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Prior to 2022-2023, Winchester Public Schools (WPS) had well-established awards in
some of the typical school categories: Teacher of the Year, annual retiree recognition,
and a yearly award for one teacher and three support staff for excellent work.
Otherwise, division-wide employee recognition was limited to sporadic social media
posts highlighting new staff members. 

Dr. Jason Van Heukelum, WPS Superintendent, wanted to create more pathways to
recognize WPS employees who go above and beyond. Together with the Public
Information Officer, he created the WPS Apple Award. This award is given each month
to two WPS employees, one licensed and one non-licensed. All employees are eligible,
part-time or full-time. The award is presented personally by Dr. Van Heukelum to each
recipient at their work site.  

The Apple Award receives dozens of nominations each month and has led to some of
the most-loved posts on Winchester Public Schools social media. It is a positive,
engaging part of every month no matter what else might be happening in the district
and community. 
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Teacher retention dropped significantly following the COVID-19 pandemic, and hiring
qualified teachers has been a major challenge for most school districts in the past 5
years. Having ways to recognize employees for their hard work is an important part of a
recruitment and retention plan.
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Establish a nomination process for the Apple Award that allows nominations from
anyone, including students, staff, families, and the community. 
Market the nomination process and deadline each month through emails to all
staff, the WPS Family Newsletter, and social media. 
Record video and photos of each winner’s surprise visit from Dr. Van Heukelum
and post on social media within 24-48 hours. 
Gain at least 50 likes on each social media post about an Apple Award winner
through WPS Facebook and WPS Instagram. 

WPS employees will have an additional opportunity to be recognized on a regular
basis at the district level through the WPS Apple Award. G
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Award criteria was determined using the WPS 2025 Strategic Plan:

The Winchester Public Schools Apple Award recognizes two employees each month
who embody the belief that WPS must be learner-centered, agile and courageous in
modeling the power of public education. The Apple Award recognizes employees who: 

Go above and beyond to ensure learning for all, whatever it takes 
Provide an exceptional contribution to WPS through their work
Model high standards while creating a strong sense of community 
Contribute to one or more of the Empower 2025 Goals in the WPS Strategic Plan: 

Learner Empowerment
Staff Empowerment
Community & Family Empowerment 
Organizational Empowerment

PLANNING

Budget: 
$600 to purchase awards

Target Audience: Award nominations are
submitted by staff, students, families, and
community members

https://www.wps.k12.va.us/Page/11925


Nomination and Selection
Nominations are accepted from WPS staff, students, families, and community members.
Nominations are made through the WPS Apple Award Nomination Form and are due by the
15th of each month. 
A committee comprised of the Superintendent, Public Information Officer, and Equity &
Family Empowerment Coordinator select award recipients from submitted nominations.
Awards are presented at the end of each month at the employee’s work site. 

Eligible Employees 
Each month, one licensed and one non-licensed employee will be recognized. Part-time and
full-time employees at all sites are eligible. Employees who have won in the past three years
are not eligible. 

During planning, the PIO established a communications timeline that includes nomination
deadline reminders as well as social media posts and staff emails recognizing the winners. 
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Monthly Email to All WPS Staff

Apple Award Section of Monthly Family Newsletter

Apple Award Nomination Form
Apple Award Social Media Reminder

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSePPN_AChi2MC-6RRxpUm4odzXQM756JIR5JwjSUx5i9Eec6Q/viewform?usp=sf_link


We are in the second school year with the Apple Award, and has been given to 30 staff members
so far at all seven WPS schools as well as central office and the Innovation Center. 
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4

Kimberly Ordaz-Hernandez was our first student winner of the Apple
Award! She was eligible because she is a part-time employee at our
intermediate school through a special internship. 

Mr. Mondell’s Apple Award post reached
over 287,000 people on Facebook! He is
a beloved middle school Special
Education teacher and football coach. 

Ms. Hawkins, Assistant
Principal at the Emil & Grace
Shihadeh Innovation Center,
saved a student’s life who was
choking in the cafeteria. The
student presented her with the
Apple Award!



Top Apple
Award Posts
(Facebook)

Reach Reactions Shares

Mondell 287.1K 827 23

Welsh 16.1K 536 15

Largent 2K 99 2

Top Apple
Award Posts
(Instagram)

Reach Reactions Shares

Anderson 2.4K 255 38

Hawkins 1.8K 250 23

Mezzatesta 1.4K 221 27

As PIO, I can’t walk through a school without a staff member asking about the Apple Award!
They ask about the deadline, tell me they have someone to nominate, or express appreciation for
a recent winner. As we look toward next year, we hope to get sponsors from the community to
add a small monetary award for each winner.
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average number of
nominations each

month

28

Check out the
posts on Instagram

and Facebook

Melinda has exceptionally high
standards for herself, her

students, and her team. She never
wastes a single second and is

teaching at all times, lining up,
packing up, going outside, during
recess. She writes a note to every

parent every day. Parents and
students alike love Mrs. Holthaus,
as do her colleagues. She asks for

children that are the most
challenging and loves and teaches

them. I wish everyone could
experience Melinda! She's a

phenomenal leader and does not
shy away from difficult

conversations. We are truly
blessed at VACDES. 

-APPLE AWARD NOMINATION

https://www.facebook.com/share/v/1ECfZpRL88/
https://www.facebook.com/share/v/1EjaNLm5oJ/
https://www.facebook.com/share/1BCphaPg22/
https://www.instagram.com/p/DEnonZ2hdzK/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA==
https://www.instagram.com/p/DG1kTwdgmdc/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA==
https://www.instagram.com/p/DAYSJ91uJyG/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA==

