teacher of the year

Packing
their
suitcases

is to think of. I try to revise myself
weekly and yearly.”
As the keynote speaker one year for
the national Advancement Via Individual Determination conference, Washington urged participants to “pack
their suitcases.”
“That was my metaphor for giving students all the tools they need to become successful citizens. Those tools
could be tough love, extra tutoring, an
ear, anything,” she said. “Each student
needs different tools in his or her suitcase, and it’s up to teachers, the suitcase packers, to stuff those bags.”

Each student needs a different

For some students, the bag must in-

set of tools to succeed in the

clude the will to overcome obstacles in

world, this year’s Texas Teacher

“Sometimes when kids are struggling,

their personal lives.

“We are in this

of the Year believes.

education thing
together. I’m growing,

Walk into Monica Washington’s Eng-

“Those AP multiple choice packets we

Her teaching style is hands on and car-

While students are working in groups,

lish classroom at Texas High School in

do to prep for the state test are so

ing, a rejection of the advice she was

she walks around the room with sticky

Texarkana, and you might hear a con-

hard!” she said. “I work as the kids

given in Tennessee when she began

notes. “Sometimes I’ll hand a student

versation like this:

work, and we discuss the answers as

teaching. Some of her colleagues there

a note that says, ‘I appreciate what

“You missed number two, Mrs. Wash-

a group.

advised her not to smile or be cheerful.

you just said’ or whatever. I find that

“The students don’t have to like you,”

kids keep those notes.”

they said.

She also carries a clipboard to jot

ington? I got it right.”

“We are in this education thing to-

“Well, how did you get that? Because I

gether,” Washington said. “I’m grow-

have no idea why it’s C.”

ing, too. I never want to present to them

“I quickly learned that was bad ad-

that I know everything, because I don’t.

vice,” Washington, who has been

Teacher of the Year in October, be-

The minute I start to think that I know

teaching in Texarkana since 2007, said.

lieves teachers should be not only facil-

everything about English — or I’ve read

“I believe that the atmosphere of the

itators but participants in the classroom.

every book that’s important or know

class directly influences students’ de-

Washington, who was named Texas

She reads, writes essays, and prepares
for tests alongside her students.
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every vocabulary word — is the moment
I’m not a good teacher anymore.”

sire to learn. Each class can be a family
if I guide them to become one.”

me I’m thinking, ‘How is this baby

out of, remember everything has a be-

I know everything,
because I don’t.”

you see as something you can’t get
ginning date and an end date. I’m
proof of that.’”
When Washington was a freshman in
high school and her sister was in kin-

this,’ and they feel so smart. So

into pieces,” Washington said.

“Students have told me my class is

sometimes when they start talking to

present to them that

easy because I break the hard things

with a smile.

think you know their stories, but

functioning?’ I tell them, ‘Whatever

on, I will say, ‘I heard so-and-so say

to say something profound,” she said

thing has changed,” she said. “You

too. I never want to

down the insights she hears. “Later

whenever I walk by, they always try

you can just kind of see that some-

dergarten, their mother, who was in
the Army Reserves, was called up to
serve in Desert Storm. For eight months,

“What I try to do each year is create

the girls were on their own while their

tools that help students organize com-

stepfather’s drug addiction spun out of

plex information. I am never satisfied

control. Sometimes they would come

that I have thought of everything there

home to find people they didn’t know
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teacher of the year

using drugs. Sometimes their stepfa-

the word ‘if’ in the same sentence

powerful tool for regaining focus and

about setting goals and making com-

ther would disappear for days, taking

with ‘college.’”

self esteem, Washington posts service

mitments, Washington would not let

opportunities in her classroom.

her student give up. Aimee wrote and

the grocery money with him. Sometimes there was no electricity.

She draws on her own experience to

published the book, “The Moment Be-

help and encourage students. “I tell

“I encourage my students to believe

But Washington didn’t let her circum-

them about my struggles and how I

that they can be a positive force in the

stances stop her from reaching her

got through it. I say that it will get bet-

community simply by donating some

goals of being valedictorian and grad-

ter, whatever it is, and they can always

of their time,” she said, “and I model

“She credits me with it, but oh, my

uating magna cum laude with a bach-

talk to me. I have kids who are going

this by working alongside them.”

gosh, no, it is so not me. It’s her, all her.

elor’s degree and summa cum laude

through the same thing I went

with a master’s degree.

through, sometimes worse. I think they

“My mom made us make commitments,” she said. “Education was a
priority. She would never let us use

appreciate that I’m a real person with
real issues.”
Because she believes volunteering is a

ON WINNING TEACHER OF THE YEAR
Within 20 minutes of the announcement, I had
about 120 emails from different teachers, some
from our school and some I don’t know. I had

Projects have ranged from highway
clean ups and visiting a local nursing
home to helping with equestrian therapy for disabled youth and organizing
a “Help for Haiti” campaign that

I’m just so, so proud,” Washington said.
”Aimee wants to change the world,
and she will do it. I know she will.” (For
more about Aimee and her book, see
her website, www.wishingtree.org.)

quake victims.

each new class, and that relationship

As soon as something negative happens, as soon as some teacher does something that people

“They think I’m motivating them, but

doesn’t end with the school year.

think is unbecoming of a teacher, then that’s out there.

When students said they wanted to

No one knows that you don’t really have a lot of money yourself but you bought someone’s prom

take her with them to college, she had

dress, or these three kids haven’t taken the ACT, and they don’t have a waiver, but they don’t have

the idea for “Mrs. Washington’s Ad-

the money, so their teachers have decided to pay for them to take it.

they motivate me,” Washington said.
“So many of them have gone far beyond what I have taught them. They
are doing their own things now, like
Aimee Tran who started her own foundation.”

wasn’t even in that day, but somehow they found

vice.” She gives each of her graduating seniors a framed copy with instructions to open the frame when they

Aimee’s parents are from Vietnam.

have a really bad day. Inside they will

She painted “wishing trees” on the

find a personal, handwritten note.

When I came back to school on Monday, my

walls of two orphanages — one in

friends had draped my whole room in purple, my

Texarkana and the other in a jungle

favorite color. Purple balloons and streamers, pur-

dormitory in Dong Nai Biosphere

ple all the way down the hall. They had Monica

Reserve in Vietnam — and placed a

Washington Day about a week ago, and the

basket nearby for notes to the “wish-

“What I think are my most significant

whole school dressed in purple — all the kids, the principals, everybody. It’s been great. I keep

ing fairy.” The wishes are funded by

contributions and accomplishments in

pinching myself.

donations.

education are those things that will

I didn’t want to go into the interview or essays trying to be somebody I’m not. Who I am is quirky

Hoping to expand the program, Aimee

Monica Washington who prances around the room and does high fives with the kids. I may break

was looking for ways to raise more

into a dance. You just never know. I said I’m going to be real and tell the truth, and if the truth

money and turned to Washington for

gets me the title, great, and if it doesn’t, it was meant for somebody else.

advice. She wanted to write a book,

In early January, they will announce the final four finalists for the national award. In April, we will
spend several days in Washington, D.C., and the next-to-last day is the Rose Garden ceremony
with President Obama. He will announce the National Teacher of the Year.
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ON THE PUBLIC’S PERCEPTION OF TEACHERS

“We are family,” Washington tells

giving my acceptance speech, my phone was

out I won and wanted to call me.

to her teacher.

raised more than $3,000 for earth-

video messages of cheering. While I was on stage

buzzing on the table. It was my students! School

fore Rain” — and gave the first copy

but was afraid it was too much to
tackle. “I’m just a teenager,” she said.
Sharing her own mother’s lessons

The public says, ‘Oh, you have the summers off,’ but we spend the summers prepping for the year,
and I can’t even say how many hours I spend outside of school prepping for school, especially
teaching English. If I have just taken up essays, I may grade 12 hours or more on the weekend.
Those are the things people don’t know we do for their kids. We impact their lives. During my year
as Teacher of the Year, I want to get that message out there.

“So many of them have called me, crying and saying, ‘Today was my bad
day. Thank you,’” she said.

ON THE IMPORTANCE OF MENTORING
Year one for everybody is crazy. You think you
know everything because you’ve gone to school,
but you get in there and it’s not really like that.

never make it to my resume,” Wash-

New teachers are told too much, and they are

ington said. “When I help a student re-

not told enough. They are given a million acro-

alize how talented and intelligent he

nyms, shown forms and programs, and told the

is, I feel accomplished. When she rec-

“right” way to do everything. They need to be

ognizes her own power, I feel accom-

told that they will mess up and that’s okay. They

plished. When he realizes college is at-

need to be told that no one learns to manage the 100 or more personalities and all of the paper-

tainable, I feel accomplished. I am and

work in one year. They need to be told by a good mentor that they don’t need to try to quickly

always will be a suitcase packer.”

master all that is shoved at them during orientation.
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