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Parkview High’s Steve Kuninsky named 
Gwinnett’s 2011 Teacher of the Year  
 
     During the annual celebration of Gwinnett’s educators, a high school teacher who 

initially thought he desired to become a physician was named the 2011 Gwinnett 

County Teacher of the Year (TOTY). CEO/Superintendent J. Alvin Wilbanks 

announced Steve Kuninsky’s name on Thursday, November 4, 2010, during the final 

moments of the annual Teacher of the Year banquet. In all, Gwinnett County Public 

Schools (GCPS) recognized 123 Teachers of the Year who were selected at their 

local schools by their peers. The event to honor Gwinnett’s teachers took place at the 

Gwinnett Center in Duluth. 

     Steve Kuninsky teaches science at Parkview High. In addition to earning the 

school system’s top honor, he was recognized earlier in the evening as the 2011 

Gwinnett County High School Teacher of the Year. He was selected from a group of 

six districtwide finalists which included one elementary school teacher, three middle 

school finalists, and two teachers at the high school level. As the only finalist at the 

elementary level, Julie Bailey-Wegner of Mulberry Elementary automatically was 

designated as the district’s 2011 Elementary School Teacher of the Year. From the 

three middle school finalists, Jennifer Helfrich of Radloff Middle was named the 

system’s 2011 Middle School Teacher of the Year. 

     As the district’s top educator, Mr. Kuninsky was chosen from a field of more than 

11,000 Gwinnett teachers. The selection process began with the naming of 123 local 

school Teachers of the Year. The group was later narrowed down to 25 semifinalists, 

and finally to the six finalists. In addition to the three level winners (Bailey-Wegner, 

Helfrich, and Kuninsky), the other three finalists were Debbie Trevino of Bay 

Creek Middle; Sergio Parra of Osborne Middle; and Katie Saldarriaga of North 

Gwinnett High.  
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GWINNETT COUNTY TEACHER OF THE YEAR AND  
HIGH SCHOOL TEACHER  OF THE YEAR 
Steve Kuninsky – Science Teacher, Parkview High    
 

     While a college student at Vanderbilt University, Steve Kuninsky had a clear plan 

for his future-- he was majoring in Biology and would continue on to medical school. 

He always had the desire to help and serve others and thought medicine sounded like 

a successful path to achieve that. But in the back of his mind he also often thought 

about the field of education. It was during his medical school interviews that he 

switched plans when a physician interviewing him told him it seemed his passion was 

elsewhere. After that confirmation, Mr. Kuninsky withdrew his medical school 

applications and answered his true calling. “Looking back, I see that my desire to be 

a doctor was not found on the right motivations,” he explains. “I love my job as a 

teacher, I love working with young people, and I have no regrets for the decision I 

made to enter the field of education.” 

     Nine years after that decision, Mr. Kuninsky calls Parkview High his home, as it’s 

the only school he has served in since entering the field. He teaches several areas and 

levels of science. But while he enjoys biology and physics, it’s something else about 

the power of a teacher that he says he enjoys the most. He says, “ … I am teaching 

because I care about young people; I want to have a positive impact on their lives, 

make them feel good about themselves, and guide them as they begin their journey 

through life.” As a result of the active role he takes as a teacher, he often receives 

notes from students thanking him not only for helping them learn the subject, but for 

going above and beyond to help them be successful in life. He shares, “I really desire 

to be the teacher that students remember … the one who cared, the one who 

motivated, and the one who made them want to come to school every day.” 

     As his students come to school at Parkview High every day, they walk into a 

classroom that their teacher says is “a safe place for my students, where they feel 

comfortable and accepted.” That science classroom also is a place where students 

have options on how to demonstrate they have learned the material. For example, Mr. 

Kuninsky recently used the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico as the current event for one 

of his lessons. As part of a project, students had the options to write a letter to 

President Obama, identify an animal in the Gulf and write a speech to congress, write 

a song or poem about the event, or create a piece of artwork. With several options, 

students were able to use their skills and talents to show what they had learned about 

science. He explains, “…if one can pique the students’ interest, and tap into their 

creative abilities and strengths, not only will the teacher receive a higher quality 

product, but the student will experience more learning and growth as they complete 

the assignment.” 

--more-- 



     Since joining Parkview High in 2002, Steve Kuninsky has taught College-Prep 

Physics, Technical Biology, Technical Physical Science, Advanced Placement (AP) 

Biology, College-Prep Biology, and Honors/Gifted Biology. He holds a bachelor’s 

degree in Biology from Vanderbilt University, and later earned his master’s and 

specialist’s degrees in science education from Georgia State University and the 

University of Georgia, respectively. 

-- 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHER OF THE YEAR 
Julie Bailey-Wegner, a 5th Grade Teacher at Mulberry Elementary 
 

     As a Gwinnett County elementary school student, Julie Bailey-Wegner remembers 

walking into her 2nd grade classroom every day and feeling capable of learning as 

well as cared for by her teacher, Ms. Clack. She says, “To this day, I remember 

feeling loved and valued. She listened to us, and made learning fun and meaningful.” 

Years later, Mrs. Bailey-Wegner still keeps in touch with Ms. Clack and strives to be 

just like her with her own students.  

     The first one to attend college in her family, Mrs. Bailey-Wegner knew from very 

early on that she wanted to dedicate her life to working with children in the 

classroom. Because her family was not initially on board with the idea, she tried 

several other areas while in college, leaving her first education class for later. 

However, she says that that class helped her rediscover what she had known all 

along. She shares, “… My first education class required a field experience in an 

actual classroom. I knew immediately after the first day, I had found my niche. I 

remember helping a 6th grade girl with parts of speech. I saw the mythical light bulb 

go off in her head. I did it. I made a difference, and I was hooked.” 

     Going above and beyond to help her students achieve at high levels is nothing new 

to Mrs. Bailey-Wegner as she often uses different strategies to make sure her students 

excel. For example, this school year, she is using a renovated mathematics instruction 

approach where her students work in small collaborative groups. Each group of 

students rotates twice a week for a total of four rotations. The lessons are based on 

hands-on activities and each group keeps track of their work. At the end of the full 

rotation, Mrs. Bailey-Wegner has seen improvement as the gap between different 

students begins to close. Her innovative approach works as the students increased 

their performance, with many of them exceeding the standards. She explains, “Their 

progress was about more than just test scores. They learned to work together … 

differentiation was key to our success, and it clearly demonstrated that teachers must 

individualize instruction as much as possible.”  
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     This school year, Julie Bailey-Wegner began her eleventh year of service in 

education. A product of Gwinnett County Public Schools, Mrs. Bailey-Wegner made 

the decision in 2007 to return to the community that provided her with her education. 

She joined the inaugural staff of Mulberry Elementary in 2007, bringing with her 

years of experience she gained in neighboring metro-Atlanta schools. Mrs. Bailey-

Wegner holds a bachelor’s degree in Middle Grades Education from Wesleyan 

College. 

-- 

MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHER OF THE YEAR 
Jennifer Helfrich, a media specialist at Radloff Middle 
 
     After earning an undergraduate degree in Chemistry, Jennifer Helfrich first opted 

for a career as an analytical chemist. While she enjoyed the work she was doing for a 

pharmaceutical company, she says she was not fulfilled. That fulfillment did not 

come until years later when Mrs. Helfrich walked into her second career as an 

educator.  

     When her children reached the age to start kindergarten, Mrs. Helfrich walked into 

their school and started volunteering first in the classroom, and later in the school’s 

media center. It was while spending time in the school’s largest classroom that she 

discovered what she had longed for, what would become a fulfilling career for her. 

She explains “… It was during those volunteer hours where I learned that a media 

specialist’s job was both exciting and challenging … I was inspired by the thought of 

teaching literacy, and research and technology skills to students. ” Those volunteer 

hours were the start of what would become a fulfilling career in education. She 

shares, “During this journey, I discovered that being an educator was where my heart 

has always belonged.” 

     Several years later, Mrs. Helfrich has her own classroom at Radloff Middle, the 

media center, where she has worked with students since 2008. She enjoys guiding 

students as they perform research—evaluating, analyzing, synthesizing, and 

embracing information. Every day, she makes sure her students have the material and 

the guidance to find the information they need. She says, “I don’t want our students 

to be limited by what society tells they should be doing, but rather I want our students 

to spread their wings and explore their limitless possibilities.” 

     Mrs. Helfrich helps students explore those possibilities, offering assistance and 

innovative efforts. For instance, a game she developed has become quite an 

instructional tool in her media center. Using a mystery book, she develops crime 

scenarios for each class.  

--more-- 

 



The situations vary in rigor and expectations according to grade level. As she needs 

the students to be personally invested in the lesson, she involves them along with 

their teachers as suspects in the make-believe crimes. That detail makes the activity 

personal, leading to higher levels of interest and eventually high student performance. 

By observing the students participating in this game, she is able to determine which 

students understand the process and which need additional support. 

      Because Mrs. Helfrich works with all students at Radloff Middle, she often 

develops different lessons to meet the needs of students. When working with students 

who need additional support in mathematics, she will often pair a student who needs 

the support with one who has performed at higher levels but does not necessarily 

have the confidence. She explains, “By placing the student in the position of teacher, 

they must be able to explain the problem to the struggling student. Both students 

benefit as the struggling student has learned a new skill, while the other student has 

demonstrated mastery.” In addition, when working with students with special needs, 

Mrs. Helfrich will use visual aids such as a video clip to keep their attention. Mrs. 

Helfrich has worked hard to create a media center that offers a number of materials 

that different students can use as resources, such as tools to help increase the 

vocabulary and fluency for students learning the English language, and thought-

provoking literature to challenge gifted students. No matter the students and their 

needs, Mrs. Helfrich goes out of her way to assist them. According to her, “The 

rewards are great since satisfied customers will return time and time again to look for 

more encouragement and support.” 

     Mrs. Helfrich joined Gwinnett County Public Schools in 2003. During her career 

with the district, she has worked as a media specialist at both the elementary and 

middle school levels. She served at Berkeley Lake Elementary (2003-2008) prior to 

joining Radloff Middle in 2008. In addition to her bachelor’s degree in Chemistry 

from the University of Illinois, Mrs. Helfrich also earned a master’s degree in Library 

Media Technology from Georgia State University. 

-- 

     As Gwinnett’s Teacher of the Year, Mr. Kuninsky will receive an additional 

$1,000 in his annual contract for as long as he teaches in Gwinnett County Public 

Schools. He also will represent Gwinnett County in the Georgia TOTY competition. 

The two level winners for elementary and middle school each will have $750 added 

to their annual contracts as long as they remain GCPS teachers. The other three 

finalists received a one-time award of $500, and each local school winner received a 

one-time award of $200. 

--more-- 

 

 



 

     This year’s corporate sponsors of the Gwinnett County Teacher of the Year 

competition and banquet are Balfour, Coca-Cola Enterprises, Georgia Power, 

Gwinnett Federal Credit Union, Hayes Chrysler Dodge Jeep, Herff Jones, IBM, 

Lifetouch Photography, Mellon Global Security Services, and VALIC. 
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