OnPoint Prize for Excellence in Education
Educator of the Year
Sample Nomination Excerpt

This sample nomination excerpt is intended to illustrate how a compelling nomination
might be organized. Nomination materials are welcome in the format that best illustrates
the strengths and unique skills of the teacher. Please review the acceptable file types
and tips for success at: https://www.onpointprize.com/EOTYguidelines
Excerpt includes:
• Strong letters of recommendation
• A brief statement of educational philosophy unique to the nominee
• Portfolio including:
o A variety of engaging lessons
o Photo montage of finished projects
o Examples of the nominee’s leadership through extracurricular activities
o Essay questions addressing nominee’s strengths as an educator and
referring to the lessons and photos provided
Notes:
•

For brevity, parts of this nomination were omitted, including parent letters of
support and a video of student performances.

•

There is no requirement for length of responses or number of examples. The
nomination should help the OnPoint Prize Selection Committee get to know the
educator and understand his/her impact.

•

This nomination was organized by parents who worked with school staff and
student families to collect the materials presented.

•

During evaluation, the OnPoint Prize Selection Committee noted that the
materials provided made a strong case for the nominee’s creative facilitation,
ability to foster a safe environment for risk taking, and her focus on the cultivation
of student voices in all aspects learning.

•

These examples are available for review and should not be duplicated.

Philosophy of Teaching: Addie Lyden
“Leave people brighter, softer, freer, and lighter than when you found them.” -Victoria Erickson
This quote is my mantra for teaching and life. We all have had a teacher that either uplifted us
or broke our spirit. That is how powerful teachers are in our lives. I look back to my own
education and will always recall the time a teacher scolded me. It was over a small issue that I
am sure the teacher quickly forgot about, but I can feel the sting of it like it was yesterday. It
literally crushed me and shut down my learning. But then there were the teachers I had who
brought out my inner spirit and confidence. Those who inspired me and connected with me. It
took me years of teaching to fully realize the impact that teachers have on the psyche of a childthat there is so much more to teaching than content and skills. My goal has always been to get
to know the students and uplift who they are. To start them down a path to knowing their own
identify and strengths. And I aim daily to tear down the walls of institutional racism that has
dominated our educational system since its beginning. A system that has created a society of
haves and have-nots that we are just now beginning to fully see.
I was 21 years old when I started teaching high school social studies. I bumbled my way through
my first couple of years thinking that the key to teaching was about the firm demanding of
students, rigor, and creative lessons. Looking back, I was working way too hard to keep
students engaged by entertaining them or pushing them all towards the perfect essay to get into
the four-year university. I worked to plan lessons that I thought were the best for creating future
historians, politicians, lawyers, and activists. But in those early years, I did not slow down
enough to really know the youth in front of me. I believe most teachers start this way before
they realize the heart of teaching has absolutely nothing to do with lessons.
There was a defining moment in those early years that literally woke me up to what teaching
means. I was teaching a sophomore student who had been very quiet in the classroom all year.
I didn’t really know her, and later realized that I had never asked anything about who she was as
an individual. She asked if she could meet with me at lunch, and I was sure it was about
makeup work and how to get a better grade. Our meeting blindsided me, as she told me the
reason that she was behind in class was that she was hiding a pregnancy that her parents
would never support. She had nobody else to talk to about it, so she sought out advice from a
teacher. I was so young and not sure of the best advice that I could give; as it turns out she
wanted me to go to an abortion clinic with her. After a lot of tears, we ended up working through
getting counseling and a plan to tell her parents (which she did, and they were much more
supportive than she expected). What this experience taught me as a new teacher was that
students are carrying so much more than what we see on the outside. It was at that moment
that my philosophy of teaching changed. I decided to know my students. What has worked best
for me over my twenty-four years of teaching is just to offer myself to students to talk privately,
and also to ask questions of them. The one question that has opened them up more than
anything is simply: “How are you doing? What is going on in your life?” And then to make real
time to talk when they are ready. I learned to listen, and in doing this I have learned more about
humanity and myself that any lesson plan could have ever achieved.
This philosophy has opened up the relationships I have with students. I had a student say to me
once, “Ms. Lyden- you are a great teacher not because of your lessons. Your lessons aren’t
really any different than any other teacher. But you are great because you care and I trust you.
So I do the assignments because you tell me they are important for my future.” If I could give

one piece of advice to a new teacher, it would be to save your energy for the relationships; don’t
burn yourself out over which article to use or planning a song and dance each day for students.
Use that extra energy and space in your mind and heart to work with kids and know your kids.
Be available.
While teaching is a labor that constantly evolves and matures with experience, I have stayed
true to this priority. And because of it, I have had many difficult, but also joyous, moments. I
have counseled students through deaths of both peers and family members. I have bought
groceries for a student who is homeless. I have helped students write immigration pleas for
their parents held in a detention center during the ICE raids. I have worked with a student
through a Measure 11 probation program and have been there to meet with his attorney
because his mom didn’t understand the legal system (I also teach law). My husband (also a
teacher) and I have picked up a runaway student and brought her home on a Sunday night. I
have worked with rape cases and connecting young women with School Resource officers. I
have made far too many calls to DHS over child and sexual abuse. I have been the person a
student confided in over a sexually transmitted disease before they would talk to a parent or a
doctor. I have marched with students to support them in a walkout over gun reform and school
shootings. I have walked with students and families to support policing reform after George
Floyd’s murder. I have helped suicidal students, among other mental illnesses, get counseling
and treatment. I have delivered course materials to a young woman living in a foster group
home because she had no internet during online learning. I have picked up a senior student in
my neighborhood every day in the morning because she needed a ride to school to able to
graduate on time. I have been to multiple funerals of students. Many of these issues are really
hard. But there are also the moments of joy, where you get to celebrate with students. I have
attended a Quinceañera, multiple baby showers, and weddings of current and former students.
I have celebrated with a family who had the DACA papers accepted that we worked on together.
I have had tamales dropped off at my front door in thanks. I have had an ornament made out of
chip bags for me from a dad in the Immigration Detention Center in Tacoma. I have attended
grad parties for seniors who barely made it to graduation, seeing the joy on their parents’ faces.
I have celebrated with a student who had a gender reassignment surgery and supported him as
he told his story in front of the entire school. I have had students run into my room to tell me
that they finally came out to their family, and they are finally able to be their true selves. I am
not saying all of this to brag about my work with students. Every teacher that cares has
countless stories such as mine. If they don’t, they haven’t discovered the heart of a teacher.
What I want people outside of education to know is what teaching is really like, and when you
put your heart into it and make yourself available, this is the magic.
Because of the relationships I have developed, I have learned that we, as educational
institutions, are filling the many roles needed in our society. And my philosophy of teaching is
that if not us, then who? I dream someday that we have the mental health support and
resources that our students need. Our school has a high poverty rate, and with poverty comes
many issues brought into students’ lives. These issues are really hard, and they impact learning
and equity. I have heard some teachers say that they don’t ask students how they are because
they know that the answer will involve many hours of emotional support that they just can’t give
right now. I understand- I have my own kids and family, too. But I can tell you that when you
open yourself up to really know students, you realize how much they need us. We are the ones
closest to youth. They often don’t go to see school counselors because they have a better and
closer relationship to teachers. Like I said before, it is a labor of love. And I would not trade this
career for any other if doing it all over.

Finally, I wanted to mention the work that schools are also doing to break down hundreds of
years of racism in our society. These issues intersect with issues of poverty and equity. On top
of filling the other roles our country needs, I also believe the role of a teacher should be to
question practices in education that continue to put barriers up for BIPOC, women, and
LGBTQ+ students. Our school had a major boundary change five years ago that took us from
majority white and high SES demographics to now mostly BIPOC students with about half of our
students qualifying for free and reduced lunch. With this change, our school brought in new
leadership and philosophies. Our new principal knew that we had to focus much more on equity
for our students, and with that we began an overhaul of our systems. We had ignored the data
and issues as a district and school for years. I was asked to be a teacher on special
assignment (TOSA) and to work on staff development and anti-racism work, along with a team
from other high schools. When we developed an equity team and broke down statistics, it was
revealed that we had long-standing racism and discrimination that was silencing some students
and causing others to fail or succeed. We discovered huge gaps of student success and where
many problems lie systemically in schools. We found racism and discrimination in who is
celebrated in not only our school, but also curricular areas of in history, the arts, the sciences,
and literature. We found that our lessons used academic vocabulary that was not always known
by students of poverty or non-white academia. Once I started studying systemic racism and
achievement gaps, I realized they dominate every aspect of education in our country. I see them
everywhere. This has become my focus over the past give years, and a lot of it comes with
getting to know students and their families and asking them what works for their education. We
have done home visits to try to bring back chronic non-attenders. We meet as teachers now
regularly to do this work. We have done book groups to discuss ongoing issues. I have made it
a deliberate point to restructure all of my curriculum to build empathy and give voice to those
perspectives that we have ignored in history. Every student can learn from others’ stories and
learn to be inclusive of others. My philosophy is that those in education have to start doing this
work now, as racism and inequality is tearing this society apart and leaving kids behind. It is the
most important work schools can do.
Along with this TOSA assignment, I was also approached and asked to advise our new Black
Student Union Club. Working with and learning from our Black students has been the most
rewarding and educational experience for me over my career. We have hosted student panels
for youth around the Portland metro area to discuss racism. We have met at the NAACP office
in Portland, have done a day of service together on MLK Day, have attended many youth
leadership conferences, presented at Diversity assemblies, spoken at school board meetings,
and created the first Beaverton School District Black Graduation. We have cried together over
the killings of unarmed Black citizens and have fought hard together for Black Lives Matter.
These kids have had a profound impact on my life and on our community. And again, all I did
was listen and support them. They have also helped us to identify the racial gaps in our
schools. They have made us, as a district, very aware of the need to hire teachers of color.
BSU has become a major part of our school’s culture and has also connected our students with
BSUs around the Portland area.
To wrap this up, I want to take it back to the quote I started with. When a student enters a
school or a classroom, a teacher can either break this child or uplift this child. The teacher
controls that room and that relationship. We control which people we celebrate in history.
Every day, our teachers should be leaving these students better than we found them. While
schools are about academics and skills, they are really about helping students through life and
relationships. They are an integral piece of the puzzle of a stronger society. If Covid-19 has
taught us anything, it is that our society can’t function without schools and teachers.
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March 6, 2021
To Whom It May Concern:
I have the distinct honor of recommending Ms. Addie Lyden for the OnPoint Educator of the Year Award. Addie Lyden is a
consummate professional, educator, teacher leader, and student mentor at Southridge High School in the Beaverton School
District. Addie makes our school better, and the teaching profession better across the board.
We have many outstanding teachers at Southridge High School. They cover all subjects and grade levels. Many teachers stand
out as the "among the best", but few rise to the top like Addie. She always places the well-being of the student alongside the
academic content. Students are welcomed daily, encouraged to be themselves, and honored for their voice, their
inquisitiveness, and their work. Addie sees every student in her classroom as able and capable. Addie teaches social studies at
Southridge High School and lends her expertise in US History, Law, Gender Studies, and IB history within our academic program.
As Principal I often rely on teacher leaders to lend their voice and wisdom in the decision-making process. For my five years at
Southridge High School, I have asked Addie to use her leadership skills in multiple areas. I highlight several below:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Being an AVID elective teacher. Addie supported and mentored students in our AVID-elective program for four years.
Leading staff through her role as a Professional Development Teacher on Special Assignment (PD TOSA). Addie worked
with staff for several years as a PD TOSA facilitating staff learning and guiding decision-making on building goals and
work.
Serving on our School Leadership Team. Addie's voice help guide Southridge High School Leadership moves by sitting
at the table and being part of the broader conversation around vision and mission work.
Establishing an Equity Team. Addie, alongside several other teachers, created and facilitated our first Equity Team
looking at Anti-Bias and Anti-Racist work.
Creating a venue for our Black Student Union to prosper, to have a voice, and to improve our community. Addie's work
in building our Affinity Group Model at Southridge High School is thoughtful and purposeful.
Working alongside peers in being a LINK program Advisor. Addie has spent multiple years supporting our incoming
freshman students as they transition from eighth grade to high school.

I am honored to recommend Ms. Addie Lyden for this prestigious and thoughtful award. Thank you for considering this
dedicated, determined, student-centric, and visionary teacher leader.
Respectfully submitted,
David Nieslanik
Southridge High School Principal
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1 April 2021
To Whom It May Concern:
I am writing this letter of recommendation on behalf of Addie Lyden for OnPoint Educator of the
Year. Addie is a passionate educator who cares deeply about her students.
When I joined Southridge High School four years ago, Addie was one of the first to reach out to me
welcoming me on board. That kindness and care for others is a hallmark of her style. Since then, she
has continued to be generous with her time by seeking out opportunities to collaborate with
colleagues to improve her teaching to create rich and meaningful educational experiences for her
students. She takes joy in sharing with her colleagues the resources she has developed and in trying
new things.
Just one example of her growth mentality can be seen as Southridge makes changes to our two-year
IB History HL course. The second year of the course has a regional focus and our school is
transitioning from a second year focus on European history to one that has a second year focus on the
history of Latin America. The previous teacher of the European history opted to not to take on the
new course. Addie volunteered to teach this course despite not being a specialist in the region. I teach
year one of the course and I have seen her first hand dive in to reading about 20th century Mexico and
Cold War Latin America. She sees this for what it is: an opportunity for her to learn and improve her
teaching, and to provide a rich and relevant course for our students. She has done the same in her
preparations for teaching the Gender Studies course. Addie is not one to say “I haven’t done this
before so I’m not going to do it.” Rather, she considers what is best for students and then puts in the
work to get there.
Addie advocates for and amplifies the perspectives of students of color. Addie is a white woman with
a white family who grew up in a homogenous environment. Despite that she has done a remarkable
job as the club advisor for our Black Student Union. She has collaborated with other teachers and
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administrators to bring the voice and perspective of the students of the BSU to the entire student
body. Our BIPOC students are more seen due to her work that goes beyond her teaching duties.
Addie sees the humanity in her students. Her empathy informs what she does, and it makes her
colleagues and school better for it. I recommend her for this award without hesitation.

Sincerely,
Anil Naik
Social Studies Department
Southridge High School
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My name is Elijah Jagne, I’m a senior at Southridge High School and I had Mrs. Lyden for law
earlier this year. Though I never had her class in person I felt very welcomed and comfortable. I
had previously interacted with Mrs. Lyden as she ran my school’s Black Student Union, and as I
am a black student, she had asked me to join. I regret declining, but I was knee-deep in my
Junior-year studies. Despite barely knowing me she would still check in with me anytime she’d
see me in the halls, and let me know that she would be happy to have me if I decided to join the
BSU.
Because of these previous interactions, I knew that I was in good hands when I went into her
Law class. What I appreciated about the way she taught Law was how she incorporated
conversations about racial justice into her lessons about criminal justice, as the two often
overlap in this country. I remember a specific instance where we were studying a case of two
men who committed the same crime and were tried by the same judge on the same day. One of
those men was white, and the other was black. The black man was sentenced much more
harshly, and Mrs. Lyden took this as an opportunity to educate on the disproportionate
prosecution of blacks in the criminal justice system. She didn’t have to do that, but she used her
position as a teacher to create a conversation around a complex and unfortunately controversial
issue.
I wish I was able to have Mrs. Lyden’s class in person, but I am so excited for the students who
will be able to have her class in person as we all return to school. She is a fantastic teacher and
an even better person.

Immigrant Voices (unit: Who is American and What is an American?)
Note- most
student
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removed,
but photos
in this work
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without
permission.

Leading Staff Development and Equity Team- sample agenda
and student panel on for Conversation Around Race

Work with Black Student Union- events and projects

Student Letters and why relationship building matters

