Alex Haus
Wartburg College, 1A

REFLECT

If you had asked me at the beginning of the summer what |
thought | would hear the most, | probably wouldn’t have said
these three things: my mentor yelling, "Cameron!", "It's too hot
out we'll work tomorrow," and "Let's start at 6:00 a.m." the
night before, only to hear the next morning, "Let's start at
6:30." Those phrases quickly became part of my daily routine,
and looking back now, they make me smile. What | did not
realize then was that those small, everyday moments would

become some of the most memorable parts of my summer.

Coming back into this program and working with Perennial
Ground Cover (PGC), | honestly thought | had already seen it all.
| even said that | probably wasn’t going to learn anything new
because | had worked in this field the summer before. Part of
me wanted a different placement because | wanted to
experience something completely new. However, after
conversations with my mentors and Eric, | realized this was

exactly where | needed to be.

Looking back, | realized that returning to something familiar
does not mean the experience will be the same. From last year
to this year, two major things changed: the experiment | was
working on and the people | was working with. Last summer, |
had two amazing REU students beside me who helped me
through the long, hot days in the field. This year, it was just me,
Cameron, and Amina (my mentors). Because we were a smaller
group, | built much stronger relationships with both of my

mentors.

Every morning, waking up at 6:00 a.m. to get to the field early

was made easier because of them. Whether we were joking

around, telling stories, or talking about completely random
things, those conversations turned long days into some of my
favorite memories. They reminded me that research is not just
about collecting data, but about the people you work with and
the relationships you build.

One lesson | did not expect to learn this summer was the
importance of voice and agency. Last year, | often waited for
someone else to tell me what came next or what questions |
should be asking. This year, as the only REU student in my
group, | became more confident in speaking up, asking
questions, and taking ownership of my learning. | realized that
having a voice does not mean always having the perfect answer.
Sometimes it simply means being willing to ask the question no

one else has asked.

FIGURE SOMETHING OUT

At the start of this summer, | thought | already knew what to
expect. After all, | spent the previous summer working in the
same research area, with many of the same people, and in the
same lowa heat. What surprised me most was realizing how

much [ still had to learn.

While the setting was familiar, the research was not. As soon as
we began working on a new experiment, | quickly realized |
didn't know nearly as much as | thought | did. Instead of seeing
that as a setback, | started seeing it as an opportunity. | learned
that expertise is not about knowing everything, it is about being

willing to keep learning.

One moment that really stood out was when we began looking
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FIGURE SOMETHING OUT (CONTINUED)

at our data. Last summer, | relied on my mentors to explain what
the graphs meant. After taking a statistics course during the
school year, things started to click. For the first time, | could look
at the results and begin making sense of them myself. | still did
not understand everything, but | understood far more than I did

a year ago.

Because of that growth, my conversations with my mentors
changed. Instead of simply listening, | felt comfortable sharing
my ideas, asking deeper questions, and discussing what the data
might mean. That gave me confidence not only as a researcher
but also as a presenter. Last year, | felt like | was repeating what
my mentors had told me. This year, | truly understood the
project and could explain the results in my own words. That
confidence came from taking ownership of my learning and

trusting myself to engage with science.

MAKE CONNECTIONS

| said this last year, but the connections you make with fellow
REU students, RETs, graduate students, and mentors are some
of the most meaningful parts of this program. Over the past two
summers, | have made countless friends and met incredible
people | know | can reach out to whenever | need advice,

encouragement, or even just someone to talk to.

Some of the strongest connections | have made have continued

long after the summer ended. Even though Jacie and Kylie were
part of last year's cohort, we still talk almost every day about the
program, teaching, school, or just random things happening in
our lives. Those friendships have shown me that the
relationships built through this program continue to grow long

after everyone goes home.

This year, | also pushed myself to do many of the things | wished
I had done last summer. | explored Ames more, spent more time
with everyone outside of research, and allowed myself to enjoy

the experience instead of always focusing on what needed to be
done next. | am grateful | chose to put myself out there because

| found a community that made every adventure more fun.

As | think about my future classroom, | want to create that same
sense of community because | believe it allows students to find
their voice and develop agency. During my classroom
observations, | have noticed that many students are afraid to
make mistakes, introduce themselves to someone new, or step
outside of their comfort zones. Too often, they wait for the
teacher to provide every answer instead of taking risks, asking

questions, and working together to solve problems.

PREPARE FOR WHAT’S NEXT

As | look ahead, | want to continue growing in my voice and
agency. One of my biggest goals is to become more vocal and
confident in sharing my ideas. | have always been the quiet kid in
class, usually choosing to listen instead of speaking up. This
summer helped me realize that my experiences and perspectives
have value, and sharing what | have learned could give someone

else a new way of looking at something.

Whether it is talking about my research, contributing more
during class discussions, or sharing ideas during group projects, |
want to challenge myself to use my voice more often. | have
spent a lot of time learning from others, but | realize that | also

have something to contribute.

| am committed to staying connected with the people who have
made these last two summers so impactful my mentors,
graduate students, faculty, and fellow REUs and RETs. These
relationships have shaped me not only as a researcher but also

as a future educator.

The next few years at Wartburg will be another opportunity to
grow. | want to carry out the habits this program has helped me
develop by asking questions, embracing challenges, staying
curious, and taking ownership of my learning. More importantly,
I want my future students to understand that their ideas matter

and that they have the ability to influence their own learning.
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