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2010
The Torrington Board of Education has announced that Barbara Hengstenberg has been selected by her colleagues to be the 2009-2010 Torrington Public Schools Teacher of the Year.  Mrs. Hengstenberg's quiet, yet passionate love of education and caring of students is evident in her work as a second grade teacher at the Southwest school.  She believes strongly in the development of a learning community in her classroom.  Her child centered approach involved the students and their families in the learning process.  Her classroom is a place where all students are successful and recognized as important. 

Mrs. Hengstenberg's Professional Vita includes a Bachelor's Degree from Norwich University and a Masters Degree from Saint Joseph College.  She has been employed in the Torrington Public Schools since 2002. She is involved member of the staff serving on several committees. She has facilitated and participated in a number of school clubs, workshops and activities. 

Mrs. Henstenberg will now join other highly talented teachers as a candidate for Connecticut State Teacher of the year. 

Mrs. Hengstenberg’s Speech

I can hear my Mom saying now, “Oh my GAWD!”  Though I receive many rewards, I have never in my life received an award for the work that I do.  I am absolutely thrilled!   


First of all, friends at Southwest School, I hope you noticed I have put aside my usual Convocation Dress (yes, I DO have one!) for my new Teacher of the Year Dress!


Let me start by thanking Mayor Bingham, Mr. Arum, Dr. Campbell, Mr. Cavagnero and the Board of Education, Mr. Joslyn, and, of course, Mrs. Theeb.  This is quite an honor.


Patty Pickard, you may not realize that you have been guiding me toward this podium since my very first education course at St. Joe’s – Developmental Reading.  I well remember you said to me, “Barbara, you must come observe the wonderful teachers in Torrington!”  TORRINGTON?  I’m a small-town girl – what did I know about the big city of Torrington?  Soon afterward, I found myself awestruck as I observed Toni, Renee, Matt, and Chris at Vogel-Wetmore.  Then, as I was preparing to student teach, Patty came through again, “Barbara, you must come student teach at Vogel-Wetmore!”  Thank you, Patty.  You have no idea how much you have influenced my life.  Thank you for coming today.

And thank you, Chris LaBelle.  I can think of no better way to have started my teaching career than in your classroom.  I am honored that you have traveled up from Bridgeport to be here today.


I come from a family of teachers.  Now, there are just two other professional teachers in my immediate family, my sister, Tina, and my nephew, Kyle...  but everyone in my family is a teacher in his or her own way.  


Mom, how I wish you were here today, but I know you’re on my shoulder.  My Mom taught me to listen.  You see, when I was growing up, all of my friends and my sister’s friends clamored to come to our house to visit with Mom.  Mom would listen when many other adults would shut them out.
Mom was a teacher.


My Dad and Shirley are here with me today.  Dad, you’ve taught me the importance of honest, hard work.  You’ve taught me how to be a good friend.  And you and Shirley have taught me that love and happiness are the keys to a good life.  Dad and Shirley – you are teachers.

My in-laws – the original Mr. and Mrs. Hengstenberg – though I’ve never really thought of them as in-laws, but rather as my other Mom and Dad.  You both taught me long ago that it is never too late to get an education.  They never gave up on me and were delighted when I finally entered college in my 30s.  You are both teachers.

My HFES family, Jim, Marti, Lorraine, and Helen – who traveled from all over the state to be here today – continue to teach me that everyone needs to have laughter (and good food!) in her life, and that you don’t need to be related by blood to be a family.  You are all teachers.


And my Southwest Family – you teach me every day the importance of a strong community.  I honestly believe that we are a family.  We have our ups, our downs, our laughter, and our tears.  We sometimes scratch our heads at something one of us has done, and we often hug with glee in celebration of one another.  No matter what, we are always there for each other.  When new staff members come to join us, it is like a sibling bringing home a new beau…we may be a bit apprehensive and awkward at first (and at Southwest School, that’s over after about a day!)…but then we embrace our new family member and get on with the business of community building.  And when a member leaves our family, it is as sad an occasion as losing a loved one.  Every staff member (a.k.a. family member) at Southwest School is a teacher.


And my husband, Bill – no, I didn’t forget you!!! – you have always believed in me.    You have encouraged me every step of the way, from starting my own business, to moving on through a variety of jobs, to pushing it all aside to go to school and earn a degree to do what I’ve always wanted to do:  teach!  But most of all, you have taught me to believe in myself.  You are a teacher.


I am honored to have all of you here with me today.  You have all taught me so much.  


This is an honor for the people who, like me, tend to work behind the scenes and at times feel invisible. It is time that teachers rediscover the pride of our profession.  It is crucial to our public education system to regain the respect of society, and it is up to us to do so.  Respect is a two-way street.  In order to earn respect, we must show respect.  We must listen to our students and to their parents.  We must communicate with our families and with one another, for families will feel respected once they know they are being listened to.  Once mutual respect is earned, families and teachers will feel value and appreciation.  

We all know that education leaders come and go.  Fortunately, the good ones leave their mark; unfortunately, so do the poor ones.  We are a part of the hundreds of thousands of teachers who are working directly with children and their families each and every day.  This is where we have the most influence.  It is that spiral effect of listening, communicating, and respecting that leads to improved student self-esteem and achievement – and ultimately mutual respect and pride.  If this spiral were to happen in every one of our classrooms, our schools, our districts, consider the change we could affect in public education in our state and in our country.  


My colleagues earn my respect every day they step into their classrooms and inspire their students.  It is time that we tell society how proud we are of one another and guide our families to rediscover the positive influences to be found in a public education classroom. It is up to us.

 
Please, all of the teachers in the room – and as you have heard, that would be everyone -- shout with pride to the rooftops, “I AM A TEACHER!”  


I am a teacher.  As part of the Teacher of the Year process, I was asked to write about my rewards of teaching.  Having strived for many years to become a teacher, I say those four words – I am a teacher – with great pride.  I know the value of an education.  You see, I came into teaching later than most.  Teaching had been a dream of mine since I enviously watched my older sisters go off to school, and later, when I brought home every single paper my teachers had corrected, only to re-correct them with the red teacher’s pencil that my sister had confiscated for me.  You know, the kind where you peel away layers of paper to expose the waxy red lead?

Life took me down a variety of paths, but my dream was coming true as I sat in those elementary education courses, soaking up every bit of information I could.  Thoreau said:  Go confidently in the direction of your dreams. Live the life you have imagined.  And now, I am living my reward.  I am a teacher! 


I wrote a poem 10 years ago before I became a teacher, about dreams.  

My dreams shall ride upon wisps of smoke



Delivering me to the sky


I shall ride upon clouds and look below



All that I want can be mine

· If only in my imagination

· If only in my dreams


Yet as my dreams – and my thoughts



Are as much a part of me



As my bones – and my flesh


All that I want can truly be mine


I may be whoever, whatever I wish.

I aspire to encourage our children to pursue their dreams.


Veteran teachers often tell me, “I’m sure glad I’m not just getting into teaching now, in these difficult times.”  However, I can think of no better time to be an educator.  Challenge motivates us teachers.  Yes, these are difficult times in Torrington– both in education and in 

society at large – but in such difficulty, the rewards seem all the sweeter.  Watching the news of strife around the world and in our own communities, I can think of no better place to be than with the youngsters who surround me each day with joy and an eagerness to learn.  


My reward is watching a child who struggles in Math understand the concept of trading ten and, with a big, toothy grin exclaim, “NOW I get it! I LOVE math!”  Or after working with a child who has had difficulty all year reading passages in her guided reading books, and then watching as she reads her part in a readers’ theatre with great expression and pride, looking to me to be sure I’m smiling – that’s my reward.


Our children face so many struggles at home and at school – struggles that many of us have never had to face, struggles that no child should ever have to face.  My reward is being able to help a child to feel pride or happiness, a sense of accomplishment or a sense of belonging.  You see, I was always that child in elementary school who was chosen last for the team.  I know what it is like to watch others achieve, to sit in the wings and wait.  We need to show compassion and understanding to those children who are waiting…to guide them along and give them a bit of a nudge along the way… to help them to see that they, too, will have opportunities to achieve.  


An elderly woman said to me recently, “I can’t imagine teaching kids these days.  They’re so different than when I was a child.”  No – kids aren’t different.  The world has changed.  Kids really want what kids have always wanted – love, safety, and comfort.  We, as teachers, need to be sure to provide this for our students.  Sure, it gets trickier year after year.  Oftentimes, it seems society fights against us.  


All the more important that we tell our children we love them and we show them through respect and kindness.


All the more important that we comfort our children through difficult and sad times.


All the more important that we provide a safe and reassuring environment in which to learn.


No, kids haven’t changed, but our roles as teachers and mentors are in constant motion as we help our students to navigate their way through real life.


I know that I am doing the work that I was carved out to do – the reason why my dad built me a 4-foot square slate chalkboard for my bedroom forty years ago (which now hangs in my kitchen).  I also know that my mom is always “on my shoulder,” as she was famous for saying, and watching me with pride every time I listen to a child’s problems or hug away a tear.  These are my rewards.


I am a teacher.  And that is the biggest reward I could ever want.  Living my life amongst all of you…such talented teachers…is the cherry on top of my sundae!  I am truly honored to be Torrington’s Teacher of the Year.  Thank you.


- Barbara Hengstenberg, August 24, 2009
