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April marks Autism Awareness 
Month. Fund for Teachers is 
honored to use this issue of Odyssey 
to highlight several Fellows who 
pursued the topic last summer and 
returned from their fellowships 
with new instructional methods and 
strategies.

Marilyn Sandler’s 32 year career as a 
speech therapist took a life-changing turn 
when she applied for a Fund for Teachers 
grant through the Chicago Foundation for 
Education in 2006. Seeking opportunities 
to enhance her skill sets for students 
with autism, she stumbled across a 
word previously unknown and certainly 
unpronounceable. “Snoezelen.”  That 
word transformed her teaching and, this 
spring, begins changing the lives of 30 
students with autism and an additional 
60 students with special needs at 
Chicago’s Stockton Elementary School.

A contraction of the Dutch verbs 
“snuffelen” (to seek out or explore) and 
“doezelen” (to relax), Snoezelen was 
a veritable unknown form of therapy 
for people with autism and similar 
sensory processing disorders when 
Marilyn crafted her proposal for a Fund 
for Teachers grant three years ago. By 
incorporating a specialized selection 
of sensory equipment and materials, a 
Snoezelen room is designed to educate, 
stimulate, relax, calm or energize, as 
a multi-sensory experience or a single 
sensory focus, simply by adapting 
the lighting, atmosphere, sounds and 

textures to the needs of the person at that 
time.  As a result, this highly-motivating 
environment offers sensory activities 
that are meaningful and appropriate, 
facilitated and shared by a therapist, and 
liberating for students challenged in their 
education and therapy goals.

At the time, one of the world’s 
premiere Snoezelen experts worked at 
the Beit Issie Shapiro Center in Ra’anana, 
Israel, a special education center serving 
children with cognitive disabilities 
and autism. Marilyn used her Fund for 
Teachers grant to get there and soon 
after, the unknown, unpronounceable 
word became Marilyn’s two-year 
mission.

Upon returning to Chicago, Marilyn 
began a three-year crusade to raise 
money for her own Snoezelen room 
at Stockton. Her principal secured an 
empty room to demolish and rebuild, but 
Marilyn needed approximately $100,000 
to cover construction costs, Snoezelen 
equipment and training. 

While applications are still in the 
selection committees, we can 
reveal that 716 individuals and 
380 teams applied for a Fund for 
Teachers fellowship this year, 
representing 1,096 teachers and 894 
schools. Good luck to each of you!

For a look into Fund for Teachers’ 
selection process, see page six.
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When entering any Kindergarten classroom, I see the #1 rule, laminated and 
posted on the wall: When you have the answer, raise your hand.

In his inaugural speech, President Obama charged each of us to “raise our 
hands” to address the looming issues challenging this and future generations. I 
submit that there is no greater cause than educating our children and no better 
answer than supporting the teachers charged with their learning.

To quote a recent op-ed piece in The New York Times by Nicholas Kristof, “Good 
teachers matter more than anything: they are astonishingly important. It turns out 
that having a great teacher is far more important than being in a small class or going 
to a good school with a mediocre teacher.”

While most would certainly agree, finding and keeping that good teacher in an 
industry known for long hours and low compensation is as elusive as an elevated 
Dow Jones index. That’s where Fund for Teachers comes in. 

For nine years Fund for Teachers has been privileged to support the teachers 
who are on the front lines 
of one of the greatest 
challenges facing our 
national community - 
education.  We partner 
with agencies positioned 
at the forefront of the 
school reform movement, 
donors and communities 
locally and nationwide. Our 
focus has always been to 
provide teachers with the 
opportunity to design and 
follow their own innovative 
professional development 
experiences. Partnerships 
work when we’re all willing 
to be part of the answer. 

Join us in this effort: 
Raise your Hand with Fund 
for Teachers by supporting 
the one investment 
promising significant 
returns – our teachers, their 
students…our future. Fund 
for Teachers is grateful to 
all of our contributors for 
assisting us in supporting 
teachers’ vital and 
continuing work.  I invite you to email me at karen.kovach-webb@fundforteachers.
org to talk about how you can be part of the answer.
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Fund for Teachers enriches the personal 
and professional growth of teachers by 
recognizing and supporting them as they 
identify and pursue opportunities around 
the globe that will have the greatest impact 
on their practice, the academic lives of their 
students and their school communities.

Our Mission

From the Executive Director
Raise Your Hand



Aussie Autism Adventures

If one picture is worth a 
thousand words, a Fellows’ photo 
comprises a novel. In an attempt to 
capture the amazing stories behind 
each fellowship, we invite our 
Fellows to post their images and 
experiences online to create a virtual 
scrapbook. Depending on your 
preferences, we’ve created several 
options:

•  Flickr  A sampling of our 
2008 Fellows’ odysseys, as seen 
through a camera lens, depicts the 
breadth of their disciplines and 
experiences. Visit www.flickr.com/
groups/fundforteachers or, if you 
are a Fellow from previous years, 
post your own images with a “Fund 
for Teachers” tag. Visualizing our 
Fellows’ faces all over the world 
powerfully extends the scope of our 
collaborative efforts.

•  Facebook  Fund for Teachers 
now manages an eponymous 
group on Facebook. Become a 
member, join discussion topics, post 
announcements and links to your 
blogs, and enjoy this virtual meeting 
place for sharing experiences and 
ideas. While you’re logged in, also 
join the Fund for Teachers “Cause” 
and invite others to do the same.

 • You Tube If skateboarding 
bulldogs can appear on You Tube, 
why not Fund for Teachers? Upload 
videos of your post-fellowship 
events, student interviews or 
fellowship experiences for the world 
to see. Just be sure to tag them 
“Fund for Teachers.”

Each of these outlets is simply a 
means to an end: We want to follow 
our Fellows and remain aware of 
what they’re accomplishing back in 
the classroom. We look forward to 
creating an online community where 
dialog, ideas, and images are shared 
and Fund for Teachers’ digital 
imprint grows.

Flickr, Facebook 
and Fellows

Texas Teachers Journey to the Land Down Under 
for New Insight

Frank Baum’s Land of Oz offers flying monkeys, witch-killing twisters and a 
winding road of gold. Amy Dufrene and Leigh Childs, Odessa Kilpatrick Elementary 
in Katy, TX, found the mystery of autism equally as compelling. Their Fund for 
Teachers fellowship took them to the real land of Oz, also known as Australia, to 
learn from some of the world’s proverbial “wizards” in the field of autism spectrum 
disorders.

“We have a high incidence of autism on our campus, so Leigh and I wanted 
more skills to help our students acclimate in social settings,” said Amy. “Dr. Tony 
Atwood pioneered the only clinic in the world solely serving autism and Asperger’s, 
so that’s where we went.”

Aside from group training among specialists at Dr. Atwood’s Hearts and Minds 
Asperger and Autism Clinic, the duo benefitted from individualized instruction from 
Dr. Atwood and visited public and private schools to observe social skills training 
in action. Their subsequent new perspective on special education and inclusion of 
students into “regular” classrooms now impacts their entire school.

“We’re seeing less inappropriate behaviors and happier kids who don’t see 
themselves as so different anymore,” Amy reported. “We’ve been able to stress 
that autism is not a disability, but a behavior, and they’re learning how to handle 
it. After the in-services we conducted, all teachers are more informed, patient and, 
ultimately, more succesful with these students.” 

“Fund for Teachers provides an experience that is so unique because you 
design the grant based on what you need,” explained Amy. “Teachers can go to 
in-services and workshops and walk away with what the presenter wanted you 
to learn. But Leigh and I pursued what we wanted to better understand, we went 
out there and designed our own Fund for Teachers grant, and we brought our 
learning back home to apply it as we needed. Plus, we got to hold koala bears, pet 
kangaroos and snorkel on the Great Barrier Reef! How can you beat that?”

Amy added that, in addition to funding an otherwise impossible experience, 
Fund for Teachers validated their professional dedication. “We were like, ‘Wow! 
Someone really sees what we put into education and wants to give us something 
back in recognition of our effort!’ We came home fired up, wanting to try these 
things we learned and do what’s right for kids. We’re still on a high from it.”

As the incidence of autism rises to 1 in 150, the urgency to unlock the mysteries 
surrounding the disorder mounts for families and educators alike. Particularly 
during April’s Autism Awareness Month, we celebrate Amy and Leigh’s quest for a 
better place “somewhere over the rainbow” where answers to autism exist.
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Clair Durkes, Chicago
Roque de Duprey Elementary School

Every year, Clair observed Earth Day with her second graders by creating a 
proverbial craft or reading a predictable story. But it pretty much ended there. 
And that wasn’t enough for Clair. 

“I always had a passion for the environment, but never acted on it. When a 
mentor told me about Fund for Teachers, I thought, ‘This is my chance.’” Clair 
took her fellowship to Costa Rica to immerse herself in the country’s current 
efforts to live sustainably and peacefully with nature. She visited a community 
situated between primary and secondary rainforests, lived “off the grid” on the 
Osa Peninsula, and visited Corcovado National Park to witness environmental 
protection in action. She returned to Chicago committed to implementing her 
experience by crafting an Earth YEAR curriculum.

“My Fund for Teachers fellowship made me think about how I’m teaching in 
a whole different way,” said Clair. “Going to Costa Rica and living respectfully 
among nature made me realize I need to live like this and teach my kids to live 
like this day to day.”

Clair devoted the entire school year and every discipline around 
conservation. Why do we need trees? They studied oxygen. What is land 
erosion and pollution? They read The Great Kapok Tree. What is sustainable 
living? They studied Dr. Suess’ The Lorax. “Now they know the concepts and 
can apply that knowledge,” Clair said. “I used my experiences in Costa Rica, as 
well as literature, to build a foundation so now we can talk about larger issues 
like alternative energy.” 

Because she looks to the real world for applications, going to Costa Rica 
transformed Clair’s teaching. “I think about all the things from which students 
would benefit, not just math text books or standards,” she explained. “How do I 
want them to view the world? How do I want them to live? What should they be 
thinking? What kinds of things should I share with them to open their minds?”

Preservation and conservation aren’t topics one typically finds in educational 
standards, just as caring for and appreciating nature aren’t easily measured. But 
with Clair as a teacher, maybe such topics will become standard and, one day, 
environmental pursuits will be second nature.

Clair living “off the grid” somewhere in Costa Rica.

Right: Peter Duncanson, NYC
Brooklyn High School of the Arts

Attended the Alternative Energy Workshop in 
Hopeland, CA.

“In the end, we will conserve 
only what we love. We will love 
only what we understand. We 
will understand only what we 
are taught.” 
- Bab Dioum, Senegalese environmentalist

Left: Eleanor Morse, Houston
Poe Elementary

Examined coastal weathering, geologic formations, 
and natural resources in Oregon and Maine.

April 22nd marks the 39th anniversary 
of Earth Day, an annual celebration 
signifying the beginning of the modern 
environmental movement. Designed to 
inspire awareness of and appreciation 
for our environment, more than 1 billion 
people paticipate in Earth Day activities 
each year.  

We join this year’s celebration by 
highlighting the efforts of nine 2008 
Fellows for whom focusing on the earth 
and its eco-systems is not just a day, but 
a passion, and was also the focus of their 
Fund for Teacher fellowships.
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Michell Carter, Atlanta
Smith Elementary School

Michell teaches about conservation because her own 
education lacked it. “I didn’t learn about conservation when I 
was young and I believe that even now our country is behind in 
this area,” she observed. “We’re consumers. Our students need 
to learn, see and understand the issues, so they’ll make better 
choices and conserve our planet.”

Michell’s year-long emphasis on conservation with her 
fourth and fifth grade gifted students began as she collected 
trash on a remote island off Australia’s Great Barrier Reef. 
Her Fund for Teachers grant was designed to volunteer with 
The Earthwatch Institute, assessing the endangered Hawksbill 
turtles. In the evenings she joined others in collecting vast 
amounts of plastic products that washed up on the otherwise 
pristine shoreline. The environmental impact of  wasteful habits 
back home shocked her.

Back in Atlanta, Michell embarked on a trash drive. She 
welcomed her students back to school by collecting – and 
subsequently dumping – the entire fourth grade’s classroom 
trash from one day onto a tarp in her room. After giving the 
students plastic gloves, they became CSI detectives and dove 
into what constituted the refuse. 

“Fifty percent of the trash should have been recycled 

and wasn’t, even though our school maintains a recycling 
program,” explained Michell. “We weighed all the trash from 
six homerooms and figured out an amount of trash created per 
child. Those statistics fueled our campaign to reduce plastics in 
our school.” In March, they repeated the process and found that 
two classes reduced plastic waste by more than 50 percent and 
one classroom by 60 percent.

“My students are thrilled with themselves,” raved Michell. 
“Armed with successful experiences like this one, they see 
that they can make a difference in our environment.  After 
our experiement in recycling worked so well, one student 
proclaimed, ‘Today our classroom, tomorrow the world!’”

“My goal was to bring science into the real world for my 
students, and I did see the spark in their eyes when they watched 
video of me diving off a speed boat and onto the back of a sea 
turtle to collect scientific data,” Michell explained. “But I also see 
a dedication to conservation after sharing with them what our 
overuse of plastics does to those turtles. I hope they grow up 
thinking about it, becoming problem solvers and developing new 
technologies so we can conserve this planet longer.”

For more information about her experience, visit Michell’s 
blog: http://www.travelblog.org/Bloggers/Michell.

Left: Michell captures and tags a Hawksbill 
turtle for continued study after release.

Above: Jennifer Patton, Oklahoma
Central Middle School
Studied the environmental effects of weather 
on the marine ecosystems of the Florida Keys.

Debra Anderson, Houston

The Woodlands High School

Volunteered with the Caribbean Conservation Corporation 

and Sea Turtle Survival League to research and study coral 

reef and sea turtle health.

Joy Bautista, Boston

Boston Arts Academy

Observed Darwin’s 

journey by touring and 

studying the islands 

and volunteering at the 

Tortoise Breeding Center.

Ruth Corley, San Francisco
Creative Arts Charter School
Spent five weeks in Honduras living 

with a host family, navigating through 

rainforests and cloud forests, and 

assisting the Utila Centre for Marine 

Ecology in coral reef research.

Katherine Clunis, BostonMission Hill K-8 SchoolPursued schoolyard ecology, an 
inquiry-based form of instruction 
that teaches children to look at 
the environment “right here, right 
now” in Ecuador.



Fellow Creates Haven for Students with Autism (Continued)

director of Fund for Teachers. “With her 
2006 grant as a catalyst, Marilyn irrevocably 
changed the landscape of a school and 
the lives of its students  with special needs 
and their families. We are so proud of her 
accomplishments.”

For more information on Snoezelen 

rooms and the equipment that makes 
them so unique and effective, visit http://
www.snoezeleninfo.com and the American 
Association of Multi Sensory Environments 
site at http://www.aamse.us.  To read 
Marilyn’s blog from her Fund for Teachers 
fellowship, visit http://www.shalomisrael18.
blogspot.com

After being honored as a 2006 
Fellow at Chicago’s Fund for Teachers 
Reflections event, Marilyn approached 
guest speaker (then CEO of Chicago 
Public Schools, now Secretary of 
Education), Arne Duncan. With proposal 
in hand, Marilyn asked Mr. Duncan 
for funds to create a state-of-the-art 
Snoezelen room and Duncan agreed 
to help. Although the process took two 
years, Duncan and the Chicago Public 
Schools did match funds Marilyn secured 
through the Washington Square Health 
Foundation, Robert and Diane Levy, 
and additional private donors. In March, 
Stockton’s Snoezelen room opened for 
business.

“The immediate impact of this room 
is dramatic and amazing,” said Marilyn. 
“We’ve witnessed a child wave goodbye 
for the first time! One four-year-old 
student said his first word in our room.”

“We really do believe that Fund for 
Teachers changes the world one teacher 
at a time and Marilyn is living proof,” 
said Karen Kovach Webb, executive 

With more than 1,100 applications 
from deserving teachers this year, how 
do we end up with our 2009 Fellows? 
Glad you asked!

Teachers applying for a Fund for 
Teachers grant submit a coversheet, 
proposal and itemized budget by 
January 30th of the granting year. Once 
submitted, their applications are read 
and sorted by our local partners and 
members of the national staff. 

After the proposals are reviewed, a 
committee of community leaders, former 
Fellows and donors are invited to review 
the proposals. Each participant in the 
selection process receives no more than 
15 proposals to score individually. 

In each program location on 
a designated evening, a selection 
committee meets and each reader 
joins two other readers who read and 
reviewed the same proposals. This 
“cluster” discusses their proposals and 
ultimately determines the proposals 
recommended for funding – always a 
lively debate! 

The final step of the process 
incorporates a “Round Robin” forum 
for each cluster to present their top 
proposals, ensuring a collective 
discussion and agreement on the 
selected applications. Grants are 

awarded until the alotted money is 
depleted or the quality of the proposals is 
diminished.  At the end of the night, the 
selection committee ushers in the new 
class of Fund for Teachers Fellows. 

Fellows are notified by mail no later 
than March 31st. When a proposal is not 
selected, Fund for Teachers provides 
feedback and applicants are encouraged to 
reapply the following year. 

Selection committees have already 
convened in Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, 
Minnesota, NYC, Oakland, and San 
Francisco, as well as for the Expeditionary 
Learning Schools and the Rural Schools 
and Community Trust. Watch our web 
site as we announce the 2009 Fellows on 
Tuesday, May 5 – National Teacher Day.

Well Chosen
How does Fund for Teachers Choose Its Fellows?

Last fall, Fund for Teachers 
welcomed the Atlanta Education 
Fund as our newest community 
partner. The Atlanta Education 
Fund’s mission is to galvanize 
community support to accelerate 
and sustain student achievement 
in Atlanta’s public schools.  
Its goal is to enhance the 
community’s capacity to lead, 
support, monitor, and advocate 
for effective education reforms 
for all students of the district.  

“I am excited about this 
partnership between the Atlanta 
Education Fund and Fund 
for Teachers,” said Hosanna 
Johnson, AEF president. “In 
all of the work that we do to 
support the district, the quality of 
Atlanta’s schools is only as good 
as the quality of the teachers.  
We are happy to be part of a 
program that gives back to those 
who most deserve it.” 

Community 
Partners Spotlight 

Congratulations to Fund for 
Teachers Founder Raymond Plank, 
who will receive the University 
of Oklahoma’s Jeannine Rainbolt 
College of Education’s Award of 
Distinction at the ninth annual 
Celebration of Education in 
Oklahoma on May 1st. 

University of Oklahoma 
Honors Fund for Teachers 
Founder With Prestigious 
Honor

Los Angeles selection committee members Deanna 
Nash, John Kannofsky, Jann Carl Sears, Brian Carl and 
Karen Kovach Webb.

Bubble tubes and fiber optics are two elements that 
make an interactive Snoezelen room so effective.



That dialog opens up conversations 
that change their impressions of public 
education,” continued Ronia. “After 
we share the power of our Fund for 
Teachers experience, they respond, 
‘Now I get it. The more you see, the 
more you do, the more you know — 
that makes you a better teacher.’ Our 
demeanor sells what we’re trying to say 
and our authentic experiences from our 
fellowship translate to what we do in 
the classroom. When I’m teaching about 
Monet’s garden in Giverny and I actually 
smelled those flowers, I get so excited 
and the kids perceive it. Anecdotes from 
our fellowship draw my kids in and give 
us credibility so they can’t tune us out – 
we’re too excited to be ignored.”

Sadler Arts Academy students aren’t 
the only ones recognizing these devoted 
teachers’ passion for their profession. 
Since their Fund for Teachers fellowship, 
Ronia received one of 50 nationally 
awarded Milken Educator Awards 
and Georgie accepted the Oklahoma 
Foundation for Excellence’s 2009 Medal 
for Excellence in Elementary Education. 
Ronia and Georgie represent the 
qualities of dedication, inspiration and 
enthusiasm indicative of all our Fellows 
and we congratulate them all on their 
successes.
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Monet believed “the point of 
Impressionism is to teach people to 
see in a new way.” Ronia Davison 
and Georgie Chapuis, third and eighth 
grade teachers at Sadler Arts Academy 
in Muskogee, OK, agreed. So while 
the water lilies and wheat fields of 
Impressionist masterpieces originally 
lured them to Paris, the natural beauty 
inspiring those works catalyzed their 
desire to capture the essence of 
Impressionist Europe and convey those 
images to their students.

“Standing below the cool mist of 
Trummelbach Falls and in Monet’s 
garden in Giverny, we had an epiphany: 
Even though we could not physically 
bring our students to this reverent place, 
we could offer them the opportunity to 
discover the beauty that already exists in 
the world around them,” recalled Ronia.

Supported by enthusiastic 
colleagues, Ronia and Georgie launched 
the study of Impressionism in their 
K-8 academy, beginning with Back To 
School night. With the entire school 
staff dressed in painters’ attire and 
matching French berets, les madames 
deux greeted more than 300 students, 
parents and community leaders with a 
presentation of their fellowship, snacks 
with a French flair and an introduction to 
the year-long Impressionism theme. 

In the weeks and months that 
followed, students transformed the 

blank canvasses of school hallways 
into museums overflowing with artistic 
expressions. One evening in November, 
the school flung open its doors to 
host  “Gallery Night,” during which the 
students introduced their masterpieces 
to family and friends.

“When we stood back and looked 
at all the beauty created through the 
eyes of children, Georgie and I were 
so emotional at our ability to bring 
our vision of Impressionism to these 
students,” shared Ronia. “Witnessing 
their beaming faces as they described 
their projects to parents touched us 
personally and professionally and 
subsequently closed the gap between 
parents and teachers to facilitate even 
better communication.” 

Their year-long focus culminated in 
March when students of all ages mixed 
into clusters to experience the great 
masters of Impressionism in a variety of 
settings and activities.

“A certain energy comes when 
you’re on fire and bursting over with 
excitement and love and adoration,” 
explained Ronia. “You have the stamina 
and the mind power to pursue your 
dreams. Fund for Teachers opens up 
doors for educators that fuels that 
energy and makes those dreams a 
reality.”

“Others ask me, ‘How does getting 
money make you a better teacher?’ 
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Making a Good Impression
Oklahoma Fellows’ Road to Impressionism Leads to 
School-Wide Initiatives

Above: Ronia’s students recreate her 
experience in Giverny, placing themselves in 
the picture instead.

Left: Ronia pauses on the iconic bridge in 
Monet’s Giverny garden. 



Fund for Teachers
2000 Post Oak Boulevard, Suite 100
Houston, Texas 77056-4400

Fund for Teachers Celebrates 
National Teacher Day, May 5
On Tuesday, May 5, Fund for Teachers announces the 
slate of 2009 grant recipients, as well as the name of 
the national 2008 Plank Fellowship Award winner. You 
can play a vital role in this day, as well, by honoring 
your local educators or raising your hand as a Fund for 
Teachers supporter.




