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Cindy Ortiz has a big job
every day when it comes to
teaching her students.

Ortiz, a fif th-grade
teacher at Helen Steiner
Rice Elementary School in
Lorain, focuses on each stu-
dent individually in mak-
ing sure her students suc-
ceed when they are in her
classroom.

Rice is the first school in
the district to have full in-
clusion of all students with
a learning disability in the
regular classroom.

Ortiz, who has been
teaching for 24 years, said
she has students in her class
with cognitive disabilities,
but they are fully included
in the curriculum and the
classroom. She does re-
ceives assistance in the
classroom with an inter-
vention specialist.

“He’s like my partner
teacher and this is how we
produce really good results
in the schools and the fifth
grade,” Ortiz said. “In my
class we do a lot of project
based activities.”

When she is preparing
assignments and projects,
she differentiates a lot and
modifies them for each in-
dividual student based on
their learning level. She
stressed that she is focused
on each student’s learning

styles.
“I do projects that al-

low them to show what
they learn that’s really im-
portant because some do
it better by power point,
or poster board or a writ-
ing project,” Ortiz said. “So
they can show me what they
have learned through proj-
ect-based assignments.”

She said it’s very reward-
ing to be able to help her
students learn through
their own styles and she is
pleasantly surprised how
well the project assign-
ments are working. She
along with other teach-
ers are seeing a lot of good
growth with their students.

“I mean they are just
flourishing in the class-
room,” Ortiz said.

“When we’ve seen how
well they have been work-
ing, we’re all just so happy.
It’s just a better way to
teach with our intervention
specialists and other grade
level teachers.”

The project-based learn-
ing activities allows stu-
dents to present their learn-
ing in a way where they feel
comfortable.

Full inclusion was im-
plemented in the school in
January. Ortiz has many
students with different dis-
abilities, but, she added no
one would be able to tell 99
percent of what they have.

“You wouldn’t know,” she
said. “And I give the kids
higher expectations. I hold

my kids to a high standard;
they reach the bar higher
than if I just had them at a
normal level.”

Ortiz said it’s nice know-
ing that the administration
is seeing that the teachers
are excelling with all the
students and their interven-
tion specialists. A lot of the
teachers have a knack for
knowing how to get their

teaching through to their
students. Ortiz believes
she’s got the knack and it’s
with the help of others.

“It’s a teamwork, I don’t
believe it’s just me,” she
said. “It’s all of us working
together is what I think is
the difference this year.”

Ortiz said it’s been an
amazing experience having
all students, no matter what

their struggles may be, in
her classroom together.

“The regular learning
kids in the classroom just
pull those with disabilities
up. They’ve come a long
way,” she said. “I am proud
of my students for letting
them in and embracing
them. There is no labeling.
I’ve really, as a teacher, have
grown because of these and

it has helped me differenti-
ate instruction.”

Ortiz said by instruction
she means adjusting her
curriculum to include all
of her students.

“They don’t all have to
take a pencil and paper to
take a test to show me what
they know,” she said. “This
allows them to learn in a
comfortable way.”
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One student at a time
Focus is on each individual
student for one teacher
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Helen Steiner Rice Elementary School teacher Cynthia Ortiz helps fifth-grade students Aulonna Tran, 10, and Winton
Phillips, 10, with their Board Builder presentations, May 9. The Discovery Education tool allows students to use an
iPad to create a digital poster board of their own research, writing, and content creation. Ortiz said the project building
and presenting is a way to prepare elementary school children for middle school, where rubrics, public speaking and
technology literacy play a integral part in educational development.
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In some ways, Jeannette
Chappell-Nettles’ teaching
delves deeper than family.

And it certainly reaches
wider, scooping up any
child within reach of a hall-
way hug or a concerned
conversation.

“I became a teacher be-
cause I discovered a love
for students and I really
like seeing the light come
on for them when they get
it,” said Chappell-Nettles,
who teaches language arts
at General Johnnie Wil-
son Middle School in Lo-
rain. “It’s amazing. I think
learning has always been in
my heart. It took the local
neighborhood bully from
my hometown to remind
me.”

She grew up in Toledo.
Earned a bachelor’s degree
at Ohio University. Lived for
a year in Mexico. Earned a
master’s degree at Univer-
sity of Toledo. Served as a
social worker. Discovered a
love of teaching there and
moved to Lorain, starting
her teaching career with a
classroom of sixth graders
in 1998 at the former Haw-
thorne Elementary build-
ing.

“My mom passed away,”
Chappell-Nettles said. “I
had come home. The bully
said, ‘What do you do now?’
I said, ‘I’m a teacher.’ She
said, ‘You actually became
a teacher? Remember when
you always made us play

school?’ ”
She followed a path of

those who inspired her,
such as two elementary
teachers who impacted her
greatly: Ophelia Thompson
in the first grade; and Elo-
ise Carey in the third grade.

“They made all the differ-
ence in the world,” Chappell-
Nettles said. “Miss Thomp-
son was a no-nonsense

teacher, but she made you
feel like you could do any-
thing in the world. When
you would read something,
and she knew you were
struggling through it, and
you were getting better,
she would praise you. You
would go, ‘My teacher said
this. My teacher said that.’
When I look back on it as an
adult, I think that she was

the right amount of educa-
tion, the right amount of
surrogate parent, and the
right amount of crazy.

“We were in the first
grade. Back then you could
paddle. She would dress up.
She told us she was half Na-
tive American, half vampire
bat, and half African Amer-
ican. When she would pad-
dle you she would put on
these hairy boots. She
would chant to the ances-
tors. And then she would
give you two swats. And
we were just like, ‘(Whis-
per) oh, my gosh.’ We were
so, like, ‘I’m never going to
be bad in Miss Thompson’s
class. Never.

“There was a whole
drama behind it, theatrics.
It was amazing. She had a
cabinet. And she had a red
phone in there. And she
would tell us that was her
bat phone. And as an adult I
realize it was not connected
to anything. But if you were
acting out in class, she
would open up the cabinet
and say, ‘Do you want me
to use the bat phone?’ We
would say, ‘No. That’s the
red bat phone. No.’ And I so
love her for that. She was
prepared. She planned. And
she made the days amazing.
I’m like, ‘What great sto-
ries do we all have now be-
cause of her craziness? But
she was amazing.

“I think I have some of
that in my teaching, that
I have the right amount of
crazy for an eighth-grader,”
Chappell-Nettles said. “But
I care, too. And I’m going to

teach you something.”
Some of her classroom

secrets include extending
her reach.

“When things are serious
for me, I get really quiet.
And then I say to them, ‘I
put that on my life.’ I say, ‘If
you don’t learn this, I will
put that on my life. I will be
at your house eating dinner
with you.’ They’re like, ‘No,
you’re going to come home?’

“One of my other tricks
with my students is I will
call them. I’m at their events.
I tell them, ‘Once you’re
mine, you’re mine forever.
I will stalk you, whether you
have me in the sixth grade
or the eighth grade.’ That’s
one of my proudest mo-
ments, that whole stalking
thing. They turn it around
and say, ‘Yeah, we’re go-
ing to stalk you, too, Miss
Nettles.’ And they all come
back. Oh, I love it when they
come back.”

This year she teaches a
student whose mother was
in her first sixth-grade class
in 1998.

“I am just amazed. I feel
like I’ve come full circle,”

Chappell-Nettles said. “In
fact, I’ve taught most of her
whole family, and to have
her son now? She and I just
hugged at parent-teacher
conference, and it was just
a very emotional and amaz-
ing event for me.

“It’s great being part of
generations from Lorain,”
Chappell-Nettles said. “I
consider the students my
children, and an extension
of my family. It makes my
heart feel good, I feel good
about the legacy I leave be-
hind.”

She says she owes her
artistic handwriting to her
third-grade teacher.

“We were learning cur-
sive. She told me my hand-
writing was horrible and I
needed to practice,” Chap-
pell-Nettles said. “So I did. I
used to sit on the steps and
practice all the time.

“I love to draw. I love to
put colors upon colors,” she
said. “Also I’m a writer. I
love poetry. For me, bring-
ing all of that together
for our students is impor-
tant. I feel like art, whether
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A love for students, teaching
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Artistry of Jeannette Chappell-Nettles, a language arts teacher at General Johnnie Wilson Middle School, 2700Washington Ave., Lorain, enables her to
encourage students to live beyond their circumstances, she says, because circumstances can change.

Teacher
encourages
students to live
beyond their
circumstances

“It’s not always easy for our
students to focus,” Chappell-
Nettles said. “They have a lot going
on.When you’re teaching a lesson
and they are able to connectwith
something, and they get it, oh, I love
it.”
— Jeannette Chappell-Nettles, General Johnnie Wilson Middle
School teacher
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drawing or poetry, is heal-
ing. It’s healing for the stu-
dents, too. I love art.”

She keeps student cre-
ations, and displays them
in her room.

This year she’s gifting a
baby brother with a mask
made in her class in 1998

by his oldest brother.
“It’s bridging that gap —

big brother, little brother —
it’s keeping it in the fam-
ily.”

She cherishes the mo-
ments of breakthrough.

“It’s not always easy
for our students to focus,”
Chappell-Nettles said.

“They have a lot going
on. When you’re teaching
a lesson and they are able
to connect with something,

and they get it, oh, I love it.
“They are so ready to

soak up everything, espe-
cially if it resonates with
them,” she said.

“It is so much easier to
teach if they can relate
somehow. I like to ask,
‘What’s your world outside
of those 10 blocks around
your house? It’s our job
to connect them to that.
(May 12) at the career fair
we told them, ‘You have to

have a road map. You can’t
just wake up and you’re
there. You have to know
how you get there.’ ”

The event, a Career Wax
Museum, provided a way
for parents to speak with
teachers in a relaxed set-
ting.

“That was another beau-
tiful moment, having par-
ents come up and talk
about their kids and their
projects and how they’re

dreaming outside of the
box,” Chappell-Nettles said.

Encouraging students
takes time and persistent
presence, she said.

“They know who’s there
and who’s not there,” she
said.

“We’re trying to change
the climate in Lorain.
We’re bringing it all like
family in Lorain. You’re go-
ing to see more of that next
year. I think that’s what’s

great about the last five
years at GJW. We made it a
home and an extension of
family.

“They need a face every
day,” she said. “They need
someone to notice, ‘Hey,
I’m here. I’m hurting. I
need to talk.’

“I’m a hugger,” Chappell-
Nettles said.

“These are my kids. I tell
them, ‘I’m going to hug you
because you’re my kid.’ ”
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Whether she’s planning
prom or discussing a topic
in her Teen Issues class, it
is apparent that Sheryl Di
Franco, an English teacher
at Lorain High School, gen-
uinely cares about her stu-
dents.

“She shows us a lot of
love,” said Angel Amador, a
16-year-old sophomore in Di
Franco’s Teen Issues class.
“I wish I would have met
her sooner.”

Di Franco has been
teaching for the past 20
years with 18 of those in
the Lorain City School Dis-
trict. She and fellow teacher
Stephanie Siefert worked
for 18 hours in summer 2010
to create the curriculum for
the Teen Issues course.

“We had to have it
aligned with Common Core
and all the other important
state parameters,” she said.

The class isn’t your tra-
ditional English course,
but can count as an Eng-
lish or elective credit, and
it focuses on issues faced by
teenagers. Students in the
class participate in anon-
ymous “fish bowl” discus-
sions, read books and ex-
plore topics pertinent to
high-school aged children.

“There’s a lot of dialogue,
a lot of discussion and we
talk about just issues and
things that teenagers are
concerned about, think
about or need help with,”
Di Franco said. “It’s kind of
a safe place for them to talk
about what’s on their minds
in an anonymous way a lot
of the time.”

Di Franco said each class
develops into a family and
Alysia Lorenzana, a 16-year-
old junior taking the class,
shared the same senti-
ments.

“Everyone looks out for
one another,” Lorenzana
said. “I enjoy that we talk
about teenage things and
future life.”

Di Franco said the teen-
age years can be a very con-
fusing time and it’s impor-

tant the students realize
they’re not alone.

“Troubles are tempo-
rary,” she said as the class
responded to a fish bowl
topic, which was written
anonymously by a student
in the class.

Jenna Ruiz is an 18-year-
old senior and said she loves
that the class allows every-
one to be open and “talk
about basically anything
without being judged.”

Di Franco said the goal or
the intended take away of
the class is to treat people
with kindness and respect.

“You never really know
what people are going
through behind closed
doors,” she said, adding that
tolerance and being open
minded are also key.

Not long after Di Franco
helped create her favorite
class to teach, she took on
the role as senior adviser,
which includes responsibili-
ties such as planning home-
coming, winter formal,
prom, the senior awards
ceremony and all fundrais-
ing opportunities. She said

her desire to fill the position
sparked after she attended
the 2011 prom.

“I just had a bunch of
ideas,” Di Franco said. “I’ve
always liked the social as-

pect of working with the
kids and parties.”

She said homecoming,

prom and the senior award
ceremony are pretty labor-
intensive events to plan and
wouldn’t be possible with-
out help from her senior
committee and other staff
members.

“All of the stress and ag-
gravation that can be a part
of it is erased when I see ev-
eryone walk in for the event
and see how much fun
they have,” Di Franco said.
“It’s so nice to see the kids
dressed up, and for some
of them this is the fanciest
event or party they’re going
to go to. You can tell they
feel good about themselves.”

Lorenzana said she looks
forward to walking into Di
Franco’s class every day.

“She’s super sweet,” Lo-
renzana said of Di Franco.
“She has a great heart.”

Amador described Di
Franco as more than just
your average teacher.

“It’s not hard to be open
to her,” Amador said. “She’s
a lot different from other
teachers. When I leave here
she’ll leave an impression
on me.”
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Dealing with Teen Issues
Teacher
encourages
students to
open up
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Sheryl Di Franco, Lorain High School English teacher and senior advisor, discusses the school’s prom coordination with Mark Stout, 19, who served as
the committee’s graphic designer, May 3, 2016.
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Sheryl Di Franco, Lorain High School English teacher and senior advisor, holds “fishbowl
discussion” with her teen issues class, May 3. Students are encouraged to anonymously
write their concerns, thoughts and questions onto pieces of paper, which Di Franco then
reads aloud. May 3discussions ranged from sexually transmitted diseases and suicide, to
the anxiety over an upcoming driving test.
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