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Nicole Reed White
Lancaster School District
Amargosa Creek Middle School—Science & Computer Science

City of Residence: Valencia
Years Teaching: 22

Nicole’s goal is to engage every student, to capture their undivided attention through
caring, passion, patience, and humor. When a new student arrives in her classroom, she
welcomes them with open arms and provides to each a nurturing environment.

Quote of Note:
Testimony from a colleague: “Nicole emphasizes to her science and computer science
students the importance of asking questions and nurturing their innate curiosity.”

Trini Rodriguez
Lennox School District
Moffett Elementary School—Dual Language Kindergarten

City of Residence: Hawthorne
Years Teaching: 26

Trini started as a Teacher’s Assistant 30 years ago and has been teaching ever since. To
celebrate her kindergartners’ success, Trini takes photos of moments of excellence for a
student memory book that is later cherished by students and their families.

Quote of Note:
A salute from an appreciative parent: “Ms. Rodriguez supports us parents by offering
workshops that empower us with strategies and resources that we can use at home.”

Beth Bonilla
Little Lake City School District
Lakeview Elementary School—K-5/Teacher on Special Assignment

City of Residence: Whittier
Years Teaching: 14

During her fourteen-year educational career, Beth has worn many teaching hats. After
considerable classroom time in both general and special education, she currently supports
students and staff as a Teacher on Special Assignment at Lakeview Elementary School.

Quote of Note:
A colleague expresses appreciation: “As a Teacher on Special Assignment, Beth has been
providing instructional clarity and leadership to her fellow teachers.”

Ky-Phong Paul Tran
Long Beach Unified School District
Renaissance High School for the Arts—English & AP English/Film Production

City of Residence: Torrance
Years Teaching: 14

Mr. Tran enjoys the freedom and fun teachers can have. He will reshape a lesson to focus
on a current event while still teaching the same skills. By fun, he means lots of banter and
jokes. He explains, “l teach teenagers, and they’re natural entertainers.”

Quote of Note:
An ex-student writes: “During a school literary event, Mr. Tran invited me and other
student poets to share their work before an audience and join a panel of guest authors.”
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David Olivares
Los Angeles County Office of Education
Los Padrinos Juvenile Hall—Math/Science/English/Social Science

City of Residence: Long Beach
Years Teaching: 27

David dropped out of law school to pursue a career in education, specifically to be a
teacher and advocate for the most vulnerable students in the juvenile justice system. He
is an advocate for students, parents, teachers, counselors, and education personnel.

Quote of Note:
Praise from an administrator: “Mr. Olivares’ work at our juvenile hall school has not only
benefited our students academically, but also set a standard for his colleagues.”

Evelyn Caballero-Martinez
Los Angeles Unified School District
Canterbury Avenue Elementary & Gifted Magnet School—Third Grade

City of Residence: Sylmar
Years Teaching: 20

Evelyn likens a typical day with her third-graders to a day at sea. She plans a few
destination islands but understands each student will sail their own boat. And while some
may need only a gentle breeze to guide them, others require a strong wind.

Quote of Note:
From an ex-student, now a colleague: “Mrs. Caballero is always researching new and
innovative teaching strategies that she can share with her fellow teachers.”

David Metz
Los Angeles Unified School District
Santee Education Complex—Theater

City of Residence: Los Angeles
Years Teaching: 14

David helps his theater students overcome stage fright. They learn to push themselves
and take risks. He also helps them unlearn limiting beliefs, in order to deal with nerves
and develop “stage presence,’ the ability to perform on stage without crippling fear.

Quote of Note:
A theater colleague marvels, “I am always impressed by how David creates inclusive and
safe spaces for each of his students to perform in their own comfort zones.”

Michelle Esquibel-Sanchez
Los Nietos School District
Los Nietos Middle School STEAM Academy

City of Residence: Norwalk
Years Teaching: 26

Michelle is still amazed that a shy child who struggled to find the courage to speak in
front of people would one day become a teacher. But today many ex-students come by to
say “Hi” and even tell her that they miss her class and still use her math notes.

Quote of Note:
Unqualified praise from a fellow teacher: “Michelle embraces the challenges involved in
working with every student, whether general, special education or English Learner.”
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Claudio Toledo
Lynwood Unified School District

Vista High School—English

City of Residence: South Gate
Years Teaching: 24

Teaching English at a continuation high school is a challenge Claudio embraces. He
begins each day with a college-level vocabulary development program followed by
handouts designed to bring them up to speed with reading and comprehension.

Quote of Note:
“Dr. Toledo is a true team player,” notes an administrator, “always willing to collaborate
with colleagues, share best practices and contribute to the success of our school.”

Michelle Mangan
Manhattan Beach Unified School District
Meadows Elementary School—TK & Kindergarten

City of Residence: Redondo Beach
Years Teaching: 40

Through four decades in education, Michelle has worked with teen moms and infants,
taught at-risk preschoolers and an inner-city bilingual kindergarten, taught parenting
workshops and at four of her district’s five elementary schools. Retirement beckons!

Quote of Note:
An administrator notes, “Her students and colleagues are so proud that in 2024,
Michelle’s last year of teaching, she was selected District Teacher of the Year.”

Rochelle Munoz
Monrovia Unified School District
Plymouth Elementary School—Fifth Grade

City of Residence: Glendora
Years Teaching: 23

When Rochelle became pregnant as a high school junior, her chemistry teacher’s
guidance helped her stay in school and pursue an early college program. This experience
showed her how a teacher can make a positive difference in young lives.

Quote of Note:
Eloquent testimony from a fellow teacher: “Rochelle has been my mentor, and continues
to inspire me and my colleagues to hold high expectations for our learners.”

Martha Ramos
Montebello Unified School District
Cesar Chavez Elementary School—Transitional Kindergarten

City of Residence: Commerce
Years Teaching: 30

Over the course of her three decades in elementary classroom education, Martha has
taught preschool, kindergarten and transitional kindergarten. She has always been a
strong advocate for both social and emotional learning in her daily teaching.

Quote of Note:
A parent volunteer offers strong support: “Martha’s patience and hard work with young
children are clearly evident and very much appreciated by all the kindergarten parents.”
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Arlene LeGaspe
Mountain View School District
Parkview School—Eighth Grade Math/Science

City of Residence: West Covina
Years Teaching: 30

As a passionate advocate for STEM education, Arlene is known for organizing enriching
study trips, enhancing the learning experience beyond the classroom. An example is
allowing her eighth-graders to experience and explore the physics of roller coasters.

Quote of Note:
Words of support from an administrator: “Arlene is not only a leader among her peers but
also fosters a strong sense of community among the entire school staff.”

Sarah Malec
Norwalk-La Mirada Unified School District
Corvallis Middle School—Science

City of Residence: Long Beach
Years Teaching: 14

Sarah has championed a science program that pairs each of her eighth-graders with a
STEM professional. This allows them not only to learn about many exciting careers and
fields but to seek practical guidance from their mentors about colleges and careers.

Quote of Note:
High collegial praise: “Mrs. Malec is truly one of the most professional, kind, and
knowledgeable teachers whom | have ever had the pleasure to work with.”

Kristin Biggins
Palos Verdes Unified School District
Soleado Elementary School—Second Grade

City of Residence: Redondo Beach
Years Teaching: 36

Kristin Biggins has been an elementary classroom teacher for 36 years and regards it as
her great privilege to have spent the majority of those years as a second-grade teacher at
Soleado Elementary School in Rancho Palos Verdes.

Quote of Note:
A district administrator shows these feelings are mutual: “In my experience, the whole
school staff and many of our students and families regard Ms. Biggins as a treasure.”

Janel Lenox
Paramount Unified School District
Wirtz Elementary School—Math Intervention

City of Residence: Long Beach
Years Teaching: 27

Every year Janel writes a personal letter to parents, asking for their insights on the
type of encouragement their child responds to, their strengths and weaknesses both
academically and personally, and their hopes and dreams for their child during the year.

Quote of Note:
A compliment from a fourth-grader: “Ms. Lenox made sure what was taught us was not
just used in school but every day, like having self-confidence and speaking properly.”
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Robyn Wehrly
Pasadena Unified School District
Octavia E. Butler Magnet—Math & Science Special Day Class

City of Residence: Pasadena
Years Teaching: 21

For the past five years, since getting her master’s degree in Special Education, Robyn
has taught the math and science Special Day Class at Butler Magnet in Pasadena, a Dual
Language and STEAM Magnet school that serves a diverse community of students.

Quote of Note:
Notes a fellow teacher, “With her undergraduate degrees in English and Psychology, Ms.
Lenox brings a rich and stimulating background to her middle-schoolers.”

Joseph Shim
Pomona Unified School District
Pantera Elementary School—Language Arts/Science

City of Residence: Diamond Bar
Years Teaching: 32

During the pandemic, Joseph created a districtwide math-science competition and a
robotics club, even enlisting sponsors to help reward those who enjoyed the challenges.
In the years since, he has gone on to build on those community connections.

Quote of Note:
A proud ex-student speaks: “Thanks to Mr. Shim, at the end of the first COVID year | spoke
on a huge stage in front of many families without a mask and felt empowered.”

Geoffrey Watts
Redondo Beach Unified School District
Redondo Union High School—Modern World History

City of Residence: Lakewood
Years Teaching: 17

In his modern world history classroom, Geoffrey embraces the daily challenge of being
both accommodating and challenging to a wide range of learners, from those who are
AP-level readers and writers to others who are performing far below grade level.

Quote of Note:
A colleague is lavish in her praise: “Geoff’s expertise in history and special education and
his unwavering support for his colleagues make him an exemplary teacher.”

Teresa Turetzky
Rosemead School District
Muscatel Middle School—Special Academic Instruction

City of Residence: Rosemead
Years Teaching: 5

Teresa serves as her middle school’s Leader in Me Lighthouse coordinator, working
to build up leadership skills and empowering students to lead clubs and other school
activities. She has a particular affinity for the many special needs students she teaches.

Quote of Note:
Kudos from a colleague: “As you walk into Teresa's classroom, it's obvious how creative
and passionate she is in her efforts to shape the best experience for her students.”
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Stacy Travisano
San Marino Unified School District
K. L. Carver Elementary School—Fifth Grade

City of Residence: Glendora
Years Teaching: 19

As the mother of a special needs son, Stacy launched a career doing educational voice-
overs, then used her voice to help students with disabilities, including her own son. She
now uses those same tools in her classroom to empower her fifth-grade students.

Quote of Note:
In the words of a district administrator, “Stacy is an exceptional educator with a profound
understanding of child development and a genuine love for teaching.”

Tina Macabitas
Saugus Union School District
Skyblue Mesa Elementary School—Special Education

City of Residence: Valencia
Years Teaching: 10

For Tina, Special Education means she has the privilege of teaching exceptional learners
of varied abilities and diverse backgrounds. To guide their grade-level mainstreaming, she
communicates daily with her general education colleagues.

Quote of Note:
A grateful grandmother writes, “Mrs. Macabitas worked hard to discover strategies that
worked for my grandson and realized he needed more frequent snacks than others.”

Oliver Valcorza
South Pasadena Unified School District
South Pasadena High School—English/Ethnic Studies/World & AP U.S. History

City of Residence: Glendale
Years Teaching: 16

Oliver was humbled when students volunteered to write letters of recommendation for
his Teacher of the Year application. The honor of a dozen unsolicited letters, spanning his
career over many years, left him tearful, happy, embarrassed, but above all proud.

Quote of Note:
An excerpt from one of those student letters: “Mr. Valcorza has been more than just a
teacher to me over the past decade. He has fundamentally shaped who | am today.”

Dolores Lopez
Temple City Unified School District
Dr. Doug Sears Learning Center—English/Teen Living/Leadership

City of Residence: Azusa
Years Teaching: 9

Teaching at her continuation high school, Dolores found ways to connect with students
needing extra support. She created a leadership class where they would read with
elementary students, then took them on field trips to complete community service hours.

Quote of Note:
Strong support from an administrator: “Dolores is the driving force behind schoolwide
celebrations, creating a sense of community and pride among students and staff alike.”

26 | Teacher of the Year 2024-25



Los Angeles County District Teachers of the Year 2024-25

Christina Phillips
Walnut Valley Unified School District
Quail Summit Elementary School—Third Grade

City of Residence: San Dimas
Years Teaching: 26

Christina celebrated when she took her last math class in college. She thought she would
never have to take another math class again. Little did she dream that teaching math
would become her passion, to the point of reading math content in her free time.

Quote of Note:
Heartfelt praise from an ex-student: “I have loved my other teachers, but Mrs. Phillips
truly is one of a kind. She’s the reason why | feel successful in reading today.”

Shannon Vezina
West Covina Unified School District
Orangewood Elementary School—Fifth Grade

City of Residence: Upland
Years Teaching: 16

A small space in the front of Shannon'’s classroom is dedicated to photos she’s taken with
returning students. Whenever she glances over at all the smiling faces of those students,
she’s honored they took time to visit her and include her in their life journey.

Quote of Note:
Poignant praise from the mother of a high-functioning autistic fifth-grader: “Shannon was
able to reach my son, and under her caring supervision he was very successful.”

Claudia Herrera
Whittier City School District
Daniel Phelan Language Academy—Dual Immersion Transitional Kindergarten

City of Residence: Whittier
Years Teaching: 23

Through her language academy’s Dual Immersion program, Claudia integrates Spanish
into her kindergarten lessons. By providing a rich educational experience for her diverse
group of learners, she promotes bilingualism along with cultural appreciation.

Quote of Note:
An administrator offers strong support: “With her self-confidence and a warm and
nurturing demeanor, Claudia creates a vibrant learning environment for her students.”

Honoring Teacher Achievement 2024-25 | 27



Los Angeles County District Teachers of the Year 2024-25

Thelma Krikorian
Whittier Union High School District
Whittier High School—Chemistry

City of Residence: Whittier
Years Teaching: 22

Thelma’s teaching journey really began in high school, when she volunteered to tutor
her neighbor’s daughter. Right from the beginning she realized she needed to make the
learning fun, so she created a board game with the girl's weekly spelling words.

Quote of Note:
“It's not uncommon to find Thelma'’s classroom full of students in the afternoon after
school,” notes her principal, “even on a Friday afternoon before a three-day weekend.”

Antonio Ortega
Wilsona School District
Challenger Middle School—Math/Science

City of Residence: Palmdale
Years Teaching: 7

As the son of immigrants, Antonio views teaching as his way of paying back to the
community and school that helped form the person he is today. He encourages student
success by reminding them that it doesn’t matter where you start, it's where you finish.

Quote of Note:
A colleague shares her admiration: “Besides teaching sixth-grade math and science, Mr.
Ortega serves as school EL Coordinator and coach of the boys’ basketball team.”
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