
Jennifer L. Palmer
Forest Lakes Elementary School
Harford County
First Grade
6 years teaching

Idecided to pursue certification for two reasons. I strongly believe in pro-
moting teaching as a profession and was intrigued by the fact that educa-
tors themselves developed the National Board. I was eager to see if I

could measure up to fellow educators’ high standards governing what the
accomplished teacher should know and be able to do. I had also heard that
the assessment process was, for many, the strongest professional development experience they’d ever
had. I wanted to improve my teaching skills and had high hopes that the portfolio process would
help me better serve my students.

I must admit that I was unprepared for just how dramatically this process has affected my teach-
ing. Everything I do in the classroom — every lesson I plan — now addresses the standards set forth
by the National Board. I am a more reflective and analytical teacher, and I am always considering
the effectiveness of my teaching practices when making classroom decisions. 

Perhaps the most important benefit of this assessment process has been a renewed enthusiasm for
my work. I can see how the improvements in my instruction have improved student learning — and
there is nothing more thrilling than that!

testament to the rigor of the
process — about three-quarters of
Maryland’s inaugural class met the
stringent standards.

The Incentives
Through a pilot incentive pro-

gram approved by the General As-
sembly in 1997, the $2,000 assess-
ment fee is fully subsidized by the
state (which covers two-thirds of
the fee) and local school systems
(which fund the remaining third).

Senators Paul Pinsky, Michael
Collins, and Christopher Van
Hollen, Jr. have sponsored a bill to
make the fee-assistance program
permanent and expand the number
of applicants eligible for the sub-
sidy. (At this writing, the bill was
still in Committee.)

Covering the assessment fee,
however, pales in comparison to an
incentive plan proposed by State
Superintendent of Schools Nancy
S. Grasmick and approved by the
State Board last year. One compo-

nent of the comprehensive teacher
recruitment and retention package
(at this writing, passed by the
House and facing the Senate) stipu-
lates that NBPTS-cer-
tified teachers receive
$2,000 for each year
they maintain certifi-
cation and remain em-
ployed as Maryland
public school teachers.

“The fact that 105
Maryland teachers
have undergone, or
will undergo, the certi-
fication process —
without any guarantee
of additional money —
is not just commendable, it’s extra-
ordinary,” said Dr. Grasmick. “But
the fact remains that these teachers
are the best in their field, and, like
other professionals who win the re-
spect of their peers and governing
board, they deserve to be rewarded
for it.” 

It’s an inducement many states
are trying. At least 13 states now
offer salary supplements to
NBPTS-certified teachers, a trend

many credit with doubling in just
one year the number of nationally
certified teachers. In Florida alone,
whose incentive plan is compara-

ble to Maryland’s pro-
posal, 475 teachers
began the certification
process this school
year, compared with
just four the year be-
fore.

“At a time when
teacher quality has
been put under the mi-
croscope, when the
public is demanding
excellence in the class-
room — from both

students and teachers — national
certification takes on even more
significance,” said Dr. Grasmick.
“It’s an arduous process that takes
skill, expertise, and diligence. But,
most of all, it takes teachers who
are open and committed enough to
their profession to see value in re-
ally examining their instructional
practices and rededicating them-
selves to maximizing student
achievement.”
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For more 
information 
on national 
certification:
■■✔ Visit NBPTS’s web
site at: www.nbpts.org

■■✔ Contact Joann H.
Ericson at 410.767.
0406 or jericson@
msde.state.md.us

“What National Certification Means to Me” (from page 3)

Brian C. Lucas
Monocacy 

Elementary
School

Frederick County
3rd Grade
7 years teaching

Isought Board certi-
fication because I
value the philoso-

phy of lifelong learning
and personal growth.And as an elementary
teacher, I believe that keeping up with cutting-
edge educational trends is essential.

The National Board’s standards have deep-
ened my responsibility for managing and moni-
toring student learning and caused me to think
systematically about my lessons in relation to
students’ needs.The certification process has
also led me to initiate positive relationships and
has brought me closer to families in our com-
munity as they participate fully in the education
of their children.

Teaching is a very special profession because
each educator directly affects a child’s world.
As such, education is a vital link to our future.
Board certification has enhanced my knowledge
and appreciation of my profession, and has
strengthened my ability to reflect on and ana-
lyze situations within my classroom community.

I take pride in developing a positive and invit-
ing atmosphere where children can take risks,
explore curiosities, grow as individuals, and be-
come critical thinkers. Ultimately, it is my students
who will benefit from the skills I have developed
through the certification process.

My preeminent goal and responsibility as a
teacher is to maximize student achievement;
therefore, I must continuously challenge my-

self to achieve the highest standards and to reflect
on my teaching. I undertook Board certification
because of the rigorous, substantive professional
development I knew it would provide.

The process proved to be a unique, highly per-
sonal, and reflective experience. In addition to ap-
plying and extending my strengths as a teacher, I

was forced to examine
my weaknesses. I ana-
lyzed students’ work
extensively and used
the knowledge gained
to individualize instruction and improve my teach-
ing.The certification process prompted many
conversations with colleagues about good instruc-
tion. These conversations continue today, as does
the learning.

Diane Richmond
Owings Mills Elementary School
Baltimore County
Mentor Teacher
7 years teaching



his month, the names of 66
Maryland teachers were
forwarded to MSDE —
teachers who hope to join
the select ranks of those

certified by the National Board for
Professional Teaching Standards
(NBPTS). Currently, just 13 Mary-
land teachers are Board certified,
and 22 more are now completing
the rigorous, year-long certification
process.

In its influential 1986 report, A
Nation Prepared: Teachers for the
21st Century, The Carnegie Forum
on Education and the Economy
first proposed that teachers, like
doctors, should have their own
voluntary process of national certi-
fication. NBPTS was founded a
year later and fielded its first class

of candidates — just 81 teachers
nationwide — in 1994. (Maryland
contributed its first class in 1997.)
Today, 1,835 teachers in 45 states
and D.C. are NBPTS-certified.

The Board
A nonprofit, nongovernmental

agency, NBPTS’s 63-member board
of directors is made up primarily of

classroom teachers. Certification is
open to any teacher who holds a
baccalaureate degree and a valid
state license, and has completed
three years of successful teaching.
The 15 certificates now offered
apply to well over 60 percent of
the U.S. teaching population, but
NBPTS plans to add more so that
every teacher in the nation will have
the opportunity to seek certification. 

The Process
Throughout the certification

process, candidates submit portfo-
lios that include student work sam-
ples, videotapes, and thorough
documentation and analyses of
their teaching practices. Candidates
are also tested extensively on their
subject-matter knowledge and their
ability to teach those subjects to
their students. Most certification
candidates spend more than 200
hours compiling the portfolios
that, along with assessment exer-
cises, determine their success. 

While, nationally, just 47 per-
cent of NBPTS applicants achieve
certification on the first try — 
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Inside the 
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✔ What 
Certification
Means to Me:
Maryland’s 13
NBPTS-Certified
Teachers Speak
Out

What Certification
Has To Do With It

All Smiles: Maryland’s NBPTS Class of ‘98. Seated (l-r): Sally McNelis, NBPTS Coordinator,Towson University; Dawn Cervantes;Valeria
Arch; Joann Ericson, MSDE Liaison to NBPTS; 2nd Row (l-r): Brian Lucas, Diane Richmond, Connie Conroy,Annamarie Doberenz, Jolynn Tarwater,
Jean Diamond; 3rd Row (l-r): Cathy Cerveny, Linda McConaughy, Jennifer Palmer, Mark Coates; Not pictured: Deborah Carter

ike most large-scale
crusades, the school-
reform movement has
yielded certain truths
— truths about stan-

dards and accountability and the politics of learn-
ing. Now, a full 10 years on reform’s path, one
truth is as clear and salient as ever: a good teacher
overwhelms any other school improvement compo-
nent you can put in place. 

Pages 2-3 of this issue are dedicated to 13 teach-
ers who prove this maxim, teachers whose commit-
ment and drive inspire others — their principals,
their colleagues, and, most importantly, their stu-
dents — to do more than is necessary, to perform
better than is demanded, and to reach standards
that most will not. 

With no tangible rewards in the offing (money,
promotions, etc.), we asked Maryland’s nationally
certified teachers why they pursued certification.
Their answers — growth, improvement, reflection,

lifelong learning — had, in fact, little to do with a
certificate. They did it for themselves and for their
students, but, ultimately, we all benefit. 

I urge teachers across Maryland to take up the
challenge of national board certification, to examine
intensively theory and practice, to become advocates
and agents of change. As you will read in the fol-
lowing pages, the risk is small for a reward so great.

Goerthe said, “Excellence is rarely found, more
rarely valued.” Well, Maryland has found excel-
lence in these 13 educators, and their value — as
role models for their students, inspiration for their
peers, and emissaries for their profession — cannot
be overstated. If the quality of our expectations 
determines the quality of our actions, we can look
forward to tremendous things from these teachers
for many years to come.

Nancy S. Grasmick
State Superintendent of Schools

SUPERINTENDENT’S MESSAGE
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Mark A. Coates
River Hill High School
Howard County
Grades 9-12 Art
21 years teaching

Iundertook Board certification as a professional challenge. After 20 years
of teaching, I had formulated many assumptions about the way kids learn
art. Much of what I did in the classroom came about through trial and

error and gut instinct. Compiling the portfolio for NBPTS validated my
teaching and provided a process to reflect upon it and make improvements.
I had never considered what I did on such an intensive, comprehensive
level.

One of the most significant impacts the certification process has had on
my teaching is that I am now a more purposeful teacher. In the past, I
would string a series of activities together which provided my students a 
sequence of experiences that may or may not have been effective. Intensely

reflecting on what I did, and having to justify each decision, forced me to assess carefully what I was
doing and how to better direct student learning. Instead of planning in “chunks,” I now consider the
entire course and what I need to do to most effectively guide learning. 

This was undoubtedly the most challenging experience of my professional career. The benefits
gained for myself and my students made going through the process very worthwhile.

National board certification gave me the 
opportunity to increase my professional
growth and development. As a 10-year

teaching veteran, I was ready to embark on
something different than merely attending
workshops and classes. 

The certification process allowed me to

demonstrate my con-
tent knowledge,
teaching practices, and commitment to student
achievement. Everything I did with my students
was relevant and interdisciplinary. And because
I had to produce evidence of meaningful learn-
ing, I continuously monitored student progress.

Knowing that I was voluntarily seeking na-
tional certification, my students gained a greater
respect for, and understanding of, the learning
process. Given a voice in the reflective process,
they were empowered and more enthusiastic
about learning.

In short, NBPTS has made me realize how
important well-designed reflection is to my 
development as a teacher and to my students’
development as lifelong learners.
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“What National Certif
Dawn A. Cervantes
Edgemere 

Elementary
Baltimore County
Mentor Teacher
8 years teaching

Ipursued Board cer-
tification because I
wanted to become

a better teacher. I
wanted a challenge
that would force me to look at my teaching
practices through a magnifying glass — some-
thing that would help me improve and refine my
teaching abilities.

The certification process has changed the way
I view teaching. By using the National Board’s
standards, I am more focused on what students
need to know and what they will be asked to
do with that knowledge. My lessons are more
precise and effective because I now have an
acute understanding of teaching and learning.

I spend more time examining student work
in relation to what I have taught and as a means
to determine what I could improve upon in my
lessons. Overall, the process was extremely
beneficial and far exceeds any other profession-
al development activity in which I have been in-
volved thus far in my career.

Jolynn E. Tarwater
Meadow Hall 

Elementary
School

Montgomery 
County

2nd/3rd grades
7 years teaching

Standards: As edu-
cators, we con-
stantly hear and

use that word.We have standards governing
curriculum, students, coworkers, families. People
rise to the expectations set — thus, the higher
the standards, the better the performance. I
have found this to be true in my classroom, and
I believe that this conviction is an essential com-
ponent of education reform.

Standards are, however, rarely fixed. For ex-
ample, my standards for my students might be
different than my teammates’ standards for
theirs. I undertook national certification because
I wanted to challenge myself to meet the very
highest published standards and encourage oth-
ers to do the same.

Going through the portfolio process and the
assessment center exercises has enabled me to
demonstrate my knowledge and skill and my 
capacity to meet high standards of excellence.
Earning certification has validated the work that
I do daily in the classroom and affords me due
pride and confidence in my work.The process
calls for intense self-analysis and reflection, which
leads to clearer, more streamlined teaching.
Everyone benefits from this, especially the 
students.

Raising the standards for what teachers
should know and be able to do will change the
face of education forever. Nationally, we have
debated and tried many different programs, cur-
ricula, and educational cure-alls.We are pouring
more money into education budgets, yet we are
still suffering from widespread low achievement.

Getting to the heart of the classroom, giving
teachers incentives to emulate and implement
the highest standards of excellence, will yield
better student achievement, while instilling pride
and professionalism in our educators.

Jolynn was a 3rd grade teacher at Mt. Hope/
Nanjemoy Elementary in Charles County while 
completing the certification process.

Constance P. Conroy
Mount View Middle School
Howard County
(Currently with the Office of Staff Development 

in Howard County)
8th Grade Math
10 years teaching

Jean R. Diamond
Walt Whitman High School
Montgomery County
Grades 9-12 Studio Art
25 years teaching

Ichose to pursue Board certification because I want to raise the standards
for the teaching profession, not only for the sake of my students but for
the sake of improving education across this country.
I am committed to the idea that teachers should be lifelong learners, and I

want to continue to be a role model in the classroom.Asking excellence from my students at Walt
Whitman High School means that I must first demonstrate excellence in my content area.

Achieving certification has affirmed my commitment to students and their learning. I understand not
only my content area but how to teach those subjects to my students.The process demanded that I 
reflect on my teaching practices, which has better prepared me for the challenges of teaching an 
increasingly diverse population and striving for the success of all students.

Finally, as a nationally certified teacher, I have been consulting with and mentoring other teachers in
my field, which makes me an important member of a larger learning community.
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fication Means to Me”
Cathy G. Cerveny
Logan 

Elementary
School

Baltimore County
Mentor Teacher
20+ years 

teaching

Board certification
is the greatest
professional

growth opportunity I have ever undertaken.The
process allowed me to see the power of self-
reflection. Each section of the portfolio required
me to take an in-depth look at how and to what
degree the standards of teaching excellence
were being implemented in my classroom.

I realized that I was now better able to ex-
plain what I do and the related educational ben-
efits of my actions to parents, peers, and other
professionals.As a teacher, I have always worked
to create a child-centered and stimulating learn-
ing environment that provides my students with
opportunities for ownership of their learning.
Now, as a nationally certified teacher, I am more
aware of the need to ensure that each child’s
special learning needs are met.The learning en-
vironment in my classroom is one where stu-
dents cooperate to solve problems, collaborate
to achieve learning objectives, and contribute to
the success of all.

The certification process affirmed my belief
that it is imperative that we, as educators, create
“communities of learners” as we continue to
seek out ways to enhance student learning. I am
firmly convinced that personal professional de-
velopment activities must be research-based and
connected to the real world of teacher/student
interaction.This is the heart of NBPTS.

T hroughout my career as a kindergarten
teacher, I have tried to instill in my students
an enjoyment of school and a love of learning,

as well as a solid educational foundation. My desire
to become nationally certified was based on my
dedication to teaching and my strong commit-
ment to excellence in education.

The process involved in achieving national cer-
tification was a challenging but exciting one that
was invaluable to me as a teaching professional.
Working on such an important and meaningful
project allowed me to enhance and refine my
teaching skills while I endeavored to meet the 
rigorous standards demanded of the applicants.

Throughout the ex-
perience, I was able to
reflect on the effective-
ness of my teaching
practices, adjust my
goals and objectives to meet the varying needs of
my students, and provide quality educational ex-
periences through the integration of developmen-
tally appropriate activities and child-centered in-
struction.While I am confident that the year-long
process was, for me, well worth the time, effort,
and hard work, those who will benefit the most
from this accomplishment are undoubtedly the
children I teach.

Deborah Carter
Linganore High School
Frederick County
Grades 10 and 12 English, Latin 
12 years teaching

Ihave found that there are two kinds of reactions to my NBPTS certification:
for some people, the very first question is why I undertook the process,
but for others, the question never comes up at all.The first time it was

asked (by another teacher!), I was dumbfounded.You might as well ask me
why I became a teacher!

I still don’t know how to respond to the certification question, but it doesn’t strike me dumb anymore.
Now I give a different answer each time.All the answers are true, but none is complete. One reason for
this is that the whole process was an intensely personal experience, and discussing it too thoroughly is
somewhat like letting you read my diary.

I wanted the challenge, certainly: this is the Everest of our profession. I must also confess that I wanted
the validation. It is comforting to know, when I’m having a bad day, that in the eyes of the NBPTS, at least, I
am on the right track. In addition, I wanted the learning and the growth inherent in the experience, whether
or not I attained certification; in fact, the assessment process itself was valuable and well worth the effort.

I has taught me that I can never stop examining my purpose or my role in the classroom, but it also
did so much more. It motivated me out of a rut I hadn’t even known I was in. It forced me to sharpen
my focus on values that I had believed were already crystal clear. It reminded me that we are all here to
learn: qui docet, discit.And more than anything, it confirmed my conviction that we are cheating students
when we lower our standards and the standards we hold up for them.

Valeria K. Durst-Arch
Parkside Elemen-

tary School
Allegany County
5th Grade
25 years teaching

Ihave always consid-
ered myself a lifelong
learner, and that phi-

losophy translated into
the desire to become
nationally certified. Once I accepted this chal-
lenge, I became committed to the admittedly
long and rigorous process and to the National
Board standards, upon which I now constantly
reflect as I am teaching. 

My long-term goal is to equip students to
face the challenges and opportunities of the
next century, the promises of a new millennium.
I want to empower students and hold them 
responsible for their own learning, thus creating
lifelong learners. National certification, which
demands that I meet the highest standards, in
turn, leads me to expect the same of my stu-
dents.

Linda M. McConaughy
Parkville Middle School & Center of Technology
Baltimore County
Grades 6-8 Visual Arts
12 years teaching

When I first heard about NBPTS, I read about the rigorous process
and the high standards the applicants must meet. I read about a na-
tional goal of having one National Board-certified teacher in every

school. I also found out that only five areas of certification were available
and was impressed to learn that art was one of them.

Art is not often held in the same regard as “academic” subjects like math and science. Funding
for school art programs is often precarious, and time within the school day reserved for art is fre-
quently cut. I felt that participating in the certification process would be an important way for me to
help raise the respect afforded art education in our schools.

Through NBPTS, I have had the opportunity to examine closely many aspects of my role as an
art teacher, and to reconfirm my belief that a tremendous amount of learning occurs in art class-
rooms. Art teachers engage their students in observation, analysis, response, and creation every day,
as they introduce students to the works of artists from other times and cultures and inspire them to
create their own masterpieces. The certification process allowed me to reflect on the importance of
the art classroom and to improve upon the work I have begun with students in my own. 

Annamarie Doberenz
Cecilton Elementary School
Cecil County
Kindergarten
10 years teaching

More certification testimonials on page 4...


