
January 15, 2015 
 
Dear Oakland County Outstanding Teacher of the Year Selection 
Committee, 
 
It is with much enthusiasm and honor that I am able to write on behalf of 
my colleague, Laura Weakland for Oakland County Outstanding Teacher 
of the Year.  Laura has been a fourth grade teacher at Dolsen Elementary 
School for five years.  I had the privilege of teaching on the fourth grade 
team with Laura for one year and have worked alongside her for four 
years at Dolsen.  Laura’s mission at Dolsen is simple: “take care of others”, 
and she goes above and beyond each day to do so. 
 
Laura has taken Dolsen Elementary School on an exciting journey for the 
past few years.In 2012 when Laura first read Ron Ritchart’sMaking Thinking 
Visible book, she began by initiating an after-school PLC (professional 
learning community) for teachers to attend.  She developed norms for 
these meetings with the ultimate goal being that teachers learn more 
about cultures of thinking and how to implement thinking routines into our 
classrooms by participating in the routines ourselves. Laura thoughtfully 
planned and led each meeting, and our entire staff began to attend with 
rapid interest!  
 
The following year, Laura built a Cultures of Thinking team that consisted 
of one teacher from each grade-level.  She led this team of teachers to 
make school visits around Oakland County.  She led weekly staff meetings 
in which staff members participated in thinking routines and brought 
evidence of student thinking routines from our classrooms to share out.  
She also organized a two-day Cultural Forces at Work in peer classrooms 
for Dolsen teachers to spend time observing colleagues teaching and 
fostering thinking.  Following this two-day event, staff met with one 
another to discuss what we had seen, what we had noticed, and what 
we were still wondering.  In the fall of 2014, our building experienced the 
culmination of Making Thinking Visible when Laura facilitated a school-
wide Curriculum Night that was partially student-led.  Thinking routines 
were displayed, and K-5 students took ownership of their classrooms by 
explaining to families the thinking displayed throughout the room.I know 
that Laura is responsible for the success of this evening.  It is amazing to 
see how Laura has ignited change, growth, and wonder throughout the 
halls of our building, and every teacher, student, and parent that meets 
Laura is inspired by her passion for teaching and learning. 
 
Laura is passionate about our Dolsen rules: “taking care of ourselves” and 
“taking care of others”.  Laura created the Helping Hands Club in 2012 for 



fourth grade students to spread school-wide kindness.  Her “Taking Care 
of Others” initiative won a 2nd place Excellence in Education award, 
sponsored by The Oakland Press and Oakland Schools.  Laura meets with 
the Helping Hands Club frequently during lunch to plan fundraisers and to 
inspire the fourth graders to help take care of our school.  Our building 
now wears red on the first Thursday of each month to display heartfelt 
kindness as we #choosekind at Dolsen.  Another way that Laura has 
spread kindness at our building isby having her Helping Hands Club stop 
by classrooms each month to drop off healthy snacks for students that 
have none. Last year, Laura created #choosekind bookmarks for her club 
to sell.  They sold 451 bookmarks and raised $175 for the Children’s 
Craniofacial Association.  In order to help staff, students, and families 
“take care of ourselves”, Laura planned a Dolsen event at the Detroit 
Zoo’s “Run Wild” 5k event in September.  It was a wonderful way to 
develop community among our Dolsen families and promote “taking care 
of ourselves”. In November and December of 2014, Laura helped her 
Helping Hands Club run an “Alex’s Lemonade Stand” in honor of a 
teacher in our district whose son has cancer.  She set a goal of raising 
$500 for childhood cancer.  Her club held an actual lemonade stand 
during lunch.  In total, they raised $2,584.58!  When Laura sets goals, she 
not only meets those goals but surpasses them in amazing ways!   
 
On a personal level, Laura is the type of friend to write a simple “thinking 
of you” card on the day of an observation.  When I was on a team with 
Laura, she was constantly working hours of her weeknights and weekends 
to ensure the engagement and success of each lesson in her classroom.  
She goes out of her way to support new teachers.She always offers a smile 
and a supportive, listening ear whenever colleagues are in need.  She 
helps to take care of our staff in so many ways, and Dolsen Elementary is 
so lucky to have her!  It would be difficult to summarize Laura using only 
one word.  She is bright, professional, engaging, bubbly, kind, passionate, 
a life-long learner, a wife, a mother, a teacher, a student, a friend, and an 
inspiration to those lucky enough to work with her each day! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Kelly Hardenbergh 
Kindergarten Teacher 
Dolsen Elementary School 
 
 
 
 
 



 


