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Science Olympiad Alumni 
Teacher Stories of 
Scientific Achievement and Inspiration 
 
 
Russell Tucker 
Science Teacher 
Davis School District, UT 
Competed from 1997-2003 
The reward of seeing how excited students can be about science is worth it.  It has also 
given me more exposure to others teachers in the district as well. 
 
Charissa Cobble 
Biology Teacher 
Rochester Middle School, PA 
Competed from 1990-1993 
My curiosity was developed, encouraged, and driven through my participation in Science 
Olympiad. It taught me to work in a team and it taught me success in the field of science.  
The experience is one of my fondest childhood memories in which I learned more than I 
ever thought capable in such a short time! 
 
Lori Oachs 
Elementary Teacher 
St. Peter Schools, MN 
Competed from 1990-1993 
Science Olympiad helped foster my love for science.  I formed a close bond and kept in 
touch with my coach, Mr. Kahl until he passed away recently.  Both Science Olympiad 
and Mr. Kahl led to my decision to be a teacher and desire to show to all students how 
much fun science can be. 
 
Kristina Waalkens 
High School Teacher 
Hespteria Community Schools, MI 
Competed in 1985 
The geology competition (rocks/minerals) led to me taking a college class, which led to 
an Earth science major with a Secondary Education certificate. (Thanks!!) 
 
Michael Pennisi 
Physics Teacher 
Schaumburg, IL 
Competed from 1986-1987 
Participating in Science Olympiad reinforced my interest in science and introduced me to 
a large peer group that felt the same way. As a result of this enlarged perspective, I felt 
like less of an outsider (i.e., “science geek”) in school. 
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Ryan Neenan 
Physics Teacher 
Pocono Mountain School District, PA 
Competed from 1994-1997 
Like so many others, S.O. was one of the most meaningful and fun activities I 
participated in high school.  It brought me a new perspective, lasting friendships, and fun 
memories that my friends and I still talk about to this day.  Science Olympiad helped to 
fortify my love for science- and physics in particular.  It opened my eyes “to the pleasure 
of finding things out."  When I went onto college, my memories of Science Olympiad 
solidified my decision to major in physics and go into education.   
 
David Ginger 
Asst. Professor 
The University of Washington, OH 
Competed from 1991-1993 
As a high school student, participating in Science Olympiad was energizing and exciting.  
As a judge/event coordinator during college was rewarding and helped boost me into 
future science activities and successes. 
 
Brent Sumerlin 
Asst. Chemistry Professor 
Southern Methodist University, NC 
Competed from 1992-1994 
The impact of Science Olympiad on my resulting career path is nearly beyond words.  
The excitement of competing and excelling in an educational activity led me to choose 
science for my livelihood.  I feel that one of the often-overlooked components of Science 
Olympiad is the fact that its goals combine education and scientific learning with 
competition.  The competitive aspect of science is pervasive and is one of the major 
driving forces of scientific advancement. 
 
Krista Damery 
Science Educator 
Madison Schools, MI 
Competed from 1987-1995 
Coaching a S.O. team is what has kept me teaching on several occasions.  When the 
rigors of the career are wearing me down, the inspiration that my team gives me makes it 
all worthwhile.  When I decided to go into education, I knew that I wanted to be involved 
with Science Olympiad.  Being that the school I came into did not have a team, It was the 
perfect opportunity.  I now advise teams at all grade levels…  Coaching helped solidify 
my decision to switch from engineering to education. 
 
Robert Hanson 
Science Teacher 
Houston ISD, TX 
My experience with Science Olympiad has given more purpose to my classroom:  it has 
made students excited about competing.  It has helped me rise up in my department 
because of my involvement; and it is something I look forward to every year. 
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Deena Bollinger 
Science Teacher 
NY 
Competed from 1990-1994 
Participating in Science Olympiad helped solidify my love of science and I realized that I 
enjoyed spending time with others who felt likewise.  My participation also allowed me 
to enjoy the use of the technology room in high school that would not have been available 
to me.   
 
Meridith Morgan 
Substititute Teacher - Middle School Math/Science 
Ames, IA 
I have used parts of Science Olympiad events to engage students more enjoyably in K-8 
classroom activities.  Science Olympiad has not only been valuable in the science 
classroom- but also in teaching other subjects.  For instance, I adapted “Write-It Do-It” 
for a middle school language arts lesson about including appropriate details in technical 
writing.  Also, while student teaching, I used “Road Scholar” to teach fourth grade 
students about reading road maps.      Additionally, I have been volunteering as an 
assistant coach for Ames Middle and High Schools.  I have learned so much about both 
teaching and science from this experience!   
 
Ngoc Phuong Nguyen 
Teacher 
Lawndale Elementary School District, CA 
Competed from 1994-1998 
I love teaching science and strive to include as much hands-on, high-level thinking in my 
science learning activities and projects. 
 
Nicole Hays 
Teacher 
West Bloomfield Schools, MI 
Competed from 1990-1996 
Through Science Olympiad- I was able to explore the science that interested me in much 
more depth than I was able to in my high school science classes.  Science Olympiad also 
encouraged me to be responsible for my own learning as I decided how best to prepare 
for my events.  Science Olympiad was the deciding factor influencing my career choice 
as a high school science teacher.  It taught me that science isn’t just memorization, it’s 
about understanding and having fun! 
 
Matthew Armfield 
Science Teacher 
Township High School District 113, IL 
Competed from 1992-1997 
Science Olympiad has had a profound impact on my life and career.  I was only mildly 
interested in science before I became actively involved with Science Olympiad.  Now, I 
am a science teacher helping others learn and love science as much as I do.  My six years 
in S.O. was nothing but positive and provided me with a wealth of knowledge outside the 
classroom I would have not received otherwise.  As I was highly involved with the 
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biological events, I became more and more interested in cell biology and genetics, which 
eventually led me to major in Cellular & Molecular Biology at the University of 
Michigan.  In fact, thanks to “Designer Genes” most of the information presented to me 
in college, I already learned.  S.O. not only sparked my interest in science, but also 
helped it grow and develop in a very positive way.  I am a scientist today because of my 
experiences with S.O. in the past. 
 
Richard Berggreen 
Teacher 
Riverdale Country School, IL 
It has helped me decide to become a High School Physics teacher.  I learned through 
Science Olympiad that science could be fun and social. 
 
Jennifer Kilgallen 
Teacher 
Old Bridge BOE, NJ 
Competed from 1995-1997 
The way my teacher ran Science Olympiad, I developed skills working with others and 
without the direct help of an adult.  I became more self-sufficient and confident.  The 
events were all fun and this experience helped me decide to become a science teacher. 
 
Justin Keel 
Mathematics Teacher 
Northern Garrett High School, PA 
Competed from 1994-1998 
Taking an active interest in science helped me see that science (and math) can be not only 
fun- but also important in everyday life.  When I started college, I took many science and 
mathematics courses until I finally decided that I would like to be a math teacher. 
 
 
Rebecca Meikel 
Teacher 
Mesa County District 51, CO 
Competed from 1992-1997 
Science Olympiad helped me find friends who were supportive, kind, driven, and very 
much like a family. It allowed me to excel academically as well as feel like a successful 
and contributing member of my high school. It was exciting to travel and get to know so 
many different people. It was an incredible experience. 
 
Keith Scherdt 
Teacher 
Chicago Public Schools, IL 
1993-1997 
Science Olympiad helped show me how fun learning can be and how interesting and 
exciting competitions like this can make it. That is why I decided to become a teacher. 
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Aladdin Akgul 
Teacher 
Fulton Science Academy, GA 
I am a science teacher who was working with my fellow colleague, Bill Yaldiz. He 
worked hard (days, nights, weekends) on forming the team and trying to inspire science 
for all students. One weekend, he was driving to school to open the door for students and 
parents when he had a traffic accident and died. We all loved him so much and he is still 
in our hearts. When we got first place at the regional championship, we cried. According 
to Atlanta magazine, our school is listed one of the best science schools in the area. 
 
Michael Matteson 
Teacher 
Liberty School District, AZ 
It gave me success in science and math as well as showing application of those subjects. 
Events like simple machines and towers helped me to pursue higher level courses in 
mathematics and science I was actually pursuing a degree in Electrical Engineering due 
largely to my involvement in Science Olympiad; but in my third year, I realized I wanted 
to be a teacher. 
 
Jennifer Vollmer 
Science Teacher 
Sawyer Public Schools, ND 
Competed from 1996-2000 
Science Olympiad taught me about how much fun I could have in science- rather than 
just learning facts.  After high school, I kept participating in S.O. by helping with and 
eventually running events at the state level competition.  This really helped reinforce my 
desire to be a teacher.  I love watching students work on events I coordinated and 
thinking about where each of them had come from (i.e., how hard they worked and how 
they don’t realize yet how much S.O. has taught them).   
 
Kathleen Markiewicz 
Teacher 
Boston Public Schools, MI 
Competed from 1998-2000 
It solidified my love for science. I enjoyed getting to learn about different areas of 
science in Science Olympiad. In particular, Science Olympiad showed me that I love 
chemistry and physics (which I ultimately majored in). Now that I am working towards 
becoming a high school science teacher, I am also coaching my own Science Olympiad 
team. It's a great way to come full circle. 
 
Jennifer Dye 
Teacher and Science Olympiad Coach 
Pope John Paul II High School, TN 
Competed from 1985-1989 
Without my experience in Science Olympiad, I would not have majored in science and 
become a teacher.  In both middle school and high school, my independent study in 
Science Olympiad gave me a passion for genetics- molecular biology and science in 
general.  Without the inspiration of my coaches encouraging me, I would not be teaching.  
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I actually began as an alternate and had to work my way onto the team.  Having this type 
of competition allowed science to be recognized in our school and community as 
important.  We were a well-respected group, NOT a group of nerds.  This is true at the 
schools where I have coached.  The kids are allowed to explore more fully the areas of 
science in which they are interested.  It fills gaps in the curriculum; and more 
importantly, it encourages creative thought and problem solving. 
 
Sandra Yarema 
Teacher/Adjunct Faculty Instructor 
St. Dennis School/Lawrence Technological University, MI 
As a teacher and instructor, Science Olympiad helps me connect students to science in a 
meaningful way. Their learning is self-motivated; they retain knowledge; they work 
cooperatively; and they return to the competition until high school graduation. 
 

 
For more information, contact: 

Jenny Kopach 
VP Marketing Communications 

Science Olympiad 
Two Trans Am Plaza Drive, Suite 415 

Oakbrook Terrace, IL 60181 
(630) 792-1251 

jrkopach@soinc.org 
www.soinc.org 

 


