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Reflecting on the years I’ve been 
teaching, I ask myself what is it “I do” to 
get my students to learn and thrive in my 
classroom, especially in American History. 
As I reflect, I know this is something I 
did not accomplish alone. I realize it is 
the combination of so many things I have 
learned over the years and the efforts 
of so many people. The opportunities 
learned over the span of my career and the 
incredible students I have had along the way 
have molded me into who I am as a teacher 
today. Here are a few opportunities and 
experiences that define my work best.

Always a Learner
My journey as a teacher began over 27 

years ago, as a new graduate from Wash-
ington State University. I find that I was as 
passionate then, as I am today. It has always 
been my goal to make a difference in each of 
my student’s lives, to create the conditions 
for all students to succeed and to instill a 
deep understanding of American History. 
Over the years, I have done this by creating 
a “projects” based classroom using Ameri-
can History as my guide. But, my desire 
to create highly engaging integrated units 
truly started, six years ago, when I became 
a learner myself as a participant in Causes of 
Conflict, Teaching American History grants. 
These grants taught me how to develop and 
teach engaging history lessons using primary 
sources. I learned how to implement learn-
ing strategies to reach each student. These 
grants allowed me to live moments in his-
tory and bring back what I learned to my 

students. This learning experience was life 
changing for me as an educator.

Recognizing the Learner
Knowing how students learn best when 

they enter my classroom is a priority. Each 
student enters unique, with different life 
experiences. Some are academically gifted, 
many are average, some have language 
barriers, some are behaviorally challenged 
and others struggle with disabilities. So 
how do I get all of them engaged and 
excited to learn? It begins first with each 
student understanding and recognizing how 
they learn best. Students learn to evaluate 
themselves. I teach them to understand 
“the ways they are smart” using Multiple 
Intelligence inventories and we study 
learning styles. My students are able to 
recognize their own personal strengths 
and weaknesses as learners. Students sit in 
collaborative teams of six or seven. Their 
teams remain the same all year to build trust 
and relationships. These “learning families” 
allow each teammate an opportunity 
to shine in the ways they are smart and 
to be a mentor to another. This climate 
creates a safe place to learn where they are 
encouraged to do their best work each day.

Next, it is my responsibility to provide 
opportunities specifically designed to reach 
every student. Lessons in my classroom 
adapt and adjust to individual learning 
needs. I integrate Common Core into every 
lesson. My students read, write, think and 
present topics regularly. Student artifacts (I 
call them treasures) are everywhere. Samples 

of Common Core success are advertised in 
every unit of study. Entering my classroom 
you see artwork, literature, authentic writ-
ing samples, occasionally taste food, learn 
games, and always hear music of the time 
period we are studying. We go back in time 
to learn about “time and place” together. Be-
cause of this approach, individual needs are 
being met so students are tolerant, under-
standing and motivated to learn.

A Teacher of Inquiry
I love developing integrated lessons 

with guiding questions designed to create 
opportunities for students to show historical 
thinking skills and English Language Arts 
common core literacy skills. I do this by 
using primary sources and technology in the 
classroom to allow students to “find” their 
own answers and develop a thesis based on 
the evidence. In other words, my students 
become detectives digging deep into aca-
demic content at their own personal levels.

Innovative Teaching Strategies
Scottish Storyline…an approach I use 

to integrate American History, science, 
primary sources, ELA common core literacy 
and art into projects by creating historically 
accurate settings. They become characters 
living through a “time and place” historical 
event. This approach to teaching also creates 
curriculum based assessment opportuni-
ties with a deeper and more meaningful 
understanding of the content. My students 
travel back in time and live moments in 
American History, while trying to answer 
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guiding project based questions everyday of 
the school the year!

Facilitator of Student Leadership 
and Classroom Democracy

Our classroom is a thriving democracy 
run by the students themselves. We hold 
class elections at the beginning of the year 
and these officers become our guides in the 
democratic process. As a class we focus on 
the traits of leadership and study closely the 
traits of American leaders, such as George 
Washington’s showing “perseverance” or 
Abraham Lincoln’s “standing up for what 
you believe in.” In fact, students in my class-
room, strive to be “Lincoln-ess” each day. 
This attitude sets the stage for my students 
to make a difference in our class commu-
nity, school community, and neighborhood 

community by becoming responsible, con-
tributing people beyond the classroom.

A Collaborative Coach
I am actively demonstrating lessons 

in front of fellow teachers and administra-
tors, demonstrating firsthand what students 
are capable of doing with high academic 
rigor while they are completely engaged 
in their own learning. My passion to share 
what students can do when challenged is 
infectious. I have written and received two 
Library of Congress - Teaching with Primary 
Sources grants and I have had the privilege of 
presenting at the Western Region Social Stud-
ies Conference in Denver and Tucson the past 
two years. My goal was and still is simple…
to share the teaching of American History 
using primary sources with fellow teach-

ers and to spread the news about creating 
engaging lessons so all kids can learn.

In closing, because I share my teach-
ing journey with my students, I asked them 
how I inspire them to learn. It’s a statement 
made by one of them that truly sums it up 
best, “Mrs. J., you take us back in time and 
make the past come back to life again!” It’s 
true and this is what I love to do for every 
one of my students.
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