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REFLECT 

This summer, my curiosity was sparked by the survey given 
to students leading up to the program. The 558 students 
surveyed expressed that school feels repetitive, tiring, 
stressful, and fast. The top request of students was to “make 
classes more interesting.” I came into this program asking 
myself, how can educators help students feel a sense of 
excitement about their role in the education system? I 
realized through my experience this summer that just simply 
giving students the opportunity to explore and ask questions 
about the world around them is a good place to start. From 
the first PD day, where we observed ants and determined 
ways we collect data on our observations to the research 
project that I spent weeks focused on how plants use 
nitrogen and sulfur in the soil, I was an explorer. This is what 
I want to bring back to my classroom this fall.  

This summer I was paired with the Agronomy department at 
ISU to research nutrient management strategies, like cover 
crops, to improve cropping systems. Around the same time, I 
was learning about the rising nitrate levels in drinking water, 
which made me wonder where those pollutants originate. I 
also began composting at home to use in my garden, which 
led me to think more about soil health and nutrient cycles. 
Making these real-world connections to things I encounter in 
daily life helped me see new relationships and deepen my 
understanding. This experience showed me the power of 
exploring meaningful, relevant topics and how they can 
ignite a genuine excitement for learning. 

When I observed curiosity in action, I noticed that people are 
most willing to ask questions, explore ideas, and take risks 
when they feel emotionally safe and supported. Curiosity 
thrives in a space where students know their ideas will be 
heard and respected. That kind of culture doesn't happen by 
accident—it’s built intentionally through strong relationships 
and inclusive routines. In my classroom, this means creating 
an environment where every student feels like their voice 
matters. Tools like talking sticks ensure turn-taking and 
respectful listening, task cards help guide meaningful 
conversations and keep students engaged, and thoughtful 
grouping strategies help mix students in ways that build 
confidence and community. These structures help level the 
playing field, so even quiet or hesitant students can 
contribute and feel valued. By prioritizing relationships and  
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REFLECT (Continued) 

discussion norms, I create a culture where students feel safe 
stepping out of their comfort zones. They learn that curiosity 
isn’t about always having the right answer—it’s about being 
brave enough to wonder, share, and learn from each other. 
This approach turns the classroom into a space where 
curiosity leads the way and every student feels empowered 
to take part in the journey. 

Through my research experience, I also learned about the 
significance of having autonomy and agency. In order to gain 
capacity, it is important that you learn to take ownership of 
making yourself more of an expert through reading and 
writing about your learning. There was a lot of new 
vocabulary and context to learn in my research, and while I 
could follow along with the ideas the research team shared, 
when I had the opportunity to explore vocabulary and 
reading content about the topic, it propelled my 
understanding and curiosity to learn more. It was fun to be 
able to see the connections unfold, and be an active 
participant.  

FIGURE SOMETHING OUT 

One barrier I faced this summer was adjusting to the slower, 
more uncertain pace of scientific research. Unlike the 
classroom, where lessons have clear outcomes and timelines, 
research often involves trial and error, unexpected results, 
and waiting for data to develop. It was a challenge to shift my 
mindset and accept that progress can be nonlinear. Another 
barrier was stepping into a new scientific content area—
there was a learning curve in understanding the technical 
language and processes related to soil chemistry and nutrient 
cycles. However, pushing through these challenges helped 

me grow more comfortable with ambiguity and reinforced 
the importance of being a learner myself—something I can 
model for my students. 

Staying curious and open to learning was one of the most 
important habits that helped me persist and grow. I leaned 
on skills like asking questions, taking organized notes, and 
regularly reflecting on what I was learning. Collaborating with 
others on the research team also played a big role—being 
able to talk through challenges, share ideas, and learn from 
others’ expertise kept me motivated. I also practiced patience 
and flexibility, especially when things didn’t go as expected. 
These habits helped me embrace the process of learning and 
reminded me that growth often happens when you step 
outside of your comfort zone. 

Being in the learner’s seat reminded me how valuable it is to 
feel supported, challenged, and encouraged when taking on 
something new. I experienced moments of uncertainty and 
confusion, which helped me realize how important it is to 
create a classroom environment where students feel safe to 
take risks and ask questions. It also reinforced the 
importance of breaking down complex ideas, providing time 
to process, and offering opportunities for hands-on learning. 
This experience helped me see how much more meaningful 
learning becomes when it’s connected to real-world issues 
and personal curiosity—something I want to bring more 
intentionally into my teaching. 
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MAKE CONNECTIONS 

My experience this summer showed me the power of letting 
curiosity guide learning. I plan to design lessons that start 
with real-world questions or challenges—especially ones 
connected to the environment, sustainability, or community 
issues—so students feel a personal connection to the 
content. Instead of giving all the answers, I want to create 
space for students to explore, wonder, and discover through 
hands-on investigation and inquiry. 

I will support students by modeling how to ask meaningful 
questions and showing that it’s okay not to have immediate 
answers. I’ll provide tools for collecting and analyzing data, 
just as we did in the research setting, and encourage students 
to make connections to their own lives—like composting, 
local water quality, or school garden projects. Giving students 
voice and choice in how they explore a topic will help them 
engage more deeply and authentically. 

I will share how my own curiosity about soil nutrients and 
environmental issues led me to participate in real research—
and how that experience deepened my understanding. I’ll 
talk about the challenges of not knowing all the answers right 
away, and how that helped me grow as a learner. With 
colleagues, I’ll share strategies for connecting curriculum to 
real-world issues and building a classroom culture that values 
curiosity, exploration, and persistence. 

PREPARE FOR WHAT’S NEXT 

My goal for sustaining the momentum from this summer’s 
learning is to create ongoing opportunities for students to 
engage in relevant, problem-based learning that connects to 
the NGSS Crosscutting Concepts. For example, students might 
explore how different materials—like sand, gravel, or 
charcoal—affect water cleanliness. They could test variables, 
analyze outcomes, and ask meaningful questions like: What 
causes water to be cleaner or dirtier? 

STEM opportunities like this don’t just spark curiosity—they 
immerse students in meaningful learning that builds 
awareness, strengthens relationships, and develops the real-
world skills they need to succeed. This summer reminded me 
that when students are given space to wonder, investigate, 
and take ownership of their learning, school transforms from 
routine into something deeply engaging. 

I want my students to leave the classroom more confident 
and more excited about learning than when they first walked 
in. By nurturing curiosity, building strong relationships, and 
making space for every voice, I hope to help them see 
themselves not just as students—but as explorers—ready to 
ask questions, seek understanding, and shape the world 
around them. 


