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'If I can make it, you can make
it': Volusia Pines fifth-grade
teacher connects with students
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For 61-year-old Deborah Swanson, becoming a teacher was her
childhood dream.

But it wasn't until 2008, less than 13 years ago, that her dream
became a reality. 

"If I can make it, you can make it," Swanson said, tears forming in her
eyes, in her fifth-grade classroom at Volusia Pines Elementary School.

She said her teachers helped save her during a difficult childhood, and
that's why she always wanted to become a teacher herself.

"My teachers were my rock," she said. "My teachers probably saved
me from being suicidal or being abducted or anything in that
category."
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As a result, she's made her classroom a safe space for her students – a
place where they can open up to her, talk about what they are going
through at home, and speak up when they don't understand the
lesson. 

"I think because of the hard life I had as a child, you kind of take that
with you and you're a little more compassionate and a little more
understanding," Swanson said. "So you've got to unpack a little bit of
that and let them relax and be in an environment that they feel safe in
and can't wait to come to school every day."

To recognize Swanson's success, The News-Journal named her its
Amazing Teacher for February. 

January's Amazing Teacher: From Disney to the classroom:
Indian Trails Middle School English teacher realizes dream

December's Amazing Teacher: Creating problem solvers: Old
Kings Elementary teacher pushes for independent thinkers

During a recent day on campus, two of her students talked about how
Swanson was friends with their parents and how they go over to her
house and play with her dogs. 

"A lot of these guys are my neighbors," Swanson said, explaining that
her children attended Volusia Pines Elementary. "I think coming here,
it's made that connection of 'I'm just like you are.'"

Her husband, Dean Swanson, nominated her for the Amazing Teacher
series. 
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"She never turns down a chance to do summer school, tutor or just
take a moment to help the kids," he said in his nomination. "It is truly
a gift she has."

Last week, during a math lesson converting liters to milliliters, one
student spoke up after almost every question and hands shot up in the
air during each step asking for clarification.

Swanson reviewed each math problem more than once until each
student was on the same page. 

At the end of the group lesson, students who were still struggling
gathered around her table for additional instruction, while those who
were comfortable with the concepts moved on to individual lessons on
their laptops. 

Julie Cusack-Gordan, principal of Volusia Pines Elementary, said
having Swanson on campus is a "blessing."

"She's a fabulous person to work with; hardworking, dedicated, goes
above and beyond," Cusack-Gordan said. "She's definitely a team
player and just a well-rounded person who wants to see the best in all
students."

A difficult childhood

At just 14 years old, Swanson was on her own. 

"I came from a very rough home," Swanson said. "My parents were
divorced, it was rough. From incest to molestation to abuse to neglect.



It was safer for me to be on the street than it was for me to be in the
home."

She was in foster care for a short time, but she said things were just as
bad. She went from Illinois where she lived with her father to
California with her mother and then back to Illinois.

"(My teachers) they knew the abuse that was going on and would keep
me at school, put me in a club or mentor me," Swanson said.

In 1978, at just 16, she hitchhiked with her cousin to Deltona, where
she met her husband, Dean. 

At the time, she was working during the day as an electrician's
apprentice and taking night classes toward her diploma. But she
couldn't keep up with the bills. So she gave up school to continue
working.

"I didn't see the big picture for me at the time," Swanson said. "I just
wanted a place. I just wanted a home."

Two years later when she and Dean turned 18, they got married. Not
long after, when she was 20, Swanson gave birth to their daughter. 

Before she became a teacher, Swanson, a stay-at-home mom, ran a
daycare out of her home and volunteered at her children's schools in
Volusia County for 17 years, including Volusia Pines Elementary.  

"I always made money; some way to contribute," Swanson said. 



In 1999, when she was 38, Swanson was diagnosed with breast cancer.
For six months she underwent chemotherapy and ultimately had a
double mastectomy. In 2001 she found out she was in remission. 

"I'm here to say you know that I've made it through it and hopefully
I'm a mentor for those that are survivors," Swanson said. "It was just
really surviving and just having that wake-up call of, you know, life's
short and you need to live every day to the fullest because you never
know."

It was then that she decided to go back to school, get her high school
diploma and earn a teaching degree from the University of Central
Florida. She graduated from college in 2008.

CTE programs: Volusia Schools help prepare students for college or
the workforce

In the classroom 

Swanson said walking into a classroom as a teacher for the first time
was the "most amazing thing."

She started her career teaching second grade at a charter school. The
following year she transitioned to Forest Lake Elementary where she
stayed for more than 11 years. She taught second grade for nine years
and third grade for two years before becoming a fifth-grade teacher.

When school went virtual in 2020, Swanson enrolled in college classes
at UCF to better learn how to teach her students through a screen. 
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It was just last year that she transitioned to Volusia Pines Elementary,
where she was hired for math and science intervention. But the
teacher for her current class left during the first month of school so
she stepped up.

"I'm not here for the pay, I'm here because I love it," she said. "This is
my passion. My dream. I live it, breathe it."

Every year she teaches summer school throughout the county. She and
her husband built weather stations on campus so students could learn
how to get the temperature. 

She also provides a free Lego club for students who can't pay for other
clubs. The only requirement for entry: to write a letter explaining why
they want to be a part of the club. 

"If I charge money what students do I get? Those that can go out and
buy the same things," she said. "I want students that are A students,
good students that don't have that opportunity."

One of her goals as a teacher is to ensure her students know
fundamental skills they can apply in daily life. Since schedules were
chaotic during the pandemic, Swanson does "throwback Thursdays" to
cover lessons some students may have missed. 

"I want them to take ownership, to know where their weaknesses are,
where their strengths are," Swanson said. "It's so important because
they aren't going to have another teacher like me, they are about to go
to middle school where it's completely different."



For example, they learned how to make bread, grow plants and track
the weather.

"We did bread-making with rolls and cinnamon buns. Bread is
unbelievable, but it's cheap and it's affordable," Swanson said. "It fed
my students over the holidays because they went back home and they
made bread for their families in these hard times."

She also wants her students to learn how to stay healthy. 

"I tried to instill with these guys about health, about taking care of
themselves because they need to be strong now to prepare themselves
because they don't know what that's going (to happen to) them in the
future," she said. 

Swanson said she plans to teach until they "kick her out."

"When you have no hope and life is just down, I realize it in their eyes,
I want them to know I'm here," Swanson said. "It's a blessing just to
say I got a second chance at life."

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.

Visit news-journalonline.com to see more stories about inspiring
teachers.

https://www.news-journalonline.com/


To nominate a teacher, visit news-journalonline.com.

Nikki Ross covers K-12 education, health and COVID-19 for
the Daytona Beach News-Journal. She can be reached at
nikki.ross@news-jrnl.com or follow her on Twitter @nikkiinreallife.
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