
 

N  E  W  S     R  E  L  E  A  S  E 
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: October 14, 2011  
News Media Contact: Communication and Media Relations, 678-301-6020 
 

Six finalists to learn if they will become Gwinnett’s 2012 TOTY 
 
     Six Gwinnett teachers, two from each school level, make up this year’s group of 

finalists for the Gwinnett County Teacher of the Year (TOTY) title. The finalists for 

the 2012 honor are Brittany Palazzo of Mulberry Elementary; Jennifer Dunn of 

Pharr Elementary; Keri Beth Tidmore Jones of Dacula Middle; Sarah Black of 

North Gwinnett Middle; Aundrea Muth of Mill Creek High; and Lindsey 

Cafarella of Peachtree Ridge High. A selection committee narrowed the field from 

the 25 semifinalists who had been selected from an impressive list of 129 local 

school TOTYs. The committee now has the difficult task of selecting the 2012 

Teacher of the Year. That announcement will be made at a banquet on November 3, 

2011, at the Gwinnett Center, 6400 Sugarloaf Parkway in Duluth. The program 

begins at 6:30 p.m. All 129 local school Teachers of the Year will be recognized that 

evening. 

     As the final element of the judging process, the selection committee will complete 

an observation of the six teachers in their classrooms. During the visit, committee 

members will look for original teaching methods, study the teacher’s teaching 

philosophy, review special class projects the teacher has initiated, and consider the 

influence the teacher has had on the teaching practices of his/her colleagues. They 

also will review each teacher’s educational degrees and civic activities. 

-- 

MEET THE 2012 FINALISTS 

Brittany Palazzo, a 3rd Grade Teacher at Mulberry Elementary 
(Six years in education, all with GCPS)  
 
     A product of Gwinnett County Public Schools, Brittany Palazzo returned home 

after college to give back to her community, teaching in the district where she 

received her K-12 education. She knew early on that she wanted to be a teacher, 

tracing her love of teaching back to when she played “school” with friends, 

neighbors, and even her stuffed animals. That passion for teaching is exhibited today 

in her commitment and dedication to students.  

     Mrs. Palazzo joined the inaugural staff of Mulberry Elementary in 2007, after 

working at Dacula Elementary and Centerville Elementary. She holds a bachelor’s 

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

Piedmont College in Curriculum and Instruction.  

--more-- 



Jennifer Dunn, a 5th Grade Teacher at Pharr Elementary 
(Nine years in education, six with GCPS) 
 
     Jennifer Dunn was aiming for a life on the stage and under the spotlight. Little did 

she know she was destined to take center stage in a different setting—the classroom. 

It was during this Gwinnett alum’s senior year at Brookwood High when some of her 

teachers inspired her, changing her career plans from acting to teaching.  

     She entered the profession at McKendree Elementary in 2004. After some time 

away from Gwinnett, she returned to her roots in 2007 as a 5th grade teacher at Pharr 

Elementary. 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.    

-- 

Keri Beth Tidmore Jones, Advanced Computer Science (Grades 6-8) and 8th 
Grade Yearbook Teacher at Dacula Middle 
(Seven years in education, all with GCPS) 
 
      A year ago Keri Beth Tidmore Jones reconnected with her 4th grade teacher, the 

same teacher who inspired her to become an educator. This former teacher of this 

Teacher of the Year said she never had any doubt Mrs. Tidmore Jones would become 

successful in the profession as she tried to teach the class as a 4th grader.  

     After graduating from the University of Georgia with a bachelor’s degree in 

Business Education, Mrs. Tidmore Jones joined Gwinnett County Public Schools. 

Since 2005 she has made Dacula Middle her home, teaching Computer Science and 

8th  Grade Yearbook. In addition to her bachelor’s degree, Mrs. Tidmore Jones also 

holds a master’s degree in Integrating Technology in the Classroom from Walden 

University.  

-- 

Sarah Black, a 6-8th Grade Orchestra Teacher at North Gwinnett Middle 
(15 years in education, all with GCPS) 
 
     Playing the violin as a child, music was always a part of Sarah Black’s life as it 

was her creative outlet. But it was during her freshman year in high school when her 

music teacher inspired her to pursue a career in education. Miss Black was inspired 

when she witnessed her teacher help the entire class learn how to play a difficult 

number that the students thought they could not achieve. Miss Black joined Gwinnett 

County Public Schools as the orchestra teacher at Lanier Middle in 1997 and later 

helped open North Gwinnett Middle in 2009. She holds a bachelor’s degree in music 

education from Appalachian State University. 

--more-- 

 



Aundrea Muth, a 12th Grade Political Systems and AP Government Teacher at 
Mill Creek High  
(Six years in education, all with GCPS) 
 
     Aundrea Muth’s passion to become a teacher began early on. Her initial 

elementary school years were spent at home with her mother as her teacher. She used 

this homeschooling experience, along with a decade in public schools, to consciously 

evaluate her teachers and decide which styles, tools, and attitudes she wanted to 

emulate. She decided the best teachers were multi-dimensional educators who 

learned to be adaptive and who were lifelong learners who gave the time and effort to 

bring out the best in their students. She exhibits those attributes in her daily work at 

Mill Creek High, where she has taught 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.  

-- 

Lindsey Cafarella, a 10th Grade World History Teacher at Peachtree Ridge 
High  
(Five years in education, all with GCPS) 
 
     As a child, Lindsey Cafarella wanted to be a journalist, a photographer, and an 

astronaut. Being a teacher never crossed her mind. However, looking back she says it 

is clear that she was always meant to be a social studies teacher. After earning two 

bachelor’s degrees from the University of Georgia, one in History and another in 

Advertising, she pursued several different career paths but never really felt satisfied. 

After speaking with several friends who were educators, it clicked to Mrs. Cafarella 

that this was a career that would fulfill her in terms of a challenge and in terms of 

making a difference. In 2006, she joined the school district at Peachtree Ridge High 

where she teaches World History to sophomores. In addition to her two 

undergraduate degrees, Mrs. Cafarella earned a master’s degree in Social Science 

Education from UGA and is currently working on her doctorate degree in Teaching 

and Learning: Social Studies Education from Georgia State University.   

-- 

     Three of these six finalists will be designated as the elementary, middle, and high 

school teachers of the year. The district winner will be selected from among the three 

level winners and will go on to represent GCPS in the Georgia TOTY competition.  

     Gwinnett’s Teacher of the Year 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 other three finalists will receive a one-time award of 

$500, and each local school winner will receive a one-time award of $200.  

 

--more-- 

 



     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. 

 

Pictures of the six Gwinnett County Teacher of the Year finalists are  

available upon request. 
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