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Finalists named for 2006 Gwinnett Teacher of the Year;  
Top teacher to be announced at Nov. 3 banquet 
 

The field of teachers in the running for the 2006 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. 3, 2005, at the Gwinnett Center. 

All 105 local school winners from Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) will be 

honored that night. 

A committee— composed of local school and central office leaders, along with the 

level winners for middle and high school and last year’s Gwinnett County TOTY-- 

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: 

 

Carol Issa, an English to Speakers of Other Languages teacher at Meadowcreek 

Elementary. 

Carol Issa’s career in education spans more than 20 years, the last seven in 

Gwinnett at Meadowcreek Elementary. She joined GCPS as a 1st grade teacher at 

Meadowcreek in 1998, and in 2001 began teaching English to Speakers of Other 

Languages (ESOL) to students in grades 3-5. Mrs. Issa holds a bachelor’s degree in 

elementary education and a master’s degree in nutritional sciences.  

Mrs. Issa has a passion for the world’s diverse cultures, both inside and outside the 

classroom. As a Rotary International Host Mother, she has opened her home to 

students and cultural exchange guests from Japan, Norway, El Salvador, and Taiwan. 

Her experiences with children from other cultures have helped to make her a more 

compassionate and stronger teacher of diverse populations. Mrs. Issa strives to share 

strategies for teaching English language learners with her fellow teachers, sharing  
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lessons from her professional learning that will enrich the classroom experience for her 

colleagues and their students. 

--- 

Melissa Lawley, a kindergarten teacher at K.E. Taylor Elementary. 

Melissa Lawley has been in the classroom for 10 years. She came to Gwinnett 

County in 2002 as a kindergarten and 1st grade teacher at K.E. Taylor Elementary. Ms. 

Lawley holds a bachelor’s degree in elementary education and a master’s degree in 

reading and language arts education. She holds national board certification.  

Ms. Lawley finds that sharing her passion for teaching and learning with others in 

the field is an empowering and beneficial experience for all involved. Through the 

Teacher Support Specialist program, she works within her school, mentoring a first-

year teacher. Acting as a professional mentor and support helps her to offer 

encouragement during what can be a lonely and overwhelming start for a new teacher. 

In the classroom, Ms. Lawley teaches her students how to support others as well. For 

instance, a classroom unit on economics culminated in her students raising $700 to 

purchase toys to donate to the Salvation Army’s Santa Warehouse.   

--- 

Linda Koch, a 7th grade gifted social studies teacher at Duluth Middle. 

Linda Koch’s career in the classroom began 26 years ago, and she has called 

Gwinnett home since 1981. She began her time in Gwinnett at Sweetwater Middle, 

where she taught social studies, language arts, math, and earth science from 1981 until 

1991. In 1991, she moved to Duluth Middle. Since then, Mrs. Koch has helped gifted 

students learn about social studies, language arts, and earth science. She holds a 

bachelor’s degree in elementary education and a master’s degree in middle grades math 

education. 

Mrs. Koch has been involved with Gwinnett’s Gateway assessment program since 

its inception, and currently serves as the Coordinator of Middle School Gateway 

Scoring. In that position, Mrs. Koch trains those teachers who qualify to score the 

assessment and assists them throughout the scoring process. Her work with the 

Gateway has further strengthened her belief that a teacher’s knowledge of assessment 

is a valuable professional learning tool.  

--- 
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Dr. Anne Beatty Crain, a reading specialist at Lanier Middle. 

Dr. Anne Beatty Crain has spent 25 years in the classroom, the last 16 in Gwinnett 

County Public Schools. She began her career in Gwinnett at Dacula High, where she  

was a special education teacher from 1989 to 1999. She next served as a reading 

specialist at South Gwinnett High (1999-2004), before moving to her current school, 

Lanier Middle, in 2004. Dr. Crain holds a bachelor’s degree in special education, both 

master’s and specialist’s degrees in reading instruction, and a doctoral degree in 

language and literacy education.    

For Dr. Crain, professional learning is a forum to collaborate and share valuable 

teaching strategies with colleagues. After a professional learning experience that 

highlighted ways to teach comprehension strategies to struggling readers, she returned 

to her fellow teachers invigorated. Teachers from all subject areas were able to benefit 

from the instructional techniques and take them back to their classrooms to help 

struggling students. As a volunteer with her church, she also has been an active 

leader— creating a training program for volunteers in the church nursery, a screening 

process for volunteers, and a handbook for parents.  

--- 

Dr. Mai Yin Tsoi, a college preparatory and honors chemistry teacher at Collins 

Hill High.  

Dr. Mai Yin Tsoi is in her ninth year in the classroom. She joined Gwinnett 

County Public Schools in 2002 as a chemistry teacher at Collins Hill High. Dr. Tsoi 

holds both bachelor’s and master’s degrees in chemistry, and a doctoral degree in 

science education. 

Dr. Tsoi is committed to preparing her students to be successful, contributing 

members of society, fully prepared for the workforce of the future. She believes that all 

students, regardless of race or economic status, should have equal access to the 

learning tools that can help them be successful. Her passion for the importance of 

alternative learning has led her to develop online learning opportunities. She 

emphasizes service learning in her chemistry classes, as she and her students— “Team 

Tsoi”— work to raise money for others in crisis, protect the environment, and 

contribute to the world around them.  

--- 

Dr. Jeff Mathews, a chemistry and astronomy teacher at Parkview High. 

Dr. Jeff Mathews has spent his entire career in education with Gwinnett County,  
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joining the faculty of Parkview High in 1996. In his nine years at the school, he has 

taught chemistry (college prep, honors, and technical), principles of technology, 

astronomy, and physical science. Presently, he teaches 10th grade chemistry and 12th  

grade astronomy. Dr. Mathews hold a bachelor’s degree in biochemistry, and both 

master’s and doctoral degrees in science education.  

Dr. Mathews uses partnerships with professionals in the community to expand his 

students’ access to knowledge. Whether parents, community members, or professionals 

from universities, these “outsiders” bring valuable lessons to the classroom. For 

example, students in his astronomy class took part in a sun observation lab and were 

able to participate in labs and computer simulated investigations with university 

support. At the same time, students see that even their teacher continues to learn and 

pursue new knowledge.   

--- 

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

school teachers of the year. 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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