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When I was approached by my principal, Kathleen Anderson, and Library Media Specialist, Robin Trapani, about the possibly of a “Little Read” here at Frewsburg, I couldn’t help but throw myself into what I now consider the most successful unit of my teaching career thus far.  Not only was I excited by the opportunity of a collaborative unit, but I was elated to help our 7th and 8th grade students discover a very important part of their hometown’s history.  I knew that Robert H. Jackson, Frewsburg’s native son, would be an amazing outlet to show our Frewsburg Bear pride.


I was quickly astounded by the creative ideas and personal involvement of my fellow faculty members, but the community also stepped up to the plate, making it possible not only for every 7th and 8th grade student and teacher to own a copy of Robert H. Jackson by Gail Jarrow, but to also bring the author to visit our school.  This overwhelming support made it evident to me what an outstanding community we live in, a community where education is celebrated.  This is a teacher’s dream.

The process began with several meetings with the 7th and 8th grade English teachers, the special education teachers, and the library media specialist.  Excited by a unique opportunity to work with so many different experts, we were all carried away with ideas.  After multiple brainstorming sessions, we were able to devise a plan to develop a curriculum.  First, we would needed the usual vocabulary list and chapter worksheets to keep students organized and on task.  It was nice to share these usual duties with others, cutting the workload but creating new ideas for the typical lesson.  As we read the book in class, I was grateful that Gail Jarrow had once taught middle school herself, because the students immediately made connections, reading each chapter to see what else they could learn about this man who came from Frewsburg, just like them.  The participation in reading and the quality of responses on their homework, showed me that students wanted to know the man who “the little school” in Frewsburg was named after.

We then focused on creating learning stations, an approach to learning that has always been a success in the past for both the English department and in the library.  After an onrush of ideas, we created five complete stations.  One station would allow the students to use their skill in poetry to create unique poems about different aspects of Jackson’s life.  A second station included a website about the Nuremberg Trail where students could explore information about the trials, transcripts, pictures and even diagrams of the courtroom.  A word wall was another station, allowing students to use their vocabulary skills to describe Jackson.  Collages were also created based on famous quotes by Jackson.  Students interpreted the quote and expressed their interpretations through magazine cut outs and phrases.  Last, but by far my favorite, was a station where students had the opportunity to look at newspaper clippings from several different times.  One of my favorite memories from this project occurred at this station.  A student looked up at me completely awestruck and stated, “I can’t believe all those famous people walked our streets of Frewsburg!” while looking at a clipping that showed Jackson’s funeral in Jamestown and Frewsburg.  This is Frewsburg Bear pride at its best!  Yet again, this is a teacher’s dream.  

Finally we had to create a culminating event for what we began to call “the Robert H. Jackson event of the century.”  After securing a visit by Gail Jarrow, we realized that we needed to do more to inspire our 170 students, so we created two other events for the day of the visit.  

As Ms. Jarrow stepped into our library, a wave of excitement hit all of us.  We couldn’t wait to show her what we had done, to impress upon her our extreme dedication to teaching her book to our students.  Her presentation was centralized around her process in writing historical nonfiction.  Students gawked and gazed at the documents, many which were once located in Frewsburg.  During the presentation, some students were even able to make family connections to the Jackson family.  One even stated, “It’s a small town.  Maybe we are all related to Robert H. Jackson in some way.”

Another event, inspired by my recent trip to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., centered around identification cards with information about a Holocaust survivor or victim.  This event went better than I had ever expected.  Students connected with the people whose lives were briefly summarized in the id cards, but they were also able to make connections amongst themselves.  It was as if we had gone back in time.  Students were asking others, “Is your name so-and-so?  I am trying to find my daughter.”  “Does anyone have a person named Josef, he is my father?”  Through these connections, students were finally able to realize the importance of tolerance and the truly monumental task that was Jackson’s job as prosecutor during the Nuremberg Trial.
A third event gave students an opportunity to see the destruction of the Holocaust and to witness the extreme eloquence of Robert H. Jackson at the Nuremberg Trials.  After students attended this event, I was surprised and proud of their reactions and thoughts during the concluding discussion with the 7th grade History teacher.  Their faces showed the appropriate shock and horror of the Holocaust, but their questions and statements showed a maturity that I don’t always see in 7th and 8th graders.  They truly wanted to follow in Jackson’s footsteps in stopping discrimination and hate. 
Following the event, a luncheon was given for our Robert H. Jackson essay contest winners.  I could not ask for a more unique and meaningful experience for the future writers of Frewsburg.  As the nine students sat at the table, gulping down pizza, cookies and pop, I could only hope that the sugar rush would not impair their judgment and manners, but I was pleasantly surprised by their meaningful questions and discussions.  One student spoke to Ms. Jarrow about a book by E.B. White that helps aspiring writers on their way to greatness.  He couldn’t wait to get to Amazon.com to see if he could find a copy of this book that a famous writer had recommended to him.

When I reflect on the work and pay off of the Robert H. Jackson project, I can only feel success.  At the end of the day of events, I was speaking with my principal and I stated, “This was worth 100 class periods, so it was definitely worth the work.”  I truly feel that the events, especially the author presentation, will be indelible moments.  As a teacher, I hope that my students can take something away from my classroom and my teaching.  I know for sure that this will be something that they will remember.  When asked if I would do anything different, my only response was that I wish we as a faculty had more opportunities to create projects like this one.  I would also like to involve the other subject areas beyond library science, English and Social Studies. As teachers, we often get caught up in the boundaries of a classroom, whereas this gave the faculty and students to extend these boundaries, working around the school for different events and working together in the middle grades.
I can honestly say that I will look back at this project as one of the highlights of my career.  It inspired me to create other such projects that allow my students and the community to come together as one in order to show that there are reasons why we love Frewsburg.  As one student said to me, “I guess small town roots don’t mean small dreams.”
