
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BIOS/Week 2 of 5  
LESSON LEARNED: A Town Hall with K-12 Teachers About Mental Health 
 
With Lisa Casey (Winnebago Tribe), Benjamin Coria, Jia Lee, Dayniah Manderson, and Sobia Sheikh. 
Moderated by Dr. Debbie Almontaser. Opening performance by Paul Rucker. 
 
 
PANELISTS 
 
Lisa Casey (Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska) works with At-Risk students of all backgrounds to improve their 
attendance so they may successfully graduate.  
 
“My goal is and always has been to respect and earn the trust of each student and family without judgement 
as to what obstacle(s) they may be facing that keeps the student from attending school. From homelessness 
to mental health issues to poverty where the student must work to help provide rent, food or childcare for 
the home. 
 
“Being raised by my grandparents due to both parent’s alcohol addictions has taught me to work for what I 
want in life. Both of my grandparents were my teachers at home and teachers at school. My grandfather 
worked in our school on the reservation and taught singing and drumming in the music room while my 
grandmother worked in the art room teaching sewing. 
 
“I am a mother of four daughters and a grandma/mother to one little boy. After the unexpected, untimely 
passing of my second daughter in May 2016, I am raising her son. He keeps me busy to say the least. In my 
spare time, I enjoy cooking (then eating), walking and sewing. I’ve created star quilts, ribbon skirts and 
applique skirts.” 
 
Benjamín Coria is currently a music teacher at San Gabriel High School where he teaches concert band, 
marching band, and piano. He began teaching in 2005 and has been a fierce Arts education advocate. Prior to 
joining Alhambra Unified School District, he taught at KIPP LA Prep where he founded a music festival 
showcasing all KIPP:LA schools. More recently he co-directed his district’s marching band at the Tournament 
of Roses Parade and collaborated with his district’s Arts educators and the LA County Arts Commission to 
increase visual and performing arts educational experiences at all Alhambra Unified elementary schools.  Ben 
has also worked as a composer, producing music for documentaries and television. He holds master’s 
degrees in music composition, urban education, and educational leadership. 
 
Jia Lee has been a special education teacher for over 20 years in the New York City Department of Education 
and has served as a union chapter leader since 2005. She is a steering member of the Movement of Rank and 
File Educators (MORE) a caucus within the United Federation of Teachers, and a steering member of Black 
Lives Matter at Schools, NYC. She's works with MORE's Health Justice working group to collaborate with 
parents and students for safe and equitable schools. She organizes with NYCOPTOUT to resist high stakes 
standardized testing in NYC and at the state and national level. In 2015, she testified before the U.S. H.E.L.P. 
Senate Committee on the Reauthorization of I.D.E.A. on Testing and Accountability and spoke out as a 
conscientious objector of high stakes standardized testing. Jia serves as an advisor for anti-racist curriculum 
development for the Coalition for Asian American Children + Families. 
 
Dayniah Manderson is a veteran English Teacher who currently works at Mott Hall Community School in the 
Bronx. She holds the title of Miss Wheelchair New York 2017. She is an advocate for people with disabilities 
and a writer. dayniahmanderson.com 
 
Sobia Sheikh is Pakistani immigrant and a National Board-Certified high school math teacher in the Mukilteo 
School District. Serving as the first Muslim woman on the Board of Directors for both the National and 
Washington Education Associations, she advocates for the needs of educators and students, especially those 
of color and other historically marginalized communities. She has served on several different state and 



national committees to advance racial equity in unionism and education. She has organized conferences 
around racial equity and social justice issues, and co-created one of the first state education association 
departments on racial, social, and economic justice to advance real systemic change. 
 
 
MODERATOR 
 
Dr. Debbie Almontaser is an internationally recognized, award-winning educator, entrepreneur, speaker, 
authority on cross cultural understanding and author of, Leading While Muslim: The Experiences of American 
Muslim Principals After 9/11. She is an influential community leader and the Founder and CEO of Bridging 
Cultures Group Inc., a for-profit business that provides professional development and coaching for 
companies, nonprofits, universities, firms, and K–12 education personnel. Dr. Almontaser was the founding 
and former principal of the Khalil Gibran International Academy in Brooklyn, NY. A twenty-five-year veteran 
of the NYC Public School System, she taught special education, inclusion, trained teachers in literacy, and 
served as a multicultural specialist and diversity advisor. Dr. Almontaser is an advisor on cultural and religious 
diversity issues for Mayor Eric Adams, the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, Public Advocate Jumaani 
Williams, the NYC Commission for Human Rights, and New York City Council members. She is also a member 
of the NYC Department of Education Diversity Advisory Board. Currently, she is the Board President of the 
Muslim Community Network (www.mcnny.org) and sits on the boards of the Yemeni American Merchants 
Association (www.yamausa.org), Therapy and Learning Center Preschool, and 21in21 (www.21in21.org). 
debbiealmontaser.com 
 
 
OPENING PERFORMANCE  
 
Paul Rucker is a multimedia visual artist, composer, and musician. His practice often integrates live 
performance, original musical compositions, and visual art installation. For nearly two decades, Rucker has 
used his own brand of art making as a social practice, which illuminates the legacy of enslavement in America 
and its relationship to the current socio-political moment. His work is the product of a rich interactive 
process, through which he investigates community impacts, human rights issues, historical research, and 
basic human emotions. paulrucker.com  
 


