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CHS Woodshop Instructor Named High School, District Teacher of the Year
Gene Dufault was recognized by the CHS community and teachers throughout the district for his
outstanding abilitytoinspire students.

Posted by Lauren Costa (Editor) October02, 2013

| As amemberof both the Coventry
School District Service Learning Team
and Educator Evaluation Committee,
Gene Dufaultis known for his ability to
successfully relate toand collaborate
with fellow educators and students
alike.

While he's considered acaring friend and
mentor by his colleagues, Dufault's
shiningaccomplishmentis the way he
inspiresand "gets through" tothe
studentsinthe woodworkingclasses
that he teaches at Coventry High School.
These traits combined with hisever-
presentdesire toimprove and contribute to the school community have earned Dufault the distinction
of 2012-2013 Teacher of the Year, not only for Coventry High School, but for the entire districtas well.

Each year, a teacherfromthe district and a teacherfromthe high school are recognized for their
outstanding performance and achievements, and this year, Gene was the top contenderforboth
honors. Dufault, described by his peers as a gentle soul with aquiet manner, was taken by surprise at
the start of this school year when he was recognized for the achievements during a staff welcoming
assembly.

Dufaultbegan his woodworking career with set-building fortheatrical performances whilein college and
moved onto work for Trinity Rep before beginninga 22-yearstintas a professional carpenter. In 1998,
he became certified to teach woodworking and furniture making toinmates at the Connecticut State
Prison, which eventually led himto his current position at Coventry High School in 2003.

Amongthe many endeavors that helped him get where he istoday, Dufault also spentayearworking as
the Providence Free School's readingand dramateacher. His colleagues within the Coventry School
departmentbelieve thatthese experiences have enabled himto be successful working with many types
of students, and Dufault agrees that they have allowed himto adopta unique and genuine approach to
connecting with his students. Many of his pupils considered "at-risk" orunsuccessfulin traditional
classes have flourished under his instruction, not only academically, but behaviorally and socially as well.
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"Duringa visit to thisteacher’s classroom last year it was amazing to see how engaged and productive
certainstudents were," CHS Principal Mike Hobin told faculty members before announcing Dufault as
the ToY honoree. "Many of these students had been unsuccessfulin traditional classes and often did not
attend school. I’ve beentold that these same students now frequently request to spend extra time with
thisteacher, offeringto help with both after-school and out-of-school projects."

Dufault pointsouta common disconnectin educationin regards to melding hands-oninstruction with
traditional methods, pointing out the importance of beingable to determine which students learn one
way versusanother.

"There are those learners who have ahard time listening to the process and just want to doiit first," he
continued. "They wantto experience it, they want to smell it, they want to touchit firstand thenread
aboutit later - and that's a huge argumentin education today - what is essential to students?"

Dufaultsaid he marries textbook and hands-on learningin hisinstruction, inamannerthat aimsto grab
the attention of his students and allows themtorealize the importance of creating something.

"You have to grab theirinterestfirst. | don't wantto talkto a wall, | don't want to read a paperthat they
don't care about," he said. "l get my kids to do an incredible amount forthe school so that they see the
value of 'there was nothingthere the otherday and now there's a trophy case, or now there'sa deck
and a beautiful mural in ourschool courtyard'. | like to ask them, 'how can we as woodworkers, make a
difference?"

Instead of the typical birdhouse projects that often comesto mind when one thinks of high school wood
shop, Dufault believes that his students are capable of creating things that are more meaningfuland
seesitas a way to give backto the community. Through Service Learning, he and his students have
contributed largely to many community projects, including a gazebo raffled for charity, outdoor
classrooms at Western Coventry School andin the CHS courtyard, various handicap rampsand a
wheelchairstorage shed fora disabled Coventry student, vandalism campaigns, Drama Department set
design and Capstone presentation podiums, among many more. Dufaultisalso known forfrequently
applyingforandreceiving "Arts Talk" grants and other outside donations forthe community.

"I know many of these kids have satin class and thought 'how the hell does this relate to my life?'," he
said. "l wantto bringit back to reality for them and show them how what they're doingin here can help
themintheirlife, and that's done through respect, caring, beingable torelate tothese kidsand just
allowingthemto be them.lknow that theirstoryis justas importanttothemas my story isto me, so
I'm here to find out what that story is and how to support them. It works, because then they want to be
successful."

Duringa time where standardized teaching and testing methods reign supreme, Dufault recognizes the
significance of being named Teacher of the Year, notonce, but twice in 2013, and admitsit'sa huge
honor.
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"It's not the norm for a wood shop teachertoreceive Teacherof the Year, especiallyin ateach-to-the-
testsettinglike we'reinrightnow," he said. "Thisisan incredible honorfor me. How many jobs have in
theirdescription, 'the opportunity to change people's lives'? Not many. So | really take that seriously."



