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Norcross HS’ Nebel named 2013 Teacher of the Year     

 
     A teacher who as a young man enjoyed tutoring his five younger siblings has been 

named the 2013 Gwinnett County Teacher of the Year (TOTY). Gwinnett County 

Public Schools (GCPS) CEO/Superintendent Alvin Wilbanks announced Jay Nebel 

of Norcross High as the district’s top educator during the Teacher of the Year 

banquet, an annual event in the fall when GCPS formally honors and thanks its 

teachers. In all, the school district recognized 131 local school Teachers of the Year 

during this celebration of Gwinnett’s educators, which took place on Thursday, 

November 1, 2012, at the Gwinnett Center in Duluth. The honorees were joined by 

loved ones, their local school and central office administrators, as well as the 

Gwinnett County Board of Education who thanked the teachers for choosing GCPS 

as their employer.  

     In addition to earning the school system’s top honor, Mr. Nebel, who teaches 

World History, was named the 2013 Gwinnett County High School Teacher of the 

Year. He was selected as Gwinnett’s top teacher from a group of six finalists which 

included one elementary school teacher, three middle school finalists, and a second 

teacher at the high school level. Erica Leach of Walnut Grove Elementary was 

named the system’s 2013 Elementary School Teacher of the Year and Heidi 

Mikulecky of Richards Middle took the 2013 Middle School Teacher of the Year 

title.  

     As Gwinnett’s top-honored educator, Mr. Nebel represents the best of Gwinnett’s 

teachers. The selection process for the Teacher of the Year honor began when 

thousands of teachers from throughout the district nominated and named the 131 

local school Teachers of the Year. A selection committee later narrowed down the 

group to 26 semifinalists, and finally to the six finalists. In addition to the three level 

winners (Leach, Mikulecky, and Nebel), the other three finalists were Celisa 

Edwards of Dacula Middle, Deborah Johnson of Berkmar Middle, and Dean 

Landers of Peachtree Ridge High.  
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GWINNETT COUNTY TEACHER OF THE YEAR AND  

HIGH SCHOOL TEACHER  OF THE YEAR 

Jay Nebel – a 9th and 10th Grade World History Teacher at Norcross High     
 

     Growing up as the eldest of six siblings, Jay Nebel’s home provided the perfect 

environment for this future teacher. First, there were his parents—caring but firm. 

Then, there were the responsibilities that came with being the eldest child.  

     Mr. Nebel credits his mom and dad with teaching him everything he knows today 

about teaching. He says that his dad was funny, fair, steady, and knowledgeable and 

that his mom was a talented writer with a love for words. They also were patient but 

firm, with high expectations for him. One of those expectations was for him to guide 

and help the other five children. He has fond memories of his interactions with his 

siblings, saying, “Often, I helped with their homework and organization, and I found 

myself enamored with my role. When I helped my younger brothers and sisters, I 

wanted to be funny and fair like my dad and as gifted a writer as my mom. Now, 

when I teach, I always hope that I’m making the kind of impact on my students that 

my mom and dad made on me.”   

     Seventeen years into the profession, Mr. Nebel makes an impact on his students 

each and every day. He shares, “… the most rewarding moments come when my 

students come back and tell me what I’ve meant to them. I’ve watched my students 

graduate and have been told by many of them and their parents that they couldn’t 

have done it without me. Whatever the impact I had on these kids, that is my greatest 

accomplishment as a teacher.”  

     These positive results are a direct reflection of the environment Mr. Nebel creates 

in his classroom, one where his students know there is a caring adult behind the 

social studies curriculum. “World History is highly important to me, but I understand 

that in reality, it may not be the most important thing in a teenager’s life,” he 

explains. “Many of my kids experience a reality that is far different from mine and is 

swayed too often by the wrong influences. Therefore, I incorporate life lessons into 

my teaching. I want to help produce effective citizens; young people need to see the 

behaviors that create success in the world beyond the one they know now. ” Mr. 

Nebel says that every day, in every class period, with every student, he models the 

characteristics that have helped him because he says, “I don’t allow ‘teachable 

moments’ to escape; as a teacher, I am responsible for the whole child.” 
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     The responsibility that Mr. Nebel feels for the well-being of the whole child is one 

he exhibits beyond the classroom walls both as a school club sponsor and a coach.  

     He is the co-creator/co-sponsor of Norcross High’s STARS (Success Through 

Academic Rigor and Support) Program, which targets rising 9th graders. Under Mr. 

Nebel’s leadership, the STARS program identifies entering freshmen who are in need 

of additional support to ensure that they have a smooth transition and eventually 

graduate on time. He explains, “A community benefits when its young people are in 

school and are graduating at a high rate.” Through donations from community 

organizations, the program provides students with school supplies. Through the 

guidance of Mr. Nebel and other teachers, students receive additional academic 

support and mentorship.  

     In addition to mentoring students on the school campus, Mr. Nebel also mentors 

on the basketball court. He is the school’s associate head coach for the Norcross High 

women’s basketball team and considers that role as one which does not only entail 

showing students how to master the sport. “Our young women are a great source of 

community pride, and I take my role as a coach and mentor to these young women 

very seriously,” he says of the team he has helped lead to state championships. “Our 

goal is not only to train elite basketball players, but to help raise successful young 

women.” 

     Mr. Nebel has guided and taught Gwinnett teens at Norcross High since 2007. He 

began his teaching profession 11 years earlier at Creekland Middle in 1996 where he 

also was named a local school Teacher of the Year. He earned a bachelor’s degree  

in Middle Childhood Education from Georgia State University and a master’s degree 

in Teaching and Curriculum from Touro University International.   
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHER OF THE YEAR 

Erica Leach, a K-5th Grade Mathematics Specialist at  

Walnut Grove Elementary 
 

     The signs were all there. Her 3rd grade teacher told her so. Instead of doing her 

own work, she was more concerned about helping her classmates. She absorbed 

information like a sponge. She found it fairly easy to make confusing things clear and 

difficult things easier. But despite the pieces of the formula that make a great teacher 

being there, Erica Leach initially did not pursue teaching. Instead, she set out to 

become an attorney and fight the injustices of the world. Today, she is indeed 

fighting. She is fighting for her students to earn a quality education. 

     Erica Leach entered the teaching profession through the “Teach for America” 

national program, which recruits professionals from other fields into Education. She 

discovered the program after reading an article. She remembers, “I was angered and 

upset with all of the inequalities these children were facing because they were born 

into poverty.” Several years later, she has served students in Houston (Texas) and 

Atlanta, joining Gwinnett in 2007. “Serving as a teacher has been the most 

challenging endeavor I have ever undertaken,” she says about her decision to become 

a teacher. “However, my students’ perseverance, in spite of many obstacles, inspires 

me to continue working relentlessly to help afford underserved children every 

opportunity possible to become academically successful.” 

     Hired as her school’s first Mathematics Specialist for all grade levels in 2007, 

Mrs. Leach helps all 912 students become successful in math. She created the 

program from scratch, writing the curriculum and supporting students and classroom 

teachers with additional in-depth mathematics lessons and engaging activities. As the 

mathematics expert in her building, Mrs. Leach does not only teach students. She 

also is a teacher to her colleagues, supporting them with their mathematics 

knowledge and lessons. It’s a team approach that she enjoys. “I believe empowering 

teachers with ideas I already have implemented in my classroom provides a coherent 

transition from my classroom to theirs,” she explains. “This consistency helps the 

student realize the importance of problem solving and fact fluency and will bridge the 

gap from grade to grade as they get older and build upon the foundation created.” 

     Erica Leach holds a bachelor’s degree in Political Science from Auburn 

University. She also completed the Teach Gwinnett Alternative Certification 

Program, a GCPS program for professionals who enter teaching from other fields.     
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MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHER OF THE YEAR 

Heidi Mikulecky, a 6th Grade Language Arts Teacher at Richards Middle  
 

     Heidi Mikulecky did not graduate on time and she chose not to do that on purpose. 

As a college student, Mrs. Mikulecky postponed her graduation by one semester, a 

decision that allowed her to not only receive her teaching degree but to also earn an 

additional ESOL (English to Speakers of Other Languages) endorsement for this 

born-to-be-teacher knew that ELL (English Language Learner) students held a 

special place in her heart. Indeed, the additional knowledge and training she has 

gained has helped her reach, engage, help, guide, and challenge all of her students.  

     As a teacher trained with an ESOL endorsement, Mrs. Mikulecky uses a variety of 

strategies to differentiate her teaching to reach and engage students who are learning 

the English language. She shares, “It touches my heart most when I am able to share 

with an ELL student that he passed or scored in the ‘Exceeds’ category on a test just 

like his peers who have the advantage of already knowing the English language.”  

     In addition to using materials in her classroom to help students make meaningful 

connections between learning and their culture, Mrs. Mikulecky has developed 

several approaches on her own. For instance, she has a system for “leveling of texts” 

used in class. Mrs. Mikulecky assesses the complexity of each book and labels it with 

a 1, 2, or 3, referring to each reading level. Level 1 books are easier and level 3 are 

for more advanced readers. The students read in groups and do not notice the labels. 

She explains how the strategy helps her students, saying, “By using leveled texts, my 

struggling and advanced readers have the opportunity to assess and comprehend the 

same information. This is especially important for students who often become 

frustrated with unfamiliar vocabulary. I believe that the text should be accessible for 

all students in my class so that they can focus on mastering the curriculum standards 

and literacy skills.”  

     Music is another strategy she uses to reach all her students, and students thrive 

using this singing and nonlinguistic approach. She explains the research and theory 

behind it, saying “Since their vocabulary is more limited than that of their English-

speaking peers, my ELL students can build their understanding through the use of 

motions and gestures. Research proves that English Language Learners acquire a 

language best when they are given comprehensible input.” 

     As an expert and leader in her field, Mrs. Mikulecky has helped many children 

throughout Gwinnett County and Georgia in addition to her Richards Middle 

students. She’s done so by taking on leadership roles writing curriculum, developing 

lesson plans, and supporting her colleagues.  
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     Born to two retired educators, Gwinnett’s Middle School Teacher of the Year did 

not plan to enter the education field. However, once she realized she had the skills of 

a natural teacher, Mrs. Mikulecky worked and obtained her bachelor’s degree in 

Education from Georgia Southern University, and a master’s degree in Education 

from Georgia State University. 

-- 

 

     As Gwinnett’s 2013 Teacher of the Year, Mr. Nebel will now compete for the 

Georgia title. He will receive an annual award of $1,000 and the other level winners 

will each receive $750 each year, for as long as they are employed with GCPS. The 

finalists will receive a one-time award of $500, and each local school winner will 

receive a one-time award of $200. 

     GCPS would like to thank the companies that continue to make this celebration of 

outstanding teaching possible. Those sponsors include Balfour; Coca-Cola 

Refreshments; Emtec; EyeMed; Georgia Power; Gwinnett County Public Schools 

Foundation Fund, Inc.; Gwinnett Federal Credit Union; Hayes Chrysler Dodge Jeep; 

Herff Jones; IBM; Kemper Preferred; Kroger; Lifetouch School Photography and 

Yearbooks; Medcom; MetLife; Mellon Global Securities Services; J. Smith Lanier & 

Co.; and VALIC.  
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