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     omecoming
These former  
students have come 
back to the Shaker 
Schools as teachers 
to share what worked 
for them with today’s 
students. 
 
By EllEn ScHuR BRown

“It says a lot about this 
school environment 
when people are 
attracted to 
come back.” 
Michael Griffith

When Shaker Heights High School 
Principal Michael D. Griffith talks about 
diversity, he doesn’t think only about 
the clearly visible differences like race, 
culture, or religion. 

“There’s a diversity of thought 
that cuts above everything else,” he 
explains. “There are all different ways to 
be successful at Shaker – not just in the 
classroom. Some kids are driven and take 
all AP classes, some struggle to overcome 
obstacles, some are musicians or athletes 
or actors or scientists. Sometimes I think, 
‘Wow! These are truly gifted individuals.’

“We’re going to do whatever it 
takes to help a kid be successful, but it 
doesn’t look the same for every student. 
Sometimes we have to step out of the 
box to get the best answer for this young 
man or that young lady, even though it 
wouldn’t fit everybody.”

Understanding that school culture 
can be a challenge for a new teacher who 
didn’t grow up with it, says Griffith. New 
teachers who want a lot of rules and 
guidelines for every situation sometimes 
struggle at Shaker. 

Three of the district’s newest 
employees understand that whatever-it-
takes attitude from their days at Shaker 
Heights High School. They’ve come back 
to the Shaker Schools as teachers to share 
what worked for them with today’s students 
– and to keep growing professionally. 

They are among six new faculty 
members this year alone who have joined 
the ranks of about 70 teachers who are 
proud Shaker graduates. And although they 
took different paths home, their stories 
illustrate why Shaker grads want to come 
back and what they bring to the classroom.

Photo by Kevin G. Reeves

The



SHAKER LIFE   |  WINTER 2014  53

Abby Goldstein:
no Place like Home

“Wherever we go, nowhere is like where 
we grew up,” says Abby Penzner Goldstein 
(SHHS ’01). “I have so many wonderful 
memories,” says Goldstein, who stays 
in close contact with many of her high 
school friends. 

In college, she looked forward to 
vacations home to see her old friends. That 
wasn’t true for her new friends at Tulane 
University in New Orleans – they couldn’t 
wait to leave home and get back to school.

“In Shaker, we’re exposed to different 
people at an early age. I was the first Jewish 
person most of my friends at Tulane had 
ever met. I think they realized their home 
life was more sheltered,” she says.

Goldstein always knew she wanted 
to be a teacher. In addition to playing 
trumpet in the marching band, Jazz 
Ensemble, and Cleveland Youth Wind 
Symphony, she joined activities that 
involved working with younger students, 
like the Student Group on Race Relations 
(SGORR). But her parents, Michael 
and Paula Penzner, suggested that she 
leave her options open by majoring in 
something other than education.

At Tulane, Goldstein majored 
in History and Jewish studies. After 
graduation, she applied to alternative 
certification programs where college 
graduates can teach with support and 
earn a master’s degree. She was accepted 
to New York City Teaching Fellows and 
she had enough math credit – some of it 
from her AP coursework at Shaker – to 
start teaching math.

“I thought I could switch to history 
later,” she says. “Then I remembered 
how much I love math.” She also finds 
she can “grab” some students who 
might not be math-minded with an 
alternative perspective.

She found that many of her inner-
city students “didn’t have the confidence 
to say what they felt, so they would 
mostly go with the crowd. Shaker parents 
want their kids to have confidence and 
take leadership.” She tries to foster those 
qualities in all her students.

“In Shaker, we’re exposed to different people at 
an early age. I was the first Jewish person most 

of my friends at Tulane had ever met.” 

During this time, she met and married 
her husband David. They loved Manhattan 
living, although Abby remained a faithful 
fan of the Cleveland Indians. But they 
always knew they would return to the 
Midwest when they started a family. 

“We wanted a yard and a community 
where we could go to football games and 
plays,” she says. Max was born in July 
of last year and their lease in New York 
ended that September, so the young family 
returned to live with her parents and 
look for jobs. Although her husband also 
applied for positions in his hometown of 
Indianapolis, he got a job quickly at the 
Wyndham Hotel and they stayed. Abby 
had a year to stay home with baby Max.  

When she saw an opening for a math 
teacher at Shaker Heights High School, 
she went to the ice cream social in May 
and told her former principal Mr. Griffith 
she was applying for the job. 

“I walked into the interview and saw 
my old math teacher, my old principal 
and Lisa [Scott, personnel administrator].” 
She hoped they wouldn’t judge her as the 
18-year-old they once knew, but as the 
professional she has become.

In the interview, she stressed that 
she knew how to work with students with 
challenges, as well as Shaker’s competitive 
AP crowd, because she grew up in an 
environment where she learned to interact 
comfortably with all kinds of kids.

When Goldstein started her 
new job this fall, teaching freshman 
Algebra 1, and Algebra 2, it felt like 
coming home. Watching the band play 
at a recent football game gave her goose-
bumps. And those high school friends she 
still sees? They’re a little bit jealous that 
she’s back in Shaker.

Her experiences in band and the Student 
Group on Race Relations helped cement 
Goldstein’s Shaker loyalty. Goldstein is 
shown here with her father, Michael Penzner. 
Photo courtesy of Abby Goldstein
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Lyndon Brooks: 
Shaker’s in His DnA

One day recently, three kids from Woodbury ran up to their teacher, Lyndon Brooks, 
clamoring to tell him about the food they tasted in Chinese Club.

“They were so excited because the food was so good,” says Brooks (SHHS ‘03), 
“and they wanted to learn Chinese and all about China.” He suggested they befriend two 
native Chinese students who are new to the country. 

That, in a nutshell, is why he loves his new job teaching fifth grade at Woodbury: 
Sometimes kids need that push to explore the unfamiliar, and as a teacher you have to 
find the opening. That’s when the magic happens.

“At Shaker, you have many kids who don’t realize they have talent and ability,” he says. 
“I might be the one teacher over 13 years who brings it out and gives them the opportunity to 
realize what they’re good at.” 

 He wouldn’t be where he is if not for that kind of encouragement from his own 
Shaker teachers.

“I was a knucklehead,” he admits. His fifth grade teacher, Dorothy Grim, told him, 
‘You’re gonna get some payback for what you put me through,’ ” he says with a chuckle. 

“I might be the one teacher who gives them the 
opportunity to realize what they’re good at.” 

lyndon Brooks took the long way home, 
switching from engineering to education 
and teaching in charlotte, nc, before 
coming back to teach at woodbury.
Photo by Kevin G. Reeves

His turning point came in eighth 
grade. Brooks recalls that every one of his 
core teachers that year made a difference in 
some way: Angela Harrell, David Strauch, 
Erin Herbruck, and particularly Laurie 
Rodney, who insisted he memorize Robert 
Frost’s poem “The Road Less Travelled.” 

Young Lyndon started to ask himself: 
Which road are you going to take? When 
he started high school, he says, he found 
new friends and stopped hanging out with 
people who were getting in trouble. He 
joined the basketball team.

Continued on page 56
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Halle Bauer:
Instilling Shaker Pride 

“We can talk about race in Shaker, but at 
college, no one wanted to talk about it,” 
says Halle Bauer (SHHS ’06). Bauer loved 
her high school experience at Shaker, 
playing varsity softball, leading a team of 
peers in SGORR, competing in National 
History Day and other clubs. Among her 
friends at Northwestern University, she 
felt like the only student coming in with a 
positive high school experience. 

Her African-American studies classes 
were the most diverse of any in college, and 
they were where she felt most at home. 

“People from Shaker share something,” 
says the daughter of Mary Bauer and Joe 
Bauer, “a common appreciation of humanity, 
a celebration of diversity.” 

Bauer majored in African-American 
studies and an interdisciplinary program 
at Northwestern called “Human 
Development and Psychological Services” 
(“It’s like majoring in people,” she explains), 
which gave her the opportunity for an 
internship at author Dave Eggers’ 826 
Valencia, a writing and tutoring center.

But perhaps the biggest influence 
on Bauer came from The Aspire Program 
at Hathaway Brown School. The summer 
program pairs girls from low-income 
homes with high school and college peers 
for academic and social support. 

“It’s cool for my students to know I’m a Shaker grad. 
I loved it (here) so much, I wanted to come back.” 

A passion for social justice brought Halle 
Bauer back to Shaker, first as advisor to 
the Student Group on Race Relations, now 
as an English and Social Studies teacher.
Photo by Kevin G. Reeves

Continued on page 56
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“I felt the potential to help students and I loved it. I would wake up excited to go to work 
every day,” she says. Bauer started as a junior teacher and added more responsibility every 
summer, working her way up to dean of students. Through that experience, she realized she 
wanted to be a teacher.

After college, she cobbled together three jobs in Shaker: staffing an after-school program at the 
Middle School, serving as staff advisor to SGORR, and teaching an International Baccalaureate class in 
anthropology. On top of all that, she was taking education classes at Notre Dame College. 

Starting as a full-time English and social studies teacher at Shaker Heights High School this year, 
she observes, “it’s the first time I’ve only had one job.” Teaching five classes with three preps isn’t an 
easy workload, but Bauer feels prepared and well supported by her mentors, English teacher Carol Boyd 
and Tim Mitchell, social studies teacher and the International Baccalaureate coordinator. She can – and 
does – ask for advice informally from two former teachers, Sarah Davis and Kim Owens. They’re always 
glad to help.

Being 26 and in her first year as a full-time teacher, she wants to get parents on her side, so she called to 
introduce herself over the phone. On parents’ night, she was a bundle of nerves.

Bauer teaches Theory of Knowledge, an International Baccalaureate course in critical thinking 
that asks, ‘how do we know what we claim to know?’ This intellectually stimulating philosophy aligns 
perfectly with her theory of educating the whole person. 

“I feel like Shaker did that for me. The environment was academically and socially rich. That’s the 
whole point of International Baccalaureate: how to be a critical thinker, a change agent, and a global 
citizen,” says Bauer. 

She also teaches freshman Honors English and a popular Shaker social studies class called 
“Human Rights and Conflict.” She likes it because it’s the most diverse class, attracting kids from all 
ranges of academic achievement and motivation. Nothing is off limits in the lively class discussions, 
which might touch on race, culture or current events. When she was SGORR advisor, the group’s 
literary magazine published an anonymous essay by a student who felt being ashamed of being poor. 

“That’s an aspect of Shaker’s diversity that isn’t discussed as openly,” she notes. 
“It’s cool for my students to know I’m a Shaker grad. I loved it (here) so much, I wanted to come 

back,” she says. “I hope it instills the same Shaker pride for them.”
“It says a lot about this school environment when people are attracted to come back,” says 

Griffith. “It’s powerful for teens. It speaks to possibility. Every time they see a Shaker grad who is 
successful, it reminds them that what we’re doing here leads to success.” SL

After graduation in 2006, 
Halle Bauer attended 

northwestern university 
where she found that few of 
her fellow students had any 
experience with diversity. It 

was in her African-American 
Studies classes that

she felt most at home.
Photo courtesy of Halle Bauer

“Shaker’s in my DnA,”
says lyndon Brooks (SHHS ’03). 
Photo courtesy of Lyndon Brooks

After graduation, he studied engineering 
at Cleveland State University, with little 
enthusiasm. He was far more passionate 
about his summer job working with kids in a 
City-sponsored youth program. During that 
time, he was coaching track and took a job as 
an aide at Woodbury. He discovered a flair for 
reaching students with emotional difficulties. “I 
could get through to them and they listened to 
me. I got them to want to read. I realized, this is 
how I’m going to make my difference,” he says. 
“That confirmed that I wanted to be a teacher.”

His parents, Leonard and Loretta 
Brooks, instilled a sense of community and 
a calling to help others in all their seven 
children, six of whom are Shaker grads. 

With his Woodbury colleagues cheering 
him on, Brooks switched to education classes 
at CSU. Along with his wife, Allison Lewis 
Brooks (SHHS ‘00), he moved to Phoenix, 

where he finished his degree at Arizona State, 
then to Charlotte for his first teaching job. 
That school was part of a huge county-wide 
district and there was little community spirit 
or support for education. The kids didn’t have 
a sense of pride about where they live. 

“That’s why I wanted to come back,” 
he says. He, his wife (now a nurse at the 
Cleveland Clinic), and baby Langston 
returned from Charlotte this past summer. 

It’s not easy to get a teaching job in 
Shaker; like all other applicants, alums have 
to prove they have what it takes as instruc-
tors. So it felt good to come back and see 
the pride of his teachers-turned-colleagues. 
Brooks’ former teachers take the time to 
mentor him in his new classroom. He still 
can’t bring himself to call former teachers 
by their first names, but their support 
inspires him to pay it forward with his own 
lively fifth-grade class. SL

Lyndon Brooks from page 54

Halle Bauer from page 55


