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Eight in Running for 2021 Virginia Teacher of the Year
Commonwealth’s Top Teacher Announcement October 8 in Richmond

RICHMOND — Eight teachers today learned of their selection as 2021 Virginia Regional Teachers of the Year during surprise virtual and in-person celebrations. The announcements for each teacher included congratulatory messages from Governor Ralph Northam, first lady Pamela Northam, Secretary of Education Atif Qarni, Superintendent of Public Instruction James Lane and Board of Education President Daniel Gecker.

One of the eight will be selected next month as the 2021 Virginia Teacher of the Year.

“These eight extraordinary teachers are recognized by their local and regional colleagues as the best of the best,” Northam said. “Their dedication to their students and preparing young Virginians for success is unwavering, even in the face of challenges such as the coronavirus pandemic and having to adapt to dramatic changes in how they teach and connect with their students.” 

“As a former teacher, I understand the impact teachers have on the lives of their students and communities,” Mrs. Northam said. “Our 2021 regional teachers of the year embody all of the qualities we admire in our teachers. They are committed to academic excellence and to creating inclusive learning environments that support the social and emotional health of their students.”

The eight 2021 Virginia Regional Teachers of the Year announced today are as follows:
· Sarah F. Jurewicz, a Culinary Arts I and II (Baking and Pastry Arts) teacher at the Chesterfield Career and Technical Center in Chesterfield County (Region 1)
· Alisa T. Smith, a Spanish teacher at Jamestown High in Williamsburg-James City County (Region 2)
· Kimberly G. Cannon, a U.S. History teacher at Stafford Middle in Stafford County (Region 3)
· Lisa M. Rode, a sixth-grade teacher at Kings Glen Elementary in Fairfax County (Region 4)
· Lisa S. Cooper, a first-grade teacher at Bessie Weller Elementary in Staunton (Region 5)
· Anthony Swann, a fifth-grade teacher at Rocky Mount Elementary in Franklin County (Region 6)
· Sarah M. Biggs, a first- and second-grade reading teacher at High Point Elementary in Washington County (Region 7)
· Victoria S. Soyars, a Geometry teacher at Park View High in Mecklenburg County (Region 8)

“Virginia students are returning to learn and our eight regional teachers of the year represent the tens of thousands of teachers across the commonwealth who are making this possible regardless of how schools in their divisions are reopening,” said Lane, who attended the in-person notification of the Region 1 teacher of the year in Chesterfield County. “Despite the challenges they face every day in this very different school year, they are committed to the success of all learners and to our shared values of inclusion, excellence, service and optimism.”
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The teachers were selected from among candidates nominated by school divisions in each of the state’s eight superintendents regions. The candidates submitted portfolios highlighting their accomplishments, educational philosophies and community activities. 

“All of these teachers have impressive track records for inspiring students and leading them to deeper levels of learning in their respective content areas and grade levels,” Qarni said. “Their portfolios also demonstrate that their love of learning extends beyond their classrooms and into their communities.”

A panel, including teachers and representatives of professional and educational associations, higher education, and the business community reviewed the portfolios and selected the eight regional teachers of the year. Next month, the panel will interview each of the eight regional teachers to select the 2021 Virginia Teacher of the Year. The decision will be announced on Thursday, October 8 during a virtual ceremony broadcast and streamed live by VPM and PBS affiliates across the state.

“One of the most important things that we can do as leaders in public education is encourage teachers and let them know that they are valued and that the work they do is important,” Board of Education President Daniel Gecker said. “I look forward to personally congratulating each of these outstanding Virginia teachers and thanking them for all they do to prepare young people for success, both academically and socially.”

The 2021 Virginia Teacher of the Year will be the commonwealth’s nominee in the National Teacher of the Year Program. The recognition is given by the Council of Chief State School Officers and program partners. Three previous Virginia teachers — Mary V. Bicouvaris, the 1989 Virginia Teacher of the Year; B. Philip Bigler, the 1998 Virginia Teacher of the Year; and Rodney A. Robinson, the 2019 Virginia Teacher of the Year — went on to be named National Teachers of the Year.
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