To say MEA MEMBER BryaN FORNEY HAS COME A LONG WAY IN
LESS THAN FIVE YEARS WOULD BE A RADICAL UNDERSTATEMENT.

On Feb. 20, 2013, the former U.S.
Marine Corps lieutenant colonel was
trapped in a bnrning helicopter on
a mountain top in Thailand, both
knees crushed and his left arm shat-
tered and useless, watching flames
cross the ceiling as he thought, I'm
not going to make it. This 1s i,

Today he's a 42-year-old first-
year educator at Innovation Central
High School in Grand Rapids with a
story of how he came to be teaching
algebra and astronomy at an urban
public high school as miraculous as it
is inspirational.

“My dad raised me to leave the
world a better place than I found it,
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so I want to give back,” he says of
his second career in the classroomn.

“I don’t know any other way to be.”

Even some doctors didn't ex-
pect Forney to survive following an
evacuation flight from Singapore to
the military’s only burn center in
San Antonio, which set a record as
the longest single-leg medevac flight
in history—a 19.5-hour trip that
required mid-air refueling.

“That’s my claim to fame, and T slept
through the whole thing so I don't
remember it,” he said, laughing.

Forney had suffered life-threatening
burns over 54 percent of his body,

“the entire front, down to the tops of
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my boots.” Coupled with devastating
damage to his limbs, which led doctors
to amputate his arm and left him
unable to walk, “I was definitely in bad
shape,” he said. “It was touch-and-go
until probably the middle of April.”

Five burn and reconstructive
surgeons and an orthopedic doctor
worked on him simultaneously when *
he arrived at Brooke Army Medical
Center, and more surgeries would
follow. Forney lost his entire left
kneecap to burn injuries. He fought
infections for months and lost half of
his right kneecap to infection.

He spent five months in the Inten-
sive Care Unit (ICU) and 14 months
in a wheelchair. Physical therapy
began in the ICU, where a tilt table
kept his body used to being upright




and therapists did range-of-motion
exercises, moving his limbs even
while Forney was unconscious.

“I came out of this with a very
profound respect for physical thera-
pists,” he said. “The doctors tell you,
‘Well, you might not get better. And
you might never be able to do this or
that again.’ Physical therapists will
help you figure out how to do it.”

The work to regain use of his body
was brutal. The first time he stood,
six assistants and a set of parallel
bars helped him stay “upright-ish”
for 20 seconds, “and I've never been
so exhausted in my life. I sat down
and was like ‘I don’t think I can do
anything for two more days.™

He walks now with a heavy limp
on his left side, aided by a set of
custom-made Intrepid Dynamic
Exoskeletal Orthoses (IDEQ) brac-
es—invented in 2010—which strap
over his legs and around his feet with
a carbon fiber strut up the back of his
leg to perform functions that nerve
damage and muscle loss prevent his
calves and ankles from doing.

He wears a prosthetic arm, al-
though recently blistering of scarred
skin underneath the socket—which
attaches by suction—prevented him
from wearing it. Being without his
left arm “triples the amount of timne it
takes me to get ready to go to work in
the morning,” he said.

“Even doing stufl in the classroom
1s easier with my prosthetic, because
I can carry stuff with my left arm
while I'm walking.”

DBeyond his physical challenges,
however, Forney struggles with the
same issues facing every teacher—es-
pecially new educators. How to man-
age the workload. How to motivate
students, How to teach teenagers
challenging concepts in a subject that
some find intimidating.

He manages three different class
preps—aAlgebra I and II and astrono-
my—meaning he has three different
lessons to prepare each day and lots
of grading to manage. He's trying
to figure out how to keep up without
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Bryan Forney provides one-on-one attention to help students at Grand Rapids
Innovation Central High School see the importance of algebra and build confidence
in their own abilities. Even on the tough days, he says, it's important to believe
"You're making a difference.”

cutting into sleep.

Stress and lack of rest make him
vulnerable to cellulitis, an infection
common in burn patients that breaks
out in the soft tissue under the skin.
He was hospitalized for an outbreak
in October, “and if you ask my wife
she’ll say it was the result of too many
late nights in a row,” he said.

His approach to the job focuses on

relevance, modeling and practice—
with one-on-one attention in class
and after school. He reminds students
again and again, during class and in
private conversations, to study the
model solutions posted in Google
classroom, abandon the “I can't”
mindset, and jump into the struggle.
“Every job I've ever had has
required some knowledge of algebra
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and some ability to solve problems,
even if it's not doing algebra,”

he said. “Learning that algebraic
thought process, learning how to
analyze and break down a problem,
solve it piece by piece and put to-
gether a solution—that’s a useful way
to approach the world.”

Forney is challenged by the -
questions of teaching: how to help
students who haven’t mastered the
foundational skills from middle
school; how to get students to believe
in the importance of math; how to
build their confidence in their own
ability to be successful.

“I'm trying to figure it out,” he
said. “I think the right answer is fig-
uring out what it is about algebra you
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actually want kids to know, so they
can use algebra, and focusing on that.
It’s about more than passing a test. At
the end of the day, I'm not going to
hang my hat on my SAT score.”

Three-quarters of students at In-
novation Central High School come
from low-income families, and several
languages are spoken at the Grand
Rapids “theme school,” made up of
four college and career prep acade-
mies housed in one building.

With such diversity, the toughest
teaching days for Forney are not
when students don’t understand—it’s
the times when they don’t try, when
they aren’t engaged and they're dis-
tracting others or trying to pull their
friends off-task.
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During a 20-year career in the U.S. Marine Corps, former Lt. Col. Bryan Forney earned a Bachelor’s degree in aerospace
engineering and a Master’s degree in applied physics. He flew CH-46 helicopters in deployments all over the world,
including wartime service in Iraq and Marine Expeditionary Units in Asia, the Middle East, and Australia.

“I've got moments of frustration
where—I don't know what it is. Are
they tired? Are they distracted? Do
they have something going on that
keeps them from engaging? Did they
not eat today? Where did they sleep
last night? What is putting them in
a mindset where they can’t focus on
what they need to do?”

He's trying to focus on building
relationships, but it’s tough with five
classes of kids coming and going ev-
ery day. He keeps his perspective by
drawing on rich life experience and
a lesson learned from 20 years iu the
Marines: “You’re making a difference
to somebody.”

“Even on those days when you feel
like the machine has ground you up




and spit you out, and you've made
no impact on the world, you've got
to keep geing,” he says. “You don't
know what your example, or your
effort, or even what your failure has
produced in somebody else, a spark
that’s going to create something.”

Watching Forney at work is a
lesson in contradictions: He’s
slow-moving but high-energy.
Intense but quick to laugh. A man
covered by scar tissue who's com-
pletely comfortable in his own skin.

“He cares about us, but he’s firm
when we have work to do, and he's
persistent with us,” said Ivonne
Cruz, a junior in his Algebra II class
who dreams of becoming an anes-
thesiologist or mechanical engineer.
“He wants us to get good grades.
When I first walked in to this class,
I'was scared. He looks like he’s
mad, but he’s not, He’s nice.”

He's also open with students about
his story. He tells them everything,
and answers questions. Some in
his situation might not want to talk
about it—Forney understands that—
but honest self-reflection is part of
his Marine upbringing and a neces-
sary part of being a military pilot.

He remembers everything about
that day.

He was second-in-command of a
squadron based on Okinawa, flying
a training flight in a mountainous
region outside of Phitsanulok, a
historic city in Lower Northern
Thailand, as part of a multi-nation-
al exercise conducted annually.

He was demonstrating a “main
mount” landing where his CH-

46 helicopter lands with the back
wheels on a ledge and the front of
the aircraft hanging off. With the
two crew chiefs doing lookout in the
back and focused on aveiding rock
crevices, one rear rotor blade hit a
tree and broke.

With nowhere to set down, staring
at a 4,000-foot drop, Forney lifted
the helicopter to get back over the
mountain, but the loss of power and
control felt like “an out-of-balance
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washing machine times a million,” he
said, The aircraft ripped apart and
crashed on the mountain top.

Both crew chiefs were thrown clear,
with one seriously injured. Mean-
‘while, the co-pilot—briefly knocked
unconscious—awoke and was helped
out by the uninjured crew chief. For-
ney, however, was stuck.

His side of the helicopter sat up
against a pile of rock. His left hand,
which had been operating a control,
was shattered. The force of the crash
had driven his humerus bone into his
shoulder socket, and he couldn’t pull
himself free of the cockpit.

Even after he found a way to get
his feet across his co-pilot’s seat, he
had no way to pull himself out. There
was nothing to grab to his right,
and his left arm was flopping and
helpless. The fire was burning across
the ceiling, and the crew chief called
to him.

nurse intubating him before adminis-
tering pain medication.

After finally being sedated, his
awareness of day-to-day events faded
for the next few weeks.

Junior Oscar Muiioz, who adinits
to struggling in Algebra II, said it was
inspiring to hear Forney’s story in
class. “He's been through so much,
and seeing him being able tc teach
with his disabilities makes me think
I can do more,” Muiioz said.

Forney jokes that all he did once
he got to the hospital was “not stop
breathing,” while doctors, nurses and
physical therapists performed the
hard work. He acknowledges “tough
days” when he felt sorry for himself,
but his Marine Corps attitude pulled
him through, he said.

“It's just, ‘“OK, this is the situation
you're in; you make the most of it
now. Deal with it." I don’t want to
sound flippant about it, but what

“Even on those days when you feel like the machine has

ground you up and spit you out, and you’ve made no

impact on the world, you've got to keep going.”

“I remember yelling for my crew
chief, but he never heard me calling
for him,” Forney said. “I was running
out of oxygen, so my voice was get-
ting really weak.”

That’s when he figured his life was
over, he says. He would never see his
wife and three children again, Time
stood still. What felt like forever took
probably 30 seconds.

“Just as [ was realizing I'm not going
to make it—this is it—the crew chief
made one last attempt to come up,”
Forney said. “He basically ran into
a burning airplane, found my feet,
grabbed them, and pulled me out.”

It took more than three hours for
a helicopter to arrive and transport
them to a hospital in Phitsanulok.
Forney was conscious but felt no pain
because of shock and adrenaline. He
remembers the emergency room, a
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other choice did I have? I had a wife
and three kids to get back to. What
was I going to do? Give up?”

He credits his wife of 17 years, Jen-
nie, for staying by his side from the
accident forward, being his advocate
and caregiver, while keeping track
of their children’s well-being. Once
he was released from the hospital,
Jennie did five hours of wound care
and bandaging each day.

“T wouldn’t have made it without
her,” he said.

Last summer, Forney retired from
the Marines after finishing his service
commanding Wounded Warrior
Battalion-East Detachment San An-
tonio—capping a career that includ-
ed deployments all over the world,
including wartime service in Iraq and
Marine Expeditionary Units in Asia,
the Middle East, and Australia.

f ages 14 and 7, and 10-year-old

“I miss the Marines, and I'm

daughter to settle down, he said.
The family moved to Lowell, east

of Grand Rapids, to be near family.
Forney had graduated from Okemos
High School in 1993.

Growing up in a military family—
dad was an officer in the Marines?®
and mifvesgservice goes backgefera-
tions in his lineage—Forney originally
wanted to be a scientist, until he got
the flying bug in seventh grade.

He earned a Bachelor’s degree in
aerospace engineering from the U.S.
Naval Academy in Annapolis and
attended flight school in Florida for
two years before shipping out on one
deployment after another for years.

He didn't get the teaching bug
until shortly after his first child was
born, The Marine Corps sent him
to get a Master’s degree in applied
physics at the Naval Postgraduate
School, then assigned him to teach
midshipmen back at the Naval Acad-
emy in Maryland. He resisted the
idea at first.

“I was like, ‘Really? I don’t want to
go there." I fought it tooth and nail,
but I got there and ended up having
a blast. It ended up being one of the
maost rewarding tours of my career.”

He returned to the idea of being a
teacher while recuperating from his in-
juries and finishing his Marine Corps
service, completing a teacher certifica-
tion program and student teaching in
Texas during the past year.

He accepted the position in Grand
Rapids not long after that, becanse he’s
not good at sitting around, he says.

“I spent an entire military career
defending democracy, standing up
for what I think is right, trying to
make the world a better place, and
I'm not going to stop serving now.
It's in my blood.” ¥
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