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There are good days, and 
then there are great days… 
October 19 was a great day.

During a noontime ceremo-
ny at the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York City, Gwin-
nett County Public Schools 
(GCPS) was named the 2010 
winner of The Broad Prize for 
Urban Education, the coun-
try’s most prestigious award 
for K–12 public education. 

Presented by The Eli and 
Edythe Broad Foundation, 
the prize brings $1 million in 

scholarships for 
seniors 

who have turned around their 
high school performance.

Districts cannot apply for 
the coveted prize. Instead, the 
Foundation looks at achieve-
ment data for 100 of the 
largest U.S. districts that serve 
significant percentages of low-
income and minority students. 
Specifically, the prize recog-
nizes districts with the great-
est overall performance and 
improvement in achievement 
while reducing income and 
ethnic achievement gaps.

At the event, CEO/Super-
intendent J. Alvin Wilbanks 
thanked the Board of Educa-
tion, central office staff, a sup-
portive community, but, most 

important, the folks in the 
local schools. 

“Let me present to you the 
real heroes.… the two people 
that make a real difference in 
the lives of students and their 
success… the teachers and 
principals,” said Mr. Wilbanks. 
“I want every teacher and 
every principal in Gwinnett 
County Public Schools to 
understand that it’s not us in 
the district office… you are the 
ones who carry out the chal-
lenge of what we are supposed 
to do to educate children. We 
learned a long time ago that 
our business is teaching and 
learning and the emphasis is 
on learning. That has caused  

a sea change in what we do.” 
Broad researchers came to 

Gwinnett in May to interview 
staff, students, parents, and 
community members; to visit 
schools; and to learn more 
about the district and its  
accomplishments.

In awarding the prize to 
Gwinnett, The Broad Founda-
tion cited the school system’s 
leadership, focus, and com-
mitment to all students. 
Increasing student achieve-
ment, narrowing achievement 

gaps, and high participation 
by poor and minority students 
in rigorous classes and exams 
were among the reasons that 
Gwinnett stood out to the 
Broad Review Board. 

The other districts vying 
for the honor were Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Schools (N.C.),  
Montgomery County Pub-
lic Schools (Md.); and the 
Socorro Independent School 
District and the Ysleta Inde-
pendent School District, both 
in Texas.
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GCPS wins Broad Prize  
for Urban Education
Prestigious broad Prize delivers $1 million 
in scholarships for Gwinnett’s Class of 2011

GCPS celebrates at home as 
award announced from NyC YES!As school-based staff followed web-

streamed coverage of The Broad Prize 
proceedings, a hopeful crowd gathered in 
the Board Room at GCPS’ Instructional 
Support Center in Suwanee to watch 
a live broadcast of the announcement. 
For a nerve-wracking few minutes, U.S. 
Education Secretary Arne Duncan called,  
in random order, the districts that would  
not win the  big prize. When the fourth of  
four finalists was named and it was clear that 
Gwinnett was the winner, the crowd— in the  
Board Room, in Gwinnett classrooms, and in  
New York— erupted in applause.

Employees react to the great news… At left, 
Associate Superintendent Dale Robbins and 
Title I Coordinator Celeste Strohl; at right, 
Area Superintendent Dr. Gale Hey and 
Delores Hendrix, executive director for 
School Operations and Support.

Gwinnett’s effective teachers, rigorous curriculum, and access  
to challenging classes were cited by visiting Broad researchers.

CEO/Superintendent J. Alvin Wilbanks (left) accepts the  
award from Foundation founders Eli and Edythe Broad.  

Also pictured: U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan,  
Gwinnett County Board Chair Dr. Mary Kay Murphy,  

and Dr. Tim Mullen, a Bay Creek Middle teacher.
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This is 
the ninth 

year for The 
Broad Prize 

and Gwinnett’s 
second time to be 

named a finalist.
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Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) is a high-per-
forming school system that continues to educate students at 
high levels, even as the community grows and changes. Con-
sider Gwinnett’s recent recognition as the top urban school 
district in the country. Our success is no accident. 

But… What about the future? How do we sustain that suc-
cess? How do we prepare students for the demands of the  
21st century? How do we make sure that children in our 
schools a decade from now are just as successful as the kids 
we serve today?

Random acts of improvement are not enough. Building on 
our record of success takes focus, planning, commitment, and 
the whole community working together. To do that, we need 
to know where we’re headed, what we hope to achieve, and 
how we’re going to get there. You’ll find all those things in the 
school system’s vision, mission, and beliefs, its goals, initiatives, 
and operational plans and local school plans for improvement. 

What ties it all together are GCPS’ Strategic Priorities for 

2010–2020. Developed with input from staff, parents, com-
munity leaders, and students over a two-year period, the 
Priorities focus on 10 key areas. (See box to left.) They are not 
our “strategic plan.” Rather,  the Priorities communicate the 
direction in which the school district is moving for the next 
5 to 10 years. They keep us focused on teaching and learning 
and drive continuous improvement in all that we do to edu-
cate and prepare students for the demands of the 21st century.

Throughout the year— in publications, on the website, and 
through local schools— we’ll be sharing more about the Priori-
ties and what they mean for Gwinnett County’s schoolchildren. 

Know this… these can’t just be the school system’s Pri-
orities. We need everyone— employees, leaders, students, 
parents, and community members— to pitch in and do 
their part. Together, we’ll work to make sure that Gwinnett 
County Public Schools becomes the system of world-class 
schools we want for our children and helps build a better 
Gwinnett for all of us.

GCPS’ Strategic Priorities for 2010–2020 spell out 
what our expectations are for employees— teachers, 
administrators, and support staff— to help make 
sure that our schools and our students will be as 
successful in the future as they are now.

In Gwinnett, there are just two kinds of employ-
ees, those who teach, and those who support our 
teachers. The work of every single employee— in the 
classroom, in the halls, in the cafeteria, in the office, 
or on a bus— makes a positive difference for kids. In 
fact, every employee shares in student success.

In this Priority, words and phrases describe our 
ideal for staff members: high expectations, highest 
ethical standards, continuous improvement, lifelong 
learner, effective, passionate, advocate, collaborative.

The hard work, commitment, and focus of our em-
ployees pays off every time a student masters a con-

cept, makes academic progress, or reaches a milestone.
However, the teacher is the linchpin. Studies show 

that the single most important school-based factor 
in student success is high-quality teaching. Making 
sure that a competent, caring, and dedicated educa-
tor is teaching in every Gwinnett classroom is one of 
the most important things school leaders can do to 
ensure student success, today and tomorrow.

In our classrooms, you find education profession-
als who are committed to improving every day. They 
believe in our students and each child’s potential. As 
a school community, we celebrate the rich diver-
sity of cultures, ethnicities, and abilities that can be 
found among our students, staff, and neighbors. 

That’s the power of public education and the 
difference that Gwinnett County Public Schools’ 
employees make in the lives of children.
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Becoming a system of world-class schools won’t 
happen unless every child is receiving a quality and 
effective education that prepares him or her for a suc-
cessful life as a contributing citizen. 

We were purposeful in putting Students as our 
first priority in the Strategic Priorities. Teaching and 
learning is GCPS’ “core business,” with the emphasis 
on student learning. In a nutshell, GCPS’ Student 
Priority says that our students will… 
•	 Be engaged learners so that they can reach their 

full learning potential. Kids who are excited and 
involved in their learning are going to learn more, 
remember what they’ve learned, and make connec-
tions to build on their learning. 

•	 Be critical thinkers, creative problem-solvers, 
and effective communicators, developing leader-
ship and teamwork skills. Experts tell us that our 
children are being educated today for jobs that 
don’t yet exist. Young people who can be creative, 

analyze data and solve problems, work in teams, 
communicate effectively, and use prior knowledge 
to adapt in new situations will be ready for what 
the future holds. (Technology is such an important 
part of a GCPS education it has its own Priority.) 

•	 Take	responsibility	for	their	own	learning,	
achievement, and behavior. We know students 
must “buy in” to be active participants in their 
education. But it’s a partnership. They will need the 
support, encouragement, and high expectations of 
the caring adults in their lives— at home, at school, 
and in the community.

•	 Demonstrate	high	levels	of	character,	taking	pride	
in their school, community, and country. Quite 
simply, tomorrow’s leaders are in today’s classrooms.

•	 Graduate with the knowledge, skills, and exper-
tise to succeed in college, work, and life in the 
21st century. Isn’t that what we all want for our 
children?

Today’s Gwinnett 3rd grader… he’s 

about 8 years old, eager to learn, a good 

reader and a budding writer. He’s prob-

ably more tech savvy than his parents, 

discovering new things every day, and 

building a strong educational founda-

tion. Fast forward a decade to May 2020 

when he and his classmates cross the 

stage at graduation. We want to make 

sure he and his friends are headed to 

college or work, ready to learn, to con-

tribute, to be competitive on a global 

stage. To make that happen, we will 

overcome challenges, meet students 

where they are and take them to the 

next level, and push high-achieving 

students to true mastery. We will be 

flexible and innovative in the classroom 

to ensure student success.  
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StrategicPriorities

Building a Better Gwinnett

1 Document.
10 Priorities.
1 Direction.

GCPS’ Strategic Priorities for 
2010–2020 focus on the qualities 
and characteristics that our 
community, staff, and students 
identified as important for:

Students•	

employees•	

Parents and Guardians•	

Governance and leadership•	

Curriculum, instruction, and •	
Assessment 

Facilities and Operations•	

Financial Stewardship•	

information Management  •	
and technology

Communication•	

Public image and  •	
Community Pride

Parkview High’s Steve Kuninsky is the 2011 
Gwinnett County Teacher of the Year (TOTY)…

Above: Steve Kuninsky’s Advanced Placement Biology 
students learn through hands-on labs, experiments, and 
writing about science. Mr. Kuninsky also was honored as 
the high school level TOTY. 5th grade teacher Julie Bailey-
Wegner of Mulberry Elementary is Elementary Teacher of 
the Year. Radloff Middle media specialist Jennifer Helfrich is 
the system TOTY for middle schools.



Parents are a child’s first and best teacher. We’re 
not saying that families need to add a chemistry lab 
in the basement or be experts in sentence diagram-
ming. It’s more basic and more complex than that. 

By word and example, parents are teaching their 
children from day one, and their kids have been learn-
ing! While classroom teachers are the subject experts 
who help children master tricky formulas and gram-
mar rules, they simply can’t do it alone. Parents and 
guardians must be involved in their child’s education. 

Yes, it certainly helps when a parent can sit at the 
kitchen table for a study session or give some feed-
back on a written report. But, it goes beyond that, too. 

Gwinnett teachers have high expectations for all 
students. When those high expectations are rein-
forced at home, students are supported on all sides 
for success. The school encourages students to be in 
class daily, ready to learn. Families that value educa-

tion and emphasize regular attendance and being 
prepared reinforce that commitment to learning and 
underscore the importance of education for future 
success. Traits like personal responsibility, respectful 
behavior, and a strong work ethic can be promoted 
in the classroom but it’s the family’s influence that 
really makes these important attributes stick.

In Gwinnett, strong student achievement is not the 
responsibility of the student alone. For that matter, 
neither the teacher nor the parent bears sole respon-
sibility for student success. It’s a shared responsibility 
and we’re all partners. That’s why it’s so important for 
teacher and parent to communicate about concerns, 
sharing ideas and information. In the end, the stu-
dent benefits from a strong home-school connection.

In fact, the more that families know about their 
child’s school, the school’s improvement plans, and 
school system initiatives to support student achieve-

ment, the more confidence they will have in their 
school and the more supportive they can be of GCPS. 

However, the most critical connection always has 
been, and always will be, the one between a child 
and the caring adults in his or her life.

Research shows that when parents are involved 
in their children’s education at home, their children 
do better in school. When parents are involved at 
school, their children’s achievement improves and 
the schools they attend become even stronger. That’s 
why GCPS asks parents and guardians to “be there” 
for their child. (Be There is a national movement that 
inspires parents to become more involved in their chil-
dren’s education. Find tips and suggestions online.)

Schools certainly value the work of classroom 
volunteers, but that’s not the only way for families 
to be involved in a child’s learning. Teachable mo-
ments are everywhere— during homework time, 
with a bedtime story, in the kitchen, doing errands, 
anytime. Children need their parents to take a few 
moments each day to make them feel special and 
loved, to be there for them. When kids and parents 
connect in meaningful ways, parents can be their 
child’s favorite teachers. These simple actions will 
reap immense rewards at home, play, and school. 
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If you are the parent of a GCPS student, 

the go2 Parent Portal serves as a valuable 

resource for school information about your 

child— from grades and attendance to 

test scores and discipline history. Access 

key school information safely and securely, 

anytime from anyplace... all you need is a 

computer with Internet access and a user 

ID and password. If you’re not already using 

the Parent Portal, contact your school for 

registration information.
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During November, communities across our 
country celebrate public education during 
American Education Week (Nov. 14–20). It is a 
time when the spotlight shines on the impor-
tance of providing every child in America with a 
quality public education, as well as the need for 
everyone to do his or her part in making public 
schools great. This year’s theme, “Great Public 
Schools: A Basic Right and Our Responsibility,” 
reflects a call upon America to provide students 
with high-caliber public schools so that they can 
grow, prosper, and achieve in the 21st century.

While it is nice that a special week is set 
aside for this recognition of public schools, I 
am pleased that in Gwinnett we keep our focus 
on teaching and learning throughout the year. 
Providing quality and effective schools is not 
something that we talk about only at designated 
times… it’s our commitment each and every day.

That commitment is what has led to our con-
tinued success and to our district’s recognition 
as one of the top school systems in the nation. 
The Broad Prize for Urban Education is the top 
education award in the country. Our designation 
as the 2010 Broad Prize winner distinguishes 
Gwinnett County Public Schools as the district 
that demonstrated the greatest overall perfor-
mance and improvement in student achieve-
ment while reducing achievement gaps that exist 

among different groups of students. We can all 
be proud of this achievement; however, we can-
not afford to be complacent. We have to con-
tinually build on what is best about our school 
system to ensure it becomes the best it can be 
tomorrow. 

That is why we have developed the Strategic 
Priorities. These priorities reflect our ongo-
ing commitment to excellence. In this issue 
of Communiqué, we focus on three of the 10 
Priorities— the ones that focus on the people of 
GCPS— because we realize that our continued 
success depends upon the support of those who 
work for and are served by the district. 

Throughout the school year and in our spring 
issue of Communiqué, we will share information 
about the other Strategic Priorities. I encourage 
you to learn more about the Strategic Priori-
ties and how they support our overall strategic 
direction. I firmly believe that these priorities 
will play an integral role in our essential work, 
leading us to set goals that will move us closer 
to realizing our vision of becoming a system of 
world-class schools. 

In addition, they encourage us all to do our 
part in helping the district realize this vision. 
Most importantly, the Strategic Priorities help 
ensure that GCPS will fulfill its obligation to 
build a better, stronger Gwinnett County… one 
whose citizens value public education and the 
rich heritage and culture of America. After all, 
great public schools are a basic right and the 
responsibility of us all.

 
J. Alvin Wilbanks

GCPS CEO/Superintendent

FOCUS ON
Strategic Priorities

A message from J. Alvin Wilbanks
CEO/Superintendent

“… the Strategic Priorities 
help ensure that GCPS will 
fulfill its obligations to build 
a better, stronger Gwinnett 
County…”

Above: Kelly Stopp, 2nd grade reading specialist at 
Meadowcreek Elementary, is congratulated by her 
principal, Kelli McCain. In a surprise announcement on 
Nov. 1, Ms. Stopp was honored with the Milken Educator 
Award, one of the nation’s most prestigious teaching 
awards. She is one of 55 U.S. educators honored as Milken 
Educators this year. As part of her recognition, Ms. 
Stopp was presented with a no-strings-attached check for 
$25,000. With her Milken winnings, she plans to start a 
community storytime at a nearby apartment complex, 
home to about 80% of Meadowcreek’s students, many of 
whom have no books of their own and limited access to the 
public library system. 
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Meadowcreek Elementary reading specialist 
Kelly Stopp wins Milken Educator Award…
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The 2010 Gwinnett County 
 Board of Education:

Dr. Mary Kay Murphy, Chairman
Dr. Robert McClure, Vice Chairman
Carole Boyce
Daniel D. Seckinger  
Louise Radloff

J. Alvin Wilbanks
CEO/Superintendent

It is the policy of Gwinnett County Public Schools not 
to discriminate on the basis of race, color, sex, religion, 
national origin, age, or disability in any employment 
practice, educational program, or any other program, 
activity, or service.
Gwinnett County Public Schools wishes to meet the 
needs of all of its students and families. If any member 
of your family needs assistance or has any questions  
regarding mobility impaired issues or handicapped  
access, please contact the principal of your local school.

Gwinnett County Public Schools

437 Old Peachtree Road, NW

Suwanee, GA 30024-2978

In this issue…
Twice each year, Communiqué brings news to the community about system-
level initiatives and programs, as well as teaching and learning profiles. For  
additional resources and stories, check out www.gwinnett.k12.ga.us. Feedback? 
Send an e-mail to Communique@gwinnett.k12.ga.us. 

The Broad Prize 
honors teaching, 
learning.  
See page 1

The Strategic 
Priorities for 
2010–2020 and 
more.
See page 2

focus is on  
District  
Successes.
See page 3

The mission of  
Gwinnett County 

Public Schools is to 
pursue excellence in 

academic knowledge, 
skills, and behavior 
for each student, 

resulting in measured 
improvement against 

local, national, 
and world-class 

standards.

Gwinnett schools are benefiting from 
a $400 million grant awarded to the 
state by the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation (DOE) earlier this year under 
the $4 billion Race to the Top (RT3) 
program.

GCPS is one of the 26 school districts 
that signed on as a partner to Georgia’s 
successful RT3 application. So, why 
would Gwinnett’s very successful school 
system sign on to be a part of this state 
initiative? The answer is simple. Even 
good school systems need to be focused 
on school improvement. In fact, the RT3 
partnership with the state was a great 
fit for Gwinnett, with clear alignment 
between RT3 reform focus areas and 
initiatives that have long been a part of 

GCPS’ success story:
•	 GCPS	has	been	a	state	and	national	

leader in establishing a standards-
based curriculum and in improving 
how student learning is assessed.

•	 GCPS	has	instituted	effective	practices	
to recruit, prepare, reward, and retain 
high-quality teachers and leaders.

•	 GCPS	has	a	rich	history	of	using	data	
to drive instructional decisions and 
of building data systems that support 
students, teachers, and leaders.

•	 While GCPS does not have any 
schools designated as “low achiev-
ing,” the district is committed to con-
tinuous improvement of its schools 
and instructional programs.

Several initiatives covered under the 
state’s proposal were already in the 
works in Gwinnett, even before the ad-
vent of RT3, and they aren’t dependent 
on the grant funding. However, with its 
share of the grant— approximately  
$21 million over four years— the dis-
trict will be able to move more quickly 
to implement planned improvements. 
This partnership allows GCPS to be at 
the table as state and federal policy is 
made that will affect students, teachers, 
and the school system as a whole.

CEO/Superintendent J. Alvin Wilbanks 
was part of Georgia’s five-member panel 
that presented the state’s RT3 applica-
tion to the U.S. DOE in Washington, 

Communiqué is printed  
on recycled paper containing  
10% post-consumer waste. 

Recent GCPS honors… where 
to start? Have we mentioned that 
Gwinnett has been named the 
country’s top school district and we 
have a national Milken Educator? 

A few more reasons to celebrate: 
Since late spring, GCPS has been 
honored for a top U.S. online 
educator; a U.S. House Fellow; 
international problem-solving kudos 
for a teacher; national certification 
in Graphic Communications; 14 
Newsweek top U.S. high schools; 
honored JROTC units; a renewed Aaa 
bond rating; national kudos in digital 
education; state and national awards 
for publications and videos, including 
an Emmy; best practices in nutrition; 
state and national student winners in 
math, writing, languages, geography, 
civics, business, technology, visual 

and performing arts, and orien-
teering; state honors for principals, 
art educators, counselors, PTA, 
and Master Teachers; top scholars 
and millions in scholarships; state 
champs in soccer, golf, adapted 
football, and track; Directors 
Cup winner; Special Olympics 
competitors; grants for schools and 
programs, including $1.4 million 
for history instruction; increased 
achievement on state and national 
assessments; staff and students in 
Georgia and U.S. leadership roles; 
state and national publications and 
presentations by staff; local school 
and county Teachers of the Year; 
kudos for school diversity program 
and “bridge builder”; and Green & 
Healthy Schools. Watch for more 
good news this spring.

Communiqué is 
produced by GCPS’ 

Communication 
and Media Relations 

Department.

Honors

Go to the school system 
website to check out the 
Communiqué Connection 

for expanded coverage 
on The Broad Prize, 
Gwinnett’s Strategic 

Priorities for 2010–2020, 
and the district’s 

participation in Race 
to the Top, plus, find 

additional resources for 
families, tips for parents, 

honors, assessment 
news, and more!

“These states show what is pos-
sible when adults come together 
to do the right thing for children.”

U.S. Secretary of Education  
Arne Duncan about Georgia and  

other successful applicants for  
Phase 2 Race to the Top funding

Gwinnett’s


