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Guest Speaker Dr. Tiffany Hensley-McBain

Dr. Tiffany Hensley-McBain is an Associate Professor
and Director at the Weissman Hood Institute at
Touro University (formerly the
McLaughlin Research Institute)
and Touro College of Osteopathic
Medicine, where she also
serves as the Associate Dean
of Research and the Associate
Course Director of Immunology.
She grew up in Great Falls and
received her bachelor’'s degree
in Cell Biology and Neuroscience
from Montana State University
and her PhD in Molecular and

Cellular Biology from the University of Washington.

Her research focuses on how the immune system can
“overreact” to contribute to aging in
general and age-related diseases
such as Alzheimer’s disease. She
has led efforts to expand clinical
and translational research in the
state of Montana, advocating
nationwide for clinical trial designs
inclusive of rural residents in the
field of Alzheimer’s disease and
dementia. Dr. Hensley-McBain
resides in Great Falls with her
husband and two active children.

2026 Excellence in Education Honorees

Teachers are the key foundation to student learning
and success. Since 2012, Great Falls Public Schools
Foundation has celebrated the influence of teachers
and the dedication of students through the Excellence
in Education program.

Distinguished Scholars from C.M. Russell and Great
Falls High Schools were selected based on academic
achievement, GPA, and rigorous coursework.
Distinguished Scholars from Paris Gibson Education
Center were selected by teachers, counselors, and
administrators based on academic achievement,
leadership, service, and successfully overcoming
obstacles.
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Each Distinguished Scholar selected one educator
from kindergarten through eighth grade and one from
high school who made a significant difference in their
learning experience. These educators often fill the
traditional role of classroom teachers, but students
may also select school counselors, coaches, or
administrators who positively impacted them.

The Foundation is pleased to honor this year’s
selection of 34 distinguished scholars and the 68
distinguished educators who helped to support, mentor,
and challenge them to be the best they can be.




CM RUSSELL HIGH SCHOOL

lan Arthur

Kara Baugh

Memorable Experience: | have loved orchestra class every
second | have been a part of it at CMR. Being a part of CMR
Orchestra has given me one of the coolest experiences
I've had. This experience was attending the 2026 National
Orchestra Festival conference in San Francisco with the
CMR Chamber Orchestra. We worked hard on fundraising
and preparing our repertoire for the performance, and it was
phenomenal not only to perform but also to see the city. We
got to explore Fisherman's Wharf, Chinatown, and other
various sections of downtown San Francisco, and | formed
friendships and connections on the trip.

Future Plans: | plan to pursue an education at the University
of Montana or Harvard College in US Government and
Education, then further my education into a law degree.
Aside from education, | plan to become involved in politics
and hold public office.

Teacher: Kylie Brost, 3rd Grade, Riverview Elementary

| honored Mrs. Brost because she truly struck me as having
a love and passion for teaching. It was apparent when |
had her that Mrs. Brost didn't just teach her students, she
loved them. | remember distinctly a moment in class where
we “saved” a gummy worm named Fred who was stuck in a
“raft” and we and our table mates gave him a “life preserver”
using only paper clips. That highlight taught me that school
doesn't have to be academic work all the time; it can also be
an opportunity to connect with other people and have fun.

Teacher: Steve Olson, Orchestra, C.M. Russell High School

| honored Mr. Olson because he is so passionate about
teaching students, and he has been incredibly inspiring to
me all throughout my high school experience. Mr. Olson
teaches all grade levels the same, giving every class his all
every single day no matter what. Mr. Olson doesn't just teach
strings either; he teaches skills. One standout discussion we
often have in Orchestra is about what giving “100%” means.
He explained to us that 100% means you give everything you
have, even if you're stuck at 50% for the day. Give 50, not 30.

Memorable Experience: One of the greatest gifts of
attending GFPS has been the opportunity to create
meaningful memories through my classes and activities.
AP U.S. History has been my most memorable core class
because it challenged me to see the world through the
diverse perspectives of the people who shape it. Many other
memorable experiences came from the music program-
whether it was performing as Morticia in The Addams Family
musical, singing alongside talented peers at honor choirs,
or traveling to perform with choir and orchestra at music
conferences. Those moments created lasting memories of
collaboration and musical sensitivity. They showed me how
powerful music can be to bring people together and to leave
a lasting impact.

Future Plans: | will attend BYU Provo for a year, then go on
a full-time mission for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints, then return to study music education.

Teacher: Erin Houtz, 5th Grade English, Meadowlark
Elementary

In elementary school, | often struggled with speaking up
for myself. | remember Mrs. Houtz’s class as a place in
which | first felt my thoughts had value. She allowed us to
be humorous and playful while encouraging us to marvel at
our world. Mrs. Houtz helped me realize my own intellect
and independence, planting a seed of confidence and a
love of learning. | am forever grateful to her for making her
classroom a place where that love of learning blossomed.

Teacher: Jordan Lee, Choir, C.M. Russell High School

When | began high school, | wasn't sure my voice mattered.
| graduate knowing it does. | have Mrs. Lee to thank for that.
Her care for me as a musician and student has led me to
take leaps | never imagined. For four years, I've benefitted
from her exceptional teaching. Mrs. Lee manages to have a
balance between expectation and encouragement. | marvel
at her ability to connect with her students and consistently
be a foundation which students can lean on. | draw upon
her example of leadership and compassion when | am faced
with challenges. She helped me discover my voice and trust
it-not only as a musician, but as a person.
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Caimbrie Brost

Elijah Crist

Memorable Experience: From playing in pit orchestras to
running half marathons in Vegas to competing in international
competitions for HOSA, | will always cherish the memories
I've made during my years of school in Great Falls. With so
many incredible experiences, it is nearly impossible to narrow
it down to a single one. Recently, my orchestra performed
at the ASTA National Conference in San Francisco. The
conference was remarkable, and exploring the city was
a blast, but most of all, the people were amazing. | am so
thankful for the family | have found in orchestra this year.

Future Plans: After graduation, | plan to attend Liberty
University to study biomedical sciences with a focus in global
and intercultural engagement. | also plan to join the L.U.
Symphony Orchestra to continue playing my cello. My long-
term goal is to attend medical school.

Teacher: Ryan Faulk, 5th Grade, Riverview Elementary
School

Mr. Faulk is one of those teachers who sticks in your mind
long after you have left his class. | still reminisce about my
days spent there. From science week to book packets to
managing the classroom money system, he made learning
so much fun. | was genuinely excited to come to school
every day, and it was entirely thanks to him. He had high
expectations for his students, but that brought out the best
in us all. That year, we learned life lessons beyond what the
curriculum could teach us, many of which | still carry with
me today.

Teacher: Christi Virts, Medical Terminology, EMT-Basic,
Honors Anatomy & Physiology, C.M. Russell High School

Since freshman year, when | wandered into my first HOSA
meeting, Mrs. Virts has poured into my life; guiding me,
cheering for me, and helping me grow into who | am today.
Taking her EMT course last year was one of the highlights
of my high school career. In class, she is upbeat, funny, and
always brings a smile to my face. She is also one of the
hardest workers | have ever known. | will forever be grateful
for the hours spent in her room, the many HOSA trips, the
countless volunteer opportunities, and everything in between.

Memorable Experience: While | have had many wonderful
classes and amazing teachers, the most memorable
experience of mine while attending Great Falls Public Schools
is the many school-supported programs promoting real-world
experiences. | have had the opportunity to manage and run
The Rustler Roast through CMR’s business department.
Being able to be part of negotiations and financials, as well as
work through problems with my fellow students and teachers
has been a key moment in my public-school experience.

Future Plans: | will attend Georgia Tech University for a
major in business concentrating in strategy and innovation.
After a year of college, | will serve a two-year mission for my
church, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. | will
then pursue a graduate degree.

Teacher: Stacie Skawinski, 6th Grade Math, Meadow Lark
Elementary

Mrs. Skawinski was arguably the catalyst that set me on
the path to high achievement in school. Taking a group of
students who wanted to work, learn, and grow, she presented
them with a challenge. | was part of the group that attended
Meadow Lark’s first MathCounts competition. Mrs. Skawinski
offered a safe, supportive environment where | bonded with
my class/teammates. During preparation and the actual
competition, | learned that teamwork is essential to getting
anywhere in life, and that hard work will pay off even when
you think you have lost. | attribute all of this to Mrs. Skawinski.

Teacher: Jessica Goosen, Accounting, BPA Advisor, C.M.
Russell High School

Mrs. Goosen has a unique relationship with her students,
which was something | noticed the first time | walked into her
classroom to sign up for BPA as a freshman. Hearing my friends
share stories about their experiences with “Goose” made me
excited to create my own. Over the years, she has supported
me in four national competitions, given me opportunities to
speak at countless public events, and taught me accounting.
To top it all off, together we created a student-run business
within the school system. Mrs. Goosen helped me shape my
high school experience into exactly what | wanted.
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Finley Durocher

Emerson Hamma

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences while attending GFPS was the band trip to All-
Northwest when | was a freshman. We were able to go to
Seattle, Washington and perform as an honor group in front
of a prolific audience. It was one of the best experiences
| have had in high school because of the amazing people
| got to become better friends with and the challenging
repertoire we played.

Future Plans: | plan to attend Montana State University in
Bozeman and study chemistry while minoring in genetics.
After college, | want to go to graduate school, then into the
science field to make a positive impact on the world.

Teacher: Holly Molyneaux, Band, Valley View Elementary
and Private Music Teacher, Retired

| chose to honor Mrs. Molyneaux because of how
encouraging, supportive, and kind she has been to me
for the last seven years. She is one of the main reasons
| have been so successful throughout my musical journey,
especially in high school. | enjoy every moment | spend with
her. She has taught me so much, both about music and
about life, that I will cherish forever.

Teacher: Kerry Bjornstad, Honors Algebra Il/Trigonometry,
C.M. Russell High School

Mrs. Bjornstad is one of the best math teachers | have ever
had. She taught in a very engaging way, so not only did |
learn a lot, but | gained more love for math. | thoroughly
enjoyed being part of her class because it was always a
positive and welcoming environment. She is a very kind and
caring person, so | am glad | was able to have her as a
teacher.

Memorable Experience: My most memorable experience
was the state cross country meet my senior season. | finished
eighth, not as well as | would have hoped, but coming back
from an early season injury was a battle. The support and
consolation | received from my coaches, my teammates, my
parents, and Principal McGraw made me grateful to wear the
green and gold.

Future Plans: | plan to attend the University of Idaho to study
mechanical engineering. | will also compete in cross country
and track and field.

Teacher: Christopher Cory, Honors English, North Middle
School, Retired

Mr. Cory created a learning environment that felt nothing like
a traditional English class. He taught us to think critically and
exposed us to real world problems, using our speaking and
writing skills to advocate for solutions. The world needs more
leaders, and Mr. Cory made sure each of us knew that we
were capable of doing great things.

Teacher: Nathan Gregier, AP Biology, C.M. Russell High
School

Mr. Gregier gave me my first experience in the AP world. He
covered each topic very well and taught us the skills we would
need to excel on the test. Not only was he my teacher, but
he was my coach for my first two seasons of cross country.
He instilled confidence in me that | could be one of the top
runners in the state. | would not be the runner | am without
his guidance.
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Jonah Hunt

John David “JD” Lofgren

Memorable Experience: The most memorable school
experience I've had was our 4th grade trip to the water
treatment plant and the wastewater treatment plant. | had the
opportunity to see how water moves through the city and how
it goes from the river to the houses and community, then back
to the river. The science teachers showed and explained how
the whole system is connected, and | still remember learning
about this. Environmental field trips were one of my favorite
parts of school, and | am lucky to have been part of the
classes who had these experiences.

Future Plans: | will study mining engineering at Montana
Technological University.

Teacher: Ben Jaques, 3rd and 4th Grade at Meadowlark
Elementary (now principal at Lewis and Clark Elementary)

| selected Mr. Jaques because his class was unpredictable,
exciting, and a learning environment where | had fun while
learning about science, math, and books. He read books all
the time, and he loved to both learn and teach us. Because
we were allowed to stay in at recess and build wind turbines,
his class kick-started my love of science. | was lucky enough
to have Mr. Jaques for two years in a row, and he has been
one of my most inspirational teachers ever.

Teacher: Cramer Caouette, Environmental Education
Teacher, District-wide and Earth and Space Science, C.M.
Russell High School

In freshman year, Mr. Caouette and | had more than a few
conversations about how | planned to take every science
class at CMR. | was doing very well in his class, and he
encouraged me to take two science classes the next year.
| did, and this challenge impacted how | have approached
my high school experience, including taking hard classes
like AP Chemistry and AP Calculus where | would be able to
continue to develop my love of science and math.

Memorable Experience: My most memorable experience
was playing varsity football. | got to make a lot of new friends
and had a lot of fun playing outside linebacker.

Future Plans: | plan to continue to grow my exterior service
business and pursue it full time.

Teacher: Joel Corda, Guitar, CMR

| chose Mr. Corda because he has helped me to enjoy music
and guitar more than | ever thought | would. | have seen a lot
of improvement in my guitar skills since taking his class, and
it is a great way to start my day.

Teacher: Jacie Schoenen, School Counselor, C.M. Russell
High School

| chose Mrs. Schoenen because she made my transition from
Nebraska to CMR very easy and helped me get situated into
the school. She is someone that is very easy to get along
with and helped support my goals of running my business. |
always enjoy talking with her.
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Hudson Lucas

Vienna Meiners

Memorable Experience: | remember my first day of
Dungeons and Dragons Club well. An acquaintance of
mine told me about it, | decided to look for it, and got lost.
Eventually | made it there to find all groups were full, so |
decided to start running games myself.

Future Plans: | plan (most likely) to take a gap year and
work at Smith’s Pharmacy, while obtaining my pharmacy
technician license. After that, I'll enroll in pharmacy school at
the University of Montana.

Teacher: Dave Dunlop, Private Powerlifting Coach, Raud
Dogz Gym

Dave has always been supportive of my lifting journey. He
not only helped refine my form and strength in the gym but
got me to do my first powerlifting meet, the one in which |
broke multiple state records. He has been a wonderful coach
that has taught me plenty.

Teacher: Erin Awtry, Dungeons and Dragons Club
Supervisor, C.M. Russell High School

Without Ms. Awtry running the club, | don't think my love for
the game of Dungeons and Dragons would be as grandiose.
Without the love for D&D, I don't think | would have found the
enjoyment of writing and worldbuilding as spectacular as |
do now. She has also been wonderfully kind to both me and
my players. | also am overjoyed she chose me as Senior
Representative for the club, since she had a multitude of
options.

Memorable Experience: | loved going on tour the three
years | was in Chamber Orchestra and exploring culture and
music with my peers. | also enjoyed being in the production
of Beauty and the Beast and playing in the pit orchestra for
The Pirates of Penzance.

Future Plans: | plan to attend Brigham Young University
to study political science before serving a mission for the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints

Teacher: Patrick Jewell, 5th and 6th Grade, Riverview
Elementary

When [ first moved to Montana, Mr. Jewell inspired creativity
and confidence in my approach to education. Mr. Jewell fully
embraced my personality and strengths, which allowed me
to thrive in his teaching environment. | left his class with
opinions, goals, and excitement for my future. | am grateful
for his impact on my learning and his belief in me.

Teacher: Burke Allen, AP United States History, C.M. Russell
High School

Mr. Allen is a dedicated educator in terms of the subject he
teaches and his students. His passion for teaching is easily
recognizable. | appreciate him grading the excessive number
of my practice DBQs leading up to the AP test and his
detailed, engaging lectures. Mr. Allen not only sees individual
students, but celebrates individual successes, and | greatly
benefited from his teaching style.
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Brooke Nelson

Landry Rukavina

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
moments was playing Uno with my friends while eating beef
jerky before our meet started instead of warming up for our
throwing events. We started calling each other “throwmies”
because of how close we got during the throwing season,
and | still love to look back at pictures of us having fun during
track season.

Future Plans: | plan to attend college and get a bachelor’s
degree in business and get a paralegal certificate before
attending law school. Afterward, | hope to establish my own
law firm.

Teacher: Jeremy Smith, Computer Applications, North
Middle School, Retired

| had known Mr. Smith for a long time before | came to North,
and he has taught me many lessons regarding school and
my life in general. He was a person for me to turn to where
| could express myself truly and to learn how to be a better
person. He helped my form my personality in many ways,
from my competitive nature that he brought out with the
many typing games we did in class, and empathizing with
others that he taught me in grief group when | was young.
His kindness towards everyone is the reason why so many of
his students come to love him as a teacher, and every lesson
that he taught left a profound impact on me as a person.

Teacher: Andrew Nagengast, Studio and Ceramics and
Throwing Coach, C.M. Russell High School

Mr. Nagengast has been my javelin coach in track for all four
years at CMR. During that time, | got to know him personally
as the caring teacher that he is. He brought out my love for
throwing by allowing me to grow in the sport and showing
me how interesting and different every practice can be. He
became an outlet for me all those years that | have been
throwing for his team, and he has taught me a lot about
sportsmanship and kindness. Taking his ceramics class this
year has allowed me to get closer to him and learn even
more regarding making mistakes and getting better every
day at whatever | wish to do.

Memorable Experience: My most memorable high school
experience was playing in the All-State Honor Band my junior
and senior years. My junior year, the conductor threw me into
the deep end with a surprise marimba solo | hadn't prepared,
an absolute trial by fire that transformed my stage fright into
a drive for mastery. By senior year, | returned not just as a
stronger percussionist but as a more confident player. That
shift from stress to confidence is exactly the thing that made
them so memorable.

Future Plans: Post-graduation, | intend to attend MSU-
Bozeman. | plan to major in robotics or nuclear engineering,
with a minor in philosophy, to pursue my broad interest in
science, the human experience, and ethics. All the while, I'll
be keeping my foot on the pedal, literally and metaphorically,
by growing my skills in music and percussion at the collegiate
level.

Teacher: Lauree Wenger, Private Percussion Teacher

Mrs. Wenger was the first person to really be able to explain
to me how to play my instrument in a way | understood. She
was much more patient than any other person who tried to
help me, which was surprisingly effective. | am extremely
thankful she was there to guide me to develop skills in one of
the most prominent passions in my life. | definitely would not
be the player | am today or have the same appreciation for
percussion without her help. My only regret is not studying
with her sooner.

Teacher: Jeremy Comstock, Humanities, AP English, C.M.
Russell High School

After twelve years of hating English class, | can proudly say
it's bearable, all thanks to Mr. Comstock. | have always been
a math and science devotee, but somehow, through his love
of the subject, he has gotten me to read and write more than
any other teacher. In his Humanities class, Mr. Comstock
also introduced me to the, in his words, “Super Rad” world of
philosophy and humanities. | would contribute my newfound
tolerance of English and pursuit of reading to my love of
philosophy because English class is like a watered-down
humanities class with grammar.
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Conner Sherman

Kaelyn Wedekind

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences was seeing the tennis team's championship
rug get unveiled at state after winning the boys’ team
championship my sophomore year.

Future Plans: After high school, | plan on attending college
and pursuing degrees in economics and history.

Teacher: Jill Van Heel, 5th Grade, Meadowlark, Retired

| selected Mrs. Van Heel as my K-8 educator because she
was a great teacher, and | really enjoyed her fifth grade
class. Looking back, | have lots of fond memories of my
friends and | doing fun activities in the class, some of which
we still talk about today. She made learning fun, and the
study habits | established in her classroom have carried
me through all my academics. Furthermore, my interest in
history was developed as she encouraged me to always
continue learning. I'm glad to have been able to have her as
a teacher, and I'll always be grateful for the impact she had
on me and my education.

Teacher: Brian Halverson, AP Government, C.M. Russell
High School

| chose Mr. Halverson as my high school educator because
he is a passionate teacher, coming to class each day with
energy and commitment. Despite anybody rarely laughing,
he is always eager to start each lesson off with a new joke.
His lessons, however, never cease to be interesting and
informative. Mr. Halverson has a fun and effective teaching
style, and | can tell he cares about his students and does
everything to help them succeed. | have really enjoyed his
government class this year, and Mr. Halverson has definitely
made an impact on my education.

Memorable Experience: One of the things | will remember
most about my time in high school was the experiences
| gained through participating in sports. Building new
friendships, traveling to compete, and developing new skills
that will help benefit me throughout my life -- each memory is
something | cherish. The friendships | made through playing
softball are like no other. I love how we support and motivate
each other to continue to grow. My coaches and teammates
have helped me become who | am today, a stronger athlete
and kinder friend.

Future Plans: | will be attending Boise State University this
upcoming fall. I am majoring in radiologic sciences in order
to become a diagnostic medical sonographer.

Teacher: Theresa Busch, School Counselor, Sacajawea
Elementary

| have chosen to honor Ms. Busch due to her intelligence and
understanding of the kids she has devoted her career to help
support. When | think back on my elementary years, | think
of Ms. Busch fondly. Every time she came into my class, the
kids seemed to relax and have a great time with her around.
Besides my parents, she taught me the golden rule of life
-- treat others the way you want to be treated. Having a
counselor like Ms. Busch was such a privilege, and she was
one of the reasons | loved coming back to school each day.

Teacher: Ryan Anderson, Honors English, C.M. Russell
High School

| have chosen to honor Mr. Anderson because he has had
a significant impact on my success during my time in high
school. Mr. Anderson has always pushed me to challenge
myself and to be the best version of myself that | can be.
He cares for every student deeply and wants to see them
succeed. He taught me the importance of patience, positivity,
and commitment. He is such an inspiration for me and many
others.
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GREAT FALLS HIGH SCHOOL

Kye Wise

Lucciana Stella Baarson

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences while attending Great Falls Public Schools was
getting a 36 on the ACT, showing the product of all my effort.

Future Plans: After high school, | plan to go to MSU in
Bozeman and get an engineering degree.

Teacher: Brian Dues, 7th Grade Social Studies, North
Middle School

When first entering middle school, it was a new and frightening
experience. With Covid having cut school short the year
before, and with masks being required around the school, it
was difficult to adjust. Mr. Dues, with his passionate teaching
and his care for his students, made this new experience fun
and interesting, curbing any fears | had before. His class
made learning interesting, with it being something | looked
forward to every day. Mr. Dues made a difficult transition fun,
pushing his students to be better. For that reason, Mr. Dues
has earned this honor.

Teacher: Holly Ingeman, Honors English, C.M. Russell High
School

| used to think English wasn't my subject. It just never clicked
with me, so | avoided getting too involved in any of the lessons.
Mrs. Ingeman changed that for me. Her encouragement and
thorough teaching allowed me to not only grasp a subject
that had troubled me before, but enabled me to enjoy it.
Ingeman did more than just teach me English; she opened
a whole new world for me. For that reason, | can't think of a
teacher throughout my time in high school more deserving
than Mrs. Ingeman to be honored.

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences while attending Great Falls High School was
competing at state swim meets with my team. Swimming has
been a huge part of my life in the past and throughout high
school and representing my school at major competitions is
something | will always remember. The long practices, early
mornings, and hard work throughout the season all led up
to those moments behind the blocks with my teammates
cheering for each other.

Future Plans: After high school, | plan to continue my
swimming career at St. Catherine’s University while majoring
in Exercise and Sports Science and pursuing a pre-med
track. My goal is to combine my passion for athletics and
science by eventually working in the medical field, helping
others stay healthy and active.

Teacher: Bob Stingley, Cross Country Coach, Great Falls
High School, Retired

| chose to honor Coach Stingley because he has been my
cross-country coach for the past four years and has had a
positive impact on my high school experience. He has always
encouraged me to work hard and has always managed to
make me laugh every day. Through his coaching, | learned
the importance of not putting too much pressure on myself.
His support and leadership have helped me to grow not only
as an athlete but also as a person.

Teacher: Edward McNamee, AP Government, Criminal
Justice, and Swim Coach

| chose to honor Coach McNamee because he has played a
very important role in my high school experience both as a
teacher and as a coach. As my swim coach, he has pushed
me to work hard, stay relentless, and constantly strive to be
the best version of myself. He has always encouraged our
team to give our best effort and support one another. His
coaching has helped me grow not only as an athlete but also
as a teammate and leader.
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Conner Bassett

Carson James Bautista

Memorable Experience: During my sophomore year, we
were in Missoula for a cross-country meet and after the race,
we had to run back to the bus from Dairy Queen so that we
wouldn't be late.

Future Plans: | plan on serving a mission for the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Teacher: Steve Sangwin, English, East Middle School

Mr. Sangwin made seventh grade fun, making unique,
interesting assignments and classwork. A specific memory
| have of him, and very related, is when he vacuumed up a
bug and let us all ook at it.

Teacher: Dawn Reitz, German, Great Falls High School,
Retired

Mrs. Reitz was patient with everyone that she taught. | don't
know why it stuck, but my class, almost from the beginning,
called her Mrs. Frau. (Mrs. Mrs.) In addition to her infinite
patience and kindness, during culture week, she always
made a mean hot dog.

Memorable Experience: My most memorable experiences
during my time attending school in Great Falls were going on
band tours in sophomore and junior year. Both tours were
very fun, as | got to travel, do fun activities, spend time with
friends, and perform in many different places.

Future Plans: My plan after high school is to live in Missoula
and study biology at the University of Montana.

Teacher: Kerry Albrecht, 3rd Grade, Lewis and Clark
Elementary

| chose to honor Mrs. Albrecht because she exhibits kindness
and patience towards every student in her class each year.
My experience during third grade was very enjoyable, and
Mrs. Albrecht always does a great job of making her students
feel safe and eager to learn. She ensured no student was left
behind and pushed me to be the smartest third-grade version
of myself possible.

Teacher: Suzanne Sturges, Spanish, Great Falls High
School

Spanish class has undoubtedly been one of my favorite high
school experiences. | chose to honor Profe Sturges because
she has been an excellent teacher to me and my peers for
many years and always promotes a positive environment in
her classroom. Her multitude of traditions held every year
such as Musica Madness and holiday commercials give
students many fun things to look forward to throughout the
year and are very enjoyable. Most importantly, her interactive
and engaging lessons helped me to learn a lot of Spanish in
the last three years.
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Ava Katherine Bloomgren

Hiram Joshua Campbell

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences while attending GFPS is being a member of the
LIFT group, a club that focuses on mental health needs in
Great Falls schools and works to combat stigmas surrounding
mental health. My participation in LIFT has allowed me to
impact my community and school in a positive way. | have
had the opportunity to present to Touro Medical School, the
Rotary Club, Scheels, Alliance for Youth, and numerous sixth
grade classes about the impacts of mental health. LIFT has
also allowed me to discover my passion for helping others
with their mental health.

Future Plans: After graduating high school, | plan to attend
the University of Montana. | intend to study social work to
eventually obtain my master’s degree to become a mental
health therapist.

Teacher: Lindy Ramsey, Health and P.E., East Middle School

| am honoring Mrs. Ramsey because her class made the
difficulty and awkwardness of middle school manageable.
| remember always looking forward to going to gym class
to see what fun games and activities she had planned. She
always brought a lot of energy and positivity to class, which
made everyone feel more comfortable and included. Even on
stressful school days, her class gave me a chance to laugh,
move around, and enjoy myself. She helped make middle
school a little easier and a lot more fun, and that's something
I'll always appreciate.

Teacher:Brian Sullivan, Honors and AP Biology, Great Falls
High School

| am honoring Mr. Sullivan because the passion he puts
into his teaching every day deserves to be recognized. His
energy and animated personality allow me to stay engaged,
making it easier to understand the complicated material. It is
inspiring to see someone care so deeply about their students
and the subject they are teaching. Mr. Sullivan’s classes
have also taught me to work hard and advocate for myself
and my grades. He encourages us to ask questions and to
think outside the box to truly understand the material rather

than just memorize it.

Memorable Experience: Being a part of the State Cross
Country 2024 Meet, where GFH won for the first time
in around 50 years, was amazing. Getting to watch and
participate in that has changed my life.

Future Plans: | will attend Montana Tech and receive a
bachelor's degree in mechanical engineering.

Teacher: Nick Herd, Computer Applications, East Middle
School

Mr. Herd was always supportive and willing to help me with
many projects and assignments. Additionally, his support in
programming encouraged me to learn coding, in a couple
of different languages as well. He also encouraged me
through CyberPatriot to learn about computer configuration
and computer safety. He was an integral part of my middle
school years.

Teacher: David Kilian, Geometry, Cross Country and Track
Coach, Great Falls High School

Mr. Kilian has always been supportive, from my freshman
year math class to my senior year cross county. He has
supported me in sports in so many ways, giving me advice
and help especially when | was injured or out for a season.
He has taught me so much about grit and determination and
has helped to foster my love for running
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Brooklin Rae Duff

Benjamin Finn Ewald

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences was during my freshman year at Great Falls
High, at the first pep assembly of the year. | remember
how loudly everyone was screaming and the overwhelming
feeling of school spirit throughout the gym.

Future Plans: | plan to go to the University of Montana to
study pharmacy.

Teacher: Chelsa Buehner, School Counselor, Lewis and
Clark Elementary

| chose Ms. Chelsa because she always puts her all into
her students. While she may not have been one of my main
teachers, she still had a huge impact on how | learn and how
| view the world.

Teacher: Mike Hodges, Honors Chemistry, Great Falls High
School

| chose Mr. Hodges because he has a love for teaching
that not many teachers have. He is always willing to help a
student and further his knowledge to answer any questions
a student may have. His love for teaching and chemistry
influenced my own love for the difficult subject.

Memorable Experience: | loved being able to swim for the
Great Falls High Swim Team and race in the State finals.

Future Plans: | plan to go to Keene State College in New
Hampshire to study athletic training and swim collegiately.

Teacher: Therese McDonald, 3rd and 4th Grade at Roosevelt
Elementary (now at Giant Springs Elementary)

| choose to honor Mrs. McDonald because she is the kind
of teacher who truly changes lives. She helped me grow not
only as a student, but as a person, encouraging me to be
confident, independent, and proud of who | am. She treated
me with genuine kindness and respect, and her belief in me
shaped the person | have become. | will always be grateful
for the care, patience, and guidance she gave to me.

Teacher: Amber Lloyd, Honors Anatomy and Physiology,
Great Falls High School

| choose to honor Mrs. Lloyd because she was a wonderful
teacher who pushed me to learn while always making it fun.
She treated everyone with kindness and respect, creating
a classroom where | felt valued. She was always willing to
help me explore new ideas, and her encouragement made
learning exciting. She is truly a great person to be around,
and her influence has stayed with me in the best ways.
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Matthew Thomas Halko

Lex Leatham

Memorable Experience: One of the most memorable parts
of attending Great Falls Public Schools was seeing how much
the teachers cared about their students and the subjects they
taught. Throughout my schooling, | never had a teacher who
seemed like they didn't enjoy teaching. Their dedication and
passion helped create a positive learning environment and
made a strong impact on my education.

Future Plans: | plan to go to Montana Tech. to pursue a
degree in environmental engineering.

Teacher: Stephanie Halko, 3rd Grade, Sunnyside Elementary

In third grade, | was a reserved and quiet kid who often
stayed in my comfort zone. Mrs. Halko played an important
role in helping me grow during that time. She encouraged
me to participate more in academics by recommending me to
ECS and to try new things, like entering a science fair where
| won gold, and to believe in my abilities. Because of her
support and guidance, | began to open up more both socially
and academically. She helped me become more confident,
take risks, ask questions, and expand my knowledge and
curiosity about the world around me.

Teacher: Anne Schmidt, English, Great Falls High School

In Ms. Schmidt’s class, | experienced some of the most
significant growth | have ever had as an English writer. She
challenged me to think more deeply about my writing, pay
attention to details, and express my ideas more clearly.
Through her feedback and encouragement, | was able to
improve my grammar, vocabulary, and overall writing style.
She helped me become more confident in my abilities and
pushed me to expand my English writing skills even further.
Because of her class, | became a stronger and more capable
writer.

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences while attending Great Falls Public Schools was
my first opening night with the GFH Drama Department. It
was such an incredible feeling to be a part of something
bigger than myself, working with like-minded people to
create live, ephemeral art.

Future Plans: | plan to take a gap year to volunteer abroad
before attending Swarthmore College, PA, in the fall of 2027.

Teacher: Sandy Brown, 2nd Grade, Lewis and Clark Ele-
mentary, Retired

Elementary school is a blur of memories. Most of my happiest
ones are in Mrs. Brown’s 2nd grade class. | remember that
she had different hats to reflect her mood. Sometimes,
she would threaten to put on her “crabby hat,” which was,
obviously, a crab. It was such a clever and whimsical way to
inspire us to listen. She was one of the first teachers to really
believe in me and to support me fully, not just as a student
but as a child whom she cared for. When | was overwhelmed,
she was there. When | was confused, she was there. When
someone broke my glasses, even though | was no longer in
her class, she was there. She also helped instill into me a
life-long hunger for knowledge. | am so incredibly lucky to
have been in her class.

Teacher: Beth Wiles, Honors Earth and Space Science, AP
Physics, Great Falls High School

Mrs. Wiles is, without a doubt, the most kind-hearted, patient
teacher a student could ask for. She always takes an interest
in her students’ wellbeing and is always willing to lend an
ear. AP Physics was a daunting class for me at first, but
thanks to her patience and creative assignments, it quickly
became my favorite class. | think | spent more time in her
classroom in my junior year than | did any other. | ate lunch in
her room every day, and she was always happy to help with
homework or chat about future plans. Her room was a safe
SEace where | could be my nerdy self. As cliché as it sounds,
she made me believe that | was entirely capable of anything
| set my mind to. | was terrified for the AP Exam, and she
sacrificed her evenings to sit with me and studK for weeks. |
am so incredibly grateful to Mrs. Wiles for all of her kindness,

generosity, humor, and patience.
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Kinslee Renee Reeves

Rillie Robinson

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
experiences was to be involved with golf and softball.
Through these sports, | have created many relationships.

Future Plans: | will be attending Grand Canyon University
in Phoenix, Arizona. | will be studying biology with emphasis
in pre-medicine. | plan on going to medical school then to a
residency to become a neurosurgeon.

Teacher: Marilyn Carlson, 1st Grade, Meadowlark Elemen-
tary, Retired

Mrs. Carlson was one of my favorite teachers | have ever had.
She sparked a love for reading and a passion for learning
that has still stuck with me. She is also a very nurturing and
loving person, and | never doubted how much she cared for
me and all her students. | always looked forward to going to
school because | would get to see her. Even after | moved
up in grades, | still enjoyed seeing her whenever | got the
chance.

Teacher: Neil Kynett, Algebra Il/Trigonometry, Great Falls
High School

Mr. Kynett's class was always a highlight of my day. He never
failed to make me laugh, and he still does, which is why |
try and make a point to see him every day. | have always
loved math so that already puts him ahead of others, but |
also admire the teacher he is. His class was one of the more
complex math subjects many of us had had up to that point,
but he taught us all so well. | can tell how much he loves his
job and students because he really can't help but show it.

Memorable Experience: My most memorable experiences
in high school were my Sushi Wednesdays with my friends.
Every Wednesday, we’'d go to Alberstons and raid the store
for food and drinks before rushing back to the school in
time for fifth period. It was incredibly chaotic, but the laughs
shared and the jokes made always come to my mind when |
think of my favorite school memories.

Future Plans: After high school, | plan to go to the University
of Montana and major in biology, specifically focusing on
genetics and evolution. I've heard many good things about
the classes there, and I'm very excited for the depth I'll be
able to reach on these topics.

Teacher: Tara Murillo, Librarian, Chief Joseph Elementary

When | moved here in fifth grade, | was very nervous about
being in an entirely new place. | remember the excitement |
felt when | went to the school library for the first time and saw
all the books waiting to be read. Mrs. Murillo helped me find
new books every time | finished one, and | loved going to
the library to talk during any free time | had. She was always
excited to talk about books with me, and she’s one of the
biggest reasons | started to like living in Great Falls.

Teacher: Darcie Aakre, Honors English, Vocabulary, Great
Falls High School

Through middle school and high school, my love for reading
gradually began to fade as | became busy with so many new
things. I never realized how much | missed reading until Mrs.
Aakre’s class, where we read for ten minutes every day. She
let us choose whatever book we wanted, as long as we read.
She was full of positivity every day, and | always felt calmer
leaving her class. Her love for literature helped me regain
mine, and | still read for ten minutes each night.
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Trey Thomas St. John

Calissa Autumn Ward

Memorable Experience: My most memorable experience
while attending Great Falls High was when The Bison beat
the Rustlers for the 8th year in a row to secure an undefeated
run against CMR during my time in high school.

Future Plans: | plan on attending the University of Montana
in Missoula.

Teacher: Lainie Warneke, Extended Curriculum Services,
district-wide

Mrs. Warneke was with me my entire elementary career. She
was always helpful, kind, and eager to teach us. It was the
first class | had where hard material was fun to learn. She
helped to foster my love for science and my love of learning.
Looking back at elementary, | can say with certainty that my
memories of ECS are among my favorites.

Teacher: Elizabeth Quinby, Orchestra, Great Falls High
School

Mrs. Quinby pushed me to be the best player | could. She
was encouraging and always willing to help me and every
other student. She always believed in me and helped to push
me beyond my comfort zones. | will forever remember her
kindness and eagerness to help everyone

Memorable Experience: One of my most memorable
moments was when | won informative speaking at state
speech and debate my senior year. There had been an
almost decade long dry spell for Great Falls High state
champs, and I'm so happy | was able to end it. Through my
experiences on the team, | learned that determination and
confidence can get you a long way, and | know that my state
win is only the beginning of a long line of success!

Future Plans: | want to attend Northwestern University in the
fall to major in biomedical engineering and minor in music.

Teacher: Stacy Petrini, Kindergarten, Lewis and Clark
Elementary

Going into elementary school, | was extremely nervous about
starting at a big-kid school, but Mrs. Petrini immediately
made me feel more at ease. She makes every student
feel like they matter and knows exactly how to make each
individual shine to their full potential. Kindergarten was a
year of extraordinary growth for me, and | have Mrs. Petrini
to thank for that.

Teacher: Kelly Wiles, Video Production, Great Falls High
School

| am so grateful that | had the opportunity to collaborate with
Mr. Wiles on several video production projects across three
years. His passion for how movies are made just oozes
out of him while giving a lecture or filming a scene. He has
never failed to make my face hurt from laughing and smiling
because of the quirky humor that follows him everywhere.
Mr. Wiles has sparked a deep love for movie making that will
stay with me for the rest of my life!
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Caitlin Wetterau

Alexis Joy White

Memorable Experience: My most memorable experience while
attending Great Falls High School was when | got to swim at state
for the school in the 100 backstroke. | didn’t make finals, but the
exhilaration of walking up behind the blocks and feeling the eyes
of all my friends and my coaches was amazing. That feeling was
amplified by the fact that it was probably my last race in high
school, and it was incredibly bittersweet when | got out of the pool
and saw | beat my previous time by four seconds.

Future Plans: | am planning on attending Montana State
University in Bozeman to obtain a biochemistry degree and minor
in something of personal interest. | haven't decided between
foreign language or performing/visual arts. | hope to do well in
college and attend a medical school out of state to later become
a rural family physician.

Teacher: Leslie Kynett, 2nd Grade, Lincoln Elementary School

| chose Mrs. Kynett because she was the first teacher that truly
inspired me in a love of learning, and a desire to go to school
every morning. Her classroom represented safety, respect, and
encouragement from her and from my peers. To a kid that had
dealt with bullying and feeling incredibly unsafe at school the year
prior, this sort of learning environment was crucial in getting me
to love learning and knowledge. | am so thankful for the effort she
put in day after day to provide this for me and the rest of my class,
and she will always remind me of love and safety. My favorite part
of her classroom was her writing table and all the popsicle stick
narrative prompts. | am fairly sure | wrote a story at least once,
for all of them. Thank you, Mrs. Kynett, for reading every last one.

Teacher: Kyle Winkler, Montana Government, Great Falls High
School

| chose Mr. Winkler because he taught me that academic success
does not come from rigor alone. At the start of my sophomore
year, his general education history class felt easy, and it was
the sort of class I'd grown to happily coast through with an A.
To my shock and mild horror, Mr. Winkler noticed my lack of true
effort, and he asked me if he could push me harder. From there, |
learned that no class was “too easy,” and | could always find more
to pull out of the curriculum. | am so grateful to him for teaching
me that my education, and my life, is what | make of it, and for
giving me the skills to always get more out of both.

Memorable Experience: GFPS has phenomenal music
programs, elementary to high school. Moving through the
program ultimately led me to singing at Northwest ACDA with
Delphian, which was such an incredible experience. The
lessons | have learned through these programs transcend
music and have shaped my character.

Future Plans: | plan to study biomedical engineering,
genetics or neuroscience at an undecided university. As |
pursue higher education, | would like to join a biomedical
research lab. Eventually, | would like to get my Masters, then
a PhD so | can operate my own lab.

Teacher: Sandy Harrington, English, Lewis and Clark
Elementary

Mrs. Harrington always made me feel precious when | was
her student. | feel that way because she cares deeply and
ensures that every one of her students is set up for success.
She has tried and true methods, but she can adapt to any
challenge presented to her. Her candor has also stuck with
me, and it is something | hope | reflect. Mrs. Harrington may
not tell you what you want to hear, but she will tell you what
you need to hear, and that is far more important. She is the
definition of integrity and teaching excellence.

Teacher: Mary Dea, Honors and AP English, Great Falls
High School

If I had to describe Mrs. Dea in one word, it would be “joyful.”
Mrs. Dea brings enthusiasm to every class, and she has
never been afraid to try something new. Her innovation
and creativity in the classroom have led to countless funny
memories. She is compassionate and fun, and she has
distractingly good style. Mostly, | admire Mrs. Dea because
she is joyful and curious in the face of struggle. Mrs. Dea
brings a good attitude to class every day, and | leave her
class a better person.
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Memorable Experience: While attending GFPS, some
of my favorite days were the last days of school at East or
Lincoln Elementary. It was always fun and felt rewarding at
the end of the year.

Future Plans: | will be attending cosmetology school!

Teacher: Stacey Krahe, Math, East Middle School, Retired

| chose to honor Mrs. Krahe because in middle school she
was very patient with me and taught me a lot to know about
math and just life in general.

Teacher: Timothy Medved, Art, Great Falls High School

Mr. Medved is super funny and taught me random cool things
about art. He also pushed me to try new things and different
art styles. His class would always make my day.

Memorable Experience: Last year | was asked to speak at
PGEC graduation. Even though | knew it was outside of my
comfort zone, | decided to say yes. | was extremely anxious
and excited for the opportunity. To stand in front of hundreds
of people and talk about my experiences made me realize
the importance of being able to do uncomfortable things, and
the growth you experience from it.

Future Plans: As of right now, | plan to build my skills in the
professional cleaning industry and build my own successful
business in the future!

Teacher: Anna Horton, 1st Grade, Sunnyside Elementary

| chose Mrs. Horton because she was involved in my entire
elementary school education. | was blessed to have her
in first grade, and | can remember always helping in her
classroom during recess any chance | would get. Her class
was the one everyone wanted to be in, and I'm so glad | got
the chance to be a part of it.

Teacher: Amilee Vick, Scheduling and Records Secretary,
Paris Gibson Education Center

I have built such a strong relationship with so many educators
at Paris, so choosing just one was challenging. | chose Ami
because she has always been there to give me the advice
| needed to hear, not just what | wanted to hear. She is
someone | really look up to. She is one of the strongest
human beings | know.
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Chloe Prince

Memorable Experience: | have had so many wonderful
experiences while attending PGEC, but one of my favorite
memories is when | got to visit Washington, D.C. and attend
a Jobs for America's Graduates Conference. While visiting,
| was able to visit Arlington National Cemetery, the Capitol,
and so many other amazing landmarks. | met so many
amazing people and will cherish the memories | made there
forever.

Future Plans: | plan to go to college and obtain my degree
in English in secondary education to become a high school
English teacher.

Teacher: Abby Schleve, Literacy Teacher, Student Advisor,
Paris Gibson Education Center

Mrs. Schleve is one of the kindest, most supportive teachers
| have ever had. | moved to Great Falls at 15 and struggled
a lot with anxiety. After | started at Paris, Mrs. Schleve took
me right under her wing and helped me come out of my shell.
She was always willing to listen when | needed to talk or to
cry with me when | was having a hard time with something.
Mrs. Schleve has helped me get through so much, and | will
forever be grateful for her.

Teacher: Kathryn Heryla-Beckner, Jobs for Montana’s
Graduates (JMG) Advisor, Paris Gibson Education Center

Mrs. Beckner is awonderful teacher. She is one of the funniest
and most caring people | have ever been around. She cares
deeply about every one of her students and is always willing
to help them when they need it. She helped me to grow in my
confidence and always gave me great advice. | have many
wonderful memories of Jobs for Montana’s Graduates trips
and conferences that | will treasure forever because of Mrs.
Beckner. | am so thankful to have her in my life.

Selena Velasco

Memorable Experience: My teachers have always been
nice and kind to me and have always helped me during my
hard times.

Future Plans: | plan to work in healthcare and pursue my
sewing business.

Teacher: Stacy Barnes, Kindergarten, Longfellow
Elementary (now at Giant Springs Elementary)

| chose Ms. Barnes because being in her classroom made
me feel safe and welcomed because | didn't have to worry
about my safety. | got to be a kid, and | thank her for that.
Going to school always made my worries go away.

Teacher: Janice Sagen, Family Consumer Science, Paris
Gibson Education Center

Ms. Sagen has been there for my highs and lows and always
supported me. | feel like I've created a bond. | don’'t know
how to ever thank her for everything she’'s done for me.
She’s more than just my teacher; she’s my best friend and
always will be. Thank you so much for being there for me,
Ms. Sagen!
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Congratulations to all the
Distinguished Educators!
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