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The story of Michael Feinberg and 
David Levin has reached near-
mythic proportions in education 
circles. Two young Ivy League 
grads who joined Teach for Amer-

ica and initially floundered as teachers 
mixed rigor with ritual to produce a mod-
el for learning that became the Knowl-
edge is Power Program (KIPP)—argu-
ably the most successful, and surely the 
most famous, charter school brand in the 
country. 

And while careful study played an im-
portant role in launching the duo from 
Penn and Yale into the rarefied air of ce-
lebrity educators, so, too, did their rela-
tive innocence. “Knowledge is power,” 
Feinberg says, “but ignorance is bliss.”

Their odyssey began in Houston in 
1993, where Feinberg and Levin took 
elementary school teaching positions as 
members of Teach for America. When 
they realized they could barely control 
their classrooms, much less teach stu-
dents a great deal, they began looking for 

By Martin A. Davis, Jr.

solutions. They turned to Harriet Ball, a 
teacher in Levin’s school who used chants, 
rhymes, and games to keep order and im-
part knowledge, and 
whose success was 
plain to see. The two 
novice teachers spent 
hours with Ball, dis-
secting her approach 
and bringing it into 
their classrooms. They 
saw immediate re-
sults—and got imme-
diate push-back from 
the administration.

 Despite being named 
teacher of the year by 
his colleagues, Levin’s 
principal fired him for 
refusing to exempt kids 
in his classroom from 
standardized tests, a 
common practice in schools looking to 
boost their achievement on paper. Never 
mind that Levin’s pupils did well. The 

principal was unmoved. “Even though 
the kids passed the test, it was viewed 
as insubordination,” Levin says. Lesser 

people might have 
said the heck with it 
and gone on to other 
lines of work. Not 
Levin. He was sure he 
could fight through it 
to create something 
better. “Being naïve 
helped,” he said. “Not 
knowing how diffi-
cult it was going to be 
helped, too.” 

 Feinberg didn’t 
fare much better. 
He wanted to start 
a small Knowledge 
Is Power Program 
in his school, but he 

couldn’t get the Hous-
ton Independent School District to grant 
him classroom space. In fact, he couldn’t 
even get the district to hear his case. Fein-

Michael Feinberg and David Levin achieve success in tough circumstances.

Michael Feinberg, co-founder of KIPP



rural Gaston, North Carolina, 100 percent 
of eighth-graders achieved above grade 
level scores in all their tests. KIPP KEY 
Academy in Washington, D.C., and KIPP 
Academy New York in the Bronx are the 
highest achieving middle schools in their 
respective districts. 

 Such results are not anomalous. They 
represent the high achievement levels 
reached in almost every KIPP school 
(now fifty-two, including those slated to 
open in 2006) across the nation.

 Levin is still a practicing principal at 
his KIPP school in the Bronx, while Fein-
berg is working to develop additional 
school models (high school, pre-school, 
etc.) from his base in Houston. “Levin,” 
says Feinberg, “is still the most talented 
teacher that I know.” KIPP’s main offices 
are in San Francisco. Jokes Feinberg, “We 
divide up the country. Dave gets Manhat-
tan and the Bronx, and I get the rest.” 

 Despite their success, the two haven’t 
quit striving. KIPP hopes to have 100 
schools in operation within the next five 
years. This will happen in large part be-
cause of strong support from Don and 
Doris Fisher, co-founders of The Gap and 
philanthropists dedicated to expanding 
high-quality education opportunities for 
inner-city children. Through their foun-
dation, the Fishers have been supporting 
KIPP schools almost from the beginning. 
Moreover, Levin is working to launch an 
organization that will credential KIPP 
teachers. “Getting permission to creden-
tial your own teachers is important,” he 
says. Important, but not easy. But that 
hasn’t stopped Feinberg and Levin yet.

 There’s a lot of joy in these men’s lives. 
Still in their thirties, they retain the pas-
sion that launched them and made KIPP 
the best-known school model in America. 
Here’s hoping they never lose their youth-
ful, and helpful, naiveté.  
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opposition to their ideas. 
Policymakers and admin-
istrators, they say, are to 
teachers what sports writ-
ers are to athletes. They 
“can understand educa-
tion as well [as teachers],” 
says Feinberg, much as 
sports writers can be 
knowledgeable about the 
contests they cover. But 
to understand “the day-
to-day experience of do-
ing teaching well, day in 
and day out, in a difficult 
environment,” he contin-
ues, talk to the person in 
front of the kids. That’s 
who is going to execute 
the ideas.

The Joy Factor
 Through it all, they say, 

it’s the Joy Factor (“J-Fac-
tor”) that makes things 
work. The kids love what 
they’re doing in school, 

so KIPP’s long days (up to nine and a half 
hours) don’t seem too burdensome. And 
the teachers are dedicated beyond belief. 
The kids ask much of them: teachers are 
essentially “on-call” day and night and 
students don’t hesitate to call their cell 
phones when struggling with homework 

assignments or personal issues. But they 
also give much back, particularly respect. 
Feinberg says their goal is to have “eigh-
teen-year-olds showing up on campus 
seeing teaching as being as sexy a profes-
sion as stockbroker or doctor.” Says Levin 
of the KIPP faculty: “Our work is a testa-
ment to the countless number of teachers 
and the quality of their work.”

 And what a testament it is. Seventy-
nine percent of KIPP graduates are in 
higher education. In San Antonio, KIPP 
Aspire Academy’s seventh-graders lead 
the district in reading and math scores. In 

David Levin, co-founder of KIPP

“We are in a struggle against 
mediocrity, apathy, low 
expectations, but we’re not 
in a struggle with the public 
school system.”
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berg repeatedly sought an appointment 
with then-superintendent Rod Paige, only 
to be rebuffed by gatekeepers. So he sat 
on the hood of Paige’s car one afternoon 
until Paige left the office to drive home. 
He granted Feinberg a meeting—and the 
space he needed.

 “I was too young, too naive, and too 
mission-driven not to think that sitting 
on Paige’s car was anything but the right 
thing to do,” says Feinberg.

When all else failed, “mission” kept 
the two pioneers going. They were figur-
ing out how to get poor inner-city kids 
to achieve at high levels. Their mission 
was to ensure that this emerging solu-
tion wasn’t snuffed out by bureaucrats 
who refused to alter standard operating 
procedures to accommodate models that, 
though unorthodox, worked.

Struggling Against Mediocrity
 Despite innumerable frustrating run-

ins, today the two don’t expend much 
energy slamming their early adversaries. 
“We are in a struggle against mediocrity, 
apathy, low expectations,” says Levin, 
“but we’re not in a struggle with the pub-
lic school system.” The basketball-loving 
teachers use a sports analogy to explain, 
and endure, the education establishment’s 



Signs of the Times

Students in China are taught math bet-
ter than students in the United States, says 
a new Asia Society study. Ahn Do, of the 
Orange County Register, writes that ac-
cording to the report, average math scores 
for students “trail significantly behind 
nearly all countries in the Asia Pacific re-
gion.”

“I’m not surprised,” she quotes Jimmy 
Ma, chairman of the South Coast Chinese 
Cultural Association in Irvine, California. 
He and fellow board member Stephen 
Zhou were taught to memorize multipli-
cation tables in first grade, an exercise 
which Zhou recalls “as basic as singing 
a song.” 

They soon started doing complex addi-
tion, subtraction, and division, as well as 
multiplication, in their heads—routines 
repeated by kids in Taiwan and China to-
day, explains Ma, who immigrated to Cal-
ifornia to pursue an electrical engineering 
degree at Cal Poly Pomona.

“There’s no doubt that the U.S. has 
the best schools, particularly graduate 
schools,” Zhou said. But in math and sci-
ence, “China is more consistent, especial-
ly when it comes to the skills you need 
to flourish in these courses and in these 
professions.”

The report, “Math and Science Educa-
tion in a Global Age: What the U.S. Can 
Learn from China,” suggests:

National standards and aligned in-
struction—China touts them in math 
and science.

Strong core curriculum—Biology, 
chemistry, and physics, as well as 
algebra and geometry, are manda-
tory to graduate from Chinese high 
schools.

Rigorous teacher preparation—Much 
higher proportions of Chinese sci-
ence and math teachers have degrees 
in their disciplines than their U.S. 
counterparts. And specialist science 
teachers are employed as early as 
third grade.

The Chinese school year, moreover, 
is a full month longer at the second-
ary level than U.S. institutions. Over-
all, Chinese youngsters spend twice 
as many hours studying than Ameri-
can kids. China’s system is also fa-
mous for being exam-driven.

Yet, Ahn Do, writes that there are draw-
backs to China’s set-up.

•

•

•

•

“The competition is unbelievable; 
it’s almost sad,” she quotes Yong Chen, 
professor of history at UC Irvine. Chen 
stresses that the Chinese method and its 
“overemphasis on academics makes it so 
hard for children to have what we call a 
normal childhood.”

The study, however points out that 
China is seeking to adapt aspects of the 
U.S. system, which boosts “flexible and 
creative approaches to learning that are 
central characteristics of U.S. education 
and necessary for innovation.”

Source—Ahn Do, Orange County Register 

Can China teach us a math lesson?

American Math Leaders Recalculate Their Approach
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On September 12th, the National Council of 
Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) undertook 
what Stanford mathematician R. James Mil-
gram called an “enormous evolution,” recom-
mending a return to more traditional methods 
of teaching K-8 math. 

This welcome move surprised and relieved 
scores of mathematicians, whose efforts to 
undo NCTM’s “fuzzy math” standards of 1989  
kicked off the “math wars.” What is not as 
clear is whether the nation’s schools, ever sus-
ceptible to the latest progressive rhetoric, will 
embrace these standards as quickly as they did 
the disastrous 1989 standards. 

NCTM Executive Director Jim Rubillo isn’t 
publicly admitting the about-face, instead tell-
ing the San Francisco Chronicle that the new 
guidelines are a “continuation” of the 1989 

standards, and that there is no “change in phi-
losophy.”

Perhaps NCTM’s new standards will rein-
vigorate schools’ interest in using Singapore’s 
elementary math curriculum. An article in the 
latest issue of Education Next recounts the fail-
ure of Singapore math to take hold in Mont-
gomery County, Maryland schools, despite the 
fact that the curriculum is largely responsible 
for Singapore school children continuing to 
place first on the international mathematics ex-
ams. As one Montgomery County teacher put 
it, “Having to explain Singapore mathematics 
made me understand that I never really under-
stood the mathematics I was teaching.”

Source—Teacher Quality Bulletin, published by Na-
tional Council on Teacher Quality, www.nctq.org.



Adecade ago, the National Educa-
tion Association (NEA) retained 
the Kamber Group, a consult-

ing firm based in Washington, D.C., to 
conduct an internal study to determine, 
among other things, why the NEA was not 
attracting the new generation of teachers 
entering the field of education. The NEA 
must have been dismayed by the results 
of the report, which the Kamber Group 
entitled “An Institution at Risk.”

The study found that young teachers 
view themselves as professionals and do 
not relate to labor unions or wish to be 
associated with them. This presents a real 
problem for the NEA, which is not just a 
union but the nation’s largest labor union. 
Compounding the NEA’s problem is the 
fact that there will be more new teach-
ers hired in the next few years than in 
the past two decades because of retiring 
“baby boomer” teachers. In addition, the 
Kamber report shows that these new mil-
lennium teachers like many of the reform 
ideas that are anathema to the NEA, such 
as performance pay tied to accountability 
tests. Just the opposite, the NEA is, for 
better or for worse, married to a one-size-

fits-all salary structure for teachers and 
is against almost all accountability mea-
sures.

The report summarized that in order 
to reach the new generation of teachers, 
NEA must begin projecting a “more pro-
fessional image.” That was a decade ago. 
What has been the NEA’s response? It has 
been busily trying to merge its state affili-
ates with the state affiliates of the nation’s 
other large teacher union, the American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT), a division 
of the AFL/CIO. This seems to fly in the 
face of the Kamber Group recommenda-
tion. How does merging with an orga-
nized labor coalition like the AFL/CIO 
project a “more professional image”? As 
one member of the Florida NEA affili-
ate, which recently merged with the AFT 
group, put it, “I thought we were teachers, 
not Teamsters.”

At about the same time that the NEA 
was seeing the “handwriting on the wall,” 
a group of nationally recognized educa-
tors came together to form a new kind of 
teacher’s association. They felt the two 
unions had grown monolithic and were 
leading our public school enterprise in 

the wrong direction. This group of teach-
ers, which includes a number of National 
Teachers of the Year, felt it was time for a 
new voice speaking for mainstream teach-
ers in America. Enter the Association of 
American Educators (AAE).

A New Vision
AAE’s founders had observed how 

political and unprofessional the teacher 
unions were becoming and how they fre-
quently misrepresented the views of their 
own members. And it wasn’t just the fact 
that the unions had become so politically 
partisan, it was also that their heavy em-
phasis on politics and the use of militant 
labor union tactics was simply not work-
ing. Teachers were not only losing respect 
from the public but also they were going 
backwards in pay, when compared to oth-
er professions over the past thirty years. 

Something had to be done. The unions 
were incapable of morphing back into a 
truly professional voice for teachers, as 
the Kamber Group suggested.

AAE was formally incorporated as a 
nonprofit professional educators associa-
tion, offering many of the same benefits to 

AAE’s Decade of Growth
A Word from AAE Executive Director, Gary Beckner

Teachers 
by Calling,
Professionals 
by Choice

Commentary
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teachers that the teacher unions provide, 
such as liability insurance, but at a frac-
tion of the cost and without the partisan 
politics and controversial social agendas. 

Teachers are indeed teachers by call-
ing, but they can only be professionals by 

choice.  That message is resonating with 
the new generation of teachers, as well as 
with those veterans who feel disenfran-
chised by the unions. AAE is the fastest 
growing national nonunion teachers asso-
ciation in America, and is leading the ef-
fort to create professional career options 
for teachers, unlike the other organiza-
tions that merely protect the status quo. 
AAE is also helping to establish state-
based associations to give teachers better 
representation at the state level as well. 
When the AAE was founded, we discov-
ered what may still be one of the best kept 

secrets in America. There were already a 
dozen state-based nonunion teachers as-
sociations that thought much like we did. 
Three of the groups, in Texas, Missouri, 
and Georgia, had grown larger than the 
union’s affiliates in those states, proving 

that when teachers are given choices they 
exercise those choices. AAE immediately 
entered into partnership agreements with 
eight of those state-based groups that saw 
the need to build a force that can blunt the 
monopolistic influence of the unions at 
the national level and in their states. Since 
that time, the AAE has been working hard 
to launch new independent state-based 
groups in states where no compatible 
organization exists. In the last five years 
alone AAE has helped start groups in Ar-
kansas, Idaho, Utah, Virginia, and Wash-
ington, and is partnering with a group in 

Florida (see article on page seven). In 
addition, AAE has opened a Washington, 
D.C., office to better represent the voices 
of this growing independent teacher’s as-
sociation movement that now includes 
over 275,000 teachers nationwide.

Within a few months after AAE’s in-
corporation, the NEA began warning its 
members to “watch out for this group of 
far right radicals,” who were “antiunion 
and out to destroy public education.” This 
begs the question, “When was it, exactly, 
that unionism became synonymous with 
public education?” If one objects to a 
labor unions’ militant tactics or purely 
partisan politics, that doesn’t mean one is 
out to destroy public education. AAE can 
help save public education, not destroy it, 
which is evidenced by the fact that over 
95 percent of AAE’s members teach in 
public schools. On the contrary, we be-
lieve it is the monopolistic vise-grip the 
unions are exerting on the system that is 
squeezing the life out of our profession.

 There are other significant differences 
between the unions and the nonunion as-
sociations AAE represents. First, no mat-
ter what the unions call themselves, they 

AAE is the fastest growing national nonunion teachers 
association in America and is leading the effort to 
create professional career options for teachers
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are still labor unions. While the NEA 
still calls itself a professional organiza-
tion, the IRS has long since designated 
the NEA as a labor union. The AFT, on 
its website, calls itself, “A union of pro-
fessionals.” That’s a classic oxymoron! 
Unionism has never been, and never will 
be, synonymous with professionalism. To 

survive, a union must do what is in the 
best interests of all its members, even if 
that means holding back some individu-
als from attaining higher salaries than the 
others. Sadly, for the field of education, 
that factor alone will keep many of our 
best students out of teaching. The top stu-
dents desire the same opportunities for 
rewards and advancement that are offered 
in other professions.

It’s bad enough that teachers who as-
pire to be true professionals are being 
encumbered with a “blue collar” image 
because of the unions. What is more trou-
bling is how many teachers are comfort-
able wearing that label, and worse, those 
same teachers encourage the new kids en-
tering the field to join the “rank and file.” 
This in spite of mounting evidence that 
the teacher unions have done a lousy job 
of earning teachers the kind of pay and 
respect they seek. As an example, the lat-
est research from the Education Research 
Service (ERS) survey center in Arlington, 
Virginia, shows that between 1995 and 
2005, teacher’s salaries have declined 
3.4 percent when adjusted for inflation. 
In comparison, the unions in nearly every 

other trade at least kept their member sal-
aries even with inflation. Former Deputy 
Secretary of Education Chester Finn, now 
a Hoover Fellow at Stanford University, 
put it this way, “If the number of teachers 
had grown apace with enrollments, and 
school budgets had risen as they have, 
teachers’ salaries today would average 
nearly $100,000.” The next time a teacher 
hears a union representative ask, “Where 
would teachers be without us?” the an-
swer should be “Much better off!”

The good news is professional teachers 
across America are beginning to ask some 
introspective questions, such as: Have 
teachers gained the pay and support they 
deserve since the union began organizing 
teachers into bargaining units in the l970? 
Has the connection with unions helped 
advance the profession? Has public edu-
cation improved academically?

The answer to that 
last question is obvi-
ous, or we wouldn’t 
be seeing so many 
urgent attempts at re-
forming the system. 
However, it would 
not be fair to lay the 

entire blame for our nation’s academic 
decline at the teacher union’s doorstep, 
although it is fair to say they haven’t 
helped a great deal.

Unions Against Reform
It is no secret that the unions have been 

fighting tooth and nail against every edu-
cational reform initiative that doesn’t 
serve their narrow union interests over the 
past twenty years.

Protecting the status quo will only put 
America farther behind. Besides, Ameri-
ca already spends more per student than 
any other industrialized nation (although 
it’s difficult for a teacher at the classroom 
level to see the evidence of that). Ironical-
ly, unless and until the public school sys-
tem is turned upside down—so that more 
funds can reach the classroom—pouring 
more money into such a bureaucratically 
bloated system could actually exacerbate 
our problems and inhibit true reform. A 
well-known economic rule is, if you sub-
sidize something you just continue to get 
more of that something. Do we really 
want more bureaucracy? Still, surveys 
show that Americans are willing to put 

even more money into education, but they 
are beginning to demand that our schools 
be held accountable for the results.

AAE Takes the Lead
AAE is a much-needed source of revi-

talization—advancing the field of educa-
tion through cooperation, not conflict. Our 
younger members not only do not fear ac-
countability, they look forward to it. The 
kind of teacher that joins AAE considers 
himself or herself a true professional. Re-
form initiatives such as performance pay 
tied to accountability measures are stan-
dards in other professions and something 
the new generation of teachers are more 
willing to embrace. In addition, AAE 
members are not afraid of other reform 
ideas such as charter schools. AAE looks 
at each new initiative through a lens of 
“What is best for children?” not just “Is 
it in our best interest?” AAE is attracting 
the very best in the profession, and as pro-
fessionals they know they will always be 
in demand. These types of reform initia-
tives will only create more opportunities 
for teachers—opportunities to work in 
less constrictive environments and with 
different and commensurate ways of be-
ing rewarded for a job well done. Teach-
ers need choices too. 

Frankly, those teachers who have a la-
bor union mentality should indeed fear 
changes to the system, as the union lead-
ers do. AAE thinks it makes more sense 
to get out in front of the reform move-
ment rather than be dragged kicking and 
screaming into the twenty-first century. 
During the first part of this century, there 
will be new opportunities for educators 
to explore innovative ways of advancing 
their careers. The leadership of AAE is 
excited about the future of our profession, 
and will be helping to create a new vi-
sion of what a career in teaching can and 
should be.  

Gary Beckner is the 
Executive Director 
of Association of  
American Educators

AAE is attracting the very best in the 
profession, and as professionals they 
know they will always be in demand.
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www.aaeteachers.org

Florida
Professional Edu-

cators Network of 
Florida (PEN) was 
founded in Novem-
ber 1995 by a group 
of Florida educators 
and other interested 
supporters.  PEN is 
a statewide, non-

profit education association.  Cathy DeMoisey, PEN Executive 
Director, says: 

We believe all educators should be 
treated as professionals.  And we 
are committed to seeking positive 
changes for Florida education.  PEN 
officers and lobbyists follow the 
course of education from the com-
mittee level to the desk of the gover- 

nor.  We respect the professionalism of our members by in-
volving them in all decisions regarding the organization’s 
legislative agenda.  Like AAE, PEN does not endorse or 
make contributions to political candidates or political 
causes.  We look forward to working together with AAE in 
helping to make the state of Florida a better place for teach-
ers to teach and children to learn!

Utah
Utah Council of Educators (UTCE) was founded in September 

of this year to provide professional educators with a powerful, 

intellectual, and effective voice on Utah’s Capitol Hill.  UTCE 
is incorporated as a nonprofit, professional association with the 
purpose of improving the educative climate in Utah through de-
liberate, thoughtful, and targeted strategies aimed at securing 
greater resources for public education. Dave Barrett, president 
of UTCE says:

UTCE is careful not to waste resources 
by getting mired in divisive issues unre-
lated to public education.  UTCE acutely 
focuses on strategic educational objec-
tives and the establishment of common 
goals rather than getting sidetracked with 
controversial partisan politics.  In doing 

so, UTCE’s mission is not jeopardized by allocating re-
sources for noneducational purposes.

As it has with a number of our other newly formed partners, 
the AAE Foundation has provided start-up funding to UTCE to 
help fulfill our long-range goal of establishing a professional 
state-based association in every state in the nation.

For a look at some of the other work in which your AAE Foun-
dation is involved, and to get to know our outstanding Foundation 
Board Members, visit our website at www.aaeteachers.org.  

At the end of the year if you are looking for a tax break, consider mak-
ing a tax-deductible contribution to the AAE Foundation.  You can even 
make contributions online.  Your gift will help support our efforts to 
promote professionalism in education.

Two New State 
Partners Join AAE
Teachers in Florida and Utah find freedom 
and quality in professional associations Utah Council of Educators board members (left to right): Marjoe 

Back, Kelly Tauteoli, Jonathan Lawes, and Dave Barrett.

Association of American Educators State Partners

PEN Executive Director, Cathy DeMoisey
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Arizona Professional Educators 
www.azpe.org   

Arkansas State Teachers Association
www.astapro.org   

Associated Professional Educators of 
Louisiana 
www.apeleducators.org   

Association of Professional Oklahoma 
Educators
www.apoe.org

Kansas Association of American 
Educators
www.kanaae.org   

Kentucky Association of Professional 
Educators 
www.kentuckyteachers.org 

Northwest Professional Educators 
www.nwpe.org    

Pennsylvania - Keystone Teachers 
Association 
www.keyta.org

Professional Educators 
Network of Florida
www.penfl.org 

Professional Educators of Iowa 
www.peiowa.org 

Professional Educators of Tennessee 
www.teacherspet.com     

Utah Council of Educators
www.utce.org 

Virginia Professional Educators 
www.VirginiaEducators.org 



Students say that when they walk into 
history teacher Angie Dorman’s class-
room, she is there waiting to make their 
instruction time with her pleasant, enrich-
ing,  and exciting. Now the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education (USDOE) has recog-
nized the exceptional teaching of Angie 
Dorman of Warden, Washington.

In a surprise announcement at a school 
assembly, Cindi Williams from the U.S. 
Department of Education joined U.S. 
Representative Doc Hastings in honoring 
Angie as a No Child Left Behind 2006 
American Star of Teaching.  

A member of Northwest Professional 
Educators (an Association of American 
Educators affiliate), Angie is a tireless 
advocate for raising the standards of her 
students by doggedly urging them to seek 
college degrees.  
In her com-
munity where 
the majority of 
residents are 
migrant work-
ers and many 
students end 
their formal edu-
cation at high 
school, Dorman 
constantly pro-
motes high ex-
pectations.  An-
gie has played a 
key role in enrolling twelve students from 
Warden High School at the University of 
Idaho. Among those students, she regu-
larly checks in with them to see how they 
are doing.

U.S. Secre-
tary of Educa-
tion Margaret 
Spellings said, 
“Teachers like 
Angie Dorman 
never give up on 
a child.  They be-
lieve every child 
—regardless of 
race, income, or 
zip code—can 
achieve high 

standards in school....With a great teacher, 
every child can and will reach grade level. 
We’re proud to honor these excellent teach-
ers for their hard work and commitment to 
leaving no child behind.”

One teacher will be recognized in 
every state and the District of Colum-
bia this fall. A committee of former 
teachers at the U.S. Department of 

Education selected the American Stars 
from among 4,000 nominations—twice 
as many as received in 2005—based on 
their success in improving academic per-
formance and making a difference in their 
students’ lives.

“Angie is a committed and forward-
thinking professional,” said Cindy Omlin, 
Executive Director of Northwest Profes-
sional Educators. “We are proud to have 
her as a member.”  

For more information about Northwest Pro-
fessional Educators, visit www.nwpe.org.

Left: Holding back tears of joy, Angie ac-
cepted the U.S. Department of Education’s 
2006 American Star Award in front of cheer-
ing students and staff in her school’s gym.
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A Star is Born
AAE member Angie Dorman is honored by the U.S. 
Department of Education
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In 2003, Dorman sent an e-mail to UI Pro-
fessor Dale Graden to ask for financial help 
for a deserving student. The conversations 
that followed opened the doors for the first 
Warden student to attend college in Mos-
cow with assistance from the university’s 
College Assistance Migrant Program.

Helping Families
The next step was to convince parents 

to send their kids to college outside of 
the community. With a community 
college nearby, parents didn’t un-
derstand why their children had 
to go to a larger university, 
particularly one out of state. 
Dorman’s biggest challenge 
came in changing the per-
ception that once kids leave 
the area, they don’t return 
home.            

“In our culture, girls only 
leave home when they get 
married and guys stay with the 
family and work the farms,” said 
Monica Martinez, a sophomore 
pursuing a degree in Latin 
American studies and 
Spanish.            

application and financial aid forms did they 
realize I was serious about college.”            

“Now that we’re here, our parents are 
completely supportive,” he said. “But we 
have high expectations to live up to—the 
community sees us as role models for the 
younger students. There’s a lot of pressure 
to complete our education and act respon-
sibly.”            

“All honest work deserves respect. These 
families have worked hard to provide for 
their kids and their future,” said Dorman. 
“The kids need to realize that a college edu-
cation is within their grasp and they should 
take advantage of the opportunities their 
parents did not have.”            

In 2003, Ricardo Buenrostro was the first 
from Warden to enter UI. His journey was 
carefully watched by the families in War-
den. The following year, three more stu-
dents made the move to Moscow. This fall, 
eight additional students enrolled at the uni-
versity.            

“Warden High School has about 200 
kids,” said Dorman. “We now have twelve 
enrolled at the university, 
including two Gates Mil-
lennium Scholars. UI has 
been instrumental in help-
ing these kids believe that 
a university education is 
possible.”            

Dorman continues to 
play the role of shepherd. 
She piques student interest 
in college, coordinates vis-
its to campus, and invites 
university representatives 
to Warden to meet with the 
students.             

“When we come to War-
den each fall, Angie has 
the students lined up with 
completed enrollment and 
financial aid applications,” 
said Yolanda Bisbee, UI 
CAMP program director. “She ensures they 
hit all the deadlines.”

Dorman also follows the students’ aca-
demic progression once they’re at UI. 
“She’s a second mom to the group. She calls 
me almost daily to make sure I’m doing my 
homework before goofing off. She checks in 
with every Warden kid on campus through-
out the week, and knows exactly what’s go-
ing on. If I mess around, she’s among the 
first to know,” said Garza.

Working with the 
University

Besides making sure 
her students toe the line, 
Dorman ensures that UI 
lives up to the reputa-
tion she conveys to her 
students— an institution 
committed to enhancing 
the personal growth and 
civic responsibility of stu-
dents.            

“The University of Ida-
ho is dedicated to creating 
a diverse alumni base,” 
said Dorman. “I couldn’t 
go out in good faith and 
talk about UI to kids and 
their parents if I didn’t 
see the university’s long-
term commitment to people of diverse back-
grounds.”            

“A friend of mine often criticizes academ-
ic institutions. He claims they like to talk 
about diversity, but are only interested in 

sports teams and short-term 
diversity numbers,” she 
said. “I use the University 
of Idaho as a rebuttal. UI 
doesn’t just recruit diverse 
students and consider their 
work finished. They contin-
ue to work with the students 
throughout college.”            

Martinez said that mi-
grant families tend to be 
tight-knit, which means 
children return to the area 
to raise families. Those who 
return with an education 
have done more than enrich 
themselves; they offer their 
knowledge to the communi-
ty, sowing seeds that yield a 
fine crop.            

“By not working side-
by-side in the fields with our parents, we 
might be making life difficult for them. But 
by getting an education, we’re making life 
better for ourselves and future generations. 
We don’t want our kids to have the hard life 
we’ve had,” said Martinez.

The families in Warden support those 
dreams. Garza’s family was in a car acci-
dent in December 2004; his father’s ability 
to work has been limited and the family has 
been strapped financially. Even so, his par-

Northwest Professional Educator 
Helps Migrant Families Sprout a 
Hopeful Future

Sowing Seeds 
of Hope

The town of Warden, Washington, is 
barely a dot on the map. As a small 
farming community with a popula-

tion of just over 2,600—over half of which 
are migrant workers—it would seem that 
the roads to success are limited.     

Angie Dorman, a Warden High School 
teacher and member of Northwest Profes-
sional Educators (NWPE), is working to 
change that mentality and develop a strong, 
stable community. Her route to accomplish-
ing that goal: get kids to college and support 
them through achievement of their degrees.       

“T he 2000 census revealed that only
thirty-six people in our community had at-
tained a bachelor’s degree,” said Dorman, 
who teaches history at Warden High School 
and is pursuing her doctoral degree in his-
tory at the University of Idaho (UI). “I want 
these kids to get their degrees.”            

Many of the workers in the area come for 
the seasonal work and leave for jobs else-
where or return to Mexico when harvest is 
complete in late fall.            

“We go where the work is,” said Carlos 
Hernandez, a criminal justice major at the 
University of Idaho. “We have an unspoken 
rule that education is acceptable as long as it 
doesn’t interfere with work or money.”            

In the few months of the year that Dor-
man has migrant students in class, she asks 
questions that make them think about their 
futures.       

“She came up to me and asked what I 
was planning on doing with the rest of my 
life,” said Tony Garza, a freshman at the 
university. “When I shrugged, she 
said that I can choose to settle for 
a mediocre life, or I can go to 
college and have a better life. 
That’s when I made the decision 
to come here.”           

ents encouraged him to go away to college 
and are willing to deal with tight finances 
in hopes that his degree will earn more for 
the family and blaze the trail for other kids 
in the family.            

“The parents I work with know that field-
work is not stable. They want a better life 
for their kids—a life where their kids can 
choose the type of work they do,” said Dor-
man. “They want their kids to be free from 
worry that a bad back will give out, bring-
ing a prompt end to that season’s work and 
income.”            

She believes that alumni are the key to 
low-income and diverse students seeking 
higher education. “I encourage alumni and 
other patrons of the university to donate to 
the programs that support these kids. A little 
financial help changes the opportunities 
available to these students, and as a result, 
changes an entire community,” she said.            

When students and parents thank Dorman 
for her help to make college a reality, they 
ask how they can repay her. She simply asks 
that the favor be passed along. “When the 
kids graduate from college and get on their 
feet, I ask them to give money for scholar-
ships back to Warden High School.”       

Northwest Professional Educators is an affiliate 
of the Association of American Educators. This 
was adapted from an article by Joni Kirk who 
works in media relations for the University of 
Idaho.

Northwest Professional Educator 
and AAE member, Angie Dorman 
helps the children of migrant work-
ers attend a university.

Member Profi le

Hernandez ’s 
parents thought 
he was joking 
about going to col-
lege. “Only when 
they had to sign my 

“In our culture, girls only leave home when 
they get married and guys stay with the family 
and work the farms.”  - Monica Martinez

Angie Dorman’s work was featured in the March 
2006 issue of Education Matters.


