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MEMORANDUM 
 
TO:  State Board of Education 
 
FROM: Mr. Robert Stephenson, 2009-2010 Michigan Teacher of the Year 
 
SUBJECT: Teacher of the Year Report 
 
In Okemos 
Okemos Public Schools, like many districts throughout the state, has been facing 
declining enrollment for some time.  As a result, the district is facing a $1.2 million 
deficit in the 2009-2010 school year.  This past December a Long Range Planning 
Committee was developed, led by a 60 member steering committee to explore 
potential configuration changes, as well as develop non-reconfiguration options 
that could increase revenue.  After significant research and debate, the steering 
committee put forth a recommendation to the Okemos School Board in March, 
2009.  On May 11, 2009, the Okemos School Board adopted the recommendation 
and voted to close two of the six elementary buildings (Wardcliff and Central) and 
reconfigure the district from a K-5, 6-8, 9-12 configuration to a K-4, 5-6, 7-8, 9-
12 arrangement.  Because the decision was made so late in the 2008-2009 school 
year, the board voted to delay the implementation until 2010-2011.  This was 
certainly the most sensitive way to address the transitions for students, their 
families, and the teachers; however, the district still has to face significant 
program cuts for the coming year.  The Okemos School Board has called several 
special meetings this summer to identify potential cuts and sales of properties to 
address the budget shortfall.  Although the district has made significant cuts in 
each of the last eight years, this round of cuts appears to have the most direct 
impact on classrooms and extra-curricular programs.   
 
As MTOY 
I have thoroughly enjoyed the summer thus far, and the networking I have 
experienced has been powerfully rewarding.  After attending the State Board of 
Education meeting on June 9th, I later met with former Michigan Teachers of the 
Year to benefit from their advice and wisdom.  It was immediately evident how 
this group will continue to serve as resources for MDE and me—they are a 
tremendous group if individuals.  At MDE, I met with Jean Shane, Marty Ackley, 
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and Lisa Hansknecht, and in each case, they gave me wonderful advice on how to 
maximize my MTOY experience.   I look forward to meetings with other directors 
to identify how I can best serve their initiatives.  I was also eager to meet with the 
Network of Michigan Educators to discuss the December conference and goals for 
the upcoming year.  Finally, I got to take part in Tom White’s Re-Imagine Webinar 
on June 30th.  Each collaborative encounter motivates me to learn all that I can 
from these amazing professionals and continue to advocate on behalf of the 
profession. 
 
I have been invited to speak at several events as well.  My first appearance was at 
the Great Start Collaboratives State Conference in Boyne Falls.  I briefly discussed 
the importance of establishing a partnership between 0-5 and K-16 educators.  
Being trained in Early Childhood Education, I am committed to supporting our 
youngest citizens, and I believe it is imperative to recognize the continuation of 
learning that begins at birth.   
 
Being an “out of the box” sort of educator, I tend to include innovative learning 
strategies in my classroom.  One of the presentations I have developed as MTOY 
is called “Promoting Innovation in the 21st Century Classroom - A Journey Through 
the 7 Cs.”  I was asked to present this twice in late June.  First, I spoke at the 
Michigan Association of Community and Adult Education One-Day Institute:  The 
Latest from Lansing - What You Need To Know for 2009-2010.  I met with 
teachers, administrators, and program directors and shared effective approaches 
for engaging struggling learners.  Second, I served as the Keynote Speaker at the 
Michigan Joint Education Conference (MCSS, MCTM, MSTA, MACUL, MAMSE) at 
Holt High School.  During this presentation, I emphasized the need for STEM 
(science, technology, engineering, and math) integration and described a 
classroom framework to enhance divergent and critical thinking skills. 
 
Finally, I was asked to participate in two different interviews.  While in Grand 
Rapids, I conducted a podcast interview on “Promoting Innovation in the 
Classroom” with Foxbright Company and MAMSE. The Michigan Education 
Association also contacted me to ask if I would be willing to appear in a Union 
Pride video they were preparing.  They wanted to film me teaching and interacting 
with students, as well as record a formal interview of my perceptions of the MEA 
and how it supports teachers and students.  My favorite part of the day was 
engaging the students.  They had brought in 20 middle school students to the new 
Pattengill Middle School in Lansing and I showed up with a crate of activities.  
Although it was meant to be more “staged,” I took advantage of the teaching time 
to use discrepant events to tap student scientific inquiry.  The best part was that 
the kids and I all forgot there were cameras in the room recording.  The camera 
people got really into the lesson as well!  The experience was a nice reminder to 
everyone involved that the ultimate goal has always got to be about student 
learning.   
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