gain student confidence that has led to enormous growth 
academically and functionally. 
 
Over the past several years, inspired by a mentor teacher, I learned the Essential 55 by Ron 
Clark. I have really pushed these social expectations for our 4th grade students, advocating to 
teachers that this will increase scores academically and decrease office referrals. As a school that 
has one of the highest poverty rates in the area, most of our students needs love, understanding, 
and have someone to lean on while teaching them expectations and structure. The world is mean 
enough, we need to teach each other to be kind. 
 
The Essential 55 has allowed our special education students to be inclusive with our 4th graders. 
This allows them to participate in theme days, classroom takeovers, and I co-teach Math. I have 
worked on developing a mentor program with our 4th graders to allow them to work on Reading 
and writing skills with our 1st grade students. By implementing this, our 4th graders are taught 
leadership skills and confidence to lead by example thus reducing office referrals.  
 
I believe it is my job to teach passion and love to a society that often lacks empathy for each 
other. I have had 14 foster children that have lived with me for long periods of time, only to 
transition back home with biological parents. In those moments, I felt honored but knew I had a 
job to do to teach skills and get them ahead in life. If they didn’t remember anything else in this 
world, I want them to remember no one gave up on them. This is how I feel about all of my 



students. At the end of their school journey, someday, I hope they remember the teachers for 
being their champions. At the end of the day, when an old student who I had in BD is calling me 
saying, "thank you for never giving up on me. Thank you for loving me, and making me use the 
E 55, thank you. I just used them. Guess what Ms. A, I am in general education classes all day 
now, Thank you!" This is more motivation to keep doing what I am doing, and to never be 
satisfied until I reach more kids.  
 
Kaitlyn Baez - English Teacher, Normal Community High School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Christopher Belt 
Kaitlyn works everyday to make students feel more comfortable and counsels students to make 
better decisions. 
 
 Kaitlyn has also created a new club in the school, We Dine Together, which is all about about 
reaching out to students who may seem isolated. The mission of the club is to create an 
environment of safety and inclusion. 
 

Kaitlyn Baez 
I chose "make extraordinary efforts to recognize and support students" mostly because of the 
work that I've done with a club called, We Dine Together. The idea for this club stemmed from a 
video that I saw on social media where students would go around the lunch room and socialize 
and eat with students who were eating alone. I recognized the need for such a club at Normal 
Community High School when I walked around outside of the cafeteria and saw tons of kids 
sitting on the floor eating alone. People would walk right past them as if they didn't exist for the 
entire hour. I wondered then how many of those kids would actually go their whole entire day 
without being acknowledged, and it made me sad to know that this is probably something that 
many of them were experiencing.  
 
I began recruiting students who were friendly and outgoing to reach out to students who were 
eating alone to have them all come together to eat lunch in my classroom. Since then, other 
teachers have opened their rooms up for students to come eat during the other lunch hours. Our 
classrooms have become a melting pot of students from very different backgrounds. Kids play 
games with one another, help with homework, and get advice about personal problems. Some of 
the more outgoing students even set up a baby shower for a young lady who was pregnant to 
make sure that she had plenty of diapers, wipes and other baby necessities. Beyond that, the 
students all arranged for anyone who didn't have a date to go to the homecoming dance together. 
We also realized during these lunch hours that many students who were sitting alone were doing 
so because they were embarrassed to not have money to eat lunch. We partnered with Promise 
Council and got microwaves and refrigerators for our classrooms as well as snacks and food for 
students to eat. We make sure kids are fed lunch and also have food to eat when they get home.  



 
Besides the club, I try to make my classroom an open space for students to be themselves. We 
discuss the importance of empathy and the need to help, support, and be kind to one another. One 
way that I teach this is by having students do a "stand in someone else's shoes" activity. Students 
anonymously write their worries, fears, aggravations, or bad memories down on slips of paper. 
They put these slips of paper in a bucket, and then we go around the room reading them off. 
Afterward, students reflect on the activity. Many of them express that they wished that they 
knew who wrote what so that they can help that person or be there for them in some way and all 
of them say that they walk away from the activity feeling like they'll be more kind and 
understanding, because they never realized that so many people are going through so many tough 
situations. In these reflections, kids typically reveal what they wrote on their slips of paper. I 
write responses back to them giving support, advice, encouragement, or stories of my own that I 
think relate to what they may be experiencing.  
 
Corey Beirne - General Music Educator-Prairieland, Parkside, Towanda/Unit 5 

Nominated by a parent 
In just two school years, Mr. Beirne has reshaped the music program into a much more authentic 
experience for our kids. He opens their minds, eyes, and ears to various cultures and historical 
milestones through his song selections while not crossing the line into cultural appropriation. Mr. 
Beirne shares his own firsthand knowledge of world travels and incorporates age-appropriate 
insights, facts, and historical context into his lessons.  
 
With the level of dedication Mr. Beirne shows his students, it's hard to believe we share him with 
two other schools. He is present in the moment, and he truly sees each kid. Mr. Beirne is a 
comforting presence for many of our kids who face special challenges and circumstances. He is 
an excellent role model. 
 

Corey Beirne 
I am a strong believer in the Universal Design for Learning educational framework, in which 
curriculum and teaching practices are designed from the ground up to accommodate all learners. 
All students, regardless of background or ability level, have something to contribute to a musical 
performance. Those contributions should be recognized and celebrated. I take great enjoyment 
out of finding ways for all my students to contribute positively: 
Students with speech or reading difficulties reading introductions for songs in performances 
Students have the opportunity to sing short songs during class.  
Appropriate supportive behavior is modeled; those uncomfortable are encouraged to try, 
knowing they will be supported even if mistakes are made. 
 



While preparing for a performance earlier this year, a young boy of color who had dealt with 
some struggles in his past, told of a song his grandmother sang to him as he went to sleep. I was 
able to find a version of that song for the class to sing, which we later performed at a program. 
During the performance, I thanked family members for sharing important songs with their 
children and grandchildren during the concert, particularly grandmothers who sang their 
grandchildren to sleep. The boy’s grandmother waved at me, and I asked if she was the 
inspiration behind the song we performed, she said, “Yes,” and received a spontaneous and 
lively round of applause. 
 
It is my goal to create an environment of creativity, love, equality, and support in my classroom. 
I realize that my own race, gender, and upbringing provide me a level of privilege that prevents 
me from seeing the difficulties in the paths of many of my students, particularly those of color, 
those who are differently abled, or those from lower socio-economic situations. Within the 
elementary music classroom, I am afforded a unique opportunity to speak directly to and about 
the cultures represented not only by the majority of my students, but by those of smaller groups 
or individuals. I am proud to seek out the music, dance, and holidays of cultures and countries 
represented by my students. Students are encouraged to share personal stories of their 
backgrounds and experiences, which have led to cherished songs being performed in public. 
 
A few additional successes which motivate me to the fullest: 
- Seeing the face of a girl of Mexican heritage light up when she hears a song we will perform in 
Spanish and is enlisted to help the class (and the teacher) with their Spanish pronunciation. 
- Weeks after students of majority-white classes play and sing a West-African game in music 
class, they are singing and playing the game on the playground on their own accord. 
 
Sheri Bettis - Sixth Grade Literature and Composition Teacher/Chiddix Jr. High/Unit 5 

Nominated by Michelle Glatt 
In just her first semester working at CJHS, Mrs. Bettis started our first ever NIOS Club. She and 
the students have been working hard to get the club off the ground and advocate for inclusion 
and stand up to intolerance. 
 
Mrs. Bettis has also taken over as sponsor of the GSA (Gay Straight Alliance) during the 
sponsor's maternity leave. The clubs have been meeting in a shared space and collaborating with 
each other. 

Sheri Bettis 
If our students feel uncomfortable any time in our building, I will either deal with the situation 
for them or talk to them about how they should proceed in order to learn to advocate for 
themselves. I also am thinking about them anytime decisions are being made and question on 
their behalf when necessary. 



 
We changed Diversity Club to GSA. We have a bulletin board we are decorating in the cafeteria. 
We are ordering a NIOS banner for the entryway of our school to welcome all who enter. 
 
The students and their feelings. I want all students to feel a sense of belonging and that their 
voice matters--to a point they can change what is broken both in their school and their 
community. 
 
John Bierbaum - Social Studies Teacher/Normal Community West School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Alexandra Aplington 
He sees the best in his students and young people of his community. He pushes others AND 
HIMSELF to do right. He understands the power of the voices of young people. Students are 
encouraged to speak up and stand up for themselves and others. 
 
John Bierbaum is a constant in the lives of his students. He goes far beyond his role as an 
educator. He is also an inspiration, a peer, and a leader for those who need that consistent 
influence in a sometimes lonely and unstable place. He is consistent in his desire to better his 
community and school. He pushes students to believe in the best for themselves. He views the 
world with eyes wide open. John Bierbaum encourages the education, understanding, and 
acceptance of every culture and strives for his students to appreciate it as much as he does. 
 

John Bierbaum 
As a teacher, I think one of my most sacred obligations to my students is to empower, advocate, 
and support them. To this end, I established the Not In Our School Club at Normal West High 
School. Through this club, I have worked with students to empower them to reject intolerance 
and stand up for others through different opportunities both in and out of school. This year, I 
worked with other teachers and students to create a N.I.O.S. book club that plans to meet for the 
first time on the first Friday in February. In the past, I have helped to organize informational 
sheets on healthy lifestyles in bathrooms, dialogue between students, teachers, and administrators 
at our school related to reported discrimination, nominated students for community leadership 
positions, helped them to get politically involved if they were interested in our community, 
worked with students to become election judges which sparks their sense of civic duty, and any 
other endeavor that comes across my desk that I think would make our school a better place and 
my students better people.  
 
This past fall, I worked with members of our school's N.I.O.S. as well as other clubs at our 
school to organize and host a Mix It Up at lunch to provide a safe space for all students to come 
together and find commonalities instead of social barriers that commonly negate friendship and 
camaraderie among student who perceive themselves as "different" from others. This is an event 



that others have done before me and that I hope stays as a tradition at our school. This past fall, I 
helped to organize a concert at our school to celebrate the success of one of our seniors who 
wants to be a successful recording artist. The aim of the event was to provide a safe, fun event 
for students at our school. Although I organized the event, I worked with our school's Freshmen 
Mentoring Program to promote the event and several of the program's mentors attended and 
helped out. It was a blast! Years ago, I had the idea to collect and sell retro West clothes to 
provide a more affordable means for students and staff to get school clothes. I think having 
something related to your school helps people to feel connected and that they belong. Earlier this 
spring, I coordinated our latest sale with the Freshmen Board which successfully sold over $400 
dollars worth of used clothes. Profits are split between the Freshmen Board and a donation that 
we (Freshmen Board) will make to a club or activity at our school that involves getting Freshmen 
involved at school. We are voting on which club to donate to at our next meeting.  
 
I wake up every single day excited to go to school, excited to see my students, and excited to 
provide them opportunities to learn, grow, and become better people. It just seems like a natural 
outgrowth of being a teacher that I not only am a model of a caring, accepting, and positive 
adult, but that I am always on the lookout for opportunities for my students to get involved in 
issues, topics, and causes that are important to them. Further, I want my classroom and our 
school to be a safe place where students want to be, feel empowered, and find the inspiration to 
pursue their dreams. I love going to school and want for my students to love being there too. It is 
my belief that this can only be done in an inclusive environment that celebrates diversity, 
acceptance, and the different experiences that each and every one of our students bring to the 
table.  
 
Robert Bosquez - Head Custodian, Benjamin Elementary School/ Unit 5 

Nominator: Unnamed 
 Robert has helped with dismissal time since dismissal changed to 2:30pm. He has helped in the 
bus lane, also saying goodbye to students. We have had more parent pick up cars in the last year, 
due to an area that is no longer bussed, because a safe walkway was established through a 
neighborhood trail. With the extra traffic in the parent pick up on the front side of the building, 
we were all concerned about safety for students, families, and staff. On his own, Robert moved 
to this area to help with safety. His presence to stop cars helping families cross safely at the 
crosswalk, then moving cars back along again, has been a tremendous help!  
 
He cleans spills and messes quickly and is always ready to help anyone who needs assistance. He 
is also someone I trust to help when we have safety concerns with parents or visitors. 
 

Robert Bosquez 



As a school custodian, some duties cannot be described in the title such as getting to know most, 
if not all, of our students in the lunchroom. We often give all students the opportunity to be 
involved in our school in some way or form. From Kindergarten to 5th graders, they often ask if 
they can lead a project from collecting recycle and keeping school clean, to finding ways to not 
waste food. We always try to do our best to accommodate their request to be active leaders. 
 
I recently led a bed building project for students in our school and other local schools who did 
not have beds.. We donated 10 beds along with sheets, pillows, quilts, mattresses, laundry 
detergent and teddy bears. Students, staff and their families participated in this event. 
 
Knowing that these young souls are the future of our communities and country! 
 
Helen Brandon - Sixth Grade Science Teacher, Bloomington Jr. High/District 87 

Nominated by Sarah Imhof 
Mrs. Brandon talk highly of all her students.  I know that she takes the extra time to help students 
that are feeling down or need to talk to someone.  
 
She always has a kindness to her, and she’s so gentle. 
 

Helen Brandon 
I am a strong advocate for culturally linguistic students. I work to make sure that teachers 
understand that being a bilingual student poses challenges especially in our current climate. In 
my classroom, we discuss the importance of being culturally inclusive and being proud of who 
we are. During our advisory time, the students and I discuss the importance of inclusion and 
being an ally. We discuss how you can do this and look at situations and determine how an ally 
would react.  
 
I was also lucky enough to be able to work with some amazing teachers to get the welcoming 
school ordinance passed. 
 
I love my students, and I love our community. I believe that all students should feel safe, loved, 
and accepted even when this is not the message that they may always receive in the wider 
community. School should be a safe place for kids, and I am driven to build a brighter future of 
inclusion by working with our leaders of tomorrow (our current students). 
 
Nancy Braun - Special Education Administrator/ Unit 5  

Nominated by Dayna Brown 
Nancy Braun is a special ed administrator for Unit 5. On paper, her responsibilities include; 
behavior consultation, Unit 5 outreach, ED move-ins, lead PBIS district team, PBIS 



implementation for all buildings, PBIS external coach, monthly caseload reports, bus driver 
training, special services curriculum, task forces, CPI instructor, cyberbully hotline, coordinating 
with private schools, and supervising the ED programs k-12.  
 
While this list is long, it does not begin to describe all of the responsibilities Nancy takes on each 
day. The job title is vague, but I believe part of the reason is it’s hard to solidify her specific 
responsibilities is, because Nancy takes on any task without complaint or hesitation. Most people 
do not know exactly what her job requires, because she is not in it for recognition. Everything 
she does is to help students, staff and parents. She goes above and beyond in order to help others 
be at their best. 
 
Mrs. Braun has built strong relationships with staff, students, and families in this role. Under her 
direction, a home interventionist was put into place allowing families to have support in their 
home while being connected to the school. This has allowed families to feel more comfortable 
participating in their child’s education. Mrs. Braun has also worked daily with students to 
encourage positive behaviors. Students throughout the district can be found interacting with her 
to gain support to get through their day. Her ability to see the good in every student allows her to 
make each child feel special and see success for themselves as a student. Mrs. Braun goes above 
and beyond to assist teachers in their classrooms and is never afraid to step in and help. Her 
dedication is shared with everyone she works with, and she challenges each person to see the 
positive in the children they work with. 
 
Mrs. Nancy Braun is truly an example of excellence as an administrator. Her ability to support 
others, lead by example, and see the opportunity for success in all she does makes her a pleasure 
to work with. Mrs. Braun should be recognized for her excellent work in McLean County Unit 5 
as an educator and administrator. 

Nancy Braun 
I have been with Unit 5 for over three decades, and as each year passes the needs of our students 
and families change. As I look through the lens of Special Education, it has always been my goal 
to make inclusion a priority for all of my students that were in my classroom and now all of the 
students within the district. Although the needs of each student can look very different, our 
schools and our district strive to include all students in a variety of ways. We have reverse 
inclusion opportunities for our students, Best Buddy Programs, PE Buddies, Cafeteria Friends, as 
well as students as part of sports teams, school building job opportunities, and they can be a part 
of community work programs. Every child brings something to the table to share with others. We 
just need to realize that sometimes we need to adjust the table. 
 
Since my role in the district has changed over the years, the opportunities that I have had to work 
with programs and projects has grown. I am currently involved on a Community Collaborative 



Trauma Team that is looking to build a Trauma Informed Community. This group is made up of 
hospitals, mental health agencies, schools and other community stakeholders that are coming 
together to build a community that is not only trauma aware and trauma informed but is trauma 
sensitive in all they do when working with families.  
 
One particular action that I would like to share is several years ago when bullying was at the 
forefront of newspaper articles, the news, and other media outlets, I realized that this area needed 
to be addressed within our district. As the PBIS External coach for the district, it was determined 
that we needed to take steps to better support our schools and students in this area. The first step 
was to bring the Bullying Hotline to this district. Initially I was one of the initial individuals that 
the calls filtered through to determine concerns and then pass the information on to the 
appropriate schools.  
 
As the Crisis Intervention trainer for the district, I started training our staff on Bullying 
Behaviors which was an 8 hour CPI course which really helped staff to develop and understand 
the critical components of CPI as they directly tie to bullying. Also, through PBIS my building 
teams had the opportunity to participate in Bullying Behavior Prevention training. In this 
training, PBIS teams learned how to teach students the tools to extinguish bullying behaviors 
through the application of School-Wide Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports, explicit 
instruction, and redefinition of the bullying construct.  
 
One additional community piece was that I then went out and presented bullying information and 
what it looks like at an early age, to the McLean County Childcare Association. We reviewed the 
signs, tools and strategies that can be implemented in the day care setting. Through the 
implementation of all of these supports our district was able to see a decrease in bullying 
behaviors in the school setting. 
 
I would say my interest in this field probably started when I set up my first classroom as a child 
in my parent’s basement. I look back at my experiences and opportunities that led me to work 
with students with significant behaviors and mental health issues and to spend 24 years directly 
working with this population. What I do know is that it takes one caring adult to make a 
difference in the life of a child. I try to be that adult who is going to go to bat for a child and 
family to see that their needs are met, that they are able to have opportunities that others have 
regardless of the barriers and help them write their next chapter. 
 
Natalie Chambers - ELA Teacher, Chiddix Jr. High/Unit 5 

Nominated by Sheri Bettis 
Giving empowerment to the students to create the environment they desire. 



She is a calm source for students to trust and place confidence in, and she will follow through for 
them. 

 
Natalie Chambers 

I make extraordinary efforts to recognize and support students. One way I do this is that I 
conduct Restorative Circles frequently. These circles center on various topics, such as 
social-emotional / social justice issues, as well as individual student celebrations. They are 
teacher-facilitated but student-led, and are respectful and honest discussions. Meeting frequently 
in this organized discussion circle format ensures that every student has a voice and the 
opportunity to honestly explore problems that may come up on our team or classroom. So, all of 
us share responsibility in creating solutions. We are also able to celebrate each other and our 
accomplishments.  
 
Along with two student leaders, I founded the Diversity Club at Chiddix in 2016, which is now 
the NIOS/GSA. Our Diversity Club was the first of its kind in Unit 5 junior high schools. This 
club provides a safe and welcoming space for adolescents to explore issues related to diversity, 
identity, tolerance, lgbtq+, as well as social justice and our current political landscape.  
 
I'm motivated to do this work because I want every student to have a safe and supportive place to 
be exactly who they are, and to voice their views freely. Junior high students, particularly those 
in socially-marginalized groups, need a space where they feel welcomed, accepted, and 
celebrated. Not every child in this group has this space elsewhere, so it's vital that we provide 
these spaces for them.  
 
Ashley Coon-Math Teacher, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominator Unnamed 
"Makes extraordinary efforts to recognize and support a student!" Ms. Coon takes every 
student’s needs very seriously, and she is actively trying to improve her way of teaching and 
explaining that will cater to her students in the best way possible. She tries her best to gain an 
understanding about where a student is coming from, and with that she tries to support a student 
the best that she can and in a way that's the most fitting for the student.  
 
 She values relationships with her students. She walks into everyday with an open mind to try 
and understand backgrounds of students she might have no idea about. She takes appreciation in 
her students and their stories. Her students' stories helps her see with a bigger perspective rather 
than just what she's been taught growing up. She wants her perspective to be open and to be able 
to connect with her students.  
 

Ashley Coon 



I care about the feelings of my students while they are in my class. I try to know every bit of 
their lives that I can so that the student teacher relationship can be strong and understanding. I 
love getting to know students who are different from me, because it gives me a new perspective, 
and I'm passionate about the students at my school understanding their fellow students who are 
different from them. This could come through conversations and sharing about my life as they 
share about theirs. Being real with students and not taking myself too seriously is imperative. I 
think entering a student's world and not being afraid of what may be found there and being 
willing to walk the road with them is so important but so hard to execute. 
I love to give my students candy on their birthdays. I've started this just this year, and it has done 
wonders for my relationship with my students. To honor a student on their birthday is to know 
information about them that only people close to them may know. I want to be that person for 
my students to the best of my ability while they are in my classroom.  
 
My students. I would be lost without them. 
 
Natalie Cupuro - Spanish/Bilingual Teacher, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominated by Dr. Jessica Nicholas, Benda Nurceski, and Courtney Bounds 
She tirelessly advocates for Spanish-speaking students both in and out of the classroom. She is 
constantly assisting other teachers, counselors, and administrators in finding ways to improve 
language access, inclusiveness, and quality of life for recent arrivals in our school. Her efforts to 
monitor trends in the enrollment of Spanish-speaking students have led to the hiring of an 
interpreter to help in the school.  
 
Furthermore, she helps connect her students with resources in the community. 
-Mrs. Cupuro always helps, encourages, and includes others, even of different origin/language.  
-I have never met a teacher who cares more for her students than Maestra Cupuro 
Natalie is very creative in her strategies to help immigrants integrate into the life of the high 
school and the community. She is often the first person students come to with personal or 
academic problems, because they trust her to do everything in her power to find a solution. 
-She makes everyone feel welcomed and loved 
-She is one of the kindest teachers within the BHS community. 
 

Natalie Cupuro 
I fight for inclusion for all students, primarily the Latino population since I work closely with a 
lot of them. When a language is not the majority in a place, it’s easy to forget to make sure 
everything is available in that language as well. Every time a new idea to further student 
community is brought up, I try to remind staff to think of how that idea can be executed in 
multiple languages. 
 



I recently had a student go to the office and read the announcements in Spanish. It was the 
coolest day and many Spanish speaking students told me they felt so proud to hear 
announcements in their native language. Also, last year, my Latino students created a proposal 
for a club called Latinidad that celebrates the Latino culture. It was approved, and I’m excited to 
see how that shapes our school into a more inclusive environment. 
 
My students. Their stories and their pride of who they are and where they come from. I see them 
discouraged a lot of days because of the lack of language support or because of things other 
students or teachers say to them. They feel like they don’t have a voice at our school sometimes, 
so I fight to be their voice. And I love it :)  
 
Scott Day - Resource Officer, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominated by Clifford Pugh 
Truly Cares 
Maximizing solutions in positive manners  
 

Scott Day 
My assigned duty is School Resource Officer but most of what I do is counseling students and 
helping them through difficult situations. Students are constantly able to be reached by electronic 
devices, so the bullying and harassment can come at anytime even when school is not in session. 
This is very different from the past. I try to be available at all hours for students who need to talk. 
I respond to emails or phone calls at all hours to make sure no student feels lost without help.  
 
Lockdown Drills, Restorative Conferences and other mediation type activities.  
 
It sounds cliché, but I do it for the kids. I just want to see them succeed and feel supported. That 
hopefully will carry over after high school and help them be successful adults moving forward.  
 
Dawn Duff - LBS1, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominated by Suzanna Hutton 
 Dawn Duff has created a life skills program for students who have graduated from BHS but 
need a transition into independent living. She has long worked for inclusion for special education 
students at BHS and in the community. 
 
Dawn Duff also started the BHS GSA over 10 years ago. While the group no longer meets, she 
has always indicated a willingness to help restart the group students made upon request. 
 

Dawn Duff 



I am unsure of which role I have been nominated. I have worked with students to start a GSA. I 
have worked with students and another educator to start a Best Buddies at BHS. Neither of these 
groups are currently running at BHS for various reasons. I am also developing a Life 
Skills/Transition Program to support post-grad students with disabilities in making their 
transition into their post-grad years a bit easier.  
 
GSA supported many students who felt marginalized find a place and a voice at BHS. Best 
Buddies helped students with disabilities develop friendships and feel more included at BHS. 
The Life Skills/Transition Program helps students develop life skills, social skills, vocational 
skills, and many other skills necessary in accessing their community. The goal is for these 
students to feel like they are better prepared for life after high school. We do this by practicing 
all of these skills and connecting them and their families with the post-secondary support 
agencies that will work with them in adulthood.  
 
The simple answer is that I see a need and try to fill it. My career is working with unique 
individuals. As a young person, I felt like I was on the outskirts of the "norm". Because of this, I 
have a perspective on those people or issues that may be overlooked.  
 
Stacey Evans - Program Assistant, NIOS/GSA Sponsor/Bloomington Jr. High/District 87 

Nominated by Suzanna Hutton 
Stacey has been an unconditionally supportive ally for students and staff who are part of the 
LGBTQ community. 
 
Few program assistants, if any, volunteer their time for after-school clubs. Stacey was one of the 
founders of the BJHS GSA 7 years ago and has been involved with NIOS and GSA. She 
provides snacks and a listening ear at all of our Friday meetings. 
 

Stacey Evans 
One of the ways I am able to go beyond my assigned role is through the Gay Straight 
Alliance/Not In Our School Club at our school. There is a group of us that have been with this 
club since the beginning. The students requested the club and saw a need for it at the junior high 
level. I am lucky to be part of a supportive staff that listens to the needs of our students and then 
takes it a step further with actions. Even though I am "support staff" and not a teacher, I am able 
to actively participate in programs that directly impact our students. I do not receive any 
compensation for my engagement in afterschool activities, but I feel it is important for students 
to see all types of faculty supporting them and making them feel accepted and welcome. I would 
spend my last dime for our kids and they are worth it. 
 



A specific example of a program at our school is the Gay Straight Alliance/Not In Our School 
Club. This program was born from a need that the students brought to the attention of 
administration. Fortunately, there were teachers and staff willing to sponsor and support this 
club. I find that the students who attend are needing a place to be themselves and talk about 
issues involving bullying. They want their school to be a welcoming place for all students, 
families and staff. They discuss LGBTQ+, race, religion, culture, socioeconomic, and social 
issues. By just existing, we are able to influence acceptance. I am so proud to be a part of this 
great club. 
 
My motivation comes from wanting all students to have a positive experience at the junior high. 
Many times, junior high is the stage that really dampens a person's self esteem. That being said, 
this time in a child's development is so critical. It is very important to me to make sure the 
students know that they are loved and valued just as they are. If they can get the support now, 
they will have a strong foundation to carry them into adulthood where they will have the 
confidence in themselves to reach their potential. There is so much emphasis placed on following 
rules, improving grades, and becoming members of social and community groups. Sometimes 
people forget that kids need to have love and acceptance for nothing more than just being a 
human being. I hope that by being a supportive part of the school culture, I can influence kids in 
a valuable way. I want the students to look back on their junior high career and have positive 
memories.  
 
Andrew Filarski - Social Studies Teacher, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominated by Avery Heinonen 
Mr. Filarski builds relationships with his students so they can talk to him about their struggles 
and achievements. 
Mr. Filarski is a history teacher, and he teaches us how not to repeat what happens. 
 

Andrew Filarski 
As a social studies teacher, I integrate the study of individuals that have done exemplary things. I 
try to expose students to "hero's among zero's," focusing on the fact that in some of the worst 
episodes of history, extraordinary people did the right thing when others refused - even risking 
their own lives in the process. I am always willing to take the time to address the principles of 
NIOS and have a zero tolerance policy. In a similar manner, my students know that I am willing 
to listen, and sometimes that is the most important thing.  
 
My Catholic faith. I strive daily to treat people with respect and be the best person that I can 
possibly be. As I teacher I believe I can make a difference in the lives of the young adults at 
BHS.  
 



 
 
 
 
Jennifer Hamler - Teacher, Normal West High School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Brooke Bollmann 
Jenn saw that there was a need for students to have a 'safe' place to have lunch specifically the 
students struggling with anxiety. She set up a lunch system every hour to include a refrigerator, 
games, a teacher advocate, etc. She worked on grants to get this fully funded.  
 
Jenn always goes above and beyond for every single student. She has helped to set up a Promise 
Council to help support students from all backgrounds. She spends so much time working for the 
students who may not have a voice by providing them food/clothing/bedding/etc.  
 

Jennifer Hamler 
In January 2018, I helped launch a NCWHS Promise Council chapter, because some of our 
students were not getting some of their basic needs met. Having basic needs met is an imperative 
prerequisite for students to even have a chance to succeed in school alongside students who are 
fortunate enough not to have to deal with similar struggles. Promise Council has helped to 
eliminate some of these barriers. In one year, with support of our community, we have been able 
to supply food, clothing, coats, shoes, prom dresses, graduation clothes, bus passes and so much 
more. 
 
 Last fall, I expanded the Promise Council to start a student club. The mission of the club is for 
West students to help West students. The club has been able to fundraise for West students and 
families in need, help clean and organize incoming donations, and help distribute fresh food after 
school. They also keep snack boxes in each department filled so that students can grab food 
throughout the day when needed. 
 
This semester, Promise Council has expanded to meet student needs by creating an alternative 
lunch room setting. This lunchroom, open to all, focuses on students that may have sat alone at 
lunch or for students that just need a quiet space to eat. With support from a State Farm grant, we 
are able to provide a safe, alternative lunch room with a microwave and refrigerator for student 
use. This lunch room, which is staffed by teacher volunteers, allows for teachers to mentor 
students and help foster new friendships within the lunchroom group 
 
I love my kids. 
 
Darren Hess - Social Studies Teacher, Normal West High School/Unit 5 



Nominator Unnamed 
Darren Hess has an open door policy to his classroom that allows students to find a place to 
gather that is safe and accepting. This started years ago by being a location for football players 
that may have found trouble in other settings, but now is open to many other students. This 
includes before school, during lunch, and even during his conference periods. 
 
Although Mr. Hess is open to any student coming to his room, there is a greater proportion of 
black students that take advantage of his openness and kindness. His room is a place where they 
can be themselves without worry of being judged by others. 
 

Darren Hess 
I feel in some modest way I have always advocated for my students to value and respect each 
other and their opinions. I teach both U.S. and World History, and the class is set up for class 
discussions, debates, and collaborative reasoning type situations. Some of the topics can be 
sensitive like race and immigration. I try to create an environment where students have a voice 
and feel just a little more comfortable in sharing. 
 
I try to be a good role model by speaking out if I see students who may be disrespectful or 
bullying. 
One way I create this safe and inclusive environment is to have what I call a sanctuary lunch and 
plan hour. During my plan and lunch hour, students who may need a break from being in the 
main lunch area can come down to eat and talk. Some days we just watch Netflix and others days 
just have conversations about what is going on either at school, socially, or at home. We try to 
find ways to get through any issue that they may be facing. 
 
It is all about building relationships with my students. I have found that this helps motivate them 
and builds trust so they can be productive and feel appreciated. 
 
Suzanna Hutton - Seventh Grade Reading Teacher, Bloomington Jr. High/District 87 
      Nominated by JoLynn Plato, Rachel Heckman, John Lair, Sheri L. Bettis, Karyn Flores 
 
She was in charge of Gay/Straight Alliance. As an “out” lesbian, my bisexual son felt very 
supported and more comfortable with himself.  
 
Ms. Hutton works with our school's NIOS student extracurricular group. She and I have 
co-taught anti-bullying curricula with her students. She is perpetually ready and actively willing 
to help students put forth their best and handle conflicts in a productive manner. She works to 
reach out to each and every child to find how each student can succeed.  
 



Suzie is kind, caring and inclusive. Not only did she create a safe space for middle schoolers by 
creating and heading up our school's chapter of NIOS, she works daily to make sure all students 
feel valued, supported, and accepted. She is involved in social justice both inside and outside of 
our school and works at the school level, district level, and community level to be an advocate 
and ally for students and families alike. 
 

 As a reading teacher, she goes out of her way to purchase books that give kids the opportunity to 
see themselves mirrored in the fictional characters or non-fiction they read about as well. As a 
team lead, she has offered excellent resources to help us to support students in our advisory 
groups as well. I have only known her for a relatively short period of time, but in that time, I 
have seen how she works for the needs of individuals but also is sensitive to the needs of entire 
groups. She has made me feel welcome and encouraged me to become a stronger ally as well 
through her own actions.  
 

I believe she is an exemplary example of an advocate for the needs of students, as well as simply 
an excellent human being. When she sees a student ,who is not like everybody else, getting 
verbally bullied by another student with a large friend group, then Ms. Hutton stops the 
meanness. Then she gets the two students involved to talk to each other about their feelings. So, 
now the people talk to each other like normal instead of being mean.  
 

Co-founded NIOS and continues to find ways to incorporate the entire school and community. 
Variety of texts and books that allow all students to see themselves in their readings. Will 
champion the cause for any and all students even when it is met with resistance. 
 

She is also active in Not In My School in District 87 and fights against bullying and 
discrimination. Ms. Hutton relates to all students in a caring, non-threatening manner. Students 
genuinely feel like she cares, not just about them, but about their place in the community. 
Through her compassionate example, students are encouraged to be kind. Always. She allows 
children, at a particularly difficult age in their lives, to value each other and themselves when 
they may not even be sure how to do so. Her quiet and unobtrusive guidance and care make them 
see how adults model empathy and acceptance not just through their words but also through their 
daily actions. 
  

Ms. Hutton is a leader in our school for creating understanding so that LGBTQ students feel safe 
and cared for in our school. I feel safe this year at school and nobody has picked on me for 
purple or green hair. Now I just get compliments.  
 

She lives her life to help all people feel heard. She was on the case in Illinois to get the 
legalization of same sex marriage. She wants the education for LGBTQ in order to help families 
feel heard and acknowledged. She implemented an anti-bullying program as well. 
 



Suzanna Hutton 
As the sponsor for NIOS/GSA, all of the above items are important to me, but I guess the reason 
that all of this happens is that my co-sponsor and I have said "Yes" to students. We do not get 
paid for the work we do. We volunteer our time every Friday after school to meet with the kids. 
If we didn't say "Yes," our club would most likely not meet as often, or maybe not at all. 
Sometimes people thank me for what I do, and it feels uncomfortable. I take for granted that this 
driving passion I have to make sure my students are included and heard has empowered me to 
say "Yes" to something well beyond my job description. 
 

Seven years ago, a colleague and I started the Gay-Straight Alliance at Bloomington Junior High 
School. A few years ago, I agreed to be the sponsor for Not In Our School at BJHS. We met on 
opposite days with the same students attending both. Two years ago, these two groups decided to 
be one group and work on projects together. We share information with students and staff about 
ways to be more inclusive. This year I helped students create a short lesson plan for teachers who 
volunteered to do a short film on National Coming Out Day.  
 

Students are currently visiting classrooms with presentations about our club that end with 
addressing questions and concerns about BJHS. We will look at these comments together and 
decide how we can best help support all BJHS students. We have a group of students creating a 
vocabulary list about gender identity and sexual orientation to share with staff. Students are also 
working on a t-shirt order to increase awareness of our group. Finally, students are already 
planning our annual participation in the National Day of Silence. 
 

I do this work to give students a voice. To empower them to see real change within their school 
community. To support them when they feel left out. NIOS/GSA gives kids a safe place to be 
themselves and then supports them to be allies and advocates for others. No sponsor receives any 
money for this work, but we gladly volunteer. Last year, kids asked to meet every Friday after 
school. My first thought was "every?!" My second thought was "Friday?!" My final thought was 
"Of course." And no matter how tired or how hard my week is, this group and their passion for 
justice, inclusion and joy completely inspires me. I leave every Friday knowing that these kids 
are making the world a better place. 
 
Karrah Jensen - Principal of Cedar Ridge Elementary School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Jan Meadows 
When given the opportunity to bring NIOS to her school she immediately formed a committee 
and developed plans to increase language of inclusion. 
 
She didn't just tell her staff what to do, she modeled reading and leading discussions with the 
children in every classroom 



Karrah Jensen 
At Cedar Ridge students are taught how to be Upstanders against bullying and intolerance. It is 
vitally important that the students have the power to help each other and stand up against bullies.  
 
At Cedar Ridge we have a NIOS steering committee. We plan out lessons for teachers to teach, 
we address issues in different assemblies and we invite the community to partner with us.  
 
My staff, students and families who believe in the work we do at Cedar.  
 
Sally Kelly - French Teacher, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominee Unnamed 
Sally is a true advocate for the people in Bloomington High School. She is always lending a hand 
to her colleagues and students to give everyone around her the best opportunity for success. I 
know her students are better for having her as a teacher, and her colleagues are motivated daily 
by her positive presence and energy. She believes in her students and colleagues. 
Whenever there is a situation that could potentially cause a student to be in danger, to be 
unsuccessful, or to not reach his or her full potential, Sally goes out of her way to find solutions 
to improve a situation. She contacts other staff members in the school, like counselors or 
mediation groups, to make the environment a positive and encouraging place to learn. 
 

Sally Kelly 
I'm not sure I could elaborate much other than saying that I try to create an environment that is 
one of collaboration, encouragement and optimism; rather than one of exclusion, hopelessness 
and doubt. I think teenagers sometimes have difficulty in recognizing injustice or intolerance 
when they're not on the receiving end of it; and/or in identifying how much of it infiltrates life as 
they know it. I try to remind them to break the status quo - to make sure stereotypes don't 
become reality - reminding them, that they are in control of that. We reflect regularly about 
whether what we think, and thereby say/do/write/post/ promotes equality or erodes it? I try to 
remind them to ask themselves if their actions would make someone else feel inferior, hopeless, 
offended, sad? If it does, don't let it out into the world. I try to help students learn to be truly 
thankful for each other.  
 
My circumstances growing up were fairly privileged, with really no roadblocks to the success I 
was after, save for the ones I put up for myself. I was lucky to have a certain ease in life, but in 
tandem, I think I also lacked a certain ambition at times, not recognizing what I had, that so 
many others did not. As an adult, sometimes I am so inspired by students who do so much with 
so little. But still other times I am frustrated seeing students with so much do so little. I don't 
pretend to have the answers, but I do believe that a lot of this comes down to gratitude; teaching 
students gratitude - because from that comes compassion, humility, patience, and trust. This is 



what all people need in order to overcome differences that try to tear at what we have in 
common; what we can achieve together. 
 
Today, I see more and more the disparity among socio-economic groups in our school, city, 
nation, and I fear that, if not considered carefully, it will lead to self-serving success for some 
and an intensifying hopelessness for others.In my opinion, one of the only ways I've found to try 
and combat this in a small way, is to bring this to light with students: that we are in fact our 
brother's keeper. To do good for ourselves is to do good for others. That others' good deeds bring 
good to us all - together and individually. Teenagers, kids and adults alike all need safe spaces to 
have honest conversations; encouragement to go beyond their potential; to ask "Why not me?" 
when it comes to the dreams they have for themselves. 
 
The only way I know how to keep fighting for equality and fair chances at success is to bring 
keep this conversation going with as many people as possible. I remind students that the 
circumstances around them do not have to define them. That stereotypes should NOT be the 
reality. That circumstances are arbitrary. That it is what we choose to do; how we work for or 
against our circumstances that mold our destinies. And, that it's never too late to make a move 
for the better. In so doing, I hope they'll learn gratitude - to recognize how much they have to 
give - not only of themselves but to each other. If we all individually seek gratitude, we are more 
likely to live more selflessly; sharing the pursuit of and chance at success. 
 
Jessica King - Science Teacher, Normal West High School/Unit 5 

Nominator Unnamed 
There are some students who simply struggle to fit into the structure and norms of a high school. 
Jessica King is a person who helps these students find a place in the school and accepts them for 
who they are. She works with other school personnel to help ensure these students have a safe 
place to go when they have always felt out of place at school. 
 
Mrs. King has supported many students who had ideas of how to better Normal West by giving 
them an avenue to discuss and act on their ideas. 
 

Jessica King 
I noticed over the past few years that many students were avoiding the cafeteria during lunch 
hour and instead seeking a quiet secluded place to spend their lunch hour alone. I worked with 
the West Promise Council and our administration to create a quiet lunch/homeroom for these 
students. 
 
I sponsor a student-initiated Social Justice Book Club and action group. In this newly-formed 
program, students, teachers and administrators first read a book and then meet to discuss the 



issues presented in the book. The book discussion serves as a springboard for the group to 
identify and carry out actionable steps to address the social issues discussed in the text in order to 
make our school a more accepting environment for all of our students. 
I feel that the needs of some of our less vocal students are often overlooked. I am motivated to 
advocate for these students and provide them opportunities to be heard and empowered to make 
change. 
 
Patrick Lawler - Social Studies Teacher-Social Studies Club Sponsor, Normal Community 
High School/Unit 5 Nominee Unnamed 
Pat has worked with the Social Studies Club to help empower students to feel like their voices 
can be heard, specifically in the current administration. He has organized trips to our local 
representatives' offices and made those trips opportunities for students (not him) to voice their 
opinions and concerns on issues of equality and inclusion.  
 
Pat also helped push for equal treatment of students of all races by bringing attention to 
statements made by school board members in the town where he is from.  
 

Patrick (Pat) Lawler 
As a social studies teacher, nothing is more important than empowering our youth to stand up for 
what is right. Every time they turn on their TV or scroll through a social media feed, they see 
groups of people being vilified and marginalized communities being attacked. Unfortunately, 
they often encounter these same attitudes at school, and they even see some adults failing to 
confront, or in some cases, even condoning such attitudes and behaviors. 
 
I just want students to feel empowered and willing to take on these attitudes. When they come to 
me to express frustration or are despondent about something, I obviously listen to them and give 
them an outlet, but I try to probe them to come up with tangible ways that they can take action. 
When a group of students decide to take on some type of action to further social justice, I offer 
them as much support as possible and make myself present for them. When they come up with 
ideas- whether it is to visit the office of a local Congressperson, organize a rally, lobby for a 
budget at the Statehouse, or take a knee at an assembly- their first expression is often one of, 
“We can’t actually do this, can we?” Having an adult present to say, “why not?” and sit in the 
room as they plan these events provides them with the validation, willingness, and confidence to 
put their plans in action.  
 
As an adult, I still get scared when I try to do something that is unfamiliar to me or outside of my 
comfort zone. Why would it be any different for teenagers? They just need us to be there and 
support them. They need to be encouraged to go outside of their comfort zone, whether that be 



doing a radio interview, speaking in front of a crowd about an issue, or even just being willing to 
call out inappropriate behavior in a school group chat. 
 
I also try to make sure that students realize their actions matter. Adults often tell them that such 
actions won’t accomplish things or are a waste of their time. I try to instill in them that standing 
up for others is always the right thing to do and that each action does make a meaningful 
difference. Our students have often taken on lofty actions like opposing the travel ban or 
lobbying for a more equitable state budget. They need to know that their individual actions won’t 
lead to an immediate solution. We have to make sure that their expectations are realistic- 
otherwise the lack of immediate, tangible outcomes will serve to discourage further actions. I 
often quote Bobby Kennedy to them- about how each action against oppression creates a ripple, 
and that while no one ripple can take down a wall, all of them come together to make a wave 
powerful enough to take out any wall of oppression. 
 
Finally, I try to model these behaviors to them. A few years ago, we had a student join the Social 
Studies Club who had a well-known reputation for saying hateful and racist things to other 
people. As I had confronted him a few years prior, I didn’t have the best relationship with him 
either. But, I tried my best to extend kindness and empathy to him. As the year went on, he 
continued to come to our events and really changed his outlook on life. Students need to see that 
we genuinely care about them and that, while we can’t tolerate intolerant attitudes and behaviors, 
each of them matters and that being kind to one another will lead to positive outcomes. 
 
 Last year, it also came to my attention that there was a racist, transphobic, and Islamaphobic 
member on the school board in my hometown of O’Fallon. When I told some of the students 
about it, they asked, “Well, what are you going to do?” I realized that it isn’t enough for us to 
just encourage students to take action- we have to be willing to step up too. Our actions speak a 
lot louder than our words. So, I helped organize people in my hometown and worked with the 
local teachers union as well as national groups like CAIR as part of an (unsuccessful) attempt to 
get him to resign.  
 
It’s kind of difficult to focus on any singular event or action. Last year, I went to a Unit 5 school 
board meeting with John Bierbaum from West as well as a student from NCHS to speak about 
the need for a Welcoming Schools Ordinance. Within the school itself, I try to set up events for 
Social Studies Club that encourage students to learn about different religions, cultures, and social 
issues within the community and country as a whole. We’ll be visiting a local mosque for the 
second time in three years this March, and we visited our local synagogue last year. We also 
brought a large number of students to the Holocaust Museum in Skokie last Spring. I try to 
encourage as many students as possible to attend these events. 
 



The day after the 2016 election really changed my outlook as an educator. I’ve never seen so 
many kids feel so powerless, devalued, and unsafe as a result of that election. It all started with 
me just wanting them to realize their own power and find their own voice. It bothered me that 
they were such smart, and motivated people, yet they felt as though there was nothing they could 
do. So, it became a goal of mine to encourage students to be agents for the change that they so 
desperately sought and we as a country so desperately need. And it’s been the most gratifying 
experience of my whole teaching career.  
 
Amanda Long - Science Teacher-PRIDE Club Sponsor, Normal West High School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Jeff Beal, Rachel Evans, Kimberly Bill, Lisa Tomlin, Gavin, and two 
others 
Amanda is the sponsor for the Normal West Pride Group and is not only a safe and supportive 
staff member for all students, but has put forth efforts to help educate the Normal West staff on 
LGBT+ issues, vocabulary, and simply answering questions. Amanda has gone to extraordinary 
efforts to educate both students and staff about issues surrounding the LGBTQ community, and 
as a result, has put herself out there to be criticized by others.  
 
Amanda spoke to our staff about the importance of being an ally to our students. She printed off 
stickers for staff members to place in their rooms and on their computers which convey to all 
students that they have an ally in that individual. Amanda has gone above and beyond to bring in 
a variety of speakers to her PRIDE club meetings. Students and staff are invited to attend as they 
hear individuals talk about their struggles, and more importantly, the strength they have gained 
throughout their journey.  
 
Amanda makes locker tags for students in PRIDE club so they can feel as included as the 
athletes or musicians do with their locker tags. Amanda is not afraid to address a student or a 
staff member when she sees or hears an opportunity to educate someone about the importance of 
inclusion for all. Amanda will give up her planning and personal time to listen to and advocate 
for students.  
 
Amanda sponsors our Pride Club and plans wonderful events with guest speakers whenever 
possible. She also plans holiday parties so that students without supportive families can still 
celebrate Christmas, Thanksgiving, etc. She has ordered stickers and shirts for staff to show that 
they are allies of the LGBTQ community as well.  
 
Amanda has actively advocated for inclusion in her role as adviser to the Normal West Pride 
group. She provides a safe haven for LGBTQ students and encourages students and faculty alike 
to be upstanders. As the PRIDE sponsor, Mrs. Long has worked with LGBTQ students and their 
allies to advocate for inclusion of LGBTQ sex education in the Unit #5 health curriculum. She is 



also behind the push to establish a PRIDE group in all of the Unit #5 middle schools so that 
LGBTQ middle school students will have the support they need at a critical time of their 
development.  
 
Mrs. Long is the leader of Pride Club at Normal West. She has helped empower students to be 
themselves and to not care what their peers, friends, and in some cases, their parents think. She 
has helped the LGBT+ community thrive at West and is not afraid to stand up to what is unjust 
and will always do what is right. 
 
Mrs. Long is a resource for students to help them respectfully and effectively address issues at 
school or at home. Amanda proudly displays a PRIDE flag outside of her classroom door, which 
communicates to students that her room is a safe place. Amanda has been criticized by many 
parents for this, but has used these opportunities to educate.  
 
Amanda has been integral in helping to develop an inclusive health program within the physical 
education department. Most importantly, Amanda is a role model for everyone at West as it 
relates to providing an ally to anyone who feels bullied or persecuted. Amanda has presented 
information on LGBTQ students in front of the entire staff and has gone the extra mile to make 
sure that staff members at West, regardless of their beliefs, are caring and compassionate toward 
LGBTQ students and have information regarding their specific situations and needs.  
 
As the faculty sponsor and founder of the school's PRIDE Club, she also provides a safe place 
for LGBTQ students to express themselves openly. Amanda does a wonderful job of advocating 
for our LGBTQ students and making sure they feel safe and included at school even if they don't 
feel that way at home. She welcomes everyone into a safe space in her classroom and at Pride 
Club events and dedicates a lot of time and energy to these goals. Amanda goes above and 
beyond in her roles as both faculty adviser to PRIDE and the Academic Assistance Program. 
Mrs. Long has also given presentations to educate the Normal West faculty on LGBTQ issues 
and informs them of the issues faced by the LGBTQ students in our school. 
 
 Furthermore, she has been a strong ally and advocate for our LGBTQ students not only through 
the ongoing activities of PRIDE Club, but also in specific situations when intolerance has been 
directed toward these students. She has worked hard to make students of all genders, races, 
orientations, ethnicities, and backgrounds feel welcomed and loved. There would be no one else 
that is more fitting for this recognition than her. 
 

Amanda Long 
Many of my students call me "Mama Long" because they see me as much more than just their 
science teacher. My students know that I will advocate for them and provide support for them 



beyond their educational needs. They also know that I will fight for them if they face any 
injustice. For instance, a couple years ago a gay student was harassed and had food thrown at 
him during lunch. He was called the "f" word. I stood up for him by meeting several times with 
administration regarding how the situation was handled while simultaneously providing the 
emotional support that the student needed. The situation fueled our campaign to spread love and 
acceptance in the school during PRIDE week. This activism empowered the student and our 
PRIDE Club and was a lesson in why we should never give in to hate. I want my students to 
leave West prepared to create change rather than accept defeat.  
 
I started the Normal West PRIDE Club in 2014. It is a student-led Gender & Sexuality Alliance 
that meets twice per month. The purpose of Normal West PRIDE is to provide a safe and 
accepting environment where students can freely express themselves and openly discuss 
important topics related to the LGBTQIA+ community. We strive to educate ourselves and our 
peers and to create positive change within our school and town. 
 
My motivation is love. I truly care for and love my students. They give me hope for a better 
future and inspire me every day to be a better person. I have found purpose in providing a safe, 
loving, and accepting environment for them.  
 
Abigail Lyons - SEL Specialist, Oakdale and Sugar Creek Elementary/Unit 5 

Nominated by Jena Tarnowski 
Abby is constantly working with students to appreciate themselves for who they are. She teaches 
them how to be self- aware and respect the differences of others. 
Abby has taught students strategies that are used daily in every classroom. She's given students 
the opportunity to use their toolbox of SEL strategies to solve their own problems in a productive 
and responsible manner. 

Abigail Lyons 
 
I am the Social Emotional Learning Interventionist and Coach, so I spend much of my day with 
students and teachers supporting the integration of mindfulness and social emotional learning 
opportunities at the school and classroom level. I have also developed a K-5 SEL curriculum to 
support the systemic integration of important opportunities for students in the daily routines of 
school life. This work is important in schools, because the system is often telling us to do more, 
be more, and learn more, which has caused a sterile, institutionalized, and unhealthy 
environment for kids and teachers to live in during the school day. The SEL curriculum and 
mindfulness tools offer an opportunity for us to slow down, pay attention to our well-being and 
the well being of the school community, as a proactive and responsive support for students and 
families.  
 



I proposed the Social Emotional Learning Pilot happening at both Oakdale and Sugar Creek this 
year. My intention with this work was/is to empower teachers and students alike to build an 
awareness of self to support healthy decision making and advocating for themselves and their 
community. Throughout the school year, students have shared their own observations of 
themselves, indicating "my lid flipped and my amygdala was telling me to fight. I used Roller 
Coaster Breath to calm down and I was okay."  
 
One of my first graders last year said, "Have you ever seen your parents fight? When you see 
them fight, you can take a deep breath to calm down. Then you can tell them to take a deep 
breath so they stop fighting." The potential of intentional SEL and Mindfulness instruction to 
stop trauma in its tracks is immense. That motivates me. We can support kids and families with 
these tools and shift the trajectory of our community's collective health and well-being. 
 
Corey Mattson - ELL Teacher, Oakland Elementary School/District 87 

Nominated by Molly Uhren 
Provides language services to students of diverse settings and translation services to Spanish 
families at Oakland School. Also holds a weekly Spanish Club to celebrate Hispanic heritage of 
students at Oakland School. 
Corey is also involved in community organizations to advocate for diverse populations. 
 

Corey Mattson 
In the last two years, I feel like I've gone beyond my assigned role as an advocate for students by 
supporting undocumented students in District 87. When a number of school districts nationwide 
organized to put forward statements in defense of undocumented students and their families, I 
initiated in the spring of 2017 a community coalition to work on passing Welcoming Schools 
resolutions in both District 87 and Unit 5. Many students, especially at the junior high school and 
high school, voiced their fears with the ramping up of threatening anti-immigrant rhetoric and 
action under the Trump administration. These resolutions sought to reaffirm schools as safe 
environments for all students, including the undocumented, as well as establish clear protocols 
for all schools should that safety be threatened. We worked first on passing a resolution in 
District 87, and Unit 5 soon followed with their own resolution. This year, we are currently 
working on specifics for the guidelines and how to communicate those guidelines to all staff 
members. 
 
I feel that the passage of the Welcoming Schools resolution was a victory for student safety and 
inclusion in our schools. The superintendent and school board of District 87 agreed with us, and 
the event passing the resolution at our school board meeting received positive publicity in the 
local press. Besides this work, I feel that my colleagues and I work daily to create an inclusive 
school. Through our English Language program, we celebrate the cultures and languages of our 



diverse student population in many ways. In my classes, we regularly share aspects of our 
language and culture. As one example, one way I try to support our Spanish speakers is by 
having a weekly Spanish group, where students and I speak in Spanish and check out books in 
Spanish. 
 
I believe that advocating for students and their families is an important part of an educator's job, 
and as an English language teacher, I think advocating for immigrant families should take 
priority. Moreover, I strongly believe that the laws governing international trade and immigration 
in this country are unjust and exploitative, and therefore the people regularly vilified for being 
undocumented immigrants are in reality economic and political refugees. My understanding of 
their situation compels me to work on their behalf.  
 
Kim Mokry - Special Education Teacher, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominated by Trent Keller 
As an educator, Ms Mokry daily goes beyond her assigned duties to insure her students have a 
professional, personal, and supportive advocate and accomplishes this by heading up the extra 
food disbursement to insure students have enough to eat away from school. 
 
Ms Mokry daily makes a difference in her students lives by creating a safe learning environment 
and insures these students are successful as they work, live, and learn in our community. 
 

Kim Mokry 
At BHS I teach special education, Emotional and Behavior Disorders (EBD) Self-Contained. I 
have approximately 10 students every year; 20 total in the EBD Program. Because of this, I am 
able to build a rapport with all of my students. I am able to learn and understand more about 
them than a typical teacher would. I have most of my students for five out of seven periods a 
day. I also have the students most of their four years.  
 
Outside of school, I visit students and their parents in their homes. I have supported a student 
through the hospice process and death of her mother. As a result, I piled my class in a district car 
on a Saturday and we went to their peer's mother's funeral.  
 
Before I created the BHS weekend meal program, I would collect food on my own and deliver it 
to the homes of some of my neediest students. I have tutored the younger siblings of my 
students. I was at Bromenn when one of my students delivered a baby right before Christmas. 
When another student was in the hospital for a week, I made sure to stop by and to ensure he 
knew we were thinking about him and sending positive vibes.  
 



Regardless of what goes on outside of school, my students are my "kids" and I am willing to do 
whatever it is to make sure they are okay and taken care of. I have bought my students clothes 
and basic toiletries when they are living out of their cars or in a garage. Students everywhere 
need teachers who they can confide in as school is usually their safe place. School is the place 
where they receive two meals, have electricity and heat, and are able to feel loved and cared for.  
 
My goal is that all students can and will find that adult in their school that they can trust and let 
their wall down with. Every child/teen/student needs someone they can depend on and many 
times it is someone at their school; it may not be part of the formal college training and education 
we receive, but it is part of the job description: "and other duties as assigned". 
 
Last year (Winter 2017/2018), I started a weekend meal program for approximately 25 students 
every weekend for the duration of the spring semester. Over the summer I worked with a few 
organizations to create what BHS offers now, which is a weekend meal program that serves over 
100 students every weekend. I have been able to make connections with more than "my" 
students. I have "adopted" many students and at times I have been known as the "food lady". My 
colleagues have relied on me to help them meet their students’ needs as well; a hungry student 
isn't going to retain a math or psychology lesson. I provide my colleagues with snacks to keep at 
their disposal. I also take any student's name who a teacher thinks may benefit from having some 
additional food. By working with each other we are able to make sure all of our students have 
what they need. 
 
At the beginning of the year I sent home information on all of the food pantries that are located 
in the Twin Cities as well as the Food Mobile that stops in Normal, Illinois approximately once a 
month. Around Thanksgiving I sent home information on local resources that were specific to 
the holiday season. As I hear of resources I make sure that my students and their families know 
of them as well.  
 
Teaching has always been a passion and a dream of mine; however, meeting the needs of the 
students didn't hit me until I graduated and started working at BHS. My students are "my kids" 
and I will do whatever I have to in order to make sure their needs are met and they are taken care 
of.  
 

Tim Moore - Principal, Bloomington High School/District 87 
Nominated by Clifford Pugh 

Truly Cares 
Maximizing solutions in positive manners  
 

Tim Moore 



I've been at BHS for 22 years, and I've always believed that we provide a structured environment 
that supports all students. As our student population has become more diverse over the years, we 
as a staff and a district constantly looks for ways to support our students. We embrace the 
opportunity to assess our needs as a school and then respond accordingly. Whether it's 
responding to the needs of our students from a curriculum perspective or the needs of our 
students from a socio-economic need, BHS has always been responsive. We just don't respond, 
but as a staff, we are obligated to meet the needs of our school community. Needing to support 
students is expected in our line of work, but it is a powerful thing when a staff of over 100 
people don't hesitate to work together to meet the growing needs of our students and school 
community.  
 
There are several examples I can share, so here are a few. As the low-income status of our 
student body has now grown to over 50%, our staff started a food backpack program, in which 
we provide food items for students to have over the weekend. One teacher in particular has done 
most of the work in partnering with Midwest Food Bank to help organize a food pantry for our 
students. Another example is the work of the BHS Promise Council. This student-led group has 
organized a Raider Resource Room, which has clothes and school supplies that students in need 
can access at any time. These are just two examples of our school community, staff and students, 
coming together to help support the BHS School Community.   
I do this work, because I absolutely love BHS and what we stand for. We have a saying at BHS - 
Once a Raider, Always a Raider that we use a lot. This is a powerful statement, because it not 
only means that you remain a Raider after you graduate, but it also means that we take care of 
our Raiders while they are at BHS as well. I truly believe that my calling in life is to help others, 
in particular, young people. My personal mission at BHS is to make each student’s best 4 years 
of their life be while they attend BHS. While our job gets stressful at time, I'm motivated to 
come to BHS everyday and try to not only connect with students, but make our school a safe, 
nurturing environment where ALL students can achieve and be their very best.  
 
Danielle Pals - Office Director-Secretary, Towanda Elementary School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Scott Vogel 
Danielle is incredibly active in making sure she goes out of her way to recognize the goodness in 
others- staff and students alike. It is not uncommon for me to hear Danielle say - and with a 
chipper tone of voice - "have an awesome day", "thanks for being a great helper", "thanks for 
being awesome", "I love that shirt on you", "I bet your teacher thinks you are a really great 
helper", "I love how you are always so kind to others." 
 
Danielle is always kind and considerate of others in the office. She has the ability to make people 
feel as though we were expecting them. Danielle smiles and welcomes ALL people into our 
school learning environment. She is a great listener and shows empathy when needed. I get lots 



of compliments about how Danielle makes the office and school feel comfortable from parents, 
students and staff. I feel there is no better way to start a day of learning than to first interact with 
Danielle in the office upon entering the learning environment. 
 

Danielle Pals 
I try daily to "make extraordinary efforts to recognize and support students." I make it my 
mission to greet each and every student I see by name and to inquire about their day.  
 
I feel that the simple act of greeting each student I encounter throughout the school by name is 
very important. I would like to think that each student walks away feeling that I was happy to see 
them and that someone truly cared about them today. I want them to know that someone "saw" 
them today and was happy they were here at school. 
 
I adore my job. A school secretary job does not pay well financially, but I am grateful that to be 
able to do a job that feeds my soul. As the first person that staff, students, and parents encounter 
when they enter our building each day, I feel it is a privilege to set the tone for their day. 
Providing a positive experience and doing my best to make each person feel like they just might 
be "my favorite" motivates me in my job every day! 
 
Parkside Elementary School Staff - Parkside Elementary School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Kathleen O’Connell 
I would like to nominate the Parkside Elementary School Staff as a whole for actively 
advocating for the inclusion of all students. This includes our Administration, Office Staff, 
Custodial Staff, Kitchen Staff, Support Staff (Therapists, Paraprofessionals, Social Worker, 
Psychologist), Area Teachers (Physical Education, Art, Music, IMC) General Education 
Teachers and Special Education Teachers. This is the 29th year we have had students with a 
wide range of disabilities attend Parkside. Students are included in general education classrooms, 
Physical Education, Art, IMC and Music as well as all events sponsored by our school.  
 
Parkside has been endorsed as a Project UNIFY/Unified Champion School for 11 years. As a 
Unified Champion School, every staff member and every student participates in our Respect 
Campaign advocating and increasing awareness for individuals with disabilities and all those we 
perceive to be different from ourselves. It is crucial to the success of our yearly campaign that 
our staff is actively involved, and they are there each and every year without being asked. They 
make their Respect Pledges alongside our students, they proudly order and wear their Respect 
shirts weekly, and they support the weekly Respect lessons taught to the students.Our students 
"grow up" in an inclusive environment without question, and much of this is credited to the 
support and active advocacy put forth by our staff.  
 



We implement Young Athletes which is a sports skills development program for students 3-7 
years of age with and without disabilities. Our 5th grade students, both with and without 
disabilities, serve as Peer Coaches. Fourth graders, on Student Council, also fill coaching duties 
and volunteer at our final event. Kindergartners, without disabilities, and Preschoolers through 
2nd Graders, with disabilities, participate in the program. Students throughout our school have an 
opportunity throughout the year to serve as P.E. Peer Partners. NONE of this would be remotely 
possible without the positive impact and support from the Parkside Elementary Staff who create 
a safe and inclusive school community.  
 

Parkside Elementary School Staff 
 Parkside Elementary School Staff as a whole actively advocates for the inclusion of all students. 
This includes our Administration, Office Staff, Custodial Staff, Kitchen Staff, Support Staff 
(Therapists, Paraprofessionals, Social Worker, Psychologist), Area Teachers (Physical 
Education, Art, Music, IMC) General Education Teachers and Special Education Teachers. 
Students are included in general education classrooms, Physical Education, Art, IMC and Music 
as well as all events sponsored by our school. Parkside has been endorsed as a Project 
UNIFY/Unified Champion School. Every staff member and every student participates in our 
"Respect Campaign", advocating and increasing awareness for individuals we perceive to be 
different from ourselves. These differences include, but are not limited to: disabilities, gender, 
race, religion, and culture. All staff make their Respect Pledges alongside our students, they 
proudly order and wear their Respect shirts weekly, and they support the weekly Respect lessons 
taught to the students. Our students "grow up" in an inclusive environment without question, and 
much of this is credited to the support and active advocacy put forth by our staff.  
 
We implement a Young Athletes program that pairs general education students, with students 
with disabilities, as well as our Kindergarten students. Peer coaches and our student council act 
as student leaders to promote respect and inclusion within Parkside Elementary. The "Respect 
Campaign" is promoted throughout every school year at assemblies, PBIS initiatives, and within 
all classrooms. This is most certainly a team effort and would not be possible without the 
commitment of all students and staff at Parkside. It is important to all of us to create and 
maintain a positive impact on our students' lives. In turn they will have a positive impact in their 
own homes and communities.  
 
It is innate in our profession and built within our school culture to foster an atmosphere which 
allows students and staff to have open dialogue regarding differences and how those differences 
should be celebrated. We believe if we establish a school environment free of stereotypes and 
intolerance our students will perpetuate this belief for the rest of their lives and within the 
communities they serve.  
 



Nancy Pichla - Eighth Grade LBS1, Bloomington Jr. High School/District 87 
Nominated by Suzanna Hutton 

As the leader of the BJHS Respect Committee, Nancy has a passion and vision for issues related 
to respect at BJHS.  
Nancy helped to start and has been a sponsor/supporter of the BJHS Gay Straight Alliance since 
it started about 10 years ago. She joined the BJHS Respect Committee several years ago, and 
when I stepped down as the leader, she realized that she wanted more of a role in the BJHS 
Respect Committee. She helps to plan events throughout the year to promote respect and 
empathy with staff and students. She also connects BJHS staff and students to organizations 
outside of BJHS through an annual fundraising/educational awareness event. 
 

Nancy Pichla 
I have been a part of Respect Committee since its' inception. This committee has over the years, 
been the catalyst for groups such as the Gay-Straight Alliance and Not In Our School. Through 
this group we have tried to address issues that affect our school primarily focusing on 
anti-bullying campaigns and inclusion for everyone. We try to focus on positive ways to address 
current issues and promote kindness. In my classroom and the students I have worked with over 
the years, I try to help them see the power in diversity and standing up for what is right.  
 
When the Respect Committee discussed a GSA being formed at BJHS,  there was not one 
committee member that did not want to help facilitate that program. We all took part in creating 
a space where all students felt welcome. Promoting Random Act of Kindness week is another 
event that we focus on every year and try to get students to consider their actions and how they 
can create a more respectful and kind school environment that extends throughout the 
community. 
 
The hope that future generations will find that kindness matters and diversity should be 
celebrated. 
 
Rae Ann Ploense - Second Grade Teacher, Grove Elementary School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Sarah Edwards 
Mrs. Ploense goes above and beyond to educate and inform our school community. She works to 
increase everyone's knowledge about our richly diverse student body. One way she did was by 
encouraging all members of our school community to send in pictures of their family celebrating 
winter holidays. She then made several bulletin boards that spotlighted all the different holidays 
and how our families celebrate them far beyond Christmas. We received great feedback about 
this. She also did a chain throughout the school where each child picked a color to represent the 
winter holiday they celebrated, ( there was a color for no holiday celebration too). This was 
another great visible reminder of the rich diversity in our school community. 



 
Rae Ann goes above and beyond to support everyone in our school community.  
 
 

Rae Ann Ploense 
Grove School strives to be inclusive of everyone. One of our priorities is to embrace all cultures 
in our diverse school population. 
 
During the winter holiday season I created a display including information about all the holidays 
celebrated by our students and their families. Families were asked to share pictures of their 
families celebrating these holidays that were added to this display. We then created a paper chain 
with links representing these different holidays in colors associated with each holiday. Each class 
created one class chain, and then I connected them all together and hung them from the entrance 
of Grove leading to our gym. We wanted to represent that we are all unique but come together as 
one family.  
 
I wanted to showcase our rich and diverse school culture. I wanted students to see that we are all 
unique and have so much to learn from one another. It is my hope that if students are exposed to 
the wonderful things in our world, they will grow up to be more accepting of all. Sometimes it is 
the small things that can make a big difference. 
 
Kate Pole - Social Science Department Co-Chair, University High School/ISU Lab School 

Nominated by Robert Fitzgerald 
Kate has gone above beyond her assigned role as a U-High teacher by leading or being a part of 
various diversity-oriented efforts and by sponsoring numerous clubs concerning inclusiveness 
that students have come to her to help form. 
 
Kate is someone our students come to often for support and guidance on issues concerning 
diversity. She has been the most active promoter of inclusion among our faculty and has 
consistently dedicated her free time to empowering young people. 
 

Kate Pole 
I am privileged to teach at a school where I have tremendous autonomy over my curriculum. 
This has allowed my colleagues and I to incorporate a variety of diverse and inclusive topics in 
each and every class we teach. Teaching these topics, however, often results in controversial 
conversations, especially in a school whose student and faculty bodies have remained stagnant in 
serving underrepresented populations (i.e. racial, socioeconomic, etc.).  
 



Over the past five years, some of my students who identify with one or more of these 
underrepresented groups have expressed the toll this lack of diversity can take on them 
personally. To provide these students and their allies safe spaces to discuss and engage these 
issues, I am the founding faculty sponsor of U-High's Black Student Union, Amnesty 
International, and Students for Global Education. 
In each of these student-led extracurricular clubs, the students educate themselves on issues 
related to their respective social justice interests. They do this through presentations, discussions, 
movies, and special events. 
 
 For example, I recently brought two of my Black Student Union students to ISU's annual MLK, 
Jr. Cultural Dinner with Dr. Michael Eric Dyson. Each group also does various types of 
volunteering and/or fundraising activities to create more awareness of their social justice 
interests. For example, my Amnesty International Students hosted their fifth annual Hunger 
Banquet two weeks ago. Attendees are grouped into first-, second-, and third-world countries and 
given the relative type and amount of food typical to that world-type's socioeconomic level. 
More specifically, the first-world attendees sit at a table, complete with tablecloth, flowers, and 
generously donated meals from local restaurants, while the third-world attendees sit on a tarp on 
the floor with tap water and a bowl of communal rice. The Amnesty students have assigned each 
person a country fact sheet, so while participants eat, each person can also educate their dinner 
companions about the food disparity issues of their respective countries. Amnesty students walk 
from table to table facilitating discussion, and all proceeds are given to UNICEF for the purpose 
of supporting the effort to end global hunger. 
 
As the former chair and now member-at-large of University High School's (U-High) faculty 
Diversity Committee, I will be a presenter at U-High's first-ever Student Diversity Retreat. 
Students from all grade levels and all school clubs and organizations, ranging from football to 
theater to the Chess Club and the Black Student Union, have been nominated by their teachers 
and coaches to attend. My colleague, Amy Reiman, who should also be recognized for her 
tireless work, organized the full-day event, which will include a microaggressions workshop, a 
visual and hearing impaired inclusion presentation, and a keynote speaker on multicultural 
education and the intersectionality of race and class (ISU's own Dr. Shamaine 
Bazemore-Bertrand). 
 
For my part, I have designed and will facilitate a poverty activity that (I hope) makes clear the 
ways socioeconomic privilege affects our community at-large, our school, and even our 
admissions process. (Although U-High is tuition-free and public, our mission as the ISU College 
of Education's lab school to train pre-service teachers limits the total number of students we can 
admit. This is why we have an admissions process, but that is often not the public perception.) 
By the end of my session, I hope students have a more complex understanding of how 



socioeconomic status impacts academic success and how being admitted to U-High and thus, all 
the opportunities ISU has to offer, impacts their personal success. To be sure, my goal is not to 
make students feel guilty, but only more aware of their own privilege. Moreover, I hope that 
awareness will make them more effective and empathetic ambassadors for the school.  
 
This is a difficult question to answer only because I have so many answers. Having taught in four 
different states and four very different high school settings prior to coming to Illinois to pursue 
my Master's Degree, I have been witness to both the negative impact of the absence of diversity 
and social justice in a school system, as well as the positive impact of inclusion. For example, 
when I taught in North Dakota where there was substantial American Indian population (mostly 
Lakota Sioux and Mandan-Hidatsa-Arikara tribal members), the cultural lack of understanding 
was a primary factor in these students' high drop-out rates. 
 
Likewise, in this school of 1500 students, the one openly gay student was openly targeted for 
discrimination with very little support from teachers and even administration. When a fellow 
teacher and I intervened, we were able to use our position as adults to support this student and to 
facilitate a schoolwide "town hall meeting." This was just the push the students needed to start 
the Tolerance Legacy Project, a catch-all student club designed to provide a safe space for the 
many other students who were inspired by the openly gay student to ask for help and support. As 
I have learned again and again and again, teenagers are capable of extraordinary things; they just 
need the support of teachers and faculty to give them the confidence they need to try. 
 
I would be remiss if I didn't also say that I am motivated by the outstanding work of my 
colleagues every single day. As much as I appreciate this recognition, I can name ten other 
teachers and staff members who deserve this as much, if not more than I do. 
I would also be remiss if I didn't mention my own teachers and professors (and parents) who 
gave me the education about social justice that has reminded me that I too, am a member of a 
community, and that as a member, I too am responsible for the progress and health of that 
community.  
 
Noel Reidy - Pre-K/EL Teacher, Sarah Raymond/District 87 

Nominator Unnamed 
Ms. Reidy makes an extraordinary effort to celebrate diversity in her classroom. She celebrates 
cultures of all of her students and teaches about these different cultures to students. She is 
nurturing and intolerant of any sort of bullying or close-minded thinking. Achieving this for our 
students at such a young age is rare, needed, and is creating a more supportive and inclusive 
generation. 
 
She is always aware of inclusive language (regarding race, religion, gender identify, etc.), 



especially when talking with staff. She not only is a great example of being socially aware as a 
teacher to her students, but even more so as a co-worker/fellow community member. She strives 
to better all environments for all people. 
 
 

Noel Reidy 
As the English Language teacher in our school, over half of my population comes from diverse 
cultural backgrounds with varying religious and dietary needs. I work in an early learning center, 
so we have various supports including potty training and snack distribution. In order to support 
the students with diverse needs in these areas, I have learned a great deal about bathroom 
procedures and dietary restrictions for my students. My Muslim students learn at the age of 3 
how to use a Lota or water pot to cleanse themselves after using the toilet. With the permission 
of their families, I provide a water vessel and have given proper support when needed. I also 
worked to support the dietary needs of these students. For my families with dietary restrictions, I 
worked with my Administrator, Danel Harr, and our school nurse, Jenny Strange, to research the 
additives in our food for any and all meat based products which would be unacceptable for these 
children. While doing all of this, we have always encouraged all the children in the class to be 
supportive of these differences. 
When alternative snacks are unavailable through our food service, Mrs. Harr and I purchase 
foods which will be acceptable and relatively similar. For example, pop tarts with frosting have a 
beef gelatin in the frosting. My Muslim students cannot eat these, because it is not Halal, and my 
Hindu students cannot eat them, because they are vegetarians. So, I buy unfrosted pop tarts, so 
they can have a similar snack with their classmates. While doing all of this, we, my program 
assistant, Randi Meyer, and I have always encouraged all the children in the class to be 
supportive of these differences. When the children are confident, they speak about why they eat 
some foods and not others, until then we talk about it as a class. 
 
I also translate (using Google translate- I know not the best), all of my notes home for families 
who request this service. I am able to use Spanish translations from the bilingual classroom, but 
if we have other languages, I feel it is essential that they have all the information necessary to 
make their time at Sarah Raymond successful for their student, for their family, for our 
classroom, and for our school.  
 
Having lived abroad for an extended period of time, I returned to the US in order affect change 
with the most vulnerable student populations in Bloomington. My goal was to bring my 
knowledge of diverse cultures into the classroom where I could create a space where all students 
were celebrated. During that process, I was fortunate to find a position at Sarah Raymond, where 
I have worked for the past 4 years. 
 



The Sarah Raymond MTSS system reflects the Not In Our Town mission by supporting all 
students with a common language, celebrating their home cultures, and creating high 
expectations for all students. Being a Raymond Rookie means that you are Safe, Kind, and 
Responsible, expectations which are reflected in their interactions with other students, with their 
teachers, and I hope with their families.  
 
In my classroom I strive to create a positive relationship with each child, their family, and 
extended members of their home community. I believe my job is to create a multicultural 
environment which meets, celebrates, and supports the needs of all my students. I want to see our 
students reflected in the work I do, I want to see the rich tapestry of cultures come together to 
make a diverse, inclusive classroom.  
 
Jen Ritchason - Eighth Grade Social Studies Teacher, Kingsley Jr. High/Unit 5 

Nominated by Sheri Bettis 
Brought in NIOS and GSA clubs. Applying for grants working with Chestnut to help middle 
school children deal with stress in a healthy way. Always putting students first! 
She is always looking for ways to help students. 
 

Jen Ritchason 
I am the sponsor of Not in Our School and a co-sponsor of the Gay Straight Alliance Clubs at 
Kingsley Junior High School. Both of these organizations were able to be formed, because 
students were inspired through our social justice projects we do in social studies class. In order 
for a club to happen, students need to find a sponsor and contact administration getting approval 
for the club. Students took the initiative to start two clubs that promote inclusion and reject 
intolerance, and they chose me as a sponsor, because they know I believe in everyone's right to 
be included and feel supported in our school community. 
 
Currently in NIOS we are working on Kindness Week which will be the last week in February. 
The students have planned a variety of activities to inspire kindness in our building and within 
the community. For NIOS and GSA we decorated Christmas trees for the Festival of Trees to 
support the Babyfold. In NIOS we are also working on hosting a culture fair in May. 
 
This is an easy answer - my students. They are inspired to squash the negativity in the world with 
being positive, inclusive, kind, and they want to make an impact in our school community. What 
teacher wouldn't be motivated to support their students when they are trying to make the world a 
better place? 
 
Jayne Runyon - English Teacher, Normal Community High School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Catie Peyton 



Jayne is one of the best teachers that I know and exemplifies each criteria to the fullest. Not only 
does she go out of her way to truly understand each of her students, but she is committed to 
helping students better understand one another, which is incredibly admirable. Because of Jayne, 
our students feel more empowered, supported, and loved, which we all need more of.  
 
If anyone goes beyond their assigned role in this building, it is Jayne Runyon. No one loves 
NCHS and everyone in this building more than she does. Her efforts to support each and every 
student are difficult to put into words. Because of Jayne, our school is a better place. I can only 
hope and pray that I make a difference in the lives of my students and colleagues the way she has 
done for so many.  

Jayne Runyon 
I make it my mission to make my classroom a safe place to learn, share ideas, be different and 
make mistakes without judgment. I try to help students understand that kindness takes very little 
effort, and you don't have to agree with someone in order to be kind to them. I talk a lot about 
how we all come with different amounts of baggage, and empathy and understanding are 
important qualities to have in life. I jokingly say the first day that we will become a large, 
dysfunctional family by the end of the semester, and that ends up being true in most cases. I 
think in our country's current climate and because adolescents are so heavily influenced by social 
media, teaching and reinforcing kindness to everyone is more important than ever.  
 
I am very open with my students about me having anxiety, because students see me as happy and 
positive. I want them to see that despite the anxiety, I am able to manage it, function well, and 
live a happy life. Because I am open about it, I have had numerous students approach me asking 
for help, because they believe they have anxiety too.  
 
I had amazing parents who were public servants in my community growing up. I always saw the 
importance in helping other people. I love my students, and I feel an obligation to do all I can to 
not only teach the content of my curriculum but to also teach and guide them about how to be 
good human beings and live a quality, happy life.  
 
Michelle Schaber - Kindergarten Teacher, Fairview Elementary School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Julie Duff 
Michelle has been at Fairview for 15+ years and has taken on /supported many roles: PBIS 
Leader, BLT, Mentor, Hosted several Student Teachers, developed and established long term 
relationships with many parents and former students, and opened up her home for teens needing 
a place to stay. 
Michelle is warm, sensitive and always rooting for the "underdog." 
 
Cheryl Springwood - Sixth Grade Science Teacher, Evans Jr. High School/Unit 5 



Nominated by Jen Stroyan 
Cheryl embodies the “be the change you wish to see in the world.” Cheryl has never been afraid 
or at a loss for words when dealing with student (human) injustices. While she may not advocate 
loudly, she is a quiet role model for all the students and staff at Evans. She works hard to make 
sure all are treated respectfully. 
 
Cheryl has made me a better teacher over the years. I have noticed and have learned so much 
from her.  

Cheryl Springwood 
As part of my efforts to empower students to reject intolerance and stand up for others, I model 
intentional, respectful language of equality and justice. Using non-gendered pronouns, 
considering the privilege that may be attached to my own or others’ perspectives, and expressing 
my gratitude when students share personal stories are small but important examples. Students 
need to know that they and their loved ones are valued members of our richly diverse 
community. 
I am a part of a small group of educators that designs and organizes an annual Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Math (STEAM) event for Unit 5 and District 87 secondary 
students. It is called Betabrain, and is in its 8th year. We are steadfast in our commitment to 
provide this free event. 
I believe the body of research that claims that students who participate in extracurricular 
activities have overt or hidden costs (time or money) that are prohibitive for too many of our 
families. I know that this is only one event, once a year, but it’s fun, challenging, and free, and 
this could be the event that lets a student connect with others or see themselves as smart and 
capable. 
 
Colleen Stern - Pre-K Speech Pathologist, Sarah Raymond/District 97 

Nominated by Suzanna Hutton 
Colleen joined the Social Justice Committee before we were an official committee. She came to 
a meeting and then decided she wanted to be part of the group.  
 
She cares passionately about making District 87 a place where all students see themselves and 
feel like a valued part of the community. She's presented social justice awareness at district 
trainings and met with district administrators to discuss ways to implement inclusive language 
awareness.  

Colleen Stern 
As a Speech-Language Pathologist, I work on social language with some of my students in 
which we problem solve and work through issues of bullying/inclusion during the school day. I 
realized that there is a perception among some monolingual students that the bilingual students 
can't be their friends, because they don't speak English (they do.) I helped them work through 



why they might have come to this incorrect conclusion without judging them, dispelled the myth, 
and then put together a social group that connected a monolingual and bilingual student to help 
bridge the social gap in a small way. 
 
One of my students was being bullied for her stutter last year, and I helped her to stand up for 
herself by helping her prepare to give her class a presentation about stuttering and how to treat 
people, who stutter, like everyone else. She gained a lot of confidence from this experience, and 
her classmates commended her on her bravery. I also introduced that family to the National 
Stuttering Association Support Group and attended meetings in the evenings with them last year. 
When they recently lost everything in a fire, I collected book donations from teachers for their 
family and collected donations from my own family and friends. To uplift this student during this 
time, I helped her to submit artwork and a writing piece to The Stuttering Foundation Magazine 
and announced her acceptance to the magazine during the morning announcements. 
 
As a member of social justice committee for District 87, I work with a great team to provide 
resources, like book recommendations, for all grade levels for Hispanic Heritage Month. Our 
committee is also working on a resource guide for the whole district that will allow teachers to 
share great guest speakers they’ve had or field trips they’ve taken that will increase their 
student's understanding of different cultures and religions. 
 
(from above) One of my students' was being bullied for her stutter last year, and I helped her to 
stand up for herself by helping her prepare to give her class a presentation about stuttering and 
how to treat people, who stutter, like everyone else. She gained a lot of confidence from this 
experience and her classmates commended her on her bravery.  
 
The hope that if any of my students ever need a safe place to disclose worries or fears or need 
someone to believe in their dreams, that I can be that person for them. The saying "be who you 
needed when you were a kid" really resonates with me. 
 
Lacey Stone - Instructional Teacher, LBS1, Prairieland Elementary School/Unit 5 

Nominated by Scott Peters 
As an instructional teacher Lacey has gone so far beyond the average person to create an 
environment for her students where she shows them respect, and they in turn show respect for 
her and each other. She takes kids who have struggled in their general education setting and 
loves and nurtures them in a way that makes them feel successful. It is imperative in her 
classroom that they all treat each other with respect no matter what their backgrounds, skills, or 
personalities. 
  



Lacey is one of the most amazing educators I have ever met in terms of her ability to work with a 
student, and staff, to get them to find success both in her setting as well as the larger general 
education setting. She finds out what makes them tick as a person, and then works with others so 
they may understand and support that child. 
 

Lacey Stone 
I do not have a lot of large-scale examples (i.e. programs/events) of things that I have done 
publicly to support this mission, but I believe in this mission to my very core, and I work hard to 
create a safe and comfortable learning environment for the students in my classroom each day 
that I come to work. The criteria above that best represents me is "make extraordinary efforts to 
recognize and support a student(s).” 
 
 I work as an upper-elementary instructional special education teacher. Many of my students are 
at the age that they are recognizing physical, behavioral, or learning differences between 
themselves and their peers. They are navigating all of the standard emotions of a growing child 
compounded with additional social, functional, neurological, and/or academic hardships and the 
emotions that come along with them.  
 
My "extraordinary" efforts to recognize and support these amazing individuals has been through 
the gift of time - helping to organize awareness around a specific/rare disability, attending 
functions and sporting events outside of school, providing transportation to a student to an 
extra-curricular activity, and spending my lunch and plan time with individual students to get to 
know them and help them work through their feelings and problems. Every kiddo needs to have 
an adult at school that they have complete trust in, one that they know cares about them 
unconditionally, and one that they feel understands them. 
 
The students in my class. Each year, I always feel like I could never care as deeply about my 
new group of kiddos as much as I did my previous group of kiddos, and each year, they prove 
me wrong nearly the instant they walk through my door.  
 
Kimberly Taber - Bilingual Language Arts, Bloomington Jr. High School/District 87

Nominated by Hillary Wiggs 
 
Ms Taber is always going above and beyond to help her bilingual students feel empowered and 
proud of their heritage-from simple ways like including authentic literature written by Latino 
authors, or bigger ways like informing students and their families of their legal rights in the 
United States. 
 



One of the many amazing things Ms Taber has done with her students that had a great impact 
was during the 2017-2018 school year. Ms Taber had her students come up with ideas to help 
students, especially Latino students, feel more of a part of the BJHS community. The students 
proposed their ideas, researched the positive impacts these changes could make on the school 
community, as well as defend their reasoning. Some students had such magnificent ideas that 
these students had the chance to present their ideas to key school personnel such as 
administrators and head cafeteria staff. 
 
In the end, a group of students successfully got Tajín spice packets (a chile powder that Latinos 
enjoy putting on fruit) in the BJHS cafeteria! These packets are available to students now 
everyday in the lunch line. Additionally, the students were able to convince the cafeteria staff to 
serve some popular Mexican cuisine dishes for Cinco de Mayo. Since so many students enjoyed 
the food, there was discussion of having these dishes more frequently than just once a year. 
 
Another group of students for the same project advocated that BJHS should add a soccer team to 
the sports roster, especially since soccer is one of the most played games worldwide. By adding 
soccer to the list of options, more students from diverse backgrounds would be more inclined to 
try out for a school team. Overall, through Ms Taber's simple assignment, students were able to 
change aspects to their school and help more students feel part of the BJHS community. 
 
Also during the 2017-2018, Ms. Taber held a ceremony for the 8th grade bilingual students to 
celebrate the end of their junior high career. Students were allowed to share short stories, poems, 
speeches, etc. they had worked on during the school year. The students who shared spoke in both 
English and Spanish, demonstrating their abilities to speak fluently in both languages. Parents, 
former teachers, and other family members sat in the audience beaming with pride seeing how 
much their student(s) has/have accomplished. All students were recognized and received a 
certificate, similar to a graduation. Finally, to end the evening, everyone enjoyed some 
traditional Mexican goodies such as cut up pineapple, mango, and watermelon (which the 
students prepared themselves), tamales (prepared by some of the families), and chips and salsa. 
The plan is to make this an annual event.  

Kimberly Taber 
I take my role as an advocate for my students very seriously. As a teacher of bilingual students, I 
believe it to be my responsibility to advocate for our culturally and linguistically diverse 
population, the Latinos at our school, and undocumented students in District 87. This includes 
helping students in individual situations, empowering students with the tools to advocate for 
themselves, and advocating for equity in our schools and district.  
 
One of the first assignments I do with my 8th grade bilingual students is a "What is your 
Legacy?" assignment. The students identify a need in the school and work together to make a 



positive change that will stick around and last after they leave BJHS. So far the students have 
worked to incorporate authentic Latino food into the school lunches and start a soccer club. 
 
It's my passion! I love my students and their families, and I believe that all students deserve an 
education that is comprehensive, challenging, and where they develop their self-identity.  
 
Brandon Thornton - Math Teacher, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominated by Jodie Slothower 
I worked with Brandon on the March For Our Lives rally in March. I was tremendously 
impressed on how he led the students, on his enthusiasm and his calmness which set a positive 
tone. We worked on this rally for weeks. He had a good sense of how to be inclusive, bring 
together many voices and student opinions. I was impressed. 
 
Brandon is an African-American male. I think that brings a lot of responsibilities and weight on 
his shoulders. Yet, he seems to be confident and understanding in how to mentor all students. I 
am impressed with how he leads by example, tries to get many students involved while being 
understanding to who they are. There were a few times when tensions arose while we were 
organizing March For Our Lives. Brandon seemed to know how to diffuse the tension 
successfully and move us along to the next step. I really appreciated all of his help. 
 

Brandon Thornton 
I think the thing that sticks out to me the most is empowering students. Although every teacher 
gets a lunch and two planning periods at my school, I spend them with students. I eat lunch with 
students who feel overwhelmed or alone. I tutor students who have missed school due to anxiety 
or who don't feel safe coming to school as they transition from female to male. I reteach during 
my school hours for students who have no one at home to help them make it to school. I also set 
aside class time to do these things too. 
 It is during this time where students begin to see me. They begin to reevaluate what beliefs they 
held towards persons of color or those belonging to the LGBT community. They begin to see 
what kindness looks like and they aspire to emulate it.  
 

Although I never intentionally encourage students to become social justice warriors, I find that 
simply being in our classroom, where we respect one another, students begin to take that respect 
and apply it in other areas of their life. By constantly sharing stories of my K-college 
experiences, my students begin to see that even adults struggle with intolerance and bullying, but 
we push forward, smile, and speak out against it.  
 

Most recently, I asked my advisory class if they felt like they were leaders. They said, “ No.” 
They not only had a poor perception of their age group, but also their school community. I posed 



the question, "What can we do to improve this?" After looking at what other high schools were 
doing in the community, they recognized that we could be doing the same. That little 
conversation led to a new student led group that will connect students with 1st graders, 3rd 
graders, 5th graders, 7th graders, college students, college faculty/coaches, business leaders, and 
area nursing homes. The goal is to bridge the generational gap while supporting at-risk youth and 
the community as a whole. They hope that providing at-risk youth with mentors will help with 
the violence we sometimes see as well as help encourage the community to re engage with our 
schools. 
 

As a queer person of color, I didn't have much support when I was in school. I was always 
hoping that a teacher, friend, or coach would stand up for me. It never happened. I pledged to 
never let that happen in my own classroom. All students have a voice. All students have a 
cheerleader. Most importantly, all students have an ally in me.  
 
Molly Uhren - EL Teacher, Oakland Elementary School/District 87 

Nominated by Corey Mattson 
Molly Uhren teaches diversity lessons in Kindergarten and 1st grade, including all students, on 
the values of cultural and linguistic diversity. For more than ten years she has been at the 
forefront of organizing Oakland's Multicultural Fair, where families and students get an 
opportunity to share their home cultures with the Oakland community.  
 
As mentioned previously, her work in Kindergarten is instrumental in promoting diversity and 
respect of all students at a very young age. She also works tirelessly to support beginning 
English Language Learners and helps them to feel welcome and supported at school. 
 

Molly Uhren 
Hosting a cultural fair to showcase the diversity of our school 
Multicultural Fair 
My students and their families 
 
Daniel Zummo - Math Teacher, Bloomington High School/District 87 

Nominated by Devin 
He cares about others and if there are any problems. Then he said you can talk to him anytime, or 
if you are being bullied, he will make sure to stop it. 
He tries his best to inspire people and to not stop their learning. If they are having trouble 
understanding, then he tries to slow down.  
 

Daniel Zummo 



I think it is important to mention that I try to actively advocate for the inclusion of all, but 
confidently know I still have a lot of work to do in this area. I am not an expert, just a simple 
High School math teacher. I can only speak to the experiences I've had there. I try to make Room 
141 a community before it is a classroom. On the first day of every semester I, alongside my 
students, develop ways of being in our class.  
 
In years past I've borrowed “The Four Agreements” by Don Miguel Ruiz, and this year our 
expectations are to Listen with curiosity; Avoid stereotypes, name calling, and personal attacks; 
Stay on task; Assume others have good intentions; and Failure is not an option. This anchors the 
room. This is important because when there are instances of students not "on task", I can avoid 
the all too common power struggle that can come with demanding a student to act in a certain 
way. Instead, I can warmly invite the student to remember our community guidelines and act 
appropriately. I, the teacher is taken out of the picture, rather, it is about acting in a way that 
benefits the whole community. 
 
Of course, we have students who do not comply for a myriad of reasons and when that time 
comes students have one-on-one discussions with me to identify the real nature of the problem. I 
simply ask the student what is wrong, wait and listen. I mention this as a talking point towards 
"Actively advocates for the inclusion of all" because all students are held to these expectations. 
White, Black, brown, transgender, gay, whatever, all students are expected to act a certain way to 
contribute to the community. 
 
As trust builds, we assign jobs and roles and define "what's fair" while leaning on my expertise 
as a teacher we move throughout the year. Overtime, it turns into a fun classroom.  
 
Side note - I have assigned seats. This is incredibly important for "inclusion". If not assigned, 
students will naturally segregate themselves while following the path of least resistance.  
 
I will speak to how I have attempted to make my classroom more inclusive to non-English 
speakers. There are math resource posters hung up around the room with key mathematical 
phrases in both English and Spanish. I personally believe being bilingual is a skill that should be 
championed and encouraged. To model this I actively speak in Spanish in my ELL math class - 
sometimes slipping in my regular classes. Mi espanol es malo (My spanish is bad). But I don't 
give up. I fail and fail and fail again, I ask questions about appropriate grammar, and try to get it 
right, because I want them to see an adult struggling - because it's normal. My students get to see 
me struggle with a language that they are familiar with all the while reciprocating the struggle in 
their pursuit of Algebra 1. 
 
Everyone deserves an opportunity. If I was silent and comfortable with the status quo, I would 



knowingly perpetuate unjust cultural norms.  
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