
Removing Barriers 
   for Success

“The number one problem in the classroom  
is not discipline, it’s lack of authentic learning.”

 i n JoAnn Miller’s classroom,  
there are no limits to learning 
and success. “I push my students 

past their own personal barriers,” 
Miller said. “We don’t know what 
we are capable of doing until we 
jump off the dock and into the 
water. That’s my mission — to get 
rid of their personal barriers for 
success.”

A life sciences teacher at Oconto 
Falls High School, Miller was named 
Wisconsin’s Teacher of the Year for 
the 2012-2013 school year. During 
her presentation, she used a series of 
stories to discuss her motivation for 
becoming a teacher as well as her 
teaching style and goals for her 
students. 

Miller has only been teaching for 
seven years. She grew up in Mil-
waukee as part of a blue-collar 
family where formal education was 
not prized. Thanks to her mother’s 
side of the family, she received a rich 
informal education that was full of 
field trips to museums, parks and 
places her mother just found inter-
esting, like a cookie factory.

She was not a highly motivated 
student in high school and never 

took biology although she teaches it 
now. She went to Milwaukee Area 
Technical College and studied 
accounting but found it boring. She 
joined the Navy where she learned 
to push her own mental and physical 
boundaries. 

Miller returned to college after 
her son entered school and studied 
biology. After graduation, she went 
to work in the food service industry. 
But her passion for education even-
tually took her back to school to 
earn her teacher’s certification. She 
was a student teacher at Oconto 
Falls and returned there to take her 
current position.

She considers herself a lifelong 
learner whose passion has led her to 
earn a master’s degree in education 
and national board certification.

“I’m highly motivated. I want to 
succeed,” Miller said. “I teach moti-
vation by modeling motivation.”

Because she wants her students to 
have plenty of learning opportunities 
outside the classroom, she started a 
science club and takes students on 
field trips, most recently to a stem 
cell camp in Madison. She also 
started a STEM (Science, Tech-

nology, Engineering and Mathe-
matics) symposium where students 
work on their own research projects 
and share them with each other and 
an outside audience. 

In the classroom, she creates 
routines so students know what to 
expect. She allows them to set rules 
for classroom conduct at the begin-
ning of each year. This way they 
“own the classroom culture because 
they created it,” Miller adds.

She rarely lectures and empha-
sizes student-led inquiry. 

“The number one problem in the 
classroom is not discipline, it’s lack 
of authentic learning,” she said, 
adding that it is critical for students 
to learn why not just what. 

Because teachers are “making our 
future” in the classroom, Miller says 
she and all educators must 
remember the powerful influence 
they have on students.

“Teachers have a power beyond 
our parents, beyond our legislators,” 
she said. “Every single expression on 
my face, every single word I say can 
be potentially life changing. I have to 
be very mindful of that.” n
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teacher of the year emphasizes the importance  
of student-led education


