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FCPS TEACHER OF YEAR NOMINEES HONORED
At its Feb. 13 meeting the Fauquier County School Board honored 16 teachers, all of whom have been nominated 

to be Fauquier County’s representative in the Washington Post Teacher of the Year competition. A selection panel will 
choose one of the 16 teachers to be the Fauquier County Teacher of the Year, and that teacher will be entered into the 
Post’s Teacher of the Year competition.  The Fauquier County Teacher of the Year will be announced in mid-April. 

At the school board meeting each school’s Teacher of the Year nominee received a glass apple award. The Fauquier 
Excellence in Education Foundation will also honor the nominees at a reception where each will receive a cash award.

Following are nomination-packet excerpts read at the board meeting in recognition of the 16 Fauquier County 
Teacher of the Year nominees.

Susan Aylor has the unique ability to command respect for herself and others and challenge 
her students at Miller Elementary School to strive for excellence, all the while leaving her students 
with the knowledge that she cares for each one of them deeply.  She teaches her students that 
learning is fun. A colleague writes that this 25-year veteran teacher is an outstanding example of 
what the teaching profession looks like.  A former student, now a senior in college, said she wishes 
all teachers would make math as easy to understand as Mrs. Aylor did.  Her principal, Dennis Adkins, 
writes that she has a “calling” to teach.  One parent and colleague said they felt they had won 
the lottery when they learned their daughter was going to have Mrs. Aylor for her fourth-grade 
teacher.  She added that when she sought advice from Mrs. Aylor, she was completely honest, and 
her responses focused on what was best for the children.  Mrs. Aylor’s support for her students does 

not end in the classroom.  For the past several years she has led a small-group tutoring session, free of charge, at least once 
a week. A parent writes that it was Mrs. Aylor’s efforts that gave her daughter the desire to succeed in school, but it is Mrs. 
Aylor’s dedication and heart that makes her such a blessing to every child that crosses her path.

Jessica Beach has a love and passion for students and art, and she helps her students at 
Brumfield Elementary School see the art in everything.  She teaches her students to express their 
feelings through art, giving them encouragement and guiding them to believe they are all artists in 
their own right.  Julie Gagnon, Brumfield’s principal, writes that she motivates her students to want 
to excel and takes a genuine interest in their lives.  One student writes that he thought art was just 
for girls, but then Ms. Beach made art seem really fun and now he even colors at home.  Ms. Beach 
demonstrates her strong leadership skills in her role on the Positive Behavioral Intervention and 
Supports Team, Behavioral Assistance Team, and her dedication and efforts to Youth Art Month.  In 
2015 Ms. Beach was selected as the Virginia Art Education Association’s Elementary Art Teacher of 
the Year.  A parent writes that what sets Ms. Beach apart from others is the contributions she makes 
outside of the classroom, the ways she goes above and beyond for her kids, and the joyful impact she instills on those 
around her – and that joy comes from her art.

Cheryl Budd, Fauquier High School’s childhood development instructor engages her 
students in lessons that are typical in the daycare environment.  FHS Assistant Principal Kraig Kelican 
writes that Mrs. Budd worked diligently to develop a child care program (Falcon Teens and Tots) that 
is extremely popular with the students and receives accolades from the community.  This program 
provides students with hands-on activities and the opportunity to teach preschool children.  Parents 
have such confidence in her preschool program that there is a waiting list every year.  Mrs. Budd’s 
expectations of her students are high, and the students have demonstrated that they are eager to 
meet the challenges laid before them.  Mrs. Budd is a board member and treasurer of the Fauquier 
Sports Foundation and helps organize many youth wrestling events.  Wrestlers stop by her room 
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daily for a snack before practice or just to say “Hi” to Momma Budd.  A parent and colleague writes that his son had Mrs. 
Budd when she was a third-grade teacher and his now-20-year-old son still regards Mrs. Budd as his favorite teacher.  He 
adds that the success of Mrs. Budd’s students are a testament to her and her program.

Amy Cackowski is not only a fifth-grade teacher at Bradley Elementary School, but also 
the fifth-grade team chairperson, an advisor for the Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports 
program and a PTO vice president. She demonstrates the need to be a “lifelong” learner for her 
students and challenges herself by making frequent grade level changes. Her colleagues find her 
ability to engage her students to be one of her most compelling attributes. Bradley Principal Beth 
Banks writes that in the seven years Mrs. Cackowski has been at Bradley, she has demonstrated 
her ability to lead, mentor and coach her colleagues.  A parent writes that her daughter has not 
complained one day this school year about going to school because she knows that a great day 
awaits her in Mrs. Cackowski’s class!  Mrs. Cackowski is described by her colleagues as “the whole 

package.”  She goes the extra mile to engage her students and shares best evidence-based practices for student outcomes 
and core instruction with her colleagues. A student writes, “Mrs. Cackowski is a super sweet teacher and amazing! She is 
always there for me when I need someone to talk to and she puts a smile on my face every day!”

Kimberly Carter has been a Warrenton Middle School math teacher for 18 years, and 
WMS Principal Barbara Bannister said she has had success in the classroom since her arrival.  Her 
quiet, unassuming manner and her willingness to help every student find their “math” ability is 
rewarded with students who trust her implicitly and find confidence in themselves.  Mrs. Carter is 
accommodating to her students, as well as to her colleagues, evidenced by giving up planning time 
and staying after school to help not only her students, but also other children, and by changing 
classrooms and grade levels to help newly hired teachers.  Her students’ comments range from 
those who went from an “F” to a “B” in math because of her tenacity to explain a concept to honor 
students who do not struggle with math but respect Mrs. Carter’s methods to create a clear path to 
their success.  A colleague writes, “There are two kinds of people in this world:  those that embrace 
numerical calculations with speed and accuracy and those that avoid anything that remotely looks like a number.  Kim 
Carter is that math teacher who makes every student feel success in math.”

Blaire Conner, who has taught math at Liberty High School for nine years, is a teacher 
whose accolades from her current and former students are many; their letters are peppered with 
words such as “smart,” “kind,” “mentor” and “patient.”  Students write that she never gives up 
on them and she establishes a community in her classroom with students helping each other. Dr. 
Margaret Weiss, assistant professor of special education at George Mason University, met Mrs. 
Connor through her research in co-teaching.  She observed Mrs. Conner and Mrs. Linebaugh co-
teaching in math as participants in the Virginia Department of Education’s Co-Teaching Initiative. 
Dr. Weiss wrote that Mrs. Conner embodies the traits of an exemplary teacher:  dedication to the 
profession and to the students, continuous reflection on and learning about instruction, willingness 
to support research and future teachers, and enthusiasm for everything she does every day.  LHS 

Principal Sam Cox writes that Mrs. Conner’s tireless energy and positive attitude influence everyone’s journey at LHS.  
Liberty’s SCA president writes that Mrs. Connor has been a reminder of the importance of kindness and the difference one 
can make by being friendly to others.

Ellie Kay moved into her new position at Smith Elementary School as lead reading teacher 
this school year with the same mindset she originally entered into teaching:  to perfect her skills 
and knowledge continuously to enhance her learning environment and the environment of those 
with whom she works.  Mrs. Kay is not only an example of an outstanding teacher, but also a good 
example in risk taking and humility.  She is not afraid to try new methods to reach every student 
and is not afraid to share what does not work, as well as what does work, with her colleagues.  
Principal Linda Smith, writes, “Ellie Kay is the quintessential teacher.  She loves her students, and 
her students love her back.  She is great at what she does and refuses to accept anything less than 
excellence from herself and her students.”  Former Smith principal, Dr. Patricia Comstock, who 
worked with Mrs. Kay for nine years, writes that her strong relationships with her students and 
their families is a natural result of her knowledge and love for each child.  Dr. Comstock pays Mrs. 
Kay high praise when she adds that she would be thrilled if each of her grandchildren could have Mrs. Kay as a teacher.
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Karen Martin loves teaching special education at Coleman Elementary School and is an 
advocate for her students, keeping up with current laws and the rights of the children for which 
she is responsible.  Assistant Principal Cindy Carter writes that she has worked with many teachers 
during her 35 years in public education; however, few teachers have inspired her in the manner 
that Karen Martin has.  Mrs. Martin introduces her lessons in a way that brings excitement and 
curiosity to each student.  Observing Mrs. Martin read a chapter book to her students is spell-
bounding as she takes on the voice and persona of each character in such a way that her students 
can see the characters in their own mind and they become part of the story.  She has the ability to 
write Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) that target the academic strengths and weaknesses 
of her students, as well as their overall personal and relational needs, and then to focus on those 
multiple IEPs throughout the day in her classroom. Mrs. Martin can often be seen at parades, 

carnivals and other events that include her students.  Her instructional aide writes that Karen always has a smile for her 
students, and her love of teaching them is admirable and deserves celebration.

At Cedar Lee Middle School Kim Matthias has developed one of the best middle school 
agriculture/FFA programs in the state of Virginia, and possibly the entire United States, according 
to Principal David Lee.  He writes that she loves being a teacher and a mentor, she loves her 
subject and the FFA, but most of all she loves her students, who are dedicated, enthusiastic, 
polite, and knowledgeable.  A colleague writes that the school campus has fresh garden beds 
and new planters thanks to Ms. Matthias’s leadership and the pride her students take in their 
work.  A representative from the International Organization for Women Educators writes that Ms. 
Matthias excels in the classroom while she successfully leads a statewide organization of nearly 
2,000 teachers as the Virginia state president.  A special education teacher at Cedar Lee writes 
that Kim offered to teach her students during her one and only planning period one day a week.  
The students are in charge of setting up the classroom, filling the watering cans, watering the 
plants and feeding classroom pets; nobody is ever left out.  The faces of the special needs students when they see their ag 
buddies in the hall is priceless, and from this experience the general education students learn patience, understanding and 
the importance of being open-minded and kind.

Jessica Murphy, a Kettle Run High School AP psychology and sociology teacher, challenges 
her students to learn.  In an unusual nomination letter a former student writes that although he 
did not pass Mrs. Murphy’s class, what he learned from her he will carry for the rest of his life, 
hoping to grow in that knowledge and share it with others along the way.  He credits Mrs. Murphy 
with opening a realm in the universe that he didn’t believe existed and giving him an in-depth look 
into the human mind.  Her students love her class, writing that she genuinely cares about them, 
and her goodness and motivation to do her job at the highest level of performance makes her the 
gold standard for any aspiring educator.   Many students wrote she is their favorite or one of the 
most effective teachers they have had.   Mrs. Murphy’s colleagues share the same respect and 
admiration for her, noting her talent to simplify the most complex concept, her nurturing nature 
and her knowledge and sense of humor.  They write that she brings real-world examples to her 

students through many of her former experiences as a police officer.  The impact she has on her students is evidenced 
during the holidays when students home from college fill her room to visit.

Helen Olinger’s evaluation following her first school year at Pearson Elementary School 
in 1996 stated that she demonstrates excellent ability as a teacher, providing a colorful, enriching, 
interesting and fun learning atmosphere for the children.  In her 20 years of teaching Mrs. Olinger 
continues to be an exemplary teacher as well as a mentor, taking new teachers under her wing.  
Pearson’s principal Wendy Wilcox writes that Mrs. Olinger is a leader not only for her grade level, 
but for the whole school.  She looks for new ways to teach and reach her students, always open 
to new and innovative ways of teaching, while showing her young students good old-fashioned 
love.  A parent whose child has been diagnosed with autism and ADHD writes that her child has 
flourished in Mrs. Olinger’s third-grade class due to her flexibility to use varying methods to reach 
him; she adds that Mrs. Olinger is an amazing teacher and a great example to other FCPS employees 
and teachers across the country.  Her co-teacher writes that she is determined, knowledgeable, 
loyal and always puts her students above everything else. Mrs. Olinger is humble in her collaborations and partnerships, 
yet steady in her beliefs of best practices and is a remarkable colleague, role model and friend.
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Barbara Rich’s classroom at Taylor Middle School is full of engaged, smiling, energetic 
children who are doing their best to meet or exceed her expectations of them.  She has been 
teaching for 35 years, and as a former special education teacher she brings a unique perspective 
and is able to differentiate her math lessons to reach all learners in the classroom.  A colleague 
writes that Ms. Rich has a way of opening up the world of math to students so they start to see 
and understand it with new eyes; they go from hating math to loving it.  There is mutual love and 
respect between teacher and students which is obvious to anyone who observes her class.  Ms. 
Rich’s department chair writes that she is a household name for many in the community and is 
continually requested by parents to be their child’s teacher.  She is relaxed, encouraging and fun, 
yet purposely prepared each day.  Ms. Rich knows how “not to sweat the small stuff” and keep 

her eye on the prize – the students!  TMS Principal Ruth Nelson, who has worked with Ms. Rich since 1994, writes that 
she is held in high esteem by her fellow teachers, administrators, parents, students and the community at large.  Another 
colleague writes that Ms. Rich was assigned to be her mentor 21 years ago, and she was God-sent then and still is today.

Lisa Stafford’s desire to be a “rock star” might not have come true in the sense most of us 
think about a rock star, but she certainly seems to be a star to her colleagues and students at Walter 
Elementary School. Principal Alex O’Dell writes that her classroom is a fun place where anything is 
possible and students help and encourage each other.  She is not just a coach, she is IN the game!  
Mrs. Stafford believes it is okay to fail, it is okay to stumble, but it is not okay to quit.  In spite of her 
“star” persona, a colleague and friend writes that Mrs. Stafford might be one of the most humble 
people she knows, and because of this she has the ability to take a low-achieving student and help 
him to see greatness in himself as well as make the gifted student want to achieve more and not 
take herself too seriously.  Mrs. Stafford has presented at many conferences including the Virginia 
Math Conference, Instructional Showcase and countless opt-outs, striving to ignite her passion in 
other teachers. Students write, “Mrs. Stafford, you are so sweet; you’re the best teacher ever,” “Mrs. Stafford makes me 
feel happy,” and “The thing I like best about Mrs. Stafford is everything!”

Betsy Stone displays her students’ artwork in the hallways of Thompson Elementary 
School; this leaves quite an impression on her students.  One student writes, “Mrs. Stone will put 
our artwork in the hallway so the other kids can admire our work and see how talented we are!”  
Mrs. Stone selects books to teach her lessons, emphasizing the various styles of the illustrators 
who create pictures.  She freely gives of her own talent through teaching, creating stage props 
and backdrops for special events, and designing signs and bulletin boards.  She doesn’t stop 
there, however; she is involved with the “24” math competition, Battle of the Books, Habitat for 
Humanity, the art club, student council organization, multicultural night, and many fundraisers.  
Principal MaryPat Warter writes that Mrs. Stone engages her students with a variety of strategies 
and features different artists each month so her students have the opportunity to open their eyes 
to many art techniques and cultures from around the world.  Mrs. Warter said Mrs. Stone has a 

very big heart, opening her art doors for the staff and students to play with leftover clay and making everyone feel like they 
have talent.

Jane Turner’s caring attitude, strong sense of values, professional ethics, willingness to 
listen to her young students, and 36 years of experience escalate her to the top of her profession.   
Pierce Elementary School Principal Bruce McDaniel writes that her knowledge as a kindergarten 
teacher is founded on her love of teaching.  She is a firm believer that every student can learn 
and succeed, and she is successful at laying the critical educational groundwork for her students.  
Laura Hoover, assistant principal, writes that Ms. Turner is not satisfied to rely just on her years 
of experience, but is always striving to improve and be the best teacher she can be.  Her calm, 
even demeanor creates an environment of trust where students are willing to take risks and push 
themselves to high achievement.  Ms. Turner knows her students and their families which helps 
her to reach each of her students’ individual needs and gives them a great start to their school 
career.  Parents write that Ms. Turner is their children’s favorite, and her willingness to take on new challenges and modify 
her teaching methods based on the personalities of her students demonstrates her expertise and how much she cares 
for each child.  Her colleagues write that Ms. Turner never expects recognition, but her loyalty, energy, kindness and 
dedication deserve recognition.
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Sarah Ventresco is a first-grade teacher at Greenville Elementary School and also an 
eternal optimist!  She encourages teamwork and cheering each other on in both her classroom 
and with her first-grade team.  She leads the FRESH initiative at Greenville and started the running 
club “to get kids moving.”  Principal Timothy Gardner writes that Mrs. Ventresco inspires a passion 
for learning.  She believes in every child and sees the good in each of her students and the potential 
for what they can become.  Mrs. Ventresco is a dedicated teacher who provides her students 
with constant positive reinforcement and opportunities to showcase their individual abilities.  A 
colleague writes that Mrs. Ventresco has a gentle way of nurturing each child and models kindness 
while promoting good citizenship and respect for others.  She is always looking for ways to build 
community in the school.  She engages staff in games, supports any colleague who needs help and 

encourages everyone.  Mrs. Ventresco motivates her students to work hard, strive for more and never settle for anything 
less than their very best, AND to enjoy themselves along the way. 


