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Duval Elementary's Robert Hyatt is named
Teacher of the Year

By Christopher Curry
Staff writer

Published: Friday, February 20,2009 at 9:51 p.m.
Last Modified: Friday, February 20, 2009 at 9:51 p.m.

In a classroom at Duval Elementary School in northeast Gainesville, a group of fourth-graders sat in a drum
circle and pounded out a rhythm.

When teacher Robert Hyatt signaled, one of the students would start playing a cowbell as Hyatt reminded
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the rest of the class to stay off the beat of that instrument. A few minutes later, each child took a turn at a
drumbeat as they moved around the circle.

"It's not enough to play the right rhythm," Hyatt called out. "You need to play the right tone. You need to
play the right dynamics."

Hyatt apparently brings the right dynamic to the classroom. Thursday night, the veteran educator, who
started teaching in 1972, was named the 2009 Alachua County Teacher of the Year.

The three finalists for the award — Hyatt, Howard Bishop Middle School math teacher Judy Masuda and
Gainesville High physics teacher Keith Watts — have more than 80 years of combined classroom
experience between them.

Given the experience and credentials of the other finalists, Hyatt said he was surprised and "overwhelmed"
to win.

Duval principal Leanetta McNealy did not share his surprise. She said Hyatt has the perfect mix of
discipline and humor needed to teach elementary school.

"He is most deserving of this," McNealy said. "Those of us who work with him from day to day know his
commitment and the joy he takes in working with the children. He is truly the backbone of our fine arts
program. He was integral in getting it started."

A Gainesville native, Hyatt, 57, was inspired to pursue music and teaching as a seventh-grader at the old
Buchholz Junior High — where band director Richard Frye became his role model and mentor.

Now, Hyatt tries to pass that influence on to Duval fourth-graders like Tauvia Strappy and Anthony
Walcott, both age 9, who introduced him during Thursday night's Robert W. Hughes Teacher Recognition
Program.

"He's the best," Tauvia said Friday. "He's creative and funny ... we don't always get his jokes, but we always
get his lessons."

Duval is the magnet school for the district's elementary fine arts curriculum, which includes music, drama
and dance.

In recent years, budget cuts have not been kind to the public schools' fine arts programs. Duval has lost one
art teacher and one music teacher, who were transferred to other schools and now split time teaching other
subjects.

While Duval students take art and music all year, those programs were cut to half a year at other elementary
schools. Because of that, Hyatt's wife, Lou Hyatt, a music teacher at Idylwild Elementary for more than 30
years, now teaches music at Williams Elementary for half the year.

But next school year, elementary art and music will be restored to full-year programs, with funding
available because of the extra property tax for schools approved in last November's referendum.

"We have brilliant young art and music teachers who this year are teaching different subjects," Hyatt said.
"They will return to teaching the arts next year — thanks to the voters."
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He said his recognition was another victory for music and fine arts and the roles they play in a well-rounded

education.

"It teaches what people do around the world," Hyatt said. "You learn so much about a country's culture by
learning their music."

Contact Christopher Curry at 374-5088 or chris.curry@gvillesun.com.
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