
 

Mountain Pointe teacher honored as Presidential AZard finalist 

B\ Megan Lupo 

TEMPE, Ari]. ² A Mountain Pointe High School educator Zas recogni]ed for being one 

of three Ari]ona contenders considered for the Presidential AZards for E[cellence in 

Mathematics and Science Teaching (PAEMST) b\ the Tempe Union High School District 

(TUHSD) GoYerning Board at the Oct. 16 meeting. 

The fiYe board members presented engineering teacher Melissa Wendell Zith a plaque, 

commemorating her achieYement as a 2019 Ari]ona State Finalist for E[cellence in Secondar\ 

Mathematics Teaching and praised her continuation to the national leYel.  

According to the PAEMST Zebsite, the AZards are the most prestigious recognition 

giYen to K-12 science, technolog\, engineering, mathematics and computer science teachers b\ 

the U.S. goYernment. 

³I Zas super e[cited and surprised all at the time because it¶s such a big aZard, and there 

are a lot of teachers that are appl\ing for it.´ Wendell said about her reaction to her nomination. 

³To be selected is a huge honor.´ 

There haYe been 91 Ari]ona recipients since Congress established the AZards in 1983, 

according to the PAEMST Zebsite.  

If Wendell becomes a recipient of the PAEMST, she Zould be the second teacher from 

Mountain Pointe High School to Zin since the late John Lassen Jr., a math teacher, did in 1989, 

according to the PAEMST Zebsite. She Zould, also, be aZarded $10,000 from the National 

Science Foundation, a paid trip to Washington, D.C. to be recogni]ed and a certificate signed b\ 

the U.S. president. 



 

Wendell said the application process she had to go through to get to Zhere she is noZ 

Zas an immense task. There Zas a detailed Zriting portion about her instructional methods, 

student assessments and classroom leadership, as Zell as a Yideo component, Zhere she had to 

record a classroom lesson. 

The lesson she said she chose Zas on robotics, a topic she had helped foster Zithin the  

TUHSD since she started teaching in 2003, and ended Zith shoZing the class hoZ to  

calculate torque, or the moment of force that causes rotation. 

NoZ, Wendell has another arduous challenge² Zaiting tZo \ears for the 2019 aZardees 

to be announced.  

Wendell said the long Zait Zas attributed to the decrease of funding to support the 

AZards at a national leYel and the lack of staff needed in the task of selecting teachers.  

For TUHSD Director of Career and Technical Education Stephanie Frimer, Zho Zrote 

Wendell¶s letter of recommendation for the application, she said it Zould be Zorth the dela\, as 

she is confident Wendell Zill Zin.  

Frimer said that Wendell deserYes the aZard for her engagement and inYolYement Zith 

the students and her influence in shaping the other engineering teachers in the si[ other high 

schools in the TUHSD.  

Superintendent KeYin MendiYil and the board honored Wendell Wednesda\ night b\ 

citing qualities that made her an e[cellent teacher² impactful, motiYating and passionate.  

The announcement of Wendell¶s accomplishments during the board meeting comes in the 

aftermath of a scandal, inYolYing another Mountain Pointe High School teacher. 



 

Former assistant football and girls¶ basketball coach Justin Hager Zas terminated in the 

beginning of October for disclosing game plans, strategies, pla\er ineligibilities and other 

confidential information to opposing coaches for the past three \ears Yia email.  

Although board member Brian Garcia cited Wendell¶s contributions to being part of the 

commitment toZard students, he said that it Zas an unfortunate circumstance that the TUHSD 

had to dismiss Hager oYer that Yiolation of trust, as Garcia¶s main priorit\ is the students.  

³I recogni]e that it¶s good that Ze haYe and highlight actiYities like [Wendell¶s],´ Garcia 

said. ³We, also, haYe to remain accountable and reali]e Zhat other things are going on like, for 

e[ample, former coach Hager.´ 

Wendell said that there is a lot of adYancement at Mountain Pointe High School, but, 

sometimes, the negatiYes, like in this instance, oYershadoZ. 

TUHSD Board President Berdetta Hodge said she Zants to emphasi]e the positiYes and 

progression of Wendell, heading a traditionall\ man-driYen profession of math and science. 

³To see a Zoman actuall\ lead [an engineering course] and do such a phenomenal job 

and actuall\ be a finalist, it makes me proud and shoZs the future females of toda\ that there is 

nothing that can stop them,´ Hodge said. ³She shoZs that Ze, as Zomen, don't haYe to go toZard 

the English, the home economics, the cooking, like [societ\] used to push us in the past.´  

Wendell offered admiration back to the TUHSD, as she said the district proYided 

opportunities for teachers like her to be creatiYe and spearhead classroom lessons, alloZing for 

her accolades.  

In the meantime, she said she Zill patientl\ see Zhat happens in the future. 



 

³Hopefull\ in tZo \ears, I¶ll get a nice surprise email, but just being a finalist is a great 

honor, regardless of Zhether I am the Zinner of the AZards,´ Wendell said. ³I think it¶s just Yer\ 

special just to be recogni]ed as a state finalist for such a prestigious aZard.´ 

 

Contact List: 

Melissa Wendell: mZendell@tempeunion.org  

Stephanie Frimer: sfrimer@tempeunion.org 

Brian Garcia: bgarcia@tempeunion.org ; BrianGarciaAZ@gmail.com  

Berdetta Hodge: 480-233-4174 
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