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GCPS names Pharr ES’ Jennifer Dunn as Teacher of the Year     
 
     A teacher who as a child once beat a learning disability was named the 2012 

Gwinnett County Teacher of the Year (TOTY). During the annual celebration of the 

district’s greatest asset, its teachers, CEO/Superintendent J. Alvin Wilbanks 

announced Jennifer Dunn, a 5th grade teacher at Pharr Elementary, as the 

districtwide honoree. In all, Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) recognized 

129 Teachers of the Year who were named by their colleagues at their local schools. 

The annual event to honor Gwinnett’s educators took place during the Teacher of the 

Year banquet on Thursday, November 3, 2011, at the Gwinnett Center in Duluth. 

     In addition to earning the school system’s top honor, Jennifer Dunn was named 

the 2012 Gwinnett County Elementary School Teacher of the Year. She was selected 

as Gwinnett’s top teacher from a group of six finalists which included one other 

elementary school teacher, two middle school finalists, and two teachers at the high 

school level. From the two middle school finalists, Sarah Black of North Gwinnett 

Middle was named the system’s 2012 Middle School Teacher of the Year, while the 

2012 High School Teacher of the Year honor was presented to Aundrea Muth of 

Mill Creek High. 

     As Gwinnett’s top-honored educator, Mrs. Dunn represents the best of Gwinnett’s  

11,000 teachers. The selection process for the Teacher of the Year honor began with 

the naming of 129 local school Teachers of the Year. A selection committee later 

narrowed down the group to 25 semifinalists, and finally to the six finalists. In 

addition to the three level winners (Dunn, Black, and Muth), the other three finalists 

were Brittany Palazzo of Mulberry Elementary; Keri Beth Tidmore Jones of 

Dacula Middle; and Lindsey Cafarella of Peachtree Ridge High.  
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GWINNETT COUNTY TEACHER OF THE YEAR AND  
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHER  OF THE YEAR 
Jennifer Dunn – a 5th Grade Teacher at Pharr Elementary     
 

     Jennifer Dunn lives to see her students overcome obstacles and become successful 

learners. She knows firsthand that it can be done as she too beat an obstacle as a child 

when she was challenged with a learning disability—dyslexia. Mrs. Dunn was 

diagnosed while being supported by one of her high school teachers when she was a 

student at Brookwood High. “I will never forget the day she called my parents into 

school and said she thought I might have a learning disability,” Mrs. Dunn explains 

as she recalls that chapter of her life. “That year, I was diagnosed with dyslexia, and 

for the first time in my life, I realized I wasn’t dumb. [her teacher] helped me to 

understand that I wasn’t a failure, I just had a different way of learning.” 

     Because of the support she received from this teacher, and the excitement that a 

second teacher brought to the learning of mathematics, Mrs. Dunn changed her plans 

of pursuing a career as an actress, to one of becoming an educator. She explains how 

she came to that decision by saying, “That year in high school defined my life and 

my teaching career. From that point on, I knew I wasn’t just a dumb kid and school 

could actually be fun … I moved on to college and realized I wanted to be just like 

[her teachers]. I wanted to make a difference in students’ lives. I wanted to teach kids 

that learning can be fun and meaningful.”  

     Today, Mrs. Dunn makes a difference at Pharr Elementary as she works with 

students who need additional support in transitioning from 4th to 5th grade. She 

knows that they can do it and become successful just as she did when she was in 

school. “I see myself in every one of them and take joy in building them up all year,” 

she says. “I love opening their eyes to the world of math, finding out how they learn, 

and watching them succeed. Seeing their confidence and joy as they leave my 

classroom is not only my greatest achievement as an educator, but a personal joy that 

I owe to two teachers who shared that joy with me.” 

     A graduate of Gwinnett’s Brookwood High in Snellville, Mrs. Dunn has taught 

5th graders at Snellville’s Pharr Elementary for four years. She entered the profession 

as a teacher at McKendree Elementary in 2004. After some time away from 

Gwinnett, she returned in 2007. Mrs. Dunn is currently working on her specialist’s 

degree in Curriculum and Instruction from Lincoln Memorial University. She also 

holds a bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education from Georgia State 

University, and a master’s degree in Integrating Technology in the Classroom from 

Walden University.   
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MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHER OF THE YEAR 
Sarah Black, a 6-8th Grade Orchestra Teacher at North Gwinnett Middle 
 

     As a child, Sarah Black knew that she would one day become a teacher the 

moment she walked into her kindergarten class. But it wasn’t until she became a 

teenager that she realized that her career would be spent as a music educator.  

     Always gravitating toward the arts, especially music, Miss Black picked up the 

violin as a 5th grade student and it quickly became her creative outlet. She worked 

hard in the following years to achieve a high skill level and she enrolled in an 

orchestra class when she got to the 9th grade. That year, she was inspired by her 

teacher and her ability to teach an entire orchestra class to play a difficult number that 

the students thought they could never learn. “I remember looking at her with great 

admiration, realizing that she had helped them accomplish something that at one 

point seemed impossible,” she recalls about her teacher. “That was one of the most 

powerful, profound moments in my life, because it was the moment that I realized 

not only did I want to be a teacher, I wanted to be an orchestra teacher.” 

     Miss Black achieved that goal and today serves as the orchestra teacher at North 

Gwinnett Middle, a school she helped open in 2009. While she shares her love for 

music with her students, she also believes that her job as an educator entails 

supporting and caring for the entire child, and not just the music student. “In addition 

to understanding my subject, it is a critical part of my philosophy that I understand 

my students,” she says highlighting that middle school is an important time of 

transition and transformation for a child. “If I do not meet the emotional and social 

needs of my students, learning will not take place at its highest level.” 

     That concern and care for students also is evident outside the classroom. As an 

active and involved education leader, Miss Black is currently the president-elect of 

the Georgia chapter of the American String Teacher’s Association. As soon as she 

took office in this service organization, Miss Black quickly resuscitated a grant 

program which helps teachers from around the state to enhance their students’ 

musical experiences. The result has been for students who have never experienced a 

live performance of classical music not only to attend symphony concerts, but also to 

meet the professional musicians. She describes the students’ experiences by saying, 

“The students returned to their classroom with a greater understanding and 

appreciation of their instruments and the music that they study and practice.”  

     Sarah Black joined Gwinnett County Public Schools as the orchestra teacher at 

Lanier Middle in 1997. She holds a bachelor’s degree in music education from 

Appalachian State University. 
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HIGH SCHOOL TEACHER OF THE YEAR 
Aundrea Muth, a 12th Grade Political Systems and AP Government Teacher at 
Mill Creek High 
 
     Aundrea Muth first experienced the successes and challenges of being an educator 

as a small child in her garage playing “school” and teaching other children in her 

neighborhood. Her goal, she says, was to keep her “students” interested and engaged, 

instead of returning to the cul-de-sac tetherball game.  

     Keeping her students engaged continues to be a top priority for Mrs. Muth. She 

believes it is important for there to be engagement on the part of the students as well 

as from the teacher. “Engagement happens when people are challenged by new ideas, 

when they create connections, and they take ownership of their own growth,” she 

says as she elaborates on what has developed into the center of her teaching 

philosophy. “It is my goal as a teacher not only to enrich students’ lives with the 

academic knowledge and skills associated with social studies, but to equip them with 

the reasoning skills and personal principles that are devoted through those lessons.” 

Mrs. Muth further explains that she is constantly developing new ways to engage and 

challenge each of her students. In order to cultivate engagement, she says her 

classroom is a place where students have the freedom to express their own opinions 

and where they also can respectfully challenge the opinions of their classmates as 

well as of their teacher. “Our classroom is a place where we actively learn, a forum 

for challenge and exploration, a safe haven for individuality, and an incubator for 

nurturing personal growth,” she says. “I consistently strive to instill in my students a 

knowledge that it is okay to be unique in thought and personality.” 

     In addition to motivating students in the classroom, Mrs. Muth also is an active 

faculty member leading students around Mill Creek High, as well as off campus in 

the school’s community. She sponsors the Student Government Association (SGA), a 

school organization which has grown in the number of members and increased its 

community involvement and activities under her leadership. Since becoming the 

SGA sponsor, the student group has grown from five students from each grade level 

to over 175 active student members. The students also have changed their focus to 

that of community service through a broad range of projects. The students serve the 

American Red Cross by organizing blood drives, they’ve provided yard and home 

maintenance to those in need, hosted holiday events at local retirement communities 

and children’s shelters, and sponsored families during the holidays. “Through these 

drives, our students have contributed to saving thousands of lives and had a notable 

impact on our community,” expressed Mrs. Muth. 
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     Aundrea Muth has taught at Mill Creek High since 2006. She teaches Political 

Systems and AP Government to seniors. Mrs. Muth earned a bachelor’s degree in 

Education from the University of Georgia.  

 

-- 

      

     As Gwinnett’s Teacher of the Year, Mrs. Dunn will receive an additional $1,000 

in her annual contract for as long as she teaches in Gwinnett County Public Schools. 

She also will represent Gwinnett County in the Georgia TOTY competition, a title 

two GCPS teachers have earned in the history of the competition. The two level 

winners for middle and high school each will have $750 added to their annual 

contracts as long as they remain GCPS teachers. The other three finalists received a 

one-time award of $500, and each local school winner received a one-time award of 

$200. 

     All 129 Teachers of the Year also will receive recognition from area companies 

who continue to make this celebration of outstanding teaching possible. Those 

sponsors include the Atlanta Coca-Cola Bottling Company which sponsors plaques 

for all local school Teachers of the Year, finalists, and the overall winner; Balfour 

which will contribute commemorative gifts; Emtec which will provide the district 

TOTY winner with a laptop computer; Gwinnett Federal Credit Union which makes 

a monetary gift of $500 to each of the three level winners and an additional $500 gift 

to the GCPS TOTY along with a crystal apple as well as a monetary donation to the 

overall TOTY program; Hayes Chrysler Dodge Jeep provides the school system’s 

TOTY with their choice of automobile to drive for the summer; Lifetouch will make 

the TOTY banquet a memorable evening for all TOTYs as it offers each teacher a 

photo package in addition to a monetary gift to the overall TOTY program; Herff 

Jones will present a ring to the GCPS TOTY; and VALIC will provide a 

commemorative gift for the 25 semifinalists in addition to monetary support for the 

program. Other business partners making monetary contributions to the TOTY 

program include: Georgia Power; Gwinnett County Public Schools Foundation Fund, 

Inc.; IBM; MedCom; Mellon Global Securities Services; and J. Smith Lanier. 
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