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Finalists named for 2005 Gwinnett Teacher of the Year;  
Top teacher to be announced at Nov. 9 banquet 
 

The field of teachers in the running for the 2005 Gwinnett County Teacher of the 

Year (TOTY) title has been narrowed to six finalists. One of these six will become 

Gwinnett’s Teacher of the Year at a banquet on Nov. 9, 2004, at the Gwinnett Civic 

and Cultural Center. All 97 local school winners from Gwinnett County Public 

Schools (GCPS) will be honored that night. 

A committee-- composed of three assistant principals, two parents, and last 

year’s elementary, middle, and county TOTY winners-- selected the six finalists from 

a field of 20 semifinalists. As the final element of the judging process, the selection 

committee will observe the six teachers in their classrooms. During the visit, the 

committee will look for original teaching methods, how the teacher demonstrates 

his/her philosophy of teaching, and special class projects. Committee members also 

will conduct interviews with the finalists.  

The finalists for this year are: 

Joann Morse, a gifted education teacher for grades 2-4 at R.D. Head 

Elementary. 

Joann Morse has spent her entire career in education in Gwinnett. She began as a 

kindergarten and 2nd grade teacher at Beaver Ridge Elementary in 1994, then moved 

to K.E. Taylor to teach 2nd and 3rd grade in 1997. She taught gifted students at 

Walnut Grove Elementary for three years before moving to her current home, R.D. 

Head Elementary, in 2002. Mrs. Morse holds a bachelor’s degree in early childhood 

education and a master’s degree in science.  

For Mrs. Morse, taking a leadership role in her school community is rewarding 

and challenging. Through the GCPS New Teacher Induction program, she has been 

able to work with new teachers, imparting tips and strategies they can use in the 

classroom. Her interest in creating change through community commitment can be 

seen in school initiatives. She was key to the establishment of “Tutoring Our  
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Future Treasures,” a free, afterschool tutoring program, which planted the seeds for 

other, similar afterschool initiatives. Mrs. Morse also spearheaded a unique program, 

called “Developing Thinking Skills for Problem Solving,” which contributed to a 

measured increase in student achievement on the Math Gateway.  

--- 

Debi West, a visual art teacher for grades K-5 at Level Creek Elementary. 

Debi West is in her tenth year as an elementary art teacher in Gwinnett County 

Public Schools. During her tenure with Gwinnett, she has worked with students at 

Sugar Hill Elementary (1994-1998), Rock Springs Elementary (1999-2004), and the 

new Level Creek Elementary, which she helped to open this year. Mrs. West holds a 

bachelor’s degree in studio art, a master’s degree in education, and a specialist’s 

degree in art education. She also holds national board certification in art education 

for children and young adults.  

Mrs. West plays an active leadership role in the Georgia Art Education 

Association (GAEA) and the National Art Education Association, both of which have 

afforded her the opportunity to learn from some of the best educators in the nation. 

She says these professional affiliations have made her a stronger teacher and leader in 

education. Through GAEA, Mrs. West has brought her students and the community 

together during events such as Youth Art Month. Her work with Youth Art Month, 

including three years as state coordinator, has included events promoting family and 

community involvement— showcasing her students’ talents and encouraging the 

children to contribute to the community.   

--- 

Diane A. Clack, an English to Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) teacher at 

Parsons Elementary. 

Diane A. Clack’s career in education spans nearly 30 years, 23 of those in 

Gwinnett. She began teaching in the county with 1st and 2nd grade students at J.G. 

Dyer Elementary between 1981 and 1997. Since then, Ms. Clack has spent three 

years as a 2nd grade teacher at K.E. Taylor Elementary and three years teaching 

ESOL students at B.B. Harris Elementary. She has been at Parsons Elementary as an 

ESOL teacher for students in grades 2-5 since the school opened in 2003. Ms. Clack 

holds a bachelor’s degree in education and a master’s degree in early childhood  
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education. 

Ms. Clack has been the driving force behind numerous innovative programs and 

initiatives to aid her students, their families, and fellow educators. As an instructor, 

she has shared with colleagues best practices for teaching English language learners. 

Her mentoring program, called G.U.I.D.E.S., provided guidance and support for 

Hispanic students and their families. Through her work on the AKS Curriculum Map 

Project, Ms. Clack has had an impact on ESOL students systemwide.  

--- 

Sallie Barrett, a 7th grade gifted science teacher at Richard Hull Middle. 

Sallie Barrett has served in Gwinnett classrooms for the last 14 years. She began 

her career in Gwinnett at Pinckneyville Middle in 1990. After more than a decade 

there, she came to Richard Hull Middle as a gifted science teacher for 7th graders. 

Mrs. Barrett holds a bachelor’s degree in elementary education, a master’s degree in 

outdoor education, and a Diploma for Advanced Study in Teaching.   

Mrs. Barrett serves as one of six nationally board certified teachers selected to 

mentor Gwinnett teachers pursuing National Board Certification. In this role, she is 

able to guide other teaching professionals through the rigorous process of 

certification. She also has taken on the additional responsibility of teaching online 

classes for teachers expanding their qualifications. Mrs. Barrett excels as a mentor for 

her students as well. She and a former student were chosen as one of ten teams to 

participate in a National Girl Scouts nine-day environmental study at the Teton 

Science School in Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming last summer.   

--- 

IV Bray, a physics, web design, and directed study teacher at Berkmar High.  

IV Bray has spent his entire career in education at Berkmar High, where he 

began teaching in 1994. During his time at Berkmar, he has taught physics, 

chemistry, physical science, web design, and gifted directed study. Presently, he 

works with students in grades 10-12. Mr. Bray holds a bachelor’s degree in physics, 

and master’s and specialist’s degrees in science education. 

Mr. Bray began his career in law enforcement, but after three years decided that 

teaching was his true calling. He has been able to share some of his classroom 

management skills through a popular professional learning course for other teachers.  

--more-- 



“Finalists  . . .”  
Page 4 of 4 
Oct. 15, 2004 

He created the Berkmar High Web site, securing a $20,000 technology grant in 1999 

and using that money to expand a site he had begun for his physics classes. Mr. Bray 

still serves as Webmaster for the school, and has worked to continually expand the 

school’s site into a better and more effective link to the community. As coach of 

Berkmar’s Academic Decathlon team, he has guided the team to two consecutive 

state championships. 

--- 

Rosemarie Placek, a chemistry teacher at Peachtree Ridge High. 

Rosemarie Placek has been teaching for 11 years, seven of those in Gwinnett. A 

chemistry teacher at Collins Hill High from 1997 to 2003, she moved to Peachtree 

Ridge High when it opened in 2003. Mrs. Placek holds a bachelor’s degree in 

chemistry and English literature, and a master’s degree in education. 

Mrs. Placek and two colleagues used a real-world example of “hooking” students 

on science— in this case, a murder mystery scenario— as a topic for a presentation at 

the convention of the National Science Teacher Association. Mrs. Placek brings her 

own real-world perspective to the classroom; she left a career as a chemist to “change 

the world” through teaching. Using her experience in the classroom to help others, 

she now serves as a mentor to a 2nd year teacher and meets with chemistry teachers 

new to the school. Mrs. Placek has coordinated science fairs and state science 

symposiums. She serves as lead chemistry teacher at her school, working with fellow 

teachers to ensure that their instructional strategies are always improving.   

--- 

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

school teachers of the year. (As the only finalist at the middle school level, Ms. 

Barrett automatically becomes the winner at that level.) The county winner will be 

selected from among the three level winners and will go on to represent the county in 

the Georgia TOTY competition. 

Gwinnett’s Teacher of the Year will receive a yearly award of $1,000 and the 

other level winners will each receive $750 yearly, 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. 
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