








Los Angeles County District
Teachers of the Year 2025-26

James Lee
South Whittier School District
South Whittier Elementary School — General Music, Five District Schools

Years Teaching: 8

Introducing music education to his district's youngest learners and special education students
has been transformative, for them and for James. His classroom features instruments such as
boomwhackers, egg shakers, desk bells, digital and acoustic pianos, rhythm sticks, recorders and
ukuleles. He is dedicated to fostering kindness, creativity and respect in his students.

Quote of Note:
A difficult job superbly done says this administrator, “Traveling among five schools is no small feat, yet
Mr. Lee brings energy, warmth and purpose to every campus he serves.”

Shannon Gaunt - Semifinalist
Torrance Unified School District
Joseph Arnold Elementary School — 1st - 5th Grades: Moderate to Severe Special Day

Years Teaching: 25

As Shannon explains, in special education no two days are the same and no two students are the
same. But one thing that never changes is her commitment to helping her students overcome their
challenges and making the world a more accessible place for them.

Quote of Note:
A mother’s poignant words, “Shannon gave me hope for my child's future. She was a mom, too, and
had walked with her own child in the same shoes that | was walking in.”

Dao Liu
Valle Lindo School District
Dean L. Shively Middle School — Sixth Grade: Math, Science, Physical Education

Years Teaching: 25

Dao discovered early the joy of helping young minds grow and knew teaching was the path she was
meant to follow. She’'s continually reminded that she chose this profession to make a lasting impact —
just as her own teachers did for her.

Quote of Note:
A fellow teacher shares her observations, “I've observed Dao's commitment to help each of her
students succeed, whether in class or through after-school math support.”

Tina Moffa
Walnut Valley Unified School District
Collegewood Elementary School — Third Grade

Years Teaching: 26

Here's what Tina would tell anyone considering teaching: “Come join us. Join us if you want to make
a difference that lasts far beyond the last bell. Join us if you believe in potential and in the power of
showing up. Teaching is not just a job, it's a legacy.”

Quote of Note:

A colleague's tribute, “Tina hosts regular ‘lunch bunches’ with current and former students as
opportunities for real conversations that build lasting connections. Her students know she sees them
as whole people, not just names on a roster.”
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Nicholas Sanchez - Semifinalist
West Covina Unified School District
Edgewood High School — 9th - 12th Grades: English, ELD, Ethnic Studies

Years Teaching: 11

Despite coming from a family of educators, Nick intended to take a different path. But when a
colleague called during a staffing emergency, he stepped into a classroom—and found his true
calling. Inspired by literature that reflected his identity, he now focuses on fostering inquiry, human
connection and self-discovery through a student-centered approach.

Quote of Note:
A former student who went on to graduate high school and then college offers eloquent testimony,
‘| see Mr. Sanchez as not only my former teacher but a wonderful mentor”

Juliana Maldonado
Westside Union School District
Esperanza Elementary School — TK - 6th Grades: Resource ELA, Math Support

Years Teaching: 10

Juliana teaches special education because she believes every child deserves someone in their corner.
As an English learner and neurodivergent individual herself, she creates safe, inclusive classrooms
where differences are celebrated and persistence is the norm. “Their struggles,” she said, “remind me
of my own.”

Quote of Note:
A mother expresses heartfelt appreciation, “Thank you for seeing the potential in my son and helping
him bring it to life. We are so blessed to have you in his corner.”

Cesar Covarrubias
Whittier City School District
Katherine Edwards Middle School — 7th - 8th Grades: Mathematics

Years Teaching: 23

Graduating with a math degree, Cesar wondered what to do with it. He figured maybe, with a bit of
help, he could teach kids math. A mentor-teacher provided that help, and twenty-plus years later Cesar
is not only teaching but mentoring new math teachers.

Quote of Note:
An administrator notes, “Cesar’s math leadership roles now include his being named District Math
Coach (TOSA), supporting both new and experienced math teachers”

Laurie Thomas
Whittier Union High School District
California High School — 10th - 12th Grades: Science

Years Teaching: 40

For the past 18 of her 40 years in education, Laurie has led teams of teachers and guided more than
1,000 students in exploring health care careers, developing skills and earning certifications. Many of
those students have gone on to pursue high-level roles in the medical field.

Quote of Note:
A fellow teacher writes, “When Laurie came back to teach after a stint in nursing school, our high
school wisely rewarded her by making her coordinator of our Health Academy.”
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Rebecca Zeckzer
Wilsona School District
Vista San Gabriel Elementary — Kindergarten - 2nd Grades: Reading, Math Intervention

Years Teaching: 26

Rebecca never planned on being a teacher. But something clicked when she started volunteering in
her daughter’s classroom. She found herself excited to be there. “I loved supporting the students and
seeing the joy on their faces when something made sense”

Quote of Note:
A parent’s thoughtful comment, “Mrs. Zeckzer's calm and respectful attitude encourages children to
ask questions and express their thoughts without any fear of judgment.”’

Dina Stern - Semifinalist
Wiseburn Unified School District
Aviation Elementary School — Fifth Grade

Years Teaching: 22

Motivated by her own shy, insecure childhood, Dina chose this profession to become the teacher she
once needed. She empowers students to find their voice, advocate for change and embrace lifelong
learning. She explains, “l want every student to feel noticed, valued and supported, regardless of how
quietly they may show up.”

Quote of Note:
An administrator recalls, “Partnering with Mrs. Stern during the pandemic gave me firsthand insight
into her adaptability, creativity and commitment to student success”
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