
HOME OF THE WORLD’S MOST FAMOUS BEACH / Coastal Edition

T H E  D A Y T O N A  B E A C H

THURSDAY, APRIL 1, 2021 News-Journalonline.com  $2 daytonabeachnewsjournal @dbnewsjournal

Wednesday’s lesson started 
with third graders in Kelli Gunkle’s 
class all announcing something 
they’re good at or proud of — things 
like, “martial arts” or “playing video 
games” or “learning about history.”

But the laughter died away 
when Gunkle asked them to do 
something more difficult.

“Sometimes when we’re not 
good at something, it’s hard to re-
member all the things we’re good 
at,” she said. “Think of a time 
someone hurt your feelings. Write 
down what you were called.” 

The Palm Terrace students 
seemed to get smaller in their 
chairs under the weight of those 
words. They slowly, dutifully, filled 
out their papers. Some turned them 

over immediately and others cov-
ered the paper with their hands, 
trying to hide the hurtful things 
they had heard. “You’re chubby.” 
“You’re stupid.” “You’re nothing.”

The mood shifted again when 
Gunkle gave them a surprising in-
struction. 

“Rip it up,” she said. “Those are 
not you. Those words have no pow-
er over you.” 

They took to the task enthusi-
astically, using their hands, their 
teeth and scissors to make sure the 
words were gone. Soon enough her 
floor was covered with tiny pieces 
of paper and filled with laughter 
again. 

It’s lessons like this — about 
self esteem, problem solving and 
communication, in addition to ac-
ademics — that made Gunkle The 
News-Journal’s Amazing Teacher 
for the month of March.

‘Built around the head 
and heart’

With seven years of teaching 
experience, Gunkle only started 
implementing social and emotional 

learning techniques in the last few 
years. She had a class that was par-
ticularly challenging, so she went 
to the school’s academic coach 
and said she needed help. After a 
40-minute crash course on how to 
prioritize students needs and im-
prove communication, she went 
back to class and was shocked. 

“It completely changed my day,” 
she said. “As a teacher, it changed 
me completely.”

Principal Tucker Harris started 
at Palm Terrace in 2018 and began 
prioritizing social and emotional 
learning school-wide.

“She’s a dynamic teacher,” he 
said of Gunkle. “It’s definitely a 
room that’s built around the head 
and the heart.” 

Third grade teacher Kelli Gunkle 
is known for her focus on teaching 
students emotional literacy, as well 
as academics. Wednesday March 
31, 2021 at Palm Terrace Elementa-
ry in Daytona Beach.

Wednesday’s lesson on self es-
teem only took up a small part of 
their busy day, but it’s an import-
ant way to be proactive and cut off 
bad behavior before it starts — in 

turn leaving more time for instruc-
tion.The third graders learn read-
ing with Gunkle for half the day 
and spend the other half with her 
co-teacher Amanda McGowan, and 
are preparing to take the Florida 
Standards Assessment for the first 
time in the coming weeks.

At Palm Terrace Elementary, 
a school that has been trying to 
shed its D-rating from the state, 
those tests have higher stakes. And 
during the pandemic, it’s an even 
loftier goal than usual. 

“They missed six months, five 
months, effectively, of school,” she 
said. “We’re doing so much. We’re 
filling the gap, but it’s not enough.”

Still, in between small group 
instruction on reading compre-
hension, she finds the time to set-
tle disputes between her students 
over who threw an eraser at who 
and who broke whose pencil.

Rather than meting out quick 
punishment for all students in-
volved, she listened to both sides 
of the story and took the time to 
explain that an apology isn’t always 
an admission of guilt. Sometimes, 
it’s a recognition of a misunder-

standing. Then she asks the stu-
dents how they think they should 
resolve the situation. 

“If you do not take the time to 
talk about these things, they’re 
being talked about still,” she said. 
“There is a world going on that I’m 
not aware of.” 

Gunkle has taught the same 
group of students, plus or minus 
a few, since they were in the first 
grade. It’s created a sense of fa-
miliarity and comfort in the class-
room. They know what’s expected 
of them — so well that they hold 
each other accountable, she said. 

“We really got to know her a lot 
and we feel comfortable around 
her,” said Ahna Tennant, one of her 
students. “She inspires us to go far-
ther and push and reach our goals.”

Wednesday’s lesson didn’t end 
when Gunkle had her students rip 
up their papers. She went a step 
further, asking them to write down 
something true and good about 
themselves.

“It’s not enough to just rip it up,” 
she said. “You must replace those 
negative words with good things. 
True things.” 

In unison, they shouted: “I am 
important! I am special! I matter!” 
And on another piece of paper, they 
wrote things like “I am smart,” and 
“I am wonderful in my own way.” 

Which is exactly what Gunkle 
wants: for them to feel responsible 
and capable of doings things on 
their own. 

“I hope that they can leave me 
being able to advocate for them-
selves, and know that the commu-
nity in this room can be created 
whether I am there or not.”

‘Words have no power over you’: 
Palm Terrace teacher prioritizes 

students’ self-esteem

Teacher Kelli Gunkle works with a small group of students in her third grade class, Wednesday March 31, 2021 at Palm Terrace Elementary in 
Daytona Beach. Gunkle makes sure to teach her students about self esteem, problem solving and communication as well as academics.
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Third grade teacher Kelli Gunkle 
is known for her focus on teach-
ing students emotional literacy, 
as well as academics. Wednesday, 
March 31, 2021 at Palm Terrace 
Elementary in Daytona Beach. 
DAVID TUCKER/NEWS-JOURNAL

AMAZING TEACHER

Amazing Teachers: About this series

» As part of an effort to honor the work of teachers in Volusia and 
Flagler counties, The News-Journal and All Aboard Storage are sharing 
stories of educators who have made an impact on students’ lives with a 
different story each month.

» Go to news-journalonline.com to see more stories about inspiring 
teachers in Volusia and Flagler counties.

» To nominate a teacher, visit news-journalonline.com/contests.
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