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Shelena Thomas discovered a problem shortly 
after she stepped into the old laboratory at 
Tishomingo High School five years ago. She 
was just starting her new job teaching 
chemistry in a newly constructed classroom, 
but the old lab it replaced still contained vials 
of old, sometimes unstable chemicals that had 
been collected over several decades. 

Thomas had a master's degree in 
biotechnology and countless hours of lab 
experience, but knowing how to dispose of a 
litany of reactive compounds was nearly 
overwhelming. She managed to do so, but it 
got her thinking about a project she is now 
working on with the help of a unique Oklahoma 
State Department of Education (OSDE) 
leadership program. 

"As a science teacher, I've realized that we're 
not trained or educated enough on laboratory 
safety," Thomas said. "In order to coach, you 
have to go to a required class … but there's no 
sort of workshop that requires us (science 
teachers) to get trained to work in a lab with 
students." 

When Thomas heard some other teachers 
talking about an application to join the first 
class of OSDE's OKMath/OKSci Leadership 
initiative, she saw an opportunity to make labs 
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From the Superintendent's Desk: 
After the waiver 

State Superintendent Janet Barresi writes 
about what will happen now that Oklahoma 
has lost its waiver from the No Child Left 
Behind act (NCLB) in her latest column. 
Returning to the NCLB "means greatly 
reduced autonomy for schools and districts, 
a lot more record-keeping and 
documentation, and additional headaches 
for teachers," she writes. 

Read the full column here: 

http://www.ok.gov/sde/newsblog/2014-09-
05/after-waiver 
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in Oklahoma schools safer. 

OKMath/OKSci enables teachers to gain 
leadership skills and expand their reach 
beyond their own classrooms. Over the course 
of each year, a new class meets in person and 
virtually to discuss projects, develop 
professionally and seek ways to improve math 
and science education in Oklahoma. 

The 31-member inaugural class graduated this 
past summer. Each member chose a keystone 
project aimed at solving a problem facing 
STEM education in Oklahoma with the 
potential of continuing long after his or her 
class graduates. Thomas was part of that 
class, and credits it with helping her launch a 
long-term initiative to improve lab safety in the 
state.  

"My immediate goal is to get a lab safety 
manual put together as a resource for all 
science teachers in Oklahoma," she said. 

From there she hopes to keep developing the 
resource, eventually designing a statewide 
training class. 

"You start with small steps," she said. "I expect 
to stick with it until I see it through." 

As things begin for the next class of 
OKMath/OKSci, which met for the first time 
during a session of Vision 2020, members of 
the first class are trying to stay in touch and 
beginning to work on their projects. 

"It's just life-changing," Shelena Thomas said. 
"It has transformed me. I would recommend it 
to every teacher." 
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