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Within every teacher leader
is power fueled by a calling,
passion, or purpose. There are
plenty of reasons educators
rise in the morning to nourish
their learners — students are
the face of the future. Despite
harsh circumstances and
seemingly unbeatable odds,
Arizona teacher leaders rise
to the occasion.
Currently, equity is at the forefront of teacher
leadership. How can educators strive to ensure
opportunities and resources for their students are
dynamic, appropriate, and life-changing? While the
answer varies in each community, one thing is for
certain — equity and equality are not the same.
According to the National Equity Project (2017),
“Educational equity means that each child receives
what he or she needs to develop to his or her full
academic and social potential.” That said, teachers
are charged with the task of truly knowing each
student to ensure he or she can grow as a whole
person. The opportunity to flourish is boosted
or lessened based on the resources at hand, but
sustaining equitable environments is no easy feat.
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To do so, teachers must meet students right where
they are so the children can see their full potential.
Working from a lens of equity, educators must
often get creative, push past blockades, and do the
incredible. The National Equity Project suggests
that to achieve equity in education we must develop
leaders who can transform our institutions by
eliminating inequitable practices and cultivate
unique gifts, talents, and interests of every child so
that success and failure are no longer predictable
by student identity, racial, cultural, economic, or
any other social factor. The Arizona K12 Center
is honored to showcase the authentic work and
resilient dedication of five Arizona teacher leaders
striving to enhance equity in their communities.

# A Z T E AC H E R L E A D E R

Introduction

The Arizona K12 Center celebrates all educators striving
to make a difference, and applauds those who bravely take
action to enhance education.
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Molly Reed, NBCT
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Yolanda Wheelington
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Leadership requires time, energy, dedication, and so
much more. We owe tremendous gratitude to our featured
teacher leaders, as we showcase their stories to inspire
educators throughout the state to step up to lead.
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“My attitude has always been, ‘Let’s do this!’
Always try new things and take risks. Be ready to take on
challenges even though you may not know the outcome.”
at home, and being a special education teacher, I think
around a large social setting, and gain experience in the
makes it more rewarding. Things just fell into place.”
real world being around their peers,” he says.
With five students in 2013, the father of three
When asked how he measures the achievement of
introduced Best Buddies to Westview High School.
Westview’s Best Buddies club, he simply says it’s about
Since its inception, the Westview Best
the experience and awareness. His
Buddies group has been awarded the
teacher leader path is defined by
“Rookie of the Year Chapter” in 2014 and
modeling an inclusive environment on
the “Rising Star” award in 2015. But,
campus for both adults and students.
Invites Tolleson Union High School
District students to get involved
more importantly, it has created a culture
All-staff movie nights and Nerf
with Best Buddies
that promotes and supports inclusion.
basketball in the staff lunchroom are
Now the group has more than 30 active
no random happenings.
Engages with teacher peers to play
club members.
As a teacher leader, he believes
Nerf basketball, as an informal
He prides himself on the relationships
that creating an inclusive culture for
demonstration of equity and
formed through Best Buddies, and it’s
adults makes for the ultimate model
inclusion with the adults on campus
clear Delgado is emotionally invested
for students. As a community, they see
Mentors special education teachers
in students with disabilities. Seeing
the overall success.
and leads professional development
general-population students connect
“The successes are measured
on the co-teaching model
with learners with disabilities gives
by increased participation of club
him incredible hope, not only for his
members, number of student athletes
Works to make opportunities
preschool son with special needs,
participating in Special Olympics, and
more equitable for students with
but also for the entire world.
by the support we, as a club, get from
disabilities (e.g., Friday Night
Lights, Best Buddies Prom, and
In an effort to extend equity beyond
our administration who allows us to
Special Olympics)
the school day, Delgado has ramped up
fundraise, host Best Buddies Prom at
the organization’s programming.
Westview, and hold other events and
“What we did is, we had two students, and we gave
activities at our school,” he explains.
them a job title. We call them referee assistants, so for
Ultimately, Delgado envisions inclusion clubs being
every Friday Night Lights, we have our two students meet
so supported within schools and our communities that
and greet the referees. With that connection, it gives
Best Buddies will no longer be needed because students
students real-life opportunities to interact with others, be
will be accepted for their unique talents.

Equity in Action

Jesse
Delgado

E

TO L L E S O N U N I O N H I G H S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

mpathy and understanding
are at the crux of Jesse
Delgado’s heart and
professional practice. The
special education mentor
from the Tolleson Union
High School District seeks to
produce equitable environments for current and
future students within his community. Ultimately,
the teacher leader aims to better educational and
personal outcomes for all students, especially those
involved with the Best Buddies club.
Rewind a couple of decades to find young Delgado
attending Westview High School, which is where he
taught the last few years — it’s also one of the schools
where he currently mentors special education

teachers. As a student, the Arizona native says he
constantly felt challenged by his environment. If you
would have asked him then where he’d be now, he
couldn’t have predicted the life he lives today.
This is Delgado’s 15th year in special education.
First, he spent four years as an instructional aide in
a life skills class and then five years as a resource
teacher in the elementary setting. Next, he completed
five years as a special education co-teacher in the
general education setting. He is now finishing his first
year as a special education mentor teacher, where he
travels to all five schools within the district.
Initially, Delgado dreamed of a job in law
enforcement.
“But I always said special education chose me,”
he explains. “Having a preschooler with disabilities

1

As you reflect on Jesse’s story,
where do you see similarities in
your own community?

2

What ideas do you want
to incorporate to improve
inclusion in your community?

3

Which stakeholders should
you engage to build equity
through inclusion?

Focus: Promotes inclusion through the Best Buddies club, which builds lifelong

friendships among students with disabilities and their general-education peers.
Models connectedness by fostering positive interactions with other adults on campus.
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“When you answer the call, you have to see it through.
Leadership can take many forms, but sometimes it’s just being at
the right spot at the right moment. Say, ‘Yes, I will do this,’ and
never back down until the job is done.”
“I started to realize that there were many disparities
perform well on tests, which are primarily schools that serve
in how funds were allocated from school district to school
higher-income communities that don’t need quite so many
district and from school to school. Once I started to see
resources,” the mother of two says. “The schools I’ve worked
this, the patterns became more and more obvious. I
in need so many resources because our students rely on
started learning more about education
schools for meals, medicine, uniforms,
funding policy in Arizona and began
and books. Our children enter school
my quest to find answers about why our
with a deficit of thousands of words
state was 49th in the nation in per pupil
behind their richer peers. In an equitable
Communicates with residents
funding,” she says.
system, schools like mine would receive
about Arizona’s current
Lewis believes Arizona schools are
more funds, while schools in higherstructure for funding education
inequitably funded, which goes against
income areas would receive less. We
Mobilizes groups to take
her vision for equity in education. She
will never achieve equity in Arizona
a stand for public education
testified before the legislature about her
until our funding mechanisms are
at the legislature
teacher story and she coalesced likecompletely restructured.”
minded teachers and parents who were
More than anything, she believes
Unites with leaders from
willing to fight alongside her.
teachers, parents, and community
the Red for Ed campaign to
What started as a closed Facebook
members must cling to persistence.
ensure the messaging around
group became Save Our Schools Arizona.
When situations are thorny and politics
vouchers and teacher
pay is consistent
Through a citizens’ initiative, complete with
are involved, she reminds others to
111,540 signatures that were obtained in
reflect on their intentions and purpose.
Builds energy behind the
the sweltering summer of 2017, the bill will
“It’s hard to please everybody. At the
movement to stop the
be on the 2018 ballot.
end of the day, if you can look around
expansion of vouchers
When the education savings account
at all your kids’ faces and know that
voucher expansion bill was being pushed
you’ve done the best job you possibly
through the legislature in 2017, the Save Our Schools
can for them in and out of the classroom. If you know
community pushed back against the privatization of public
that you have always retained the moral high ground and
schools.
you always treat everybody with courtesy and dignity,
“Equity is the antithesis of how our schools are funded
then you can remain above reproach,” she explains. “It’s
in Arizona. Our ‘results-based funding’ system that’s been
difficult, but I think the balance is there. If it’s got to be,
implemented over the past few years rewards schools that
it’s up to me. If not me, then who?”

Equity in Action

Beth
Lewis

Arredondo Elementary School

I

T E M P E E L E M E N TA RY S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

n a given week, the chair of Save Our Schools
Arizona, Beth Lewis, spends an extra 30 to
40 hours fighting for the future of public
education. Whether it’s early mornings, late
nights, or weekend ventures, the fifth-grade
teacher claims the sacrifice of time and energy
is well worth it.
“Being a full-time teacher and a mom, along with
chairing such a massive operation, has definitely been my
life’s biggest challenge,” Lewis says. “Conversely, because
I know that I am fighting for my students and my own
children, I am energized and motivated.”
Save Our Schools is a grassroots, nonpartisan group
focused on advocating for public schools in Arizona. The
group’s mission is to stop attempts to expand voucher
systems in the state and improve funding for public

schools. In a little over a year, the organization successfully
referred a bill to the 2018 ballot. Furthermore, the group
has organized thousands of parents and teachers across
this state in a bipartisan manner to advocate for Arizona’s
public school system.
“When I have to be away from my family for many
nights out of the week, or I feel guilty because I couldn’t put
that one extra touch on a lesson plan, I have to remember
that I am fighting for the future of so many students in our
state. This is what fuels me day and night to keep up the
fight,” she says with enthusiasm and a smile.
Lewis started her teaching career in the Fowler
Elementary School District. When she sought to switch
schools to be closer to home, she noticed an alarming trend.
As a result of what she has seen firsthand, she’s become the
face of the Save Our Schools Arizona campaign.

1

As you reflect on Beth’s story,
what inequities need to be
addressed?

2

What advocacy steps do you
want to take to improve equity
in your community?

3

Which stakeholders should you
engage in order to meet students
where they are?

Focus: Save Our Schools Arizona opposes the education savings account voucher expansion.
The organization reveals the general population overwhelmingly supports public education and
wants public money to fund schools in an adequate, appropriate, and equitable fashion.
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“I have to recognize my strengths and my abilities,
but most importantly, I have to know what my weaknesses are.
I need to know who can help me conquer those weaknesses.”
not give up, and that you have a team behind you.”
aspect and use the club as an incentive for students to keep
Imagine elementary students of all shapes, sizes, colors,
their grades and behavior in check,” he says.
backgrounds, cultures, and abilities, joining together for the
Although equity is currently at the forefront of his
thrill of skateboarding. The cheers, smiles, and enjoyment
practice, the teacher leader admits this hasn’t always
are contagious. There might not be anything sweeter than
been the case. Early on, the former corporate professional
seeing a girl in traditional Muslim attire strap on protective
says, it was a foreign, unclear topic.
gear and fasten her helmet before dropping
“At the beginning of my teaching
into a half-pipe for the first time. Nothing
career, I didn’t fully comprehend what
screams persistence like a kiddo falling off a
equity or an equitable education was,”
Models kindness and
skateboard, dusting himself off, and getting
he explains. “Equity has evolved in my
demonstrates the
right back up to do it again, while supported
teaching and my physical education
importance of community
by his peers and role models.
program. I’m challenging myself to
Meibos is committed to making equity
introduce students to new physical
Realizes how he can help
and opportunity an essential part of his
activities outside of traditional sports,
himself and those around him
students’ education. He was not begged
along with attaching a focus on soft skills
Partners with Skate After
to sponsor this group, and he doesn’t
and values to help create lifelong, active
School to strengthen an
skateboard. The health and fitness fanatic
learners and provide my students with
irreplaceable program in
heard that a few of his friends with
the physical skills and emotional tools to
the Balsz School District
professional skateboarding backgrounds
pursue what it is they want in life.”
were giving back to Valley students at
As he commits to making equity
Works with teachers and
a homeless shelter by teaching them
and opportunity an essential part of
administrators to enhance
equity and opportunity
how to ride. Meibos knew his students
his students’ education and daily lives,
for students through
needed and would readily engage in
Meibos looks forward to seeing how Skate
personal accountability
this liberating opportunity. In fact, he
After School evolves in the years to come.
emphasizes how the opportunity enables
“The founders have built an
the underserved community access to an
equitable environment where boys and
additional method of transportation.
girls from all backgrounds have a common passion for
“We have a waiting list and update the club roster every
skateboarding, and the respect for each other illuminates
quarter. Because Skate After School has been so popular,
not only during that hour after school, but also flows into
teachers and administration really focus on the school
the school day on campus and at recess,” he says.

Equity in Action

Josh
Meibos

David Crockett Elementary School

W

BA L S Z S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

hen students walk into
the gymnasium at David
Crockett Elementary
School, it’s evident
they are ready to give
National Board Certified
Teacher Josh Meibos
their all. There’s no doubting the Utah native’s zeal. His
career-driven passion, mixed with clear-cut instructional
strategies, requires that individuals put forth their best
effort, both physically and mentally. In fact, students jump
at the opportunity to participate in physical education, as
evidenced by their jogging, sliding, and skipping around
the basketball court to music by The Jackson 5.
Meibos has the trust of his learners. His commitment to
fun, safe, and inclusive learning is tangible, which must be

why, when the 2018 Arizona Teacher of the Year promoted
a new after-school activity, it caught on like wildfire.
Halfway through the week, when the bell rings and
school is dismissed for the day, Meibos doesn’t pack up
and head home. Instead, on Wednesdays he supervises
Skate After School on his campus. For an hour and a half,
students are given an opportunity that most underserved
communities don’t get to experience. Participants grab
their donated skateboard equipment and glide across
the asphalt, ramps, and rails, uninhibited by the actual
barriers they face in their daily lives and communities.
“The equity of skateboarding is empowering to these
students because it doesn’t matter where they come from
or who they are. This is a universal activity that they can
all try,” Meibos says. “I think it helps them understand,
too, that when you have that challenge in front of you, to

1

How can you build community
partnerships to improve students’
access to opportunities?

2

What steps do you want
to take to improve partnerships
in your community?

3

Which stakeholders should you
engage to build equity for students
through partnerships?

Focus: Skate After School provides extracurricular instruction to underserved youth

at the David Crockett Elementary School. With donated equipment and enthusiastic
volunteers, the group engages students in a challenging, new, equitable, and fun activity.
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“We have to be risk takers and we have
to fight for our kids. We know what’s right,
and we also have to fight for ourselves.”
equitable learning, without assigned
to master a task, they can become frustrated and
competencies and privilege.
their confidence quickly disintegrates. On the
“To me, equity means reaching each student in
contrary, those who may flounder when learning
a way that can get them to the same
new concepts inside might
endpoint, standard, and goal as the
easily yield success when
rest of their peers. But this means
working outside. Thus, equity
coming from every angle possible
lives here.
Works to understand students’
and using every tool I know I have
“One of the greatest
strengths and weaknesses to
to give to them. The garden easily
successes of providing an
support individual learning goals
helps me with this,” she explains.
alternative environment for
Applies for grants to grow and
While students know they’re
students is building their
extend garden opportunities
still on campus, stepping outside
capacity as a learner and
of their four-walled classrooms
identifying the smallest of
Observes colleagues to
takes them somewhere entirely
strengths. The student who is
find new strategies that reach
different. For some, the garden is
rarely picked to be a reading
students and heighten
a place that allows them to be the
buddy can be the expert at
opportunities for
leaders and learners they didn’t
finding grubs in the garden
equitable education
see themselves as before.
or demonstrating how to hold
Uses personal stories
“When I bring students into
a chicken,” she says. “This
of trial and error to teach
the garden, many forget, in a
sense of pride can then be built
students to take risks
positive way, that it is its own
upon each time in the space,
classroom. I can provide them
building that confidence, and
opportunities in math, science,
then carrying it back with the
reading, and writing that they may be hesitant
student to the classroom. Focusing on the goal
about doing, but because the environment
of providing students real-world experiences
literally has no walls they start with ease.”
in outdoor spaces at school can be challenging
The 16-year teaching veteran admits it’s not
because not all see the connection to the
all roses in the garden. When students struggle
classroom and standards.”

Equity in Action

Molly
Reed

Borton Magnet School

“

T

T U C S O N U N I F I E D S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

here’s something in the
garden for every child,”
Molly Reed says. The
National Board Certified
Teacher explains that, for
some students, mastering
a new concept through the
Outdoor Learning Program is what they need to
garner confidence for an entire day. The shift in
mindset shapes the way they interact with content
and peers indoors. Truly, the garden is changing
lives, one lesson at a time.
Often, students need to physically see how
learning extends to the real world. Math, science,
language arts, and personal responsibility, to
name a few, push beyond the doors at Borton

Magnet School and sustain student curiosity
throughout their lives.
This rich and dynamic learning opportunity
hasn’t always been present. At one time, Reed saw
the need to extend student learning, so she began
to cultivate the idea of a school garden.
“It started because I noticed a few things from
my students. The first was the misunderstanding
of how what we eat is produced, and the second
was how much students loved being outside,” the
mother of two explains. “With both of these ideas
in mind, we started a garden in order to show
students in a real-world setting how what they
learn at school applies to their everyday lives.”
In Reed’s words, the garden is its own
classroom that enables students to experience

1

As you reflect on Molly’s story,
how can you improve learning
opportunities for students?

2

What steps can you take to
enhance equity by giving your
students real-world experiences?

3

Which stakeholders should you
engage to create equitable realworld experiences for all students?

Focus: Creates lasting, equitable relationships with the diverse environment
of the Sonoran Desert. Engages students in unique and meaningful experiences
that enable learners to succeed in exceptional ways.
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“Pay attention to what the child is telling you by
what they choose to do. Refusal doesn’t necessarily
mean disobedience or an unwillingness to comply.”
outsider, a glance into her classroom at Augustus H. Shaw
lessons to the child. That means that if it’s not within
Jr. Montessori School may only appear to be what she
myself, I need to reach out and find those resources. It
deems “organized chaos.”
means that when I’m seeing needs in my community, I’m
“You’ll see so many different things going on at
responsible to step up and guide that path along and to
once. You may see one child working
help advocate.”
on something that looks like it has no
Fusing personalization and equity,
meaning whatsoever, then you’ll see a
Wheelington tactfully interacts with her
group of students doing a skit. You’ll see
learners and peers each day. She sees it
Aims to understand students
another group working on research. You
as her job to collaborate and encourage
on all levels to best serve their
may see a child on the computer. You
her peers — and herself — to be better
needs as a whole person
may see a child on the piano. You will see
educators.
Applies for grants to provide
me giving lessons. You may see children
“I believe as teachers, we have
resources to students who
getting their work checked,” she explains.
the answers. We’re the ones in the
otherwise wouldn’t have them
For those unfamiliar with Montessori,
classrooms every day. We see the
Wheelington explains the philosophy
outcomes. We see the practice. Our input
Brings professional
behind Montessori methods.
and being at the table to make change
development to teachers
“In our class, everything is pretty much
is necessary in order to make the best
who are directly impacted
individualized to the child. The Montessori
product of our students,” she says.
by the training
philosophy is already equitable just by
Wheelington sees teacher
Partners with Spanishpractice alone,” she adds.
leadership and equity as a push and
speaking parents to
True personalization is something she’s
pull. “In some cases, yes, you have to
teach Spanish conversation
aimed to achieve since childhood. Her
sit back and walk with the person that’s
lessons in class
father worked in the mental health field
last, but at the same time, you have to
and constantly told her stories of patients
know when to shift gears and go to the
being perceived one way because they were only analyzed
front and guide them along.”
for one slice of who they were. She hears her father’s voice
Whether it’s stepping out into the school garden,
pushing her to do the opposite with her students.
interacting with campus pets, or taking a moment to
“It is our responsibility to make sure that we are
pause in the day, Wheelington inspires her students each
prepared for our environment, academically, socially,
day with the Montessori Method. Her contribution to
emotionally, and mentally. We have to teach and deliver
Arizona’s education system is a clear example of equity.

Equity in Action

Yolanda
Wheelington
Augustus H. Shaw Jr. Montessori School

F

P H O E N I X E L E M E N TA RY S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

or Yolanda Wheelington, equity
isn’t an option, but a nonnegotiable.
With the Montessori Method as her
foundation, she believes fairness
stems from teacher-student
interactions that are initiated by
purposeful observation. In doing
so, she assesses aspects of their development in a
multitude of areas.
“I’m looking at the child’s behavior, tendencies, and
preferences. I’m observing their ability levels, needs,
and their strengths,” Wheelington explains. Next, she
plots to differentiate instruction accordingly.
This candidate for National Board Certification
believes it’s her responsibility to meet individual
students where they are so she can spur them

forward. She’s proud of the way she partners with
students to scaffold learning, driving them to achieve
their goals, many of which are beyond what they set
for themselves.
Perhaps Wheelington’s previous career paths
ingrained in her the utmost desire for equity. Prior
to becoming a first- through third-grade teacher in
the Phoenix Elementary School District, she spent
years as a social worker. Then, she returned to school
to earn a master’s degree and taught self-contained
special education classes before going through the
rigorous Montessori training process.
Ultimately, as a teacher leader, Wheelington
aims to develop and equip her students so they
can become adults who contribute to society in
a powerful and responsible way. Although, to an

1

What questions do you have
about meeting students’ needs to
improve developmental outcomes?

2

What steps do you want to take to
enhance learning environments
with students’ needs in mind?

3

Which stakeholders should you
engage in order to meet students
where they are?

Focus: Supports and encourages the Montessori Method in the public
arena by cultivating a voice for educators. Showcases quality instruction
to enhance learning for underserved students.
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“We need a
generation that
actively seeks out
knowledge about
the mistreatment
of others and says,
‘I can do something
about that.’”
– Building Equity: Policies and
Practices to Empower All Learners

FEATURED TEACHER LEADERS

Jesse Delgado
TO L L E S O N U N I O N
H I G H S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

Beth Lewis
T E M P E E L E M E N TA RY
S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

Josh Meibos, NBCT
The Arizona K12 Center deeply thanks the featured teacher
leaders and all those involved with the process of sharing their
stories for this publication. Despite busy schedules, personal
lives, and a demanding career, they were incredibly generous
with their time, energy, and experiences.
We hope their accounts of zeal, bravery, self-sacrifice,
and persistence surrounding equity in the profession ignites
teachers across the state, nation, and globe to commit to teacher
leadership. Each action of courage for the sake of equitable
education is a step in the right direction.
We produce this publication to honor all of Arizona’s
educators. As teacher leaders, we applaud your motivation to
step up and step out in order to benefit your students, colleagues,
and the community. You are cultivating a movement within the
profession that solidifies the future of Arizona and the nation.
The efforts you put forth are unique and invaluable. Arizona
teacher leaders, we salute you.

14

BA L S Z S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

Molly Reed, NBCT
TUCSON UNIFIED
S C H O O L D I ST R I C T

Yolanda Wheelington
P H O E N I X E L E M E N TA RY
S C H O O L D I ST R I C T
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“Unless all areas
of equity are
addressed, schools
will fall short.”
– Building Equity: Policies and
Practices to Empower All Learners
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