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Don Heinz awarded
Outstanding Teacher of the Year

Char-Em ISD alternative education instructor honored by Michigan Alternative
Education Organization

HARBOR SPRINGS - Don Heinz, Director of Crooked Tree High School, a Char-Em ISD program, has been
honored with the Outstanding Teacher of the Year Award from the Michigan Alternative Education
Organization (MAEO).

Each year, MAEO recognizes a leader in alternative education programs from around the state. Heinz
will be presented with the 2018 award at the association’s annual meeting, to be held May 3 in Mt.
Pleasant.

“I am humbled to be the recipient of this award, especially knowing that | was nominated by colleagues |
respect, and that the recipient is selected by my peers in alternative education,” Heinz said. “Those of us
who are fortunate enough to work in alternative education understand the challenges and rewards, and
so many people who dedicate their careers to this work are worthy of recognition. | am honored to be
among those who were nominated this year, and to be recognized by the MAEO.”

In Sept. 2018, Heinz will celebrate his 20th year with Char-Em, much of which has been as the Director
of the Crooked Tree program. Students who attend Crooked Tree do so by choice, and find a welcoming,
compassionate and flexible environment that has been fostered by Heinz over the last two decades.

“Every time | see an at-risk student rise above the challenges he or she faces, | am continually inspired
by just how remarkable my students are,” Heinz said. “Watching them succeed in circumstances that
might otherwise excuse defeat is the ultimate highlight of my career.”

In the mid-1990s, Heinz began working with Bob Doan, who established Crooked Tree Alternative
Education as a program for Harbor Springs’ schools and students. In 1998, Char-Em began operating
Crooked Tree and it was opened to all students throughout the ISD, and Heinz became its director in fall
2003.



Over the last 20 years, he has encouraged students’ academic growth and also their community
involvement. Students can often be found during the week at the nearby Manna Food Project, the Little
Traverse Bay Humane Society just down the road, and at Char-Em’s Taylor School in Petoskey.

“Almost from the very beginning of the program, we thought it was important that students develop life
skills that are necessary to help become productive successful members of our community,” Heinz
noted.

Community connections are indeed important to Heinz, a life-long resident of Harbor Springs who
graduated from HSHS in 1987. While in high school, he attended the National Music Camp at Interlochen
Center for the Arts, which led him to attend Berklee College of Music, Boston, for two years post-high
school. He graduated from Olivet College in 1995 with a bachelor’s in music education; his Master of
Education degree in Curriculum and Technology is from the University of Phoenix, 2006.

The Crooked Tree program serves, on average, approximately 30 students, each of whom accesses
individualized coursework via a web-based curriculum at the school on Conway Road. The transition
from in-class teacher instruction to online, self-paced coursework was one that Heinz foresaw as
benefitting Crooked Tree’s students in 2007. Since then, the online experience has improved greatly,
and continues to meet the needs of this student population, he noted.

Heinz said he continues to work on the public perception of “alternative education” students, and has
seen a shift toward acceptance of these programs as positive forces in young adults’ lives. “It’s harder in
a lot of ways for students to come here, and sometimes people lose track of that,” Heinz said. “They
have to provide their own transportation, and they are leaving a district where they and their family
have probably been going to school for a long time. The students who make the decision to pursue
alternative education are looking for something different, something offering a new approach or options
where they feel they may experience increased success. We know that one setting does not necessarily
work for all people when it comes to education, and that includes this one. It is good to have options.”

Because the program does not actively advertise or solicit students, those who find Crooked Tree arrive
via word of mouth, from parents, student-to-student, and sometimes districts recognizing that a student
may thrive in a different environment than traditional high school.

Jeff Crouse, Char-Em ISD Superintendent, congratulated Heinz on the much-deserved recognition. “We
are very proud of the recognition Don is receiving as an Outstanding Teacher from MAEO,” Crouse said.
“The recognition reflects Don’s long-standing commitment to ensuring that all students receive a solid
education and life skills that will serve them into adulthood. Crooked Tree High School has been the
success that it is thanks to Don’s leadership, and we commend him for this important recognition from
his peers.”

About the Award

The awardees for Outstanding Teacher of the Year are selected by an awards committee made up of
MAEO Board members from alternative schools around the state, said Deb Baughman, of Shiawassee
Regional Education District, President of the MAEO and a member of the its awards’ committee.

“We look for evidence of: exceptional relationships with students, colleagues and administration,
development of new approaches and programs to meet the needs of alternative students, mentoring



relationships with new or younger staff, advocating for students who are “at-risk” (faced barriers to
completing their high school education) and alternative education as a viable option,” said Baughman.

“It’s an honor, especially in alternative education, because it takes a teacher with exceptional ability to
reach students in alternative ed. It requires an extra dose of creativity, perseverance, empathy and
tenacity to teach in alternative ed. It takes an exceptional teacher to teach exceptional students!”
Heinz was nominated for the award by colleagues Kristine Holmes, with letters of support from
colleagues Todd Derenzy, Lynette Lillie, and Angela Clancy.

“He has facilitated the learning, development and graduation of around 168 students that most likely
would not have completed high school,” said Holmes.

Heinz makes a difference because he believes in his students, his colleagues said. One such student
excitedly told Program Manager Lillie, “she had never gotten a “B” (as opposed to a C, D, or F) in any
subject, ever, and until Mr. Heinz, she had never had anyone believe she could!”

When asked about his students, Heinz’s face lights up. “They are amazing,” he says with a smile.
“They’re amazing, and resilient. Determined, creative — seriously creative. I'm very fortunate to be here
and also look forward to doing the best we can to be indispensable to those we serve.”

Sidebar:
Alternative Education in Michigan

The Michigan Alternative Education Organization (MAEQO) was formed in 1975 to provide services and
networking opportunities for alternative educators across the state. In that same year, MAEO held its
first conferences to share ideas, innovations and strategies. .

The definition of alternative education recommended for adoption by the Michigan Department of
Education is: A separate program within a K-12 public school district or charter school established to
serve and provide youth a choice or option whose needs are not being met in the traditional school
setting.

There are three indispensable goals for alternative schools:

1. That students attend by choice.

2. That the school or program be responsive to unmet local needs.

3. That the student body reflect the racial and socio-economic mix of the community.
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