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Fifty-five Teachers of the Year 
contributed to a new book in 
the Chicken Soup for the Soul 
series. The short essays, all 
inspirational, reflect on why 
teachers commit their lives to 
the profession. “Chicken Soup 
for the Soul: Teacher Tales” also 
includes 46 other essays from 
teachers and students. As 2008 
Minnesota Teacher of the Year, 
Derek Olson wrote the essay 
reprinted here. Enjoy. 

The editor

I’ll never forget Chelsea. 
She was a wounded soul. 
Over the years she had 
always struggled—both 
academically and with self-
confidence. In addition, her 
mother had died after a 
heroic battle with a terminal 
illness when Chelsea was a 
fifth-grader. As she began 
sixth grade, Chelsea was still 
hurting. I worried about her 
with good reason.

Each fall my teaching 
partner and I take our 
sixth-graders for a five-
day adventure at  Wolf 
Ridge, an environmental 

learning center nestled in 
the woods of northern 
Minnesota overlooking 
Lake Superior. Our week is 
filled with learning, team-
building, and overcoming 
seemingly insurmountable 
challenges.  We go in 
October, and the turning 
leaves—transit ioning 
from summer green to 
fiery orange, brilliant 
ye l low, and blazing 
red—come to symbolize 
the changes we see in 
our students over the 
week. The steps and 
growth students make 
at Wolf Ridge become 
a metaphor we use 
throughout the year as 
they face challenges in 
the classroom.

The culminating 
activity is the High 
Adventure  Ropes 
Course, which stretches 
from tower to tower high 
amongst the treetops 40 
feet above the ground. I 
knew this experience would 
be particularly difficult 
for Chelsea.

When it came time for her to 
strap on the harness, Chelsea 
was already trembling. The 
harness hooks into a safety 
wire overhead and offers 
physical protection, but not 
much mental comfort when 

nothing but a slippery 
board or a wobbly wire is 
between your feet and the 
ground far below. Chelsea 
stepped hesitantly onto the 
swinging wood bridge, and 
only after the instructor’s 
encouragement,  s lowly 
made her way across its 
rickety boards up to the first 
tower. With the support of a 
chaperone stationed there, 
she began her way across 
the Burma bridge, made of 
merely three wires and straps. 

H e r  t r e m b l i n g 
body added to its 
shaking. From down 
below, her ground 
partner shouted up 
supportively, “Come 
on Chelsea, you’re 
doing great!”

She finally reached 
the second tower and 
told the chaperone, 
“I can’t do it.” But 
eventually Chelsea 
stepped out onto the 
next challenge—a single 
log—and slowly inched 
her way across. She now 
faced what for many 
is the most difficult 
activity: the single wire. 
She wouldn’t even step 
onto it until I worked my 
way over from my perch 
on the last tower to the 
middle of the wire. I could 
see the terror in her eyes. 
I implored her to take just 

one step. With tears streaming 
down her face, she eventually 
did. And then another. Her 
c l a s s m a t e s  a n d  o u r 
chaperones, sensing Chelsea’s 
in te rna l  s t rugg le ,  had 
gathered below and were 
offering constant words of 
affirmation while moving 
forward in a huddled group 
as she crept ahead, step by 
step. Ultimately, she reached 
the last tower—exhausted. 

She collapsed in my arms 
and sobbed.

“Just one more big step, 
Chelsea,” I told her. The 
final challenge is a zip line, 
which requires leaping off 
that last tower and trusting 
that the guide wire above 
will carry you safely down to 
the chaperones waiting 100 
yards down the path. Chelsea 
just stood there for what 
seemed like hours. “I can’t do 
it,” she told me over and over 
again against the background 
cheers of the entire team 
now gathered below. Finally, 
when I was just about to say 
that she could turn around 
and go back (something I 
have never done), she looked 
up at me and in an almost 
imperceptible whisper said, 
“Tell them down there that 
I’m doing this for my mom. 
I know she’s watching, and I 
want her to be proud of me.” 
As I yelled, “This is for her 
mom!” Chelsea leaped.

Seconds later she was 
enfolded in the waiting arms 
of chaperones and students 
whose cheers could be heard 
echoing through the trees 
for miles. None of us there 
were ever quite the same. 
Especially Chelsea. And I was 
reminded why I teach.

 Derek Olson

‘Teacher Tales’ reveals passion that fuels the practice

Step by Step
“The job of an educator is 

to teach students to see 
the vitality in themselves.”

– Joseph Campbell

The field of candidates for 
this year’s Minnesota Teacher 
of the Year honor has been 
narrowed to 32. A selection 
panel of community leaders 
meeting in St. Paul selected 
the semifinalists from an 
initial field of 106 candidates 
from across the state.

The panel will meet again 
late this month to select about 
10 finalists from among the 
group of semifinalists. The 
current Minnesota Teacher of 
the Year, Amber Damm, will 
announce her successor at a 
banquet at the Northland Inn 
in Brooklyn Park on May 2.

Education Minnesota 
organizes and underwrites 
the Teacher of the Year 
program. Candidates include 
pre-kindergarten through 
12th-grade teachers from 
public or private schools.

The Minnesota Teacher 
of the Year Program also 
receives support from: the 
SMARTer Kids Foundation, 
the Northland Inn, United 
Educators Credit Union, the 
Harvard Club of Minnesota

Foundation, Education 
Minnesota ESI, McDonald’s 
Restaurants of Minnesota, 
Pearson Education and 
TruStone Financial.

Panel members for 
the 2010 program are: 

Stephanie Austin 

Mary Beth Blegen 

Tim Caroline 

Sylvia Crannell 

Amber Damm 

Beverly Fritz 

Thomas Gale 

Rickey Hall 

Gretchen Heath 

Joan Higinbotham 

Naomi Hupton 

Katie Kaderlik 

Cheryl Kortuem 

Bruce Locklear 

Bill Lunn 

Jackie Magnuson 

Glynn Merriewether 

Jennifer Niemi

Derek Olson 

George Peper

Mari Pokornowski 

Dr. Gwen Rudney

Ramon Serrano

Andrew Waldbillig 

Dr. Nancy Walters

32 semifinalists chosen
DISTRICT NAME SUBJECT AREA GRADE LEVEL

Anoka-Hennepin Marcia Brucciani Psychology Grades 11-12

Anoka-Hennepin Marcia Nelson English Grades 11-12

Austin Tom Fritz Science Grades 7-8

Bloomington Kimberly Mason Elementary Grade 4

Centennial Chris Ripken Social Studies Grade 9

Cromwell-Wright John (Pete) Koenig Mathematics/Physics Grades 8-12

Eden Prairie Zong Heng Elementary Grade 4

Eden Prairie Jared Johnson Elementary Grade 3

Edina Robert Schneider Mathematics Grades 10-12

Edina Jon Zetah Elementary Grade 5

Mahtomedi Matthew Hoffman Elementary Grade 1

Minnetonka Janetta Gong Elementary Grade 1

Minnetonka Polly Patrick Social Studies/Language Arts Grades 11-12

Montevideo Richard Halterman Biological Sciences Grades 9-12

Mora Darcy Halverson Elementary Grades 1-2

Owatonna Matthew McCartney Elementary Grade 5

Roseau Brita Comstock Elementary Grade 1

Rosemount-Apple Valley-Eagan Linda Albertson French Grades 9-12

Roseville Joe Bartos Elementary Grade 4

Roseville Amy Dahlin Language Arts Grades 9-12

St. Paul Brooke Haubrick Elementary Grades 4-5

St. Paul Thanh Tran Elementary Grade 4

St. Paul Ryan Vernosh Elementary Grade 6

South Washington County Phil Bratnober English Grades 10-12

South Washington County Regina Seabrook Social Studies Grade 10

Stillwater Yoko Cheatham Elementary Grade 3

Stillwater Lori Delahunt English Grades 11-12

Tracy Monica Headlee Chemistry Grade 11

W. St. Paul-Mendota Heights-Eagan Ikhlas Abdelkhalig Elementary Grade 1

Windom Laura Alvstad English Grades 7-12

Winona Patti Darbo Special Education Grades 10-12

Winona Dwayne Voegeli Social Studies Grades 9-12


