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they had been learning about in Social 
Studies) to a piece of land that was 
once under water.  He helped students 
identify their abundant discoveries – 
coral, oysters and even a whale bone! 
Normally, Dr. Stringer won’t take young 
children fossil collecting in the field, but 
he was so impressed with my students’ 
interest, enthusiasm and attentiveness. 
The smiles on their faces when they 
approached me screaming, “Ms. 
McKowen, I just found a fossil like the 
one on your fellowship” made the three-
hour bus ride worth it.

where kids wore pajamas to school and 
participated in different activity centers. 
Seventy students attended and created 
fossils using various molds. The students 
also discovered authentic fossils from 
my fellowship through an excavation 
simulation. The expression on the 
students’ faces when they discovered 
fossils of varying types was priceless. 
Who knew someone could be so happy 
to discover coprolite-fossilized dung!

The most exciting payoff, however, 
was our fossil-hunting field trip in 
February. A geology professor from 
the University of Louisiana at Monroe, 
Dr. Gary Stringer, led my class through 
the largest prairie in Louisiana (which 

Turning Dinosnores into DinoSOARS!

Last summer, I studied the geological 
findings of Mary Anning along the 
coastline of the United Kingdom, 
learning about her contributions to 
geology, as well as geological periods 
of fossil discovery in England and Paris. 
I knew that the fellowship would have 
a positive impact on my third graders, 
but I could have never imagined how 
powerful it would be.

At the beginning of the school year, 
I introduced my new fossil curriculum 
with a visual imagery activity where 
students listened to a story from my 
fellowship with their eyes closed. Fossils 
waited on their desks by the end of the 
story and students worked together to 
determine the species. After completing 
the activity, students wrote about their 
visual imagery field trip for the “London 
Daily Times.” Writing was never before 
so easy or enjoyable for them.

In November, our school hosted 
“Dinosnores Night at the Museum,” 

Jess McKowen, Zachary Elementary School – Zachary, LA

Watch for the announcement of 
our 2014 Fellows in early April.

FUNDFORTEACHERS.ORG

Molding the young minds of our 
future is my job as an educator 
and, therefore, continued learning 
is both my responsibility and 
passion. 

Dr. Stringer helps 
classify fossil finds.

Jess’ discovery in 
Lyme Regis, England.

Success on a 
fossil field trip.

Continued on page 6



The adrenaline rush of 
spring is here. For Fund for 
Teachers, that means that 
selection committees are 
meeting to make the all-
important funding decisions 
for the 2014 Fellows. The 
student impact that you 
read about in this Odyssey 
is the result of careful, 
autonomous planning and 
cultivation on the part of individual teachers. The elements of that 
transformational impact are many, each carefully conceived to 
expand the capacity of both educator and student.

On the first of October, our application becomes available and 
remains open through the end of January. Teachers at various 
points in their career trajectories and from across the country plan 
and submit proposals for the projects that they believe will best 
augment their individual teaching. This year, over 700 community, 
education and business volunteers independently reviewed and 
then collectively discussed the applications. Ultimately, funding 
decisions are made. Learning grows.

Scott Laidlaw shared the continuing growth seeded by his grant 
with the FFT board of directors at our annual meeting. He, like the 
other teachers highlighted in this edition, embody the power of 
relevance in learning and the evolution of teaching that Fund for 
Teachers supports. Please visit our website to learn more about 
his and others’ ongoing work.

Particularly at this time of year, we celebrate the promise of things 
to come and celebrate new beginnings.

Happy spring,
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Our Mission
Fund for Teachers enriches the personal and 
professional growth of teachers by recognizing 
and supporting them as they identify and 
pursue opportunities around the globe that will 
have the greatest impact on their practice, the 
academic lives of their students and on their 
school communities.

2000 Post Oak Boulevard, Suite 100
Houston, Texas 77056-4400

713-296-6127 or 800-681-2667
Fax 713-296-6134

- Scott Laidlaw 
  2003 Fellow - Albuquerque, NM

For more information visit midschoolmath.com or 
Kosjourney.com.

“Fund for Teachers is the most entrepreneurial 
and promising program for teachers out there. My 
fellowship gave me the time and space to research, 
reflect on my practice and create something new.”

Mission in Motion

Project Description

• Hiked a 116-mile trek through the Cordillera Hauyuash 
region of the Andes

• Toured archaeological ruins, museums and sacred sites in 
towns and villages within the Huascaran National Park

• Developed Spanish language proficiency for better 
interaction with predominantly Hispanic student body

Fellowship Experiences

• Created amidst the 20,000 ft. peaks of Peru a semester-
long math board game called Ko’s Journey that 
incorporated cultural and geographic aspects of the 
fellowship

• Awarded $500,000 grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation to create first-of-its-kind, story-based web 
application meeting National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics standards

• Also awarded a $1 million Small Business Innovation 
Research grant from the United States government to 
create a new, multi-player game embedding math within a 
coherent story

• Created and produced the documentary “The Biggest 
Story Problem: Why America’s Students are Failing at 
Math,” a winner at the Eugene International Film Festival 
in Oregon and recently premiered at SXSW in Austin, TX

• Hosting a national conference in March focused on middle 
school math topics and developing teacher-created math 
curriculum using story-telling

Classroom Impact

• Doubled state’s average math score after first year using 
Ko’s Journey board game

• More than 10,000 students now learning math with web-
based version of Ko’s Journey

• 200 different school districts adopted Ko’s Journey as 
their math curriculum

To keep the momentum going, 
donate at fundforteachers.org
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far exceeded papers in English class 
because they really cared about the 
topic.

This more holistic approach to 
teaching art elevated students’ work to 
a higher level that was recognized in 
two statewide competitions. Students 
submitted wood carvings to the 
Scholastic Art & Writing Awards and 14 
of 15 students won – 6 gold, 4 silvers 
and 4 honorable mentions. (The most 
entries I’ve ever had was 8, with only 1 
gold.) In the UIL art competition, 38 of 53 
entrants received awards and 9 pieces 
qualified for state, the most of any art 
teacher in the region. Based on students’ 
success, I was recognized as one of four 
Leadership Scholars by the Texas Art 
Education Association.

I don’t take any credit as a teacher; 
it’s my fellowship that helped me teach 
students in a completely new way. Living 
and learning for three weeks in New 
Zealand prepared me to also share my 
knowledge with others. I had knowledge 
beforehand, but I’m now empowered 
to teach at a depth I could never 
have reached by staying in Houston, 
researching on the Internet and relying 
on textbooks.

Carving Out Our Identities

learning that supports their culture and 
empowers an oppressed people.

Similar to their Maori counterparts, 
my students from Latin America, 
Africa, Asia and the Middle East 
combat acculturation every day. Before 
beginning a new curriculum based on 
my fellowship in September, I asked 
them about their heritage. Some said 
they didn’t have a family history, none 
of them had connections to their original 
culture and all of them struggled with 
personal identity and confidence issues. 
So we started by creating family trees 
that families filled in together. Then, 
we created four different woodworking 
projects – pendants, masks, figurines 
and vessels – pieces of art the Maori 
have used for generations to explain 
and preserve their heritage. Using Maori 
symbols for family, life, prosperity, 
friendship, strength, new life and 
eternity, my students created art 
reflecting their lives and priorities. The 
semester-long curriculum ended with 
personal essays about their work. With 
the support of their English teacher and 
our district’s writing specialist, students 
learned to brainstorm, outline and 
write college-style essays. Their work 

I’m a sculptor, as well as the art 
teacher at a Title I high school, so I’ve 
created art personally and professionally 
for years. But my fellowship working 
and living with a master wood carver in 
New Zealand taught me the importance 
of creating great art with deep meaning. 
The universal themes of personal values, 
family and way of living are commonly 
preserved in the art and culture of New 
Zealand’s indigenous Maori people. 
When I brought these themes and new 
woodworking skills back to my students, 
things changed.

Last June my metamorphosis as 
a teacher took place during the days 
and nights spent with master Maori 
woodcarver Te Kuiti Stewart. He 
suspended his own projects for the 
entire month to teach me his craft. I 
asked him, “Why are you investing so 
much time and effort in teaching me?” 
He replied, “Because knowledge isn’t 
mine to keep but to share with others.” 
In the evenings, we moved from his 
workshop into his home where he 
taught me about the Maori culture and 
I watched it lived out in his own family. 
I also observed education in Maori 
schools, documenting “core-subject” 

RJ Christensen, Elsik High School - Alief, TX

Painting, after 
carving, a mask.

Working on skills to 
share with students.

RJ with his mentor 
and finished piece.

Winning works of Maori-inspired 
art created by RJ’s students. Finishing a figurine.



community. Seventh graders studied 
evolution by reviewing our data on Lake 
Baikal’s weather patterns, habitats and 
food webs (including the diatoms we 
studied!); afterwards, they spoke with Dr. 
Lisa White from UC Berkeley’s Museum 
of Paleontology about the evolution 
of diatoms and their connection with 
climate change. Across both grades, 
our fellowship strengthened the science 
department’s focus on connecting 
classroom curriculum with current 
scientific research, introducing case 
studies of scientists in the field and 
using real data to analyze in class. And 
we expanded our identities not only as 
science teachers, but scientists in the 
classroom.

conducted research to paint a picture 
of climate change over the last 1,000 
years by investigating levels of pollution 
and taking water and sediment samples 
(no easy task as Lake Baikal is also the 
world’s deepest lake). We learned new 
vocabulary, practiced new laboratory 
techniques, developed collaborative 
relationships with “real” scientists and 
pushed our own understanding of the 
topics we teach every day.

As a result of our fellowship, 
students with low levels of English 
language proficiency benefit from our 
photographs, artifacts and videos that 
make science come alive for them. Sixth 
graders will replicate water sampling 
techniques we learned on the boat with 
local water sources to then investigate 
climate and geological changes in our 

Most people associate Siberia with 
exile, but last June it represented the 
opportunity to experience the work of 
scientists and help us develop young 
scientists in our classrooms. For two 
weeks, we conducted research with 
Dr. Anson Mackay and his team on the 
world’s oldest lake– Lake Baikal. Our goal 
was to investigate the impact of climate 
change on animals, weather patterns and 
human populations to expand students’ 
knowledge and inspire them as future 
scientists and agents of change on a 
global scale.

The biodiversity in Lake Baikal, aka 
“Galapagos of Russia,” makes it a life 
scientist’s dream, while its location in an 
ever-widening rift valley makes it an ideal 
case study for geologists. Alongside 
a team of international scientists, we 

Doing Science in Siberia
Alison Ball and Julie Lehman, Urban Promise Academy - Oakland, CA

We developed collaborative relationships with 
‘real’ scientists and pushed our own understanding 
of the topics we teach every day.”
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The Siberian classroom.

Alison and Julie, aka “Team 
Climate Change.”

Student work related to 
Lake Baikal research.

Preparing controlled 
experiment bags.

Alison with 1,000-year-old 
mud from a sediment sample.

Students study diatoms 
with help from Dr. White.



Melinda beside an 
original Simmons 
gate in Charleston.

Art, American Folk Art and Influences 
of Diverse Cultures on American Art. I 
also teach mathematical concepts using 
Gullah-inspired lessons: Students create 
concentric circular geometric designs 
based on patterns from sweetgrass 
Baskets; they also design wrought iron 
gates, inspired by Master Blacksmith and 
Gullah artisan Philip Simmons, using 
symmetry and a systematic grid to create 
their final designs in watercolor.

In addition, my art class now includes 
a Gullah Art & Culture Learning Center 
with artifacts, resources and reading 
materials acquired on my fellowship. 
Students regularly enjoy viewing, 
analyzing, and sketching traditional 
handcrafted items made by the Gullah. 
This center provides learning and growth 
for all students, including ESL and 
Special Education classes.

My students’ artistic skills and 
cultural awareness are expanding. 
They’re also developing critical 
thinking skills as they analyze and form 
judgments about Gullah artists’ work.  As 
a result of my fellowship, students are 
gaining knowledge of and appreciation 
for a unique culture that is virtually 
unknown to most Americans.

creative expression in my art studies.
As a 26-year veteran teacher with 

a recent masters in American Studies, 
my self-guided odyssey provided 
deeper understanding of the Gullah and 
answered essential questions about 
their generational methods, materials 
and inspiration. It also catapulted my 
passion for documentation of American 
master artisans and fueled my plans to 
again journey to new regions and bring 
my learning back to the classroom. 
Lastly, I fulfilled a professional goal – to 
create a new interdisciplinary American 
Art unit with a section dedicated to the 
Gullahs. As a result of my fellowship, 
a new state approved, year-long visual 
arts course entitled American Images 
was added to our curriculum, including 
a “Gullah Art & Culture” unit. In this 
unit, students create traditional Gullah 
arts and crafts in context with American 
history and complementing themes of 
American Regional Art, African-American 

For eleven days last summer, I 
explored the Lowcountry region of 
South Carolina and Georgia to research 
the Gullah – people of West African 
ancestry and descendants of American 
slaves. I focused on their unique history, 
culture, natural environment and most 
importantly, traditional arts and crafts. 
The Gullah have carried on artistic 
traditions of handcrafted items, such 
as sweetgrass basket making, quilting, 
ceramics, ironwork, narrative painting 
and net making, for more than 300 years.

Driving throughout the area 
designated by Congress as the Gullah/
Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor, 
I learned about these amazing and 
resilient people in marketplaces, research 
centers, museums, galleries and studios. 
I took a four-hour basket making class 
from a 73-year-old artisan on the 
Hopsewee Plantation, toured the nucleus 
of Gullah history and culture on St. 
Helena Island and met wonderful people 
in Beaufort, Hilton Head, Daufuskie Isand 
and Savannah, GA.  Along the way, I 
collected artifacts for my classroom, 
sketched the landscape, interviewed 
artists, took a 1000+ photographs and 
kept a daily journal to inspire similar 

... students are 
gaining knowledge of 
and appreciation for a 
unique culture...

Learning to make a 
sweetgrass basket.

Students’ depiction of 
Simmons’ iron work.

Showing radial design projects sitting at 
the classroom’s Gullah Learning Center.

Discovering the Gullah through FFT
Melinda Weathersby, Burrows Middle School – Los Angeles, CA



Mapping Out a Middle 
School Curriculum
Michael Iacovone, McKinley Technology High School – Washington, DC

Michael’s acculturation on Easter 
Island with iconic Moai statues.
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I spent my fellowship on the most distantly remote island on the planet, 
Easter Island.  Just to get there is an adventure in itself, flying down to 
Santiago, Chile, and then a 5 hour flight west over the Pacific Ocean. The 
tourist books all say that you can see the entire island in two days, but I was 
excited to be there for 26. The island was made by three adjacent extinct 
volcanoes, and there is about 68 square miles of wide open land. There are 
very few trees, and most of the island is covered in tall grass and volcanic 
rocks. This was the perfect setting for planning out a mapping project and 
gathering data to bring back to school. I used video cameras, still cameras, 
an altimeter and a GPS to gather data and trace my route exploring the 
island.

My Geospatial Relations class is essentially a class to teach students 
how to apply data to maps, to visualize the information and see what we can 
figure out. I spent 26 days shooting photos and video, but also geo-tagging 
data including altitude, barometric pressure and temperature. By gathering 
all this information for this micro climate, we can infer information about 
various things – like where new trees should be planted to deter soil erosion 
or what would be the most efficient location for cell phone towers.

There are only 4,000 people living on the island and most are in the 
only town on one end of the island, so the island is almost a blank slate 
for students to try their hand at planning a community. With all the data I 
gathered, they can consider where are the most likely sources for water and 
where to build a reservoir. They can research what kinds of crops would do 
well in that climate and where they should be grown. My fellowship helps 
make learning real for students and generates excitement about their own 
ideas and exploration.

FFT Fellows Named National 
Geographic Fellows

Turning Dinosnores into 
DinoSOARS!

Through a partnership with National 
Geographic Education, five Fund for Teachers 
Fellows were recently named Grosvenor 
Fellows, entitling them to all-expense paid 
expeditions in Arctic Svalbard, Iceland, 
Greenland, the Canadian Maritimes and 
Antarctica. For two weeks this summer aboard 
the National Geographic Explorer, these preK-
12 teachers will actively engage in finding new 
ways to bring geographic awareness to their 
classrooms through field-based experiences.

Fund for Teachers Fellows awarded this 
opportunity include:

• Alison Ball - Oakland, 2013
• Tammy Lee Koonce - Houston, 2009
• Demetria Scott - Louisiana, 2012
• Thomas Szymanski - Chicago, 2012
• Nichole Von Haden - Wisconsin, 2011

TM

Molding the young minds of our future 
is my job as an educator and, therefore, 
continued learning is both my responsibility 
and passion. Mary Anning was just twelve 
years old when she discovered the first 
known ichthyosaur skeleton. Her discovery 
and my fellowship inspired my students to 
love geology and believe that they also can 
make a difference in their world.

Jess at the Anning 
exhibit in London’s 
Natural History 
Museum.

(Continued)

This was the perfect setting for planning 
out a mapping project and gathering data 
to bring back to school.”



Fund for Teachers
2000 Post Oak Boulevard, Suite 100
Houston, Texas 77056-4400

Visit FUNDFORTEACHERS.ORG for more information.

More than 700 volunteers across the country, 
including these Houstonians, are participating in the 
selection process of our 2014 Fellows. Thank you to 
all of those invested in recognizing and rewarding 
exceptional teachers with Fund for Teachers grants. 
Check our website for grant recipients and their 
fellowship descriptions in early April.


