
SCPS teachers show us they’re “brave” everyday. 
 

 
Michelle Ziegler, Northside Early Childhood Center 
 
Michelle Ziegler became a teacher because she wanted to instill a love for learning in young 
students. Her mother and aunt, both retired teachers, inspired her to make a difference. 
Michelle’s favorite classroom moments are those when students exhibit the joy of learning on 
their faces when they’ve learned something new. Outside of the classroom you can find Ms. 
Ziegler reading and traveling to national parks.  

 
 
 



 
Sarah Travis, Heritage Elementary 
 
Sarah Travis always wanted to be a teacher! She spent the majority of her life as a stay at home 
mom while her husband served as an Air Force Officer. Moving often, she watched her sons 
attend many different schools in different states and have good teachers and not so good 
teachers. This fueled her desire to help provide students with a quality education that was 
caring and fun. When her husband retired, she went back to school and began her teaching 
adventure at age 36. One of her favorite classroom moments is re-lived yearly during the 2nd 
grade PBL Wax Museum. Students exhibit excitement, perseverance and they dig deep to 
become a bank of knowledge on their choice of historical figures. Ms. Travis recently said, “I 
love to watch them grow academically, the excitement that comes from watching students start 
far below grade level and progress to on-grade level and beyond. But I also love to watch them 
grow as little human beings exploring their world. The wonder that comes when students learn 
something new about the world and how it works and what it means to be a good citizen of 
it...man, that is what it is all about!” She loves to brag about her students and also her father, a 
retired Air Force Chief, her husband, a retired Air Force Lt. Colonel, her oldest son who is 
currently serving in the US Navy, and her youngest son, who despite many medical setbacks 
continues to chase his dreams and live life to the fullest. She is proud to be part of a great 
family.  
 
 



 
Kelly Hudson, East Middle School 
 
East Middle School Teacher of the Year, Kelly Hudson, is also a proud mom of a two year old and a 
six year old and spends the majority of her time outside of school playing with them! She tells her 
students that she became a teacher because she’d rather spend her days with kids over adults. The 
real reason is that Kelly loves seeing students grow both academically and personally.  Kelly said, “I 
actually started college as a business major but quickly realized it was not for me. While I was in 
college I was also a nanny for a family for 5 years. It became obvious to me that this is what I 
wanted to do with my life. Spending 5 years with those children were some of the best moments of 
my life and I wanted to be able to continue those experiences with my career.” One of her favorite 
teaching memories was being able to loop with a group of students for three years in a row. The 
school was developing the advisory structure and working on personalizing learning. The time she 
spent getting to know the students made being their teacher even more rewarding. She stays in 
contact with many of her students and loves to see how much they are continuing to grow in high 
school.  
 
 



 
Lisle Hardesty, Simpsonville Elementary 
 
Ms. Lisle Hardesty, the Simpsonville Teacher of the Year, began her training as a teacher early in 
life. As a babysitter, day-care provider and swim coach, Ms. Hardesty learned the importance of 
creating connections and strong relationships with the young people with whom she worked. She 
loved seeing them achieve their goals and it was this experience that sparked her desire to become 
a teacher. Lisle, a home-grown teacher, has been inspired by many SCPS teachers. She attended 
Southside and Northside Elementary and had great teachers like Janie Watts, Harper Kelly, Judy 
Wolpert, and Toni Moore.  During her High School years at SCHS, she would travel down to Wright 
Elementary to work with Ms. Martha Lawson, a Kindergarten teacher. Ms. Hardesty said, “Through 
that experience she taught me so much about building relationships with students, meeting their 
needs both academically and personally.  She trusted me to interact with the students and my 
confidence in my ability to teach children began to grow.  It became clear that education was my 
path!” Ms. Hardesty also gives credit to her teammates who mentored her at Simpsonville 
Elementary during her student teaching, Traci Slayton and Mignon Dupuis. Outside of the 
classroom, Ms. Hardesty enjoys spending time with her family on their cattle farm. They enjoy 
playing games, camping and making memories together. She is also an avid reader and loves 
finding new chapter books to share with her class.  
 
 



 
Dave Hobbs, West Middle School 
 
West Middle School’s Teacher of the Year, Dave Hobbs, wanted to become a teacher after working 
as an instructional assistant in the highly structured classroom at East Middle School. The 
relationships he developed with the students, among others, helped him realize his dream to 
become a teacher. Dave said, “I wanted to be different. Break the mold of the traditional teacher. I 
wanted to be the teacher I never had. A teacher kids needed, wanted, and deserved.”  The words of 
Mr. Hobbs' students stick with him and have become important to him. One of his students told him 
that he was like a father to her and another shared that if it weren’t for Mr. Hobbs they didn’t know 
where they’d be. Outside of school, Mr. Hobbs is a musician who loves concerts, boating, the 
outdoors, long walks on the beach, listening to music, watching movies, fine dining, not so fine 
dining, and entertaining people. An interesting fact about Mr. Hobbs is that he won 9 best actor 
awards in college for roles he played in theatre productions! 
 
 



 
Matt Arledge, Clear Creek Elementary 
 
Working for an afterschool program from age 16 through college, Mr. Matt Arledge, Clear Creek 
Elementary's Teacher of the Year, loved playing games with kids and helping them with their 
homework. During his first semester of college as a Biology major, he realized his true calling was 
education and quickly switched majors. Mr Arledge believes that the best classroom moments are 
always during a lesson or activity when students come up with great ideas, get really excited about 
their learning, or work collaboratively. Mr. Arledge shared with us that, “Seeing the kids laugh and 
light up never gets old! Last year, our class created a colonial settlement after researching about 
different jobs in colonies. For exhibition night, they dressed up, created materials, and presented on 
their trades, crafts, and the life of their colonists. Seeing kids excited and invested in their learning is 
always the most exciting event to me!” Mr. Arledge says he feels  blessed to have had wonderful 
educators throughout his  life who taught him, pushed him,, and most importantly genuinely cared for 
him especially through some difficult times. Mr. Arledge is an avid golfer. He loves going on walks 
with his wife and their dogs, Max and Murphy. Before coming to Shelby County, Mr. Arledge was 
teacher of the year in Oldham County at Kenwood Station Elementary. At Clear Creek, he serves as 
the Vex Robotics and Academic Team coach and they had a robotics team that made it to the State 
Championships and the Academic Team won 1st place in their district competition! 
 
 



 
Eileen Ryan, Martha Layne Collins High School 
 
Eileen Ryan, Teacher of the Year for Martha Layne Collins High School, fell in love with literature 
and writing in college as an English lit. and journalism double major. She was drawn to teaching 
initially by the passion for her content. She said,  “I wanted to share the beauty of language and 
human thought with my students. After entering the classroom, I realized that my love for 
English/language arts is matched by my love for my students! I am honored every day to play a role 
in preparing these young adults for their futures.” In Ms. Ryan’s class, discourse is magical. Her 
most cherished memories are of discussions where her students achieve new understandings about 
abstract ideas like justice, community, redemption, or hope. She encourages students to build off 
each others’ ideas and forage connections between what they read together, what happens in the 
wide world outside the classroom, and the interconnectedness of human experience and expression 
as a whole. Ms. Ryan is proud of her students who she helped start the first Gay Straight Alliance in 
SCPS. They are now in their 6th year. Ms. Ryan has mentored GSA leadership in planning and 
running Ally Trainings and in helping the Kentuckians for the Commonwealth coordinate the first 
ever Shelby County Pride Festival in 2019. In 2010, Ms. Ryan won a Fulbright Grant and served as 
an English Teaching Assistant at Wolbong High School in Cheonan, South Korea. She was also 
awarded a U.S. Department of State Critical Language Enhancement Award to study Korean that 
winter.  
In the spring of 2017 Ms. Ryan won the Teacher of the Year hosted by Titan News Network. It was 
special to her because the students voted for her and gave her this title. Outside of school Ms. Ryan 
enjoys backpacking, reading, hanging out with family and friends, and seeing movies in the theatre. 
She is also a certified  yoga instructor! 
 
 



 
Seth Whitaker, Milestone Academies 
 
When Seth Whitaker, Teacher of the Year at Milestone Academies, decided to be a teacher, he did 
so because he wanted to help students ENJOY school. Seth credits the examples set forth by his 
mom and dad who were both in education. Seth said, “My dad inspired me to serve ‘at risk’ kids.” 
Seth believes that you cannot take things personal and that you must allow students to have bad 
days without holding a grudge. He believes that you must be honest with students and create 
relationships with trust. His principal, Michelle Shipley, says, “Seth Whitaker is an extremely 
charismatic teacher that has a strong passion for connecting with students.” 
Outside of the classroom, Mr. Whitaker is busy being a dad and a husband. He enjoys farming, 
drumming at Southeast Christian Church, and watching LeBron James win championships!  
 
 



 
Morgan Seely, Painted Stone Elementary  
 
If you’ve ever sat through a lesson taught by Painted Stone Elementary teacher, Ms. Morgan Seely, 
you can see the reason she became a teacher. She wants to inspire young people to take control of 
their future and to show that no matter their age they can make a huge difference in their community 
and in their own lives. Ms. Seely believes that engagement is a vital tool to use in the classroom and 
she loves watching her students learn when they are interested in the stage that is set. One 
particular lesson included a “mystery unit” in the third grade classroom. She and her team had 
planned a unit where students used detective skills to solve a crime. They had the chance to speak 
to police officers and a judge from the community. Being able to engage students in learning with 
members from the community was a meaningful experience for all involved. Beginning college as a 
music major who played violin and enjoyed singing, Morgan was certain she was destined to be a 
music teacher. After teaching a Pre-K class at a local daycare, Morgan discovered she wanted to 
teach much more than music. She fell in love with the process of building relationships with students 
and making connections. She said, “working closely with kids showed me that being an educator 
came naturally to me. I found joy in helping a child build understanding and thus confidence in 
themselves.” Ms. Seely has been working to develop a quality Competency Based Education 
experience for her students. She is proud of her continuum learning process that she has developed 
with colleagues to facilitate the conversation about the students learning pathways. Outside of the 
classroom, Ms. Seely lives on a five acre farm in Shelbyville with her two boys, Owen and Foster, 
their 12 goats, a horse named Bash and a dog named Daisy! She and her husband are both 
musicians so her house is filled with music and she loves teaching music lessons and spreading her 
love of music to others! 
 
 



 
Jeff Bracken, Shelby County High School 
 
From hosting Thinking Strategies Institute seven times, winning the Golden Bell Award, being a 
previous Teacher of the Year for SCHS, being a great husband and dad, and biking across the 
country, Jeff Bracken, Shelby County High School’s Teacher of the Year has a lot to be proud of. Mr. 
Bracken became a teacher because of the experiences he had as a student in public school. He 
said, “Doing school with a hearing impairment was no easy task. I faced many challenges, but it was 
my teachers who made me feel important and made accommodations for me. When I saw the 
intentional care and effort they provided, I knew I wanted to do the same for others.” He said that all 
he talked about at the dinner table was social studies.  
Mr. Bracken listed teachers from elementary to high school who influenced his decision to become a 
teacher - Mrs. Jackson, Mrs. Klotter, Mrs. White, Mr. Reese, Mr. Overbee, Mr. Scholl, Mr. Timmony, 
Mrs. Travis, and many more. One of his favorite classroom moments happened between a class 
change. He ran to the restroom and returned to an empty room. The whole class had decided to play 
a prank on Mr. Bracken. They were hiding in the stairwell. He found them ALL there - giggling and 
having a grand time. Mr. Bracken creates community in his classroom and students feel welcome 
and eager to be a part of his lessons and his life.  
 
 



 
Kari Jessi, Wright Elementary 
 
Kari Jess, Wright Elementary’s Teacher of the Year, always knew that she wanted to be a teacher. 
She grew up in a time when going to college was the exception and not the rule. Winning a full 
scholarship to Georgetown College made the path to becoming a teacher a reality.  
Ms. Jesse teaches our English Language Learners. One of her favorite classroom moments is when 
her students feel comfortable communicating in whichever language they know to show what they 
are learning. She knows that language is not a barrier to learning, but a bridge. She demonstrates 
the value of being successful in English and in Spanish and her students know that she values and 
accepts their linguistic diversity. Ms. Jesse uses language to empower strong, capable, bilingual 
learners. Ms. Jesse believes that God inspired her to become a teacher by providing her with 
excellent teachers in her own life. From Ms Beadle, on Little House on the Prairie, to Mrs. Olver, a 
favorite elementary teacher, to Mr. Marshall, and Mrs. Johnson, Sunday School teachers who 
showered her with unconditional love, to Mrs. Turner, a high school teacher who cultivated a 
personal relationship with her that went beyond school walls. In college, her Spanish professor, Dr. 
Cooper had a presence that inspired confidence.  
Outside of the classroom, Ms. Jesse reads fiction novels, watches Spanish-language shows or 
movies, cans the fruits and vegetables from her garden, bakes, tries new recipes, spends time with 
my family and takes care of my pet chickens. Ms. Jesse’s article about her experience using and 
creating art with students to teach language was published in the Kentucky Teacher. She has 
presented in national and state conferences, both as an EL teacher and Spanish teacher.  
Ms. Jesse said, “Throughout my career, God has blessed me with excellent skills in the Spanish 
language, gifted me with a passion for language learning and language learners, and provided 
experiences that have allowed me to hone my craft and grow as a teacher. Teaching is who I am, 
not what I do.  After 25 years in education, I am still sure of three things:  I love children, I want to 
make a difference in their lives, and I want to serve God by teaching others.”  
 
 



 
Dana Swallows, Southside Elementary 
 
When Dana Swallows, Teacher of the Year at Southside Elementary, was a little girl, any time 
anyone asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up, her answer was always, “a teacher.” In 
her words, “teaching has given me the opportunity to serve through my heart.”   
 
In elementary school, Ms. Swallows had a teacher in the third, fourth and fifth grades named Mrs. 
O,  She cherished their relationship and appreciated the things Mrs. O did to go above and beyond 
teaching.  Mrs. Swallows feels honored to have been hired in her hometown and she taught 
alongside Mrs. O in her last year before retirement. Outside of the classroom, Ms. Swallows, spends 
time with family and friends outdoors or at Ohio State Buckeye football games or independently 
crafting or gardening. When asked if there was something she’d like to brag about, she said, “I am 
not good about bragging on myself.  My family, friends and colleagues need all of the 
accolades  because they are what keep me grounded.” 
 

 



 
Kristen Van Meter, Marnel C. Moorman School 
 
Kristen Van Meter, Teacher of the Year at the Marnel C. Moorman School, became a teacher 
because she loves watching the light bulb moment in children happen. She worked at a summer 
camp where students had to earn points to be able to have play time by doing academic worksheets. 
Ms. Van Meter loved working in the academic side of the camp because she loved watching children 
try something new and build confidence to be able to work on their own. Mrs. Terry, a middle school 
math teacher, was a role model and inspiration to Ms. Van Meter. She said, “Mrs. Terry cared much 
more about us personally than just the math she taught. I felt she always did a great job to share real 
life struggles she faced and in ways she dealt with those struggles.” Ms. Van Meter’s favorite 
moment was serving on a team with three other teachers. She felt the team built an incredible 
environment for learning and students cheered each other on in ways she’d never seen before. On 
the last day of school, the students created awards for each other. Many students were in tears of 
joy while celebrating their hard work and strong relationships. Outside of the classroom, Ms. Van 
Meter plays tennis, golfs, runs, bikes, and hikes! She also enjoys reading and cooking! 
 


