
 

Mary (Battershell) Whalen (1991) – Teach for America, M.Ed. from Ohio State, high school 
teacher in Ohio 

I graduated from PSU (University Park) in 1991 as Mary Battershell.  I was at University Park 
for all 4 years.  I am now known as Mary B. Whalen 
 
I applied to the engineering program and was accepted when I was finishing high school.  Before 
I came to PSU, I dropped out of engineering.  (As soon as I found out what engineers did, I was 
not interested.  Students good at math and science in my high school were pushed toward 
engineering.)  I was undecided for my first 2 years at PSU.  I then decided on physics/acoustics, 
which I was interested in from the beginning.  In fact I applied to PSU because of their strong 
acoustics program.  I was planning on going into noise control/design, but my senior year at PSU 
was tough and I was not ready for graduate school.  Teach for America recruited at PSU, and I 
was very excited about their mission.  I applied, was accepted, and assigned to teach math and 
science in Arkansas.   
 
I worked at the Garfield Water Tunnel for 2 years.  I made graphs and analyzed data for projects 
that were classified.  I was in the Society of Physics Students and Sigma Pi Sigma.  I was also a 
member of Kappa Phi, a Christian Service Sorority.   
 
As mentioned before, right after Penn State, I taught math and science in Arkansas for 2 years 
with Teach For America.  I then moved back to my home state of Ohio and taught physics and 
chemistry at a Lutheran High School for 2 years.  I spent the next year in London, England with 
my sisters, and then returned to my teaching position at the Lutheran High School.  I decided to 
stay in education, but didn’t have a teaching license for public schools.  I spent 1997-98 at The 
Ohio State University earning my Masters in Math, Science, and Technology Education.  This 
program also enabled me to get my Ohio Teaching License.  I chose OSU, because they had a 
well rated education program and the cost was reasonable.  The economics became even better 
when I was hired as a Lab Teaching Assistant for the physics department.  Since graduating from 
OSU, I have been teaching physics and AP Physics at Olentangy High School, just outside of 
Columbus Ohio.  I am starting my 17th year of teaching at Olentangy and my 22nd year of 
teaching overall.   
 
It is probably pretty clear that a physics degree is helpful to be a physics teacher, especially an 
AP Physics teacher.  I am finding that it is not common.  Many physics teachers have education 
degrees with just a few physics credits on their transcript.  Some physics teachers have degrees 



in other sciences.  My BS in physics has always been a huge asset in obtaining a teaching job.  It 
also helps my credibility with students and parents when they discover physics was my major in 
college.   
 
I have been active in Physics Education Research during the last 10 years.  I am a trained in 
Modeling Physics Education and was a workshop leader for 7 summers.  I am a member of the 
American Association of Physics Teachers, both nationally and locally.  I taught a physics course 
for middle school education majors at Otterbein University this spring as well.   
 
For now, I will stay in education and continue to perfect my teaching skills. 
 
Advice: 

• Go to class 
• Find some serious students to study with 
• Don’t hesitate to ask questions in class or during office hours 
• Demand a quality education, because you are paying for it 
• Do the work that professors ask you to do and do it as soon as possible 

 
I married in 2006 and we have 2 young children.   
 
 

 

 

 


