
 
 
 

Kate McCann: Speech for 2017 Outstanding Teachers Day 
 
Welcome accomplished teachers and distinguished guests.  I am the 2017 Vermont State 
Teacher of the Year, a 2015 recipient of the Presidential Award for Excellence in Math and 
Science Teaching, a National Board-Certified Teacher, a proud leader in my local association, 
and the director of the Vermont Council of Teachers of Mathematics K-12 Statewide Math Fair.  
And for the last 19 years I have been teaching students about the power of mathematics. 
 
Recently, I find myself looking around, taking a deep breath, and wondering how I got here, in 
this room, speaking to all of you.  I wonder what pearls of wisdom I can offer – when there are 



 
 
 

response is, ”Sometimes I come close, but I take out these things and they remind me that 
there is always hope.” 
 
A little advice, if you don’t already have your own sacred bundle of hope in which to treasure 
stories of the children whose lives you’ve touched and who’ve touched your lives forever, it’s 
not too late.  These reminders, these stories can help us get through even the darkest days 
when we may feel as though our lesson was a disaster, or we remain frustrated that we can’t 
help a student turn the corner, or anything else that tears at our heart and soul as classroom 
teachers.  Do this small favor for yourself to help save the stories from being lost and remind 
you why we do what we do every day. 
 
Many of us have a teacher from our past who inspired us, who believed in us and encouraged 
us.  Thank you, Mrs. Notari!  They were able to see ‘something’ in each of us that we didn’t 
recognize.  They patiently encouraged us to walk our journey and look deeply enough to see 
that ‘something’ within ourselves. 
 
I should provide a little background. 
 
I arrived here at the University of Vermont in the fall of 1992 ready to embark on a degree in 
mathematics with no idea at all where that would lead, but convinced it would not lead back to 
the classroom.  Somewhere on this part of the journey, I met Lia Cravedi.  I’m not sure how it 
happened looking back, but I know there was this conversation where she encouraged me to 
take another look at a possible career in teaching, advised me to consider another education 
class or two, encouraged me to examine with both eyes open the possibility of sharing my 
passion toward mathematics with young minds. 
 
In the meantime, I got involved with AmeriCorps.  I spent time with young people in the 
classroom, hiking, swimming, playing games and on the ropes course.  At some point, there was 
clarity...what I’d once been adamantly opposed to was pulling me toward at least exploring the 
possibility of making teaching my life’s work. 
 
Flash forward to the fall of 1996 when with Master’s degree in hand I moved across the country 
and was offered my first teaching position at Santa Ana High School in Santa Ana California.  I 



 
 
 

everything.  I told him that I had to do more, be more, save her.  After fast tracking all the 
paperwork and jumping through some hoops, we found ourselves as foster parents.  Selena 
stayed with us for 9 wonderful months before reuniting with her family.  I could fill a hole in the 
life of that child. 
 
Later on, I met Ivan.  He did everything he could to try my patience.  I loved this kid, but I chose 
to stick him with sarcasm every chance I got.  He just smiled and continued to think of ways to 
push my buttons.  One day he suffered a seizure in the school pool.  I had a chance to visit him 
in the hospital and while he laid there on the ventilator, I talked to him.  I said that I was sorry 
for not expressing the care that I felt for him, for not being kinder.  I promised myself that day 
that my students would always know how much I cared for them from that moment on.  Days 
later he passed away at the hospital.  I was so angry.  Angry at the school.  Angry at the physical 
education teacher.  Angry at me.  Ivan was everywhere that I looked.  I could not remain at this 
school. 
 
While trying to keep my head just above water level those first two years, I recognized the 
lasting impact that teachers have on the lives of their students and the obligation we have in 
doing so.  
 
Our students are our mission.  And our passion.  And our legacy.  We teach KIDS, not 



 
 
 

richer the experience is when you have the courage to sail away from shore and seek out 
something new.  That’s where the adventures are!  That’s difficult for us to do, as teachers.  But 
what if…we had the courage to try anyway?  To allow ourselves the uncertainty to attempt 
something new and different, to stretch ourselves and our students beyond what is safe and 
comfortable? What could we learn about ourselves?  What could our students learn about 
themselves?  We are the captains of our classroom.  We are the one who chart the course for 
our students.  We create and plan the lessons – so let’s decide to leave port and seek 
adventure.  Do one thing this year that scares you.  Create a lesson from scratch and field-test it 
on your students.  Then ask them what they think and revise it according to their suggestions.  
Ask a trusted colleague to observe your classroom and give you honest feedback about what 
they saw – and take that feedback and change how you teach.  Engage in conversation with 
people in other buildings and other departments about successful strategies and then 
shamelessly alter them to fit your own needs.  Use whatever resources you can find to reach 
the students sitting right in front of you – and realize the impact you have on their educational 




