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Kinder Foundation® marks 25 years of the Kinder Excellence in Teaching Awards, 

honors 12 Houston-area teachers with $30,000 each 
 
 

Since 2001, KETA’s total impact includes 335 teachers and more than $5.6 million in 
awards  

                                                                                                        
HOUSTON – Sept. 21, 2026 – For a quarter century, Kinder Foundation® has 
recognized some of the most effective schoolteachers through the Kinder Excellence in 
Teaching Awards (KETA). This year marks the 25th anniversary of KETA, and its latest 
class includes 12 Houston-area teachers who each received a $30,000 gift from Kinder 
Foundation. To date, the program has granted more than $5.6 million to 335 teachers. 
 
This year’s 12 honorees come from four Houston school networks: KIPP Texas Public 
Schools; YES Prep Public Schools; Teach For America Houston in Aldine ISD and 
Houston ISD; and Catholic Schools in the Archdiocese of Galveston – Houston. Award 
recipients were recognized at KETA’s annual awards dinner at the River Oaks Country 
Club, an evening that brings together past and present winners to celebrate their 
commitment to their craft.    
 
“For 25 years, the Kinder Excellence in Teaching Awards have been about recognizing 
outstanding teachers who are changing outcomes for their students. We’re honored to 
celebrate this milestone alongside the educators who have earned it,” said Nancy 
Kinder, president and CEO, Kinder Foundation.  
 
Teachers don’t apply for the award. Instead, nominations are submitted in confidence 
by a school leader, director or assistant principal, and recipients only learn they won 
when the award is presented — often during a school event where their students and 
family are present. 
 
To be eligible for this year’s award, a teacher must have at least three years of teaching 
experience, including two years in their current district, and must be committed to 
teaching at that school during the 2026-2027 school year. Nominations are built on data 
and firsthand accounts of how the teacher drives measurable academic growth and 
strengthens their school community in noteworthy ways.  
 
Past recipients have used their awards in many ways, such as funding classroom 
programs, supporting their families and investing in their own professional growth.  
 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/1854zizi1o4wdr119wz6c/2026-KETA-Winners-Bios-and-Headshots_FINAL.pdf?rlkey=8yt71knzjna7u8uogrqlg5zz2&st=ds4qj2xs&dl=0
https://kinderfoundation.org/major-gifts/education/excellence-in-teaching-awards/
https://kinderfoundation.org/major-gifts/education/excellence-in-teaching-awards/


The award was established in honor of Edna C. Kinder, mother of Kinder Foundation 
Chairman Rich Kinder, who spent many years teaching special education in Cape 
Girardeau, Missouri.  
  

2026 KINDER EXCELLENCE IN TEACHING AWARD WINNERS: 
 
Catholic Schools in the Archdiocese of Galveston – Houston 
 

- Maria Aguilera, Cristo Rey Jesuit College Preparatory School of Houston 

- Erin Smith, St. Augustine Catholic School 

 
KIPP Texas Public Schools 
 

- Kelsie Brockway, KIPP SHINE Prep 

- Laura Longoria, KIPP Sunnyside High School 

- Shaz’men Whitehurst, KIPP East End High School 

- Binta Williams, KIPP Voyage Academy for Girls 

 
Teach For America Houston 
 

- Alexis Ayala, MacArthur High School, Aldine ISD 

- Kamil Plecki, Sylvan Rodriguez Elementary School, Houston ISD 

 

YES Prep Public Schools 
 

- June Conti, YES Prep North Forest Elementary  

- Nadya Espinoza, YES Prep Brays Oaks Secondary  

- Aleisha Readye-McCray, YES Prep Northside Secondary 

- Diego Roman, YES Prep North Central Elementary  

 

 

### 
Media Contacts: 

• Kinder Foundation: Stephanie Parker, stephanie@elmorepr.com 

• The Archdiocese of Galveston – Houston: Jonah Dycus, jdycus@archgh.org  

• Cristo Rey Jesuit: Loubel Galik, lgalik@cristoreyjesuit.org  

• KIPP Texas Public Schools: Peyton Woodson Cooper, 
peyton.woodsoncooper@kipptexas.org  

• Teach For America Houston: Sofia Lanza, sofia.lanza@teachforamerica.org  

• Teach For America – Aldine ISD: Sheila Adams Smadams2@aldineisd.org       

• Teach For America – HISD: Richard Guerra: richard.guerra@houstonisd.org  

• YES Prep Public Schools: Misty Starks: ms08@yesprep.org 
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About Kinder Foundation® 

Kinder Foundation, a family foundation established in 1997 by Rich and Nancy Kinder of 

Houston, Texas, provides transformational grants that impact urban green space, 

education, and quality of life. More at www.kinderfoundation.org. 

About The Archdiocese of Galveston – Houston 

Catholic Schools in the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston make up the largest private 

school system in Texas and have served students since 1847. With 56 schools 

throughout the 10 counties of the Archdiocese, the schools serve more than 18,000 

students in PreK-3 through 12th grades. Amongst the 56 schools, five grade schools 

and 11 high schools are owned and/or operated by religious orders or a Board of 

Directors. Catholic Schools in the Archdiocese of Galveston – Houston call young 

people to holiness and prepare them to live and proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In 

collaboration with families, we teach the values of our faith and tradition, serve our 

community, and ensure academic excellence. Our schools are committed to the 

evangelizing mission of the Church to educate and form witnesses who transform the 

world. All schools offer need-based tuition assistance for students. The Archdiocese of 

Galveston-Houston serves 1.7 million Catholics and is the largest Roman Catholic 

diocese in Texas. Check us out at www.choosecatholicschools.org or 

https://www.facebook.com/CatholicSchoolsHouston. 

About KIPP Texas Public Schools  

KIPP Texas Public Schools is an open-enrollment, public, tuition-free charter school 

network of 47 schools with more than 29,000 Pre-K-12 students across the state. 

Together with our families and communities, we create joyful, academically excellent 

schools that prepare our students to pursue any path they choose — college, career, 

and beyond. www.kipptexas.org. 

 

About Teach For America Houston 

Teach For America Houston works in partnership with local districts and charter schools 

to expand educational opportunities for children. Founded in Houston in 1991, Teach 

For America recruits and develops a diverse corps of outstanding leaders who make an 

initial two-year commitment to teach in high-need schools and become lifelong leaders 

in the effort to provide all students an excellent education. Today, TFA Houston is a 

network of more than 2,200 corps members and alumni. Current corps members and 

alumni teach more than 31,000 students annually while our broader network of alumni 

leaders impact more than 80,000 students across Houston. From classroom to 

systems-level positions, their leaders are reimagining education to realize the day when 

every child has an equal opportunity to learn, lead, thrive, and co-create a future filled 
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with possibility. Teach For America is a proud member of the AmeriCorps national 

service network. 

About YES Prep Public Schools 

YES Prep Public Schools is a tuition-free charter school system serving more than 

21,000 students across 27 Houston campuses. For over 25 years, YES Prep has 

redefined what’s possible in public education and earned national recognition for its 

strong academic outcomes and college readiness. From elementary through high 

school, YES Prep provides the education students deserve by closing opportunity gaps 

and preparing every student to thrive in college, career, and life. Learn more at 

yesprep.org.   

 

http://www.yesprep.org/

