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REFLECT 
This summer taught me far more than I expected, both 
professionally and personally. One of the biggest lessons I 
learned was how to advocate for myself. When I was unsure of 
what to do, I learned that asking questions was not a weakness; 
it was an essential part of learning. I also learned how to adapt 
to a completely new environment and research study that was 
outside of my comfort zone. Although there were many 
moments when I did not fully understand the research, I 
learned to be patient with myself, trust the learning process, 
and continue asking questions.  

My research experience strengthened my professional voice by 
reminding me that challenges are growth opportunities. As a 
future mathematics teacher, I want my students to know that it 
is okay not to have all the answers immediately. Learning is 
rarely straightforward, and there is often more than one way to 
solve a problem. This experience reinforced the importance of 
perseverance, curiosity, and maintaining a growth mindset. 

Working alongside the other RET and REU participants also had 
a significant impact on me. Listening to their experiences in 
research and education helped me see different perspectives 
and reminded me that educators are lifelong learners. During 
our Friday professional development sessions, we participated 
in coffee talks to discuss research articles in small groups, 
completed hands-on STEM activities, watched local high school 
students present their projects, and collaborated to unpack 
science standards. These experiences encouraged me to reflect 
on my own teaching practices and think about how I can create 
more engaging learning opportunities for my future students. 

One of my favorite parts of the summer was gaining real-world 
experience in the laboratory and in the field. I learned that 
meaningful learning often happens outside of the classroom 
and that authentic experiences create deeper understanding. 
Most importantly, I realized that students genuinely want to be 
engaged in meaningful learning experiences. Students and 
teachers are more alike than they are different; we all want to 
feel heard, valued, and successful. I also gained a better 
understanding of the difference between participation and 
collaboration. Rather than asking students to participate simply 
for the sake of participation, I want to create thoughtful 
opportunities for collaboration where every student has a 
meaningful voice. 

FIGURE SOMETHING OUT 
This summer challenged me to learn skills and concepts that 
were completely new to me. In the lab and out in the field, I 
ground soil samples, collected corn and soybean plant samples, 
measured root systems and plant heights, recorded stand 
counts and vigor ratings, and helped collect data from farms 
across Iowa. Some days began before sunrise and were spent 
working in extreme heat, but those long days taught me the 
value of perseverance, teamwork, and attention to detail. 

I also had the opportunity to travel to farms throughout the 
state, attend our weekly Monday lab meetings, and watch my 
mentor present his research to local farmers. Seeing the 
connection between scientific research and real-world 
agricultural practices helped me understand how important it is 
to communicate research in ways that are meaningful and 
accessible. 
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FIGURE SOMETHING OUT (CONTINUED) 
There were many times when I felt uncertain because I did not 
fully understand the research process. Being in the role of the 
learner reminded me how difficult it can feel when you are 
expected to complete unfamiliar tasks. Instead of becoming 
discouraged, I learned to ask questions, seek guidance, and trust 
the people around me. Those experiences reminded me how 
important it is to create classrooms where students feel 
comfortable asking for help and learning through mistakes. 

Our Friday activities also challenged me to think differently. 
Whether we were analyzing maps to understand watersheds 
and river runoff, building battery-powered cars with partners, or 
participating in the Human Chess activity, every experience 
required communication, collaboration, and problem-solving. 
These activities showed me how powerful hands-on learning can 
be and inspired me to create similar opportunities for my own 
students. 

Beyond the research itself, I enjoyed getting to know the other 
participants. Spending hours traveling together to research sites 
allowed us to build friendships and learn from one another. 
Watching everyone adapt to new challenges while remaining 
passionate about their work reminded me that growth often 
happens outside of our comfort zones.

MAKE CONNECTIONS 
Throughout the summer, I continually thought about how these 
experiences could improve my future classroom. I want to 
create a learning environment where students feel safe sharing 
ideas, asking questions, and taking academic risks. The Human 
Chess activity especially stood out to me because it 
demonstrated how communication, teamwork, and critical 
thinking can happen in creative ways. It reminded me that 
engaging lessons often leave the strongest impressions. 

As a teacher, I want to ask purposeful questions that encourage 
students to explain not only how they solved a problem but also 
why their thinking makes sense. I also plan to incorporate 
regular classroom check-ins to better understand how students 
are feeling and to identify when they need additional support. 

One of the biggest lessons I learned this summer is the 
importance of student voice and agency. I want my students to 
advocate for themselves, ask questions when they are confused, 
and take ownership of their learning. I also want them to 
understand that there are many successful paths after high 
school. Whether they choose college, a trade, military service, or 

another career, I want them to feel confident making decisions 
that align with their goals and interests. My classroom will be a 
place where students know they are supported, respected, and 
capable of achieving great things.

PREPARE FOR WHAT’S NEXT 
Moving forward, I want to continue designing lessons that are 
engaging, collaborative, and meaningful. I hope to maintain the 
relationships I built throughout the RET/REU program by staying 
connected with my mentors, lab members, and fellow 
participants. Their encouragement and feedback will continue 
helping me grow as an educator. 

I also want to continue strengthening my instructional 
strategies, collaboration skills, and use of technology so every 
student feels heard and valued. As I continue my education and 
begin my teaching career, I will carry these lessons with me and 
intentionally incorporate student voice and agency into my 
classroom. 

The greatest commitment I am making because of this 
experience is to create a classroom where every student 
believes their voice matters. I want my students to know they 
are capable of succeeding, that asking questions is a strength, 
and that learning is a journey we experience together. This 
summer reminded me that growth happens when we embrace 
challenges, remain curious, and support one another. Those are 
the values I hope to bring into my classroom every day. 
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