When | was about nine years old | set up a classroom on my front porch where |
enticed my younger sister and our neighbor friend to complete homework assignments
from a hand-me-down math textbook and listen to me read stories aloud to them. |
knew then that | wanted to be a teacher. | imagined a classroom something like the
ones in which | had been educated: desks in rows facing the front of the room, teacher
as the wise purveyor of knowledge. | suppose this was what | imagined because this
was all | had ever seen.

| took a long detour on my road to becoming a teacher, getting a degree in accounting
information systems and working in business for nearly a decade. That career was
never satisfying to me, though, and | continued to long for a career in education.
Finally, driven by a passion for working with students, | returned to education.

| was delighted by the changes | found in the field of education. | visited my own
children’s classrooms where students faced each other instead of the front of the
room, had conversations with each other about the subject at hand, and learned
content and skills while making projects and solving problems. During these visits, a
shift happened in me. | realized | was still motivated by a passion for working with
students. But another passion was ignited in me by seeing students working,
conversing, and learning together.

Through this newfound understanding, and as an arts and technology educator, |
became passionate about utilizing an integrated, non-siloed approach to education
where barriers are removed between science, technology, engineering, arts, math and
the humanities ( ). | like to employ an approach to STEAM that allows students to
learn 21st-century skills of collaboration, communication, creativity, and critical
thinking by posing open-ended problems for students to solve.

In an economy where tech companies are unable to find graduates with the

they need (Jolly, 2016), helping students become creative, critical thinkers and
21st-century learners is vital. STEAM has the power to help us educate the innovators
and creative thinkers we need to help transform our economy. Creativity is closely
related to , the kind of right-brained thinking that leads to fresh ideas
and new perspectives (Connor, Karmokar, & Whittington, 2015). When coupled with
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, the partnership produces the kind of innovation we are seeking
(Maeda, 2012).

As students create art or solve open-ended problems using engineering and
technology, engage in critiques, participate in metacognition while talking about their
own work, and discover history, science, and other content through STEAM, they
develop the creative thinking and critical thinking skills they need. Working with other
educators in the school to integrate curriculum can further enhance students’ learning
as they make connections among the disciplines.

The best projects in the world are meaningless if the environment isn't conducive to
students being able to successfully work on them. That said, | feel that creating an
environment of mutual respect and consideration is critical. Of course, there are times
when | have to take the floor as the teacher but my students know they have a voice
when they're with me, and | am pleased to hear them use it.

As students work collaboratively to engineer solutions to problems, a buzz of chatter
permeates the atmosphere. | love this sound. It's the sound of excitement,
engagement, motivation, and cooperation. It's the sound of students learning content
and learning that they are capable of solving difficult problems.

At times, students struggle. Sometimes the first attempt to solve a problem is
unsuccessful. As they work to solve complex problems like rescuing a trapped animal
or coding a robot to move , they may fail. But students have the
opportunity to try again. They engage in an iterative process where they can identify
the problem, explore various solutions, develop prototypes for solving the problem,
test those prototypes, and revisit any of the earlier steps as necessary.

When students are motivated to learn and they engage in this iterative process of
trying, failing and trying again, they learn that struggle can be productive and that they
have control over their own learning. They develop a ,an
understanding that they can learn more regardless of how much they knew when they
started.
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Reflecting back to my nine-year-old self's dream to be a teacher made me consider
what it was about school that fueled that dream. Back then, the desks were in rows, but
mine are not. Back then worksheets were common, but | prefer projects. Nevertheless,
in each classroom that raised me, there was an educator who loved students, and there
was knowledge waiting to be learned. | am an educator who loves students, and | have
the privilege of helping students discover knowledge every day.

To learn more about what motivates me as an educator, please read my graduate
essays:
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