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MOUNTAIN BROOK SCHOOLS 
RECOGNIZE TEACHERS OF THE YEAR

The National Teacher of the Year Program focuses 
public attention on excellence in the profession of 
teaching. The National Teacher of the Year is chosen 
from among the State Teachers of the Year who, in 
turn, are selected from outstanding teachers selected 
by local school districts. Mountain Brook Schools 
selects one nominee from our elementary schools 
and one from our two secondary schools. These are 
chosen from the Teachers of the Year named at each 
individual school.

The overall criterion for nomination is “an 
exceptionally dedicated, knowledgeable, and skilled 

teacher…who is planning to continue in an active 
teaching status.” These teachers fit these more specific 
criteria:

• Inspire students of all backgrounds and 
abilities to learn

• Have the respect and admiration of 
students, parents, and colleagues

• Play an active and useful role in the 
community as well as in the school

• Are poised, articulate, and possess the 
energy to withstand a taxing schedule

“We believe in honoring our teachers and 
celebrating all the things they do for our students,” 
said Dr. Lisa Beckham, Mountain Brook Schools’ 
Director of Administrative Services, who chairs 
the Teacher of the Year committee. “But we also 
think of the Teachers of the Year as representatives 
of the quality of all our faculty and, indeed, all our 
employees. One of the most important people in a 
child’s life, outside of parents, is his or her teacher. 
Teachers positively impact the lives of children and 
provide them with opportunities to learn exciting 
information and skills.”

Ann Marie Corgill had a high school 
math teacher who convinced her she would 
never make the A-average that was her goal. 
This teacher told Ann Marie that “only the 
smartest kids” achieved that goal. She was dis-
couraged by teachers from pursuing the math 
background she would need to accomplish 
her professional goal at the time, to become 
an architect. She describes being “shamed 
into hiding in the back corner to avoid the 
teacher’s ridicule and sarcasm.” 

“I didn’t become an architect,” wrote 
Ann Marie Corgill, “but I did become the 
person I most wanted and needed in my own 
school career, and today I can’t think of a 
better job than the one I have now. I became 
a teacher. And unlike those high school math 
instructors, I believe in children and their so-
cial, emotional and academic growth. Today, 
I teach children so they will also believe in 
themselves and go after their dreams. I teach 
because there’s a child out there who hates 
math as much as I did and it’s my job to teach 

her that she is a learner. One half learner. 
One half teacher. Equals one whole person.” 

Among many of her activities to promote 
good teaching, Ms. Corgill is presently 
at work on a second book about quality 
instruction. Her first, Of Primary Importance: 
What’s Essential In Teaching Young Writers, was 
published by Stenhouse Press in 2008. She 
serves on the national Elementary Steering 
Committee of the National Council of Teach-
ers of English.

Betsy Bell, principal of Cherokee Bend, 
said “Ann Marie Corgill is a dynamic, 
innovative educator. Step into her 
classroom to see and hear 
children exploring 
craft, creating 
authentic writing 
pieces, and engag-
ing in meaningful 
conversations about 
their work.”

ANN MARIE CORGILL 

School: Cherokee Bend Elementary
Teaches: 4th grade, all subjects
Education: National Board Certified Teacher, Middle Childhood Generalists, 

2000, recertified 2010; UAB, Master’s Early Education, 1997; University of 
Alabama, B.S. in Education, 1994

Total Years of Teaching Experience:  20

School District Nominee for Alabama Elementary School Teacher of the Year
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“I did not find the teaching profession,” 
wrote Holly Martin,  Mountain Brook 
Schools’ nominee for Alabama Secondary 
Teacher of the Year, “It found me.” 

Although her mother was a teacher, Holly 
Martin had no desire to become a teacher. 
But she remembers a conversation with her 
mother, who had told her that she would be 
an amazing teacher. Holly had confessed to 
her mother her skeptical attitudes about her 
mother’s beloved profession. “Child,” her 
mother said, “how can one change the world 
without first changing lives? A rare few pos-
sess a greater opportunity to change lives and 
impact the world than a teacher.” But it wasn’t 
until Holly herself became a teacher that she 
fully understood the truth her mother spoke 
to her that day.

During her senior internship at Samford, 
she was asked to teach a health course to teen-
age girls who had been through the juvenile 
court system. “It was not the  planning, the 
activities, or my role as ‘teacher’ that brought 
me to this profession. It was those students. 
They challenged me and inspired me. During 
our time together we laughed, we cried, we 
grew, and we learned—we all learned. Those 
young women dared me to move in the direc-
tion that truly brought life to my dreams and 
desires.”

When asked to describe her philosophy 
of teaching, Mrs. Martin supplied this quote, 
from one of her former students.

Throughout the year, you’ve encouraged us to 
think for ourselves, to try new things, to be creative, 
to step out of our comfort zones and share our 
opinions. It is this sort of collaborative, interactive 
teaching that I believe puts the luster back into 
learning. I will remember our conversations and 
the ideas we’ve explored this year for longer than 
any war statistics or terms I may have had to 
memorize.

“Holly Martin is not only an outstand-
ing educator, but an incredible person,” 
said MBHS principal Amanda Hood. “She 
challenges her students to think outside the 
normal connections made in a classroom, 
and to see things from fresh perspectives. Her 
innovation, desire to motivate, and thought-
ful approach to 
her classroom are 
just a few things 
that make her 
an outstanding 
representative of 
Mountain Brook 
High School.”

HOLLY MARTIN 

School: Mountain Brook High School
Teaches: 10th grade, Social Studies
Education: UAB, M.Ed. Secondary Education, 

Social Studies; Samford University, B.A. Human 
Development and Family Studies

Total Years of Teaching Experience:  9

School District Nominee for Alabama Secondary School Teacher of the Year

In an essay submitted in response to her nomina-
tion as Teacher of the Year, Shannon Millhouse, who 
is Mountain Brook Elementary’s Teacher of the Year 
wrote, “This piece is supposed to be about me and my 
accomplishments. But at the end of the day, at the end 
of the quarter, at the end of the school year, it is all 
about the students. I consider one of my greatest accom-
plishments and my greatest contributions in teaching 
to be instilling a love of math in my students and the 
belief that they can work to improve and succeed. I em-
phasize to students that they do not have to be brilliant 
in math to understand the subject and be successful. 
I get feedback from students and parents that the 
confidence they gained in my class helped them achieve 
in math at the junior high, high school, and college 
levels. When I hear I have had a long-term impact on 
my students’ opportunities and accomplishments, I 

already feel like the Teacher of the Year.”
Among Mrs. Millhouse’s accomplishments are 

participation in the Greater Birmingham Mathematics 
Partnership (2004-2009), Recipient of Jefferson County 
Stellar Teaching Grant for National Boards, followed 
by National Board Certification in Early Adolescent 
Math in 2010, training and service as a new-teacher 
mentor, and leadership of the school’s Leader-In-Me 
program, during this current academic year. 

“Throughout her tenure at Mountain Brook 
Elementary,” wrote MBE principal Belinda Treadwell, 
“Mrs. Millhouse has consistently demonstrated a genu-
ine commitment and loyalty to the students, teachers, 
and families of this school and district. She is respected 
and admired by all who work with her for her strong 
work ethic and passion for her subject area.”

SHANNON MILLHOUSE

School: Mountain Brook 
Elementary
Teaches: 6th grade math
Education: National Board 

Certified Teacher, Early 
Adolescent Math, 2010; San 
Francisco State University, 
Multiple Subject Teaching 
Credential, Grades 4-8, 1992; 
San Francisco State University, 
B.A. in Psychology, 1989

Total Years of Teaching 
Experience:  19

Mountain Brook Elementary School Teacher of the Year
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Crestline Elementary’s 
Teacher of the Year, Heather 
Phillips, looks forward to 
the end of the “command 
and control” environment 
in classrooms. “What does a 
student-centered classroom 
look, feel, and sound like?” 
she wrote. “I start the year 
with my students creating 
our classroom rules. It’s 
simple, but I feel it com-
municates to my students 
that this is their learning en-
vironment, and they are in 
charge of creating what they 
want that environment to 
be. I even have my students 
create rubrics and set the 
standards by which they are 
graded. I guide them down 
the path and tell them what 
sort of product I want to 
see, but they must build the 
path. Otherwise, the work 
serves no purpose.”

“I have always felt a 
need to serve children, 
particularly those who 
are harder to reach,” Mrs. 
Phillips wrote. “I am very 

committed to reaching out 
to as many children as pos-
sible and helping establish 
their right to be treated 
fairly and equally.”

After graduating from 
the University of Texas in 
1997, Mrs. Phillips moved 
to Birmingham. She became 
a member of the Junior 
League and volunteered ser-
vice with various non-profits 
that benefit children, includ-
ing the Literacy Council at 
Avondale Elementary and 
Winona Elementary, the 
Birmingham Zoo summer 
programs, Dolly Parton’s 
Imagination Library, and a 
teacher grant committee. 

“Heather Phillips is 
one of the most caring 
and innovative teachers at 
Crestline,” said principal 
Laurie King. “She creates an 
environment that allows all 
students to flourish and feel 
successful.”

HEATHER PHILLIPS

School: Crestline 
     Elementary
Teaches: 4th grade,
      all subjects
Education: University 

of Montevallo, Master 
of Education, 2003 
University of Texas at 
Austin, B.S., 1997

Total Years of 
Teaching 
Experience:  8

Crestline Elementary School Teacher of the Year

COLLEEN KEYES

School: Brookwood 
     Forest Elementary
Teaches: 1st grade, 
     all subjects
Education: University 

of South Florida, 
B.S. Elementary 
Education, 2006

Total Years of 
Teaching 
Experience:  5

Brookwood Forest Elementary School 
Teacher of the Year

“Becoming a teacher 
was what I was born to 
do,” wrote Brookwood 
Forest’s Teacher of the Year, 
Colleen Keyes, reflecting 
an exceptionally early 
decision to pursue a career in 
education. “From as long as I 
can remember, I have always 
wanted to be a teacher. I 
can tell you every teacher I 
have ever had and something 
about them I loved. I had 
great teachers that instilled 
in me a desire to be a lifelong 
learner. When I went to col-
lege and it was time to pick 
my major, without a second 
thought, I picked elementary 
education.”

Mrs. Keyes has 
embraced a number of inno-
vations in her teaching. “Two  
years ago, I was introduced 

to a a book called The Morn-
ing Meeting Book, by  Roxann 
Kriete. This book showed me 
the importance of building 
a classroom community. 
Implementing morning class-
room meetings, I have found 
my students know each other 
well, respond appropriately 
to problems, and can engage 
in purposeful conversation.”

Mrs. Keyes relates 
the community-building 
morning meetings to the 
workshop approach in her 
classroom. “The workshop 
approach is an active, 
student-centered classroom 
environment where 
students receive customized 
instruction through 1-on-1 
conferencing, partner work, 
and small groups,” she said. 
“Students collaborate with 

each other and learn from each 
other.”

“There are certain gifted 
people who are just born with the 
skills needed to be an outstanding 
teacher,” said Brookwood Forest 
principal Nathan Pitner. “That’s 
true of Colleen Keyes. But what 

sets her apart is her determination 
to grow as a learner.  She makes 
students, parents, and fellow 
teachers better because she sees 
risk-taking as a natural cost of 
improvement.  This belief creates 
a culture of growth that benefits 
everyone around her.”

JENNIFER ALFANO NELSON

School: Mountain
     Brook Junior High
Teaches: 7th grade, 
      English
Education: UAB, Master 

of Arts, Education, 
Secondary English/
Language Arts, 2009; 
University of Alabama, 
B.A. English & Religious 
Studies, 2007

Total Years of 
Teaching 
Experience:  4

Mountain Brook Junior High Teacher 
of the Year

 Jennifer Nelson, 
Mountain Brook Junior High 
Teacher of the Year, remembers 
a turning point in her school 
experience in her eighth-grade 
English class. “Instead of 
traditional book reports, we 
had one-to-one conferences 

with our teacher, conducted in-
terview panels, and presented 
research findings to the class. I 
did more than play school that 
year; I learned something—not 
just about English, but about 
myself. School and life began 
to intersect.”

Fittingly, once 
trained as an English 
teacher at the University 
of Alabama and UAB, 
Jennifer Nelson found her 
first teaching position in 
an eighth grade English 
class in another school 
system where students 
were more likely to come 
from home environments 
not conducive to study. 
“I helped them create 
a classroom that was a 
refuge—a safe place to 
build confidence, to 
practice communicating 
and collaborating, and to 
learn skills that translated 
to real-world problems.”

In her current posi-
tion, teaching 7th grade 
English, she is sensitive to 

the lives of adolescents. 
“They are still trying to 
navigate the difficult 
social world that being an 
adolescent complicates. 
They feel so much pres-
sure to blend in, that they 
often overlook their own 
strengths.”

“Mrs. Nelson is a 
teacher who has the gift 
of impacting everyone 
around her,” wrote 
Mountain Brook Junior 
High principal, Donald 
Clayton. “She makes 
an impact every day on 
students and adults in 
our building. It is truly 
impressive to watch her 
teach because it is clear 
that influencing students 
is her calling.”


