McRAH Final Reflection – Ali Schultz


I remember the day in May 2002 that Dawn Abt-Perkins came to my American Lit/Comp classroom for a pre-observation before the first summer institute. I knew little at the time about what a commitment I had just made; in fact, I’d recently discovered that we were getting paid to attend the summer institute, as I’d signed up blithely thinking that we were just going to learn about history teaching best practices for free. I made sure that I was teaching a history-oriented lesson for Dawn’s benefit; well, I would have taught the information anyway, but I chose that day as someone from the history project would be sitting in the class. 


At the time of Dawn’s visit, I was finishing my second year of teaching and of employment at Waukegan High School. I came to Waukegan in the fall of 2000 as a 21-year-old fresh from the woefully inadequate University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign secondary ed program, brimming with enthusiasm and idealism, certain that in Waukegan I would fulfill the justification with which I’d entered education (rather than a more monetarily profitable field): the cliché of “making a difference”. My second year of teaching had been harder than the first; I’d taught four sections of rather unruly sophomores, with only one redeeming section of American Literature juniors. By May, my classroom management in the sophomore sections consisted of throwing enough work at them to keep them quiet and in their seats, and relying on the larger students to threaten to beat up the kids who were disrespectful towards Ms. Schultz. (An effective, but impractical method.)


The juniors behaved better, and I think they learned more than the sophomores, but I was tired of struggling all day long to maintain order and it showed in my teaching. The day that Dawn came to my class, I was giving a perfunctory lecture on the Great Depression and some history on the Civil Rights movement. I figured the kids needed some background to truly understand To Kill A Mockingbird, the required novel of the junior year. I talked. I had overheads, covered in handwriting. The kids took notes and asked questions when the notion took them. The next day, we discussed the novel in class, the kids took quizzes, and they wrote about it. That was pretty much how the rest of the unit was structured as well. 


I was annoyed to discover that we had an assignment before this three week institute even began. I had a precious week of vacation before I had to be in Lake Forest every day from 8 to 3, and I had to spend a few of those hours at the library, researching the zipper. (The Park Ridge Public Library has laid claim to my firstborn child by now as I owe them so much money in fines.) My annoyance at homework was alleviated, however, when I discovered that the zipper was invented and first marketed for the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, a topic I had always been curious about but had never really investigated. This led to the first of my McRAH revelations: Learning is far more fun when you are interested in what you are doing. This is a principle that I am well aware of on a personal level, but occasionally I forget to look at my instruction from a student’s perspective. If they aren’t interested in what I’m talking about, they tune me out. Those who are not motivated by grades will choose not to learn. As an adult, I can feel myself losing interest and shutting down, but it is my job to police my students when they don’t possess the ability to pay attention when they aren’t interested. In the past I found myself telling students things because they “needed to know”. On the first day of the McRAH institute, I remembered that I should be teaching what they want to know as well. Also, when someone introduced their topic by saying, “I researched the vacuum,” and Carl Smith interjected, “They suck,” I recalled that the use of humor can go a long way in making a topic like household products interesting. 


When I look back on the first summer of McRAH, I find it hard to distill what I specifically learned in lectures and workshops from what I learned from other people. For example, Nichole Farris and I got to be friends after being both scolded by the same angry McRAH participant, and I confided my classroom management problems to Nichole. She gave me all sorts of ideas, and combing those with the similar ideas of another friend from Waukegan, I can say that my classroom management has immeasurably improved in the past two years. I will say that McRAH techniques have also helped me organize my classroom which has also help stabilize my classroom management. I don’t think I would ever be in the situation with the sophomores that I was in two years ago again, because now I have a better approach to dealing with jackasses. 


Speaking of jackasses, McRAH’s first summer also taught me about self-control and solidified my desire to remain in Waukegan. I continue to find myself getting annoyed when teachers whom I know to be boring or insensitive to students or lost in their own little world feel like they need to educate me with their particular non-spectacular techniques. My parents have instilled enough manners in me that I don’t burst out with my annoyance, but I’d like to think that McRAH has helped me to control my eye-rolling because of the collegiate setting in which we were learning. I also remember a session led by Carl and Art in which we got into a big fight over whether or not Waukegan students were capable of learning critical thinking students. Three people insisted that Waukegan students couldn’t even understand the topics, and I got so angry. Several teachers and I passionately defended our students, and I realized that I have committed myself to staying there for the time being. I have an interest in seeing the Waukegan students succeed, and I am not just staying there until I feel like looking for a better job. I feel that this was inadvertently one of the best things that McRAH gave me. 


During the first summer, I created a unit plan on colonial literature that I was quite proud of. I was full of ideas and techniques that I wanted to try in the classroom. I’d made a lot of friends and I was interested in maintaining those friendships throughout the next year. I think my colonial unit was well-intentioned, but it needed to be pared down. It took six weeks to teach, and the kids were only marginally interested in it. As much as I liked the concept of “hands-on” or “doing” history, I found it hard to incorporate into the literature curriculum without sacrificing some literature. I tried a lot of things, like reading literature as a historical document, but I think it really took another year before it became less disjointed. 


The best influence McRAH had on my first post-McRAH teaching year was on my research projects. I was intrigued by what Chris Morris and Nichole Farris had presented at the end of the summer with immigration projects. I decided one weekend that I was axeing my previous sophomore project, which was to research topics about the Holocaust. I had the students research their families and themselves, and present it all in a speech and and a book. They had to have maps of their countries of origin, interviews with families members, examples of customs and traditions, family pictures and a family tree. In addition, they had to find out what the immigration patterns of the US were at the time that their families immigrated (or migrated north from the South as the case may be) and decide whether or not their family fit in the pattern of mass exodus, or if their family decided to come here for other reasons. This was hands-on research, and it completely eliminated plagiarism, which had been a terrible problem for me in the past. One student, Louie, found out that his great-grandfather had allowed Pancho Villa to stay with his men at their family home after he interviewed a family member. Louie changed the oil in my car at Jiffy Lube a few weeks ago, and he mentioned it as I was asking him about his graduation. Clearly, this project had an impact on at least some of the students. 


During the second summer of McRAH, I wasn’t sure exactly what the roles of the Fellows were going to be. I didn’t particularly want to teach a lesson, but after I had taught a writing lesson, people told me that they wanted to know more and were asking me for lesson plans on social issue writing. I realized that many history teachers are uncertain on giving and grading writing assignments, which shocked me. Something that an English teacher takes for granted is not necessarily a skill of a history teacher. So I felt like I had contributed something from the teaching end. 


I also had an incredible experience working in a group to create a history unit. My group was so much fun; we worked together so well that we spent time together outside of our projects as well. It was another reminder that letting students choose their groups (not that we did choose, but once we got to know each other, we definitely would have chosen each other) is not always a bad thing. We split the work effectively, and the collaboration between us was very effective. We all brought something different to the table, and were able to produce a quality product. Michael Ebner was our mentor, and he gave us just enough guidance without interfering in the direction that we wanted to take the project. He also encouraged me to put in more literature and writing, my strength, rather than focus solely on history, as I had a tendency to do. I thought this technique of splitting up areas of history and having us work in groups was spectacular. I felt that I accomplished far more of a tangible product during the second summer. 


I think another general principle that McRAH has brought to my attention is that there is a vast store of resources out there, you just have to know how to find them. Of course, in McRAH, the resource research is done for us, but there is a wide variety of visuals, primary documents, and teaching techniques out there that I haven’t even begun to explore. Should I ever teach US history, I can’t wait to further explore some of these resources. 


In the spring of 2004, when I finally got to teach a Social Studies class to kids who had failed the class twice, I felt all of my knowledge from McRAH come together. I taught the entire class from primary documents, newspapers, pictures, graphs, and maps. This worked especially well with my population of receded freshmen, all but one of whom was reading at below a fifth grade level. I even gave them a mini-DBQ on the final about the war in Iraq that I made up. I was worried about the final, because there was no way I could write a traditional multiple choice exam when all we’d done all semester was look at maps, play with the newspaper, draw charts and write. Anyway, I think the final product was well-done, and McRAH certainly contributed to making my first social studies teaching experience a positive one. 


I’m sorry that McRAH is ending, because of collegiality, collaboration, and fun that we’ve has over the past few years. My teaching and my life in general have been enriched because of the people who I have encountered through McRAH. This project brought together a disparate group of people who didn’t always agree but who managed to work together anyway. The best part is that the Waukegan and Lake County students will only benefit from this project. I think in another few years, when I’ve integrated all that I learned in McRAH into my lesson plans, it will be time for another McRAH to jumpstart our interest in education again. I don’t know how I am going to replace the enthusiasm that McRAH has given to my practice since the spring of 2002. 

