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II.  Educational History and Professional Development Activities 
 
A.  Colleges and Universities 

 

Southern Oregon University July 2000 – Aug 2001 Master of Arts in Teaching, 
Science Endorsement 

Rogue River Comm. College  Sept 1999 – June 2000 

University of Washington Sept 1993 – June 1996 B.S., Forest Resource 
Management, magna cum laude 

Green River Comm. College  June 1993 – July 1993 

Pacific Lutheran University  August 1991 – June 1993 

 
B.  Teaching Employment History 

 

Crook County Middle School 2001 – Present 7th-8th grade, Science & misc. electives 

Grants Pass High School 2000 – 2001, Fall & Spring 9th-12th grade, Science (student teaching) 

North Middle School 2001, Winter 7th grade, Science (student teaching) 

University of Washington 1996 – 1997, Spring University level, Forestry field studies 
(assistant) 

 

C.  Professional Association Memberships 
 
National Science Teachers Association (NSTA) 

National Education Association (NEA) 

Oregon Education Association (OEA) 

Crook County Education Association (CCEA) – Building Representative 
 

D.  Staff Development Leadership Activity / Training of Future Teachers 
 
 I trained, supported and helped develop the skills of a student teacher.  This was an 

incredible opportunity to share, coach and learn more about my teaching, as well!  I 
have grown more as a teacher this past year because of the reflection I’ve engaged in 
and the philosophical discussions we still have together.  Because of his skills and 
development, he’s now been hired onto our middle school staff. 

Master Teacher 
2007 

 I represent our middle school on a small team of teachers who give input to help 
shape major policy decisions at the district level.  This includes meeting regularly 
with colleagues, administrators and the school board to affect meaningful and genuine 
change from the ground up. 

District Leadership 
Team 
2007 – present 

 We have brainstormed, developed and begun implementation of a district-wide 
technology program.  This school year, our program includes a laptop in the hands of 
every 6th grader in the district, adding another grade each year! 

Technology 
Implementation Team 
2007 – present 

 I have personally designed and given short workshops to my colleagues, new teachers 
and masters students on topics such as continuous improvement, data analysis, 
technology in the classroom and successful instructional strategies for multiple 
learning styles.  

Designed workshops 
for fellow educators 
2006 – present 
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 As “Benchmark Coordinator” (Dept. Chair) for the middle school science department, 
I lead the 6-person science team in its quest to root out the iniquities of scientific 
illiteracy.  In the past several  years our strategies, commitment and enthusiasm have 
led to an increase in our state test scores from 44% (meets or exceeds) to 72%, and 
last year we were on course to break 80% (until statewide difficulties with the testing 
system forced us to forego the spring testing cycle).  Student attitudes about science 
are positive, and we are often recognized as the most successful department in the 
district. 

Science Dept. 
Chair & Building 
Leadership Team 
2004 – present 

 I have been privileged to represent our district at conferences such as the national 
Quality Education conference (focused on innovation and continuous improvement) 
and Robert Barr’s workshops on poverty and closing the achievement gap.  I brought 
back concepts, ideas and tools for my colleagues to observe and use. 

Regional and 
National Conferences 
(various) 
2003 – present 

 We have developed incentives and ideas to help the district achieve energy and resource 
conservation goals.  I communicate and implement those ideas at the building level 
through student-led recycling programs, energy-saving policies and staff education. 

Resource 
Conservation 
Committee 
2003 – present 

E.  Awards and Other Recognition 

 The Oregon Superintendent of Public Instruction, a cadre of business sponsors, my 
family and an entourage of the media surprised me at a special assembly given in my 
honor.  I was thrilled to be able to share the moment with my students, colleagues and 
family, and highlight our small community to the state of Oregon by representing all 
of the outstanding educators that work in our district. 

Oregon Teacher of 
the Year 
2007-08 

 This award was given in recognition of the hundreds of volunteer hours I spent 
fundraising, planning and constructing a 1000 ft2 rock climbing wall at our school.  I 
also secured donations of gear from dozens of companies, designed an integrated 
curriculum and taught several elective climbing courses over the years, which were 
immensely popular with students.  Students also helped adorn the wall with a huge 
mural of nearby Smith Rock. 

District Exemplary 
Service Award 
2003 

 The cover story for an issue of OEA Today focused on the rock climbing program that 
I developed, and also on my approach to teaching science at the middle school level.  
I think they really just needed a pretty face for the cover of their magazine.  I’m 
guessing that she was busy, so they called me instead. 

OEA Today 
Feature Article 
August, 2004 

 Our science classroom, climbing wall and community events have been featured 
several times in our local newspaper, the regional Bend Bulletin and in the Oregonian. 

 I regularly receive cards, certificates and messages on my board that state 
unequivocally that I’m the “best teacher ever” or that “Mr. G. rocks!”  While I realize 
that most teachers get similar notes from their students (and probably the very same 
students), these are the awards that matter the most to me! 

“Best Teacher 
Ever” Awards 
2001 - present 

Newspaper 
articles (various) 
2002 – present  
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II. Professional Biography 
 

What were the factors that influenced you to become a teacher?   
 

There I was again, standing on a steep, forested hillside, soaking wet from hours in the rain.  I 

was on the edge of a chasm; a deep chasm of darkness and depression.  But it hadn’t always been this 

way!  There were times when working countless hours in the drenching rain, thick brush and steep 

terrain were actually quite satisfying.  Why was it different now? 

There was one difference: where once there were students, now there were none.  Earlier in 

my forestry career, I had spent several months as a teaching assistant at the University of 

Washington’s experimental forest.  For 12-14 hours a day, I designed and implemented exercises to 

teach Forestry majors the field skills they needed to succeed, and spent hours in the forest helping 

them, guiding them and getting to know them.  But for the past few years, I had been working as a 

professional forester using those same skills… alone.  That day on the rainy hillside, I realized why I 

was barely able to get up every morning:  I needed to give.  My vocation needed to have deeper 

meaning, to have relationship, to have heart.  I needed to teach! 

It wasn’t an easy transition.  With my first child only a few months old, I kept on as a forester 

and went back to school to work towards a Masters in Teaching.  But when I was hired in a rural 

district in Central Oregon to teach middle school, I knew the real work was just beginning.  Crook 

County has high rates of poverty, unemployment and one of the lowest percentages of college-

educated adults in the state.  The school district had a high dropout rate, low test scores and the middle 

school had been through five different principals in six years.  Not only that, but who teaches middle 

school?  You’ve got to be crazy to teach middle school! 

Welcome to my new life.  I love it. 
 

 

Describe what you consider to be your greatest contributions and accomplishments in education. 

While I feel that my greatest contributions are in the daily lives of the students I care so much 

about, I’ll save some of those thoughts for Part V, below.  In any case, what teacher’s greatest 

accomplishments aren’t in the lives of their students?  Instead, I’ll focus in this section on some of the 

projects I’ve initiated that allow kids to integrate, create, share and have fun while learning.  Some of 

these will hopefully outlive my career at Crook County Middle School (CCMS) and leave a lasting 

legacy for the community of Prineville, Oregon.  One of these projects – the climbing wall – is 

described above (section II, subsection E, paragraphs 2 and 3, for you legal types). 



Fig. 1 - Visage of 
the Golden Chicken 

Another project began during the fall of my first year of teaching.  I had developed a capstone 

project that gave students a chance to apply their new knowledge about energy and electricity into an 

“Electric Creation” of their own making.  When Tawnya Layne joined our staff the year after I did as 

another 7th grade science teacher, she suggested that all of our classes do the project and show it off to 

the community.  “The Night of the Electric Creation” was born, a legendary evening of science, 

creativity, food and wackiness!  Many of our students come from families of low socio-economic 

status, so having teachers serve them dinner is a great way to help them feel welcome and encourage 

them to be more involved in their child’s education.  The evening of the event, a panel of judges 

consisting of custodians, administrators and community members selects the student 

team with the most creative and well-designed project.  They are awarded the 

prestigious Golden Chicken (see portrayal, fig. 1; the actual Golden Chicken will not 

reproduce photographically).  In the years since then, The Night of the Electric 

Creation has spawned two other 7th grade family nights (Castle Night and 

Wordstock), which bring families into the school for a positive experience centered 

around academics, food and community.  It has become a model in our school for how to integrate 

curriculum, involve families and showcase the skills and creativity of our students. 

This past year, we found another way to help students integrate science and creativity into a 

service project that is both beautiful and educational: we have shrunk the geographic enormity of 

Oregon into a 150’ long courtyard outside of the science wing.  The courtyard has long been 

considered the bane of aesthetics at the middle school; its austere combination of dead grass, weeds, 

and peeling paint has often led students and teachers to feel as if they were doing time at San Quentin.  

So the science teachers and students decided to take matters into our own hands and create an outdoor 

learning laboratory that was both beautiful and a scientifically accurate model of the native vegetation 

zones from the Oregon coast to the high desert.  With support from families, community resources and 

many student volunteer hours, we transformed the courtyard into a place of beauty and pride, complete 

with trees, shrubs, native grasses, walkways, benches, topography and a drip irrigation system.  This 

year we have begun work on two water features that will mimic runoff from the Cascade mountains, 

and are about to lay sod to provide a grassy teaching area.  In the spring we hope to add a huge mural 

to depict flora, fauna, geology and weather typical of each zone.  The outdoor learning lab will be used 

for years to come to teach numerous science topics, provide a quiet reading and study area and to daily 

lift the spirits of students and staff at our school. 
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III. Community Involvement 
 

Describe your commitment to your community through service-oriented activities such as volunteer 
work, civic responsibilities and other group activities. 

 
When I first began my teaching career, I saw myself as a teacher of science.  I quickly realized 

that middle school teachers are actually teachers of students, and that the subject matter was somewhat 

secondary.  I am now starting to realize that our true job is actually teacher of the community.  Instead 

of griping that we live in a poor, rural community where the parents aren’t doing their part, education 

isn’t valued and that these factors are outside our locus of control, our team of teachers is changing our 

tune and doing something about it.  I have begun to readjust the way I teach to reflect this reality: it is 

not just the kids who need learning, it is all of us!   

I teach community each day in the classroom, demonstrating by example, expectation and 

explicit instruction how students ought to value each other as friends, co-workers and fellow humans.  

We seek to serve our local community when possible, and students are exposed to a global community 

through activities and projects that build awareness of issues children face around the world.  For 

example, while teaching about microbes a couple of years ago, I created a vivid and poignant 

presentation about how microbes kill and cripple millions of children in the developing world.  This 

led several students that spring to become young activists, and we met to find ways to raise money for 

third world hunger and disease relief.  Our study of energy use and global warming led to a similar 

group of students who became the energy monitors in our building and in their homes.  Through 

similar activities and the compassionate response of my students, we’re showing that learning doesn’t 

just happen inside the classroom, it happens throughout the community and the world. 

There are many volunteer service activities in which I have participated or organized over the 

years in order to build community, help people in need, or connect my students’ learning to the world 

they live in.  I’ve summarized them here: 
 

 
Handy Box of Randomly Listed 

Community ServiceTM

 Raising two compassionate children  Stream clean-up & restoration (with 
students near school)  Helping neighbors and friends with 

everyday chores & projects  Winter family star-gazing nights 
 Smith Rock State Park trail and 

climbing area restoration 
committee 

 Partnerships with US Forest Service, 
recycling programs, etc. 

 3rd World Hunger Relief Club advisor 
 Leading student rock climbing trips  Youth group leader 
 Simplicity Sale organizer (to assist 

local families in need) 
 7th grade family nights (mentioned above 

in part III) 



Fig. 2 – Einstein. 
“Imagination is more 

important than 
knowledge.” 

IV. Philosophy of Teaching 
 

Describe your personal feelings and beliefs about teaching, including your own ideas of what makes 
you an outstanding teacher.  Describe the rewards you find in teaching.  How are your beliefs about 
teaching demonstrated in your personal teaching style? 

 
Albert Einstein was a remarkable scientist not just because he worked toward a 

unified theory of the universe and had great hair (fig. 2); he was remarkable because he 

unified science and creativity in the way he thought and practiced.  In other fields, the great 

masters are noted for a similar unifying principle; for instance, Ansel Adams synthesized his 

technical mastery of light, cameras and darkroom processes with his heightened sense of 

aesthetics to produce some of the world’s most striking photographs.  A great teacher is a unifier, as 

well.  A unifier of ideas, a unifier of people, and a unifier of ideas with people.  In my teaching I strive 

to bring together creativity and science, to unite my students into a community, and to help each person 

in this community connect with the big ideas of science.  

Since day one, all of my curriculum, labs, assignments, activities and evaluations have been 

hand-tailored, bringing together creativity and science.  By doing so, I’m able to correlate them exactly 

with the Oregon standards, incorporate multiple levels of cognition, revise them when needed and keep 

them up to date with emerging science.  Some of them are based on ideas that colleagues or students 

have shared with me, but many of them I simply dream up while in the shower or while driving to 

work.  However they originate, I try to put a bit of myself, a bit of Prineville, and a good dose of humor 

and creativity into each activity, project or assignment.  In fact, students even laugh during tests in our 

class!  When students know that it’s not just some writer of some worksheet out there that wants them 

to do something (“what do they want me to write in this blank?”), but that it’s local and applicable to 

their life, they start to get interested.  And when students are interested, they start to ask real questions.  

And when they ask questions, they’re on their way to becoming great scientists and learners!  This 

enthusiasm becomes contagious, and kids spread it around the building and take it home to their 

families.  It doesn’t happen every day for every child, but it happens frequently enough to call it a 

pattern.  Even the non-mathematical/non-scientific kids get into it when creativity and science fuse 

together!  Research indicates the same: when both sides of the brain are engaged, more authentic 

learning occurs.  I hope to ignite this passion for learning in as many people as possible, and to help 

them make informed decisions in their everyday lives.  I allow my curiosity and enthusiasm for learning 

to match my students’, and we inspire each other to further explore and wonder about the big questions 

and the little details that make our world so fascinating. 
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Fig. 3 – Testing the thermal 
conductivity of wool and cotton 

Fig. 4 – Large 
sums of money 

If we are going to unite students together into a community of learners, each classroom needs to 

be warm, welcoming and inviting to everyone.  I make it a goal to greet students each day as they enter, 

call them by name as often as possible, and to use humor to break down barriers of class, race, age and 

ability.  I want to have a unique and meaningful relationship with each of my students.  This is really 

the heart of teaching.  I don’t regard my students as little kids, or as potential people to be shaped and 

molded.  I see them as fellow human beings, and I love and enjoy them for who they are right now.  I 

encourage them by example to do the same.  Nearly every day, students congregate before school in our 

science classroom to catch up on last night’s activities, many enjoy a quiet lunch catching up on work 

during our daily Ketchup Club, or stop by after school to say hi or chat about what we learned that day.  

In a decade or two, when some of the scientific details have faded, students will remember their 7th 

grade science classroom as a fun and engaging place to be, a safe place where they could take risks and 

learn from their mistakes, and a place where they were treated with the dignity and respect that all 

people deserve.  We are not merely teachers and students.  We are human beings. 

Uniting a community of learners with the big ideas, however, requires something more.  I 

strongly believe (and research shows) that people learn in many different ways, and if every student is 

going to learn, the concepts must be presented in myriad ways.  In our science class, the books are 97% 

wall decoration (they are colorful) and 3% reference material.  Instead, students 

might be engaging in hands-on labs, designing their own projects, debating in small 

groups, working through an online simulation or acting out a biological principle 

that may necessitate one student playing the part of cow dung.  I design lively 

review games, find engrossing videos, do mysterious demonstrations and write 

songs about scientific principles for my students.  I remix music using computer software to cue 

students that it’s time to clean up, turn in work or perform other daily procedures.  Students use modern 

technology one moment and toothpicks the next.  We discuss as a class, draw pictures together and 

laugh a great deal.  All this to understand one main concept.  If I’ve only taught it one way, I 

haven’t really taught it.  And if someone hasn’t learned it, I try a new approach until they do. 

The rewards of all this extra work are enormous.  Mostly it’s the ridiculously large 

salary (see fig. 4), but there are a few other less tangible fringe benefits, too — the frequent 

smiles of children, adolescents helping each other, a visit from a former student.  Although I 

definitely made more money in my previous vocation, there were no benefits this deeply satisfying.  

I’m making a difference in the lives of children.  I think I’ve made the right career choice.
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V. Education Issues and Trends 
 

What do you consider to be the major public education issues today?  Address one in depth, outlining 
possible causes, effects and resolutions. 

 
The educational system, just like a human, cannot be perfect.  There are too many things to 

balance, too many needs pulling from too many directions.  But like human beings, this is the very 

nature of education, and we must deal with it as best we can.  I am fortunate to have a principal who 

highly respects his teachers’ professionalism and allows us to teach as we know best, protecting us 

from much of the political storm outside (whether local or national).  As a classroom teacher, I only 

have so much time and energy to devote to my profession, and I choose to focus on my classroom, 

my students, my colleagues and my community.  While I understand the importance of regional and 

national issues and how they affect us all, I am highly protective of my time with my students and 

colleagues.  One person can do very little to change the world, but he or she can do a great deal to 

change individual lives.  At any rate, true and lasting change comes from the bottom up.  That’s 

where I am most effective.  That’s where I plan to stay. 

With that said, there are many serious issues we all face in American public education 

today, from the classroom level to the national level.  Some of them I have chosen to highlight in 

this handy bulleted list (helpful for the more visual learners among us):

 A wide gap between the resources and 
achievement of different 
socioeconomic and ethnic groups 

 Finding ways to meet the public’s 
(and students’) need for teacher 
accountability 

 Focusing on knowledge and basic 
skills as the sole measure of 
learning and progress (to the 
exclusion of creativity, innovation 
and synthesis) 

 Meeting the needs of highly diverse 
learners in each classroom 

 Stable and equitable funding for 
schools. 

 Over-testing leading to disheartened 
students, lack of teaching time, and 
an actual de-emphasis on the love of 
learning 

 Recruiting and retaining teachers who 
are truly qualified and gifted in the 
art of teaching 

 Students not feeling safe or accepted at 
school 

 Inadequate technology to meet the 
learning demands of the 21st century 
workplace 

 Teaching methods that focus on trivial 
facts, are uninspiring, and don’t help 
students relate to the real world

 

Of these issues, there are some that I can have a direct effect on, others I might have an 

indirect effect on and some that I realistically can’t do much about as an individual.  I’ve chosen the 

first one – the wide gap between resources and achievement between different groups – to explore in 

greater depth, outlining the possible causes, effects and resolutions. 
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Every species has differences between individual members, and biological evolution generally 

tends to favor those individuals who care more for their kin or close social group.  It also tends to favor 

those with the most control over the physical resources available.  In light of these facts, it is no 

surprise to most biologists that Jesus was quoted as saying, “the poor we will always have with us.”  It 

is probably somewhat hard-wired into our DNA.  Moreover, while the roots of racial inequity, 

prejudice and economic exploitation are largely biological, those roots are also nourished by centuries 

of both insidious and well-intentioned human social systems.  It is beyond the scope of this essay to 

further explore how the inequalities in our society have become so ingrained, but suffice it to say, it 

existed before humans were on the scene, and it will likely exist for a long time to come.  The fact that 

it plays into public education is disheartening, but not terribly surprising.  Children who have fewer 

resources, less educated parents and less stability in their lives are generally going to have a harder 

time achieving at the same level as their more fortunate peers. 

The effects of this inequality are long lasting and permeate all of society.  For instance, 

longitudinal studies suggest that children who can’t read by 2nd or 3rd grade have a much greater 

chance of dropping out of school, living in poverty and even being incarcerated.  The costs are 

atrocious for that individual child, but the cumulative costs also harm the rest of society.  We think we 

can brush them under the rug, but this myopic, non-systems approach to solving the problem is slowly 

eroding what makes us unique as humans: the ability to predict outcomes far into our communal future 

and take a forward-thinking stance to better ourselves.  The effects are generational, making the cycle 

of poverty and inequality difficult for the next generation to escape. 

The solutions are obviously not easy.  There are generations of discrimination and 

manipulation to overcome, and changing people’s deep-seated beliefs may take many more 

generations of education and integration.  As educators, we need to offer more opportunities to help 

students who are struggling academically, provide more after-school activities to disadvantaged kids, 

put modern technology in the hands of all students and bring the families into the schools to create 

understanding and trust.  But some of the most important progress happens because of relationships, 

not programs.  Through humor and love, I inspire students to better themselves, and then to better the 

world.  By energizing them to learn and continually improve, we can help kids break the cycle of 

poverty in which they are trapped.  We need to feed them, clothe them, educate them, inspire them and 

love them.  Is this really the job of the public education system?  If we truly want to bridge the gap 

between rich and poor, then the answer is undeniably “Yes!” 



Fig. 5 – The tallest 
building in Prineville 

VI. The Teaching Profession 
 

What do you do to strengthen and improve the teaching profession? 
 

My efforts at strengthening the teaching profession have largely been focused at the local level.  

Our school is very much a team school, and I try to contribute as much as I can to help improve efficiency 

and effectiveness for my fellow teachers.  I share ideas, innovations, spreadsheets and lesson ideas with 

anyone who asks.  I continually seek to innovate, create and raise the bar to help lead our staff on the path 

of continuous improvement.   

In addition to the superhuman feats listed in earlier responses (including simply managing a room 

full of hormonal adolescents every day), I compile and compose a weekly e-mail newsletter from our 

team to parents, have developed and implemented a more effective way to schedule students 

homogeneously, helped to develop a new school-wide grading system that focuses more on student 

learning, and work hard at integrating curriculum across subject areas.  I’ve led efforts to bridge the gap 

between middle school and high school, contributed science exam questions to the state, and acted as a 

key communicator on the site council sharing vital school issues with parents.  I continually analyze data 

to help target specific areas needing improvement in my classroom and in the science department.  I’ve 

developed my classroom to become a technology laboratory that other teachers can learn from, trained 

new teachers and Masters students in workshops, and assisted colleagues with innumerable technology 

questions.  I’ve done demos involving 14,000 volts and lived to explain them.  I’ve totaled my vehicle in 

a 60 mph crash on the way to work, but taught the whole day anyway.  I have yet to leap tall buildings in 

a single bound, but I have my top students working on it.  Most importantly, though, 

I’ve taught with the integrity, passion and heart that inspire those around me to 

become better at whatever they do.

 

What is and/or what should be the basis for accountability in the teaching 
profession? 

 
Parents, administrators, business owners, legislators and pets everywhere desire some way to 

make sure children are getting a high quality education for the tax dollars we spend on them.  The 

difficulty is that we are not dealing in easily measurable, tangible outputs, but rather with a highly 

variable social system involving (gasp!) actual human beings.  However, thanks to my quality university 

education, years of painstaking action research and a diet of fresh fruit and filtered water, I’ve been able 

to develop the following Teacher Effectiveness formula: 
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Geisen Teacher Effectiveness Formula®
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Where FIF = Family Involvement Factor and SCF = School Climate Factor, both available at www.ed.gov 
 

In reality, what I’m trying to illustrate is that there are far too many variables affecting student 

performance to know which factors are truly making the difference.  In addition, our current system relies 

almost solely on standardized test scores to measure the success of students, schools and teachers.  This is 

analogous to relying solely on the ledger balance to measure the success of a corporation.  While it may 

be an indication of how a company is doing at the moment, it totally ignores their long-term viability, 

employee satisfaction, the environmental sustainability of their practices, commitment to their local and 

global communities, etc.  In the same way, we need to be accountable for more than just test scores.  We 

need to also place a high value on creativity, innovation, process skills, student collaboration and long-

term commitment to learning.  We need to put more value on other ways of learning and knowing besides 

the traditional ones.  We need to develop ways to measure these values, report them to the public and 

therefore raise the standards of what we expect from our school system, students and communities.  If our 

citizens are going to compete in an emerging world market where much of the routine work is now being 

done overseas or by machines, they will need much more than merely the basic skills of reading, writing 

and arithmetic.  The business community has been quite clear that they need professionals who can 

synthesize their academic skills with creativity, have the ability to work collaboratively and are adaptable 

to new situations.  Our current system of accountability doesn’t honor this fact, much to the detriment of 

students and society. 

Students, parents and educators all know which teachers are doing the best job of educating, 

inspiring and raising our precious children.  Unfortunately, this key stakeholder input is more difficult to 

quantify than a test score (and somewhat more prone to political muddiness), therefore it is largely 

ignored in discussions of accountability.  This needs to change if we want to truly celebrate and emulate 

the best among us.  I’m currently helping to lead an effort in our district to develop a more organic and 

grass-roots genesis to our decisions, training needs and improvement processes.  Teachers are holding 

each other accountable through collaboration, mentoring and continuous improvement practices.  If we 

can effectively communicate to the public that true accountability comes from within, and that the current 

measures of success are only one part of the equation, we will be on our way to a more realistic and 

sustainable model of teaching and learning in the 21  centuryst . 
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Fig. 6 – Still just a 
regular guy 

VII. National Teacher of the Year 
 

As the 2007-08 National Teacher of the Year, you would serve as a spokesperson and representative for 
the entire teaching profession.  What would be your message?  What would you communicate to your 
profession and to the general public? 

 
Being selected to represent my 30,000 professional colleagues as Oregon’s Teacher of the Year 

is an incredible honor, but also quite humbling.  The day after the award, I still had to do 

menial work such as cleaning out the garage and mowing my lawn (although I did have to 

mow around the paparazzi that were camped in my front yard).  The next school day, I 

forgot to submit my attendance and I accidentally let my 2nd period class out four minutes 

late.  When teaching middle school, one’s feet can’t get too far off the ground!  It is a 

delicate balance of confidence and humility, however, that defines an effective teacher and leader. 

I am quite aware that I’m not the best teacher in the state of Oregon, or probably even in my 

building, for that matter.  But like a master guitarist, I continue to hone my technical skills and 

creativity, knowing full well that I will never be perfect.  As teachers, it is this desire for improvement, 

passion for learning, and commitment to our community that keeps us fresh and innovative each year.  

This is the spirit of Teacher of the Year award I now humbly represent. 

One of my primary messages for my professional colleagues will be to really dive into your 

classroom.  Seek to innovate in the way you teach, and share what you do with your teaching partners.  

Use movement, music, technology, humor, or whatever unique strengths and talents you have.  Don’t 

just do what you’ve always done, or what someone else is doing.  Adapt it to make it your own.  Listen 

to what your students need and make it fit them.  Make it fun!  If students don’t look forward to your 

class, you haven’t yet fully succeeded as a teacher. 

To my fellow teachers, parents and citizens of America: let us all sincerely focus on the whole 

child, not just test scores or future success.  The further from children one is, it becomes easier to forget 

that we are dealing with real live human beings with legitimate needs, desires and feelings.  These 

young people are our equals.  We may have different roles and responsibilities in our schools, homes 

and communities, but each child is our equal as a human being.  They are not simply numbers, 

conglomerations of hormones, or future products.  All the latest programs, fads, and statistics are 

meaningless to a child who isn’t cared for on a deeper level.  Whether you are a teacher or parent, 

businessperson or retired, young or old: reach deep down into each child with humor, love and 

compassion and they will learn from you.  They will learn much more than just how to read and write; 

they will learn that they are wonderfully human. 

2008 National Teacher of the Year  Page    
Michael Geisen 
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