
Growth Mindset 
in Action
“Mr. Bycraft, our robot goes backward!” my 

students informed me after their latest test. 
“Is it supposed to go that way?” I asked, 

smiling. “No!” they said in unison, smiling back. “Well, 
I guess you’d better go fix it then.” And off they went to 
work on yet another version of their robot.

During the last five years, I have worked hard to teach 
my students that failure is a gift. Setbacks, changes, 
and struggles are essential parts of learning. Things 
can always be improved. This isn’t a new idea, but we 
still struggle with the idea that failure is a necessary 
component of success. Embracing failure can seem coun-
terintuitive to students. If we have always taught our kids 
that every test must be an A+, then how do we support 
them when it isn’t?

Some research on this concept of valuing effort, growth, 
and continuous learning has been done. Carol Dweck 
and others have written about a “Growth Mindset vs. a 
Fixed Mindset” in learning and school. Students with 
a fixed mindset may feel that they’re either good at a 
subject or bad at it with no room for growth. They may 
feel anxious about failure because they see it as a nega-
tive statement on their basic knowledge in a subject or 
class. Students who have been at schools that encourage 

experimentation and the process of learning (or growth 
mindset) are not as discouraged by failure, as they see 
their work can always be improved, and learning comes 
from failure. This can help build confidence in students.

However, how do we teach resilience to our students? 
What makes a classroom a safe space in which to fail? 
I have identified three areas as crucial in teaching 
resilience: the mindset of all mentality, student-driven 
learning, and time.

Having a ‘Mindset of All’ Mentality

It’s crucial that teachers, students, and administrators 
all have the mindset that it’s okay to step outside the box 
and do more experimentation in the classroom. It’s the 
belief that the process of creating is what teachers should 
be assessing rather than the final product.

Students tend to get fixated on goals and “acing” the test 
rather than the process of learning through hands-on 
lessons. That’s why when I start a project with students, 
I level set and talk about the goals of the project with 
them. This helps to establish how they’re going to be 
assessed and expectations of what they’ll be learning. 
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This guides them toward the understanding that it’s not 
about what they produce at the end but the lessons they 
learn along the way.

Most importantly, I teach the mindset of meaningful 
failure and the importance of learning from your 
mistakes. With my students, I build in a lot of reflection 
time into learning to help them really think through 
what the failure was, why it was or was not acceptable, 
and the areas they need to build from and learn. 
Hands-on learning provides the space to do this—try, 
adjust, and try again.

Prioritizing a Student-Driven Classroom

Many times, if I go into a classroom and tell students 
what to do, they won’t get excited or motivated to do 
the project. It’s much more impactful if I give some 
guidelines and constraints but really let the students 
decide where to take it.

One of my main areas of focus is middle school robotics; 
I love these classes with all my heart. They are loud, 
chaotic, and full of failure and growth. Much like how 
my students learn through trial and error, I had to tweak 
my approach to teaching robotics over time to find the 
most effective and engaging method.

When I first started teaching the subject, I tried to follow 
a more traditional instructional method. It didn’t work 
well. Students were all doing the same thing and it wasn’t 
very exciting. In my mind, I was angry with myself, 
“How have you made robotics boring? Why isn’t this 
better?” I realized I was leading the class and needed 
the students to lead their own growth to build their 
confidence through more active, hands-on learning.

“ I realized I was leading the class 
and needed the students to lead 
their own growth to build their 
confidence through more active, 
hands-on learning.”
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I changed my lessons completely. I created a tiered 
system of “challenges” for all students to meet in any 
way they liked. If we were learning about gears, students 
had to create a robot that would travel 10m as fast as 
possible. If I wanted to teach programming directions 
and precision, students had to make their solution solve 
a maze with four possible outcomes.

Finding the Time and Space to Teach Resilience

It’s a universal understanding—all teachers wish we 
had more time in the day to help our students learn and 
grow. That said, I’ve found it is so important for educa-
tors to carve out a dedicated time in their classroom to 
really go into interactive cycles of projects often to allow 
students ample time to start a project, experience failure, 
and then have the time to improve and learn from their 
failures.

Getting administrators to buy into this mindset can 
be tricky; it’s difficult to assess the design process that 
students go through. I’ve found the best way for me to 
assess a student’s learning in this type of environment—
and to help parents and administrators understand 
the process—is to have students create and maintain 
a website. My students create their own Google sites 
to chart projects they do, write down their weekly 
reflections, track their progress, and even include videos 
and pictures to demonstrate their learning.

This paints a complete picture of the process students go 
through in my classes. It is a work in progress, but it’s 
much better than a paper test about design or robotics. 
Giving students control over how they document their 
design process and work is empowering. They highlight 
work and growth in areas I might never see. More 
importantly, their websites are public, so I can share 
them with parents, teachers, and administrators to 
demonstrate their journey as learners. It’s powerful for 
my students to see video and pictures of something they 
made last semester, or last year, and read about their 
thoughts at the time. It lets them really see how far they 
have come. ■

Originally published in Ed Surge on November 26, 2019 as How to Create a 
Classroom that’s a Safe Space for Failure https://bit.ly/2uZDr8g

Michael Bycraft is head of design and innovation 
for grades 6-12 at Korea International School 
outside of Seoul, Korea. 

“ It’s a universal understanding—
all teachers wish we had more 
time in the day to help our 
students learn and grow.”
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Stay in the AAE Loop!
Connect with us and—most importantly—with each 
other on your favorite social media site. Why? 
•  To receive up-to-the-minute news on education policy & reform
•  To be the first to know about new AAE offers & announcements
•  To be a part of a nationwide teacher support network

When AAE members like you join the conversation,  
everybody wins.

facebook twitter linkedin instagram youtube

twitter facebook 
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For the tenth year in a row, AAE members and staff donned yellow scarves and celebrated National School Choice 
Week with educators, administrators, students, and parents across cities and small towns. We acknowledge the 
service of the many dedicated educators serving in all schools throughout the country. This year marked an 

expanded level of impact by AAE, with our highest number of hosted events. These all-school festivities were complete 
with photo booths, mascots and cheerleaders, face painting, balloons, original School Choice artwork and poetry, 
local dignitaries, state legislators, and news media. Each school took pride in its unique expression and enthusiasm 
for learning through assemblies, pep rallies, block parties, academic award presentations, talent performances, and a 
very special high school acceptance ceremony. Here is just a sampling of the many moments captured during National 
School Choice Week 2020. ■

National School Choice Week 2020
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#LoveTeaching Week 
When it comes to honoring educators and the reasons why they love to 

teach, there’s no better week in the year than #LoveTeaching Week. 
From February 14th to the 21st, members shared hundreds of stories 

of inspiration, dedication, and why they continue to be passionate about one 
of the most rewarding professions in the world. We are proud to sponsor 
#LoveTeaching Week. Read more stories at aaeteachers.org/blog and  
weloveteaching.org. ■
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Jason B. Allen has 
worked in education for more than fifteen 
years. Jason holds a Bachelor of Arts in 
English degree from University of West 
Georgia. He has completed the Family 
Engagement in Education Program 
through Harvard University. He began his 
career as an ELA teacher and then served 
in school administration. He saw the 
disproportionate numbers of Black boys 
in special education being suspended 
or expelled and decided to return to the 
classroom as a special education teacher 
to make a bigger impact. 

Throughout his career, he has mentored 
Black boys through his national mentoring 
program, BMWI (Black Men with Initiative), 
started at the University of West Georgia. 
As an education advocate and blogger, 
Jason seeks to improve the educating 
of Black boys and to build Black male 
engagement in schools through the 
#iAmABlackMaleEducator blog. As a 
special education teacher at 7 Pillars 
Career Academy in Forest Park, Georgia, 
he works to improve the educational 
experience of the high number of Black 
boys in special education programs. 

Grant Brewer received 
his Bachelor of Science in Business 
Administration degree from East Central 
University and a Master of Education 
in Higher Education degree from the 
University of Arkansas. He currently serves 
as the Unmanned Aerial Systems (UAS) 
(aka drones) Instructor for Southside High 
School in Fort Smith, Arkansas. During the 
2019-2020 school year, Fort Smith Public 
Schools partnered with the University 
of Arkansas-Fort Smith to offer the UAS 
classes as concurrent courses, allowing 
Grant to become an adjunct professor for 
UAS. Prior to his position with Southside 
High School, Grant taught at Alma Middle 
School, in Alma, Arkansas, for three years. 
During his time at Alma, Grant taught 
seventh- and eighth-grade mathematics, 
seventh-grade key code, sixth-grade PE, 
and helped coach football and baseball.

Grant’s passion for educational advocacy 
shines through in his work on the Fort 
Smith Public Schools’ inaugural Personnel 
Policy Committee. 

Meet the 2020-2021  
Advocacy FellowsBy
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Grant Brewer   
C ARKANSAS

Jason B. Allen  
J GEORGIADuring the last two years, the AAE 

Foundation (AAEF) has been 
developing programming focused 

on educator advocacy. Our goals are to 
encourage and empower our nation’s 
educators to influence policy through 
advocacy and engagement. This is an 
effective way to advance our profession and 
transform the lives of more students for the 
better. We believe now is the perfect time to 
lean in and live out the call to leverage our 
educator voices. We believe that educators 
are the true experts.

We are pleased to introduce our second 
cohort of AAEF Advocacy Fellows. These 
accomplished educators, administrators, 
professors, authors, and community leaders 
from across the country are dedicating time 
throughout the 2020-2021 school year to 
advocate for policies and issues that directly 
impact their students, communities, class-
rooms, and themselves. These fellows will 
receive monthly one-on-one coaching calls, 
participate in training with their cohort, 
and conduct various advocacy projects and 
actions including writing op-eds, meeting 
with legislators, testifying before commit-
tees, developing policy briefs, and much 
more. Additionally, fellows will foster and 
build the skills and knowledge to effectively 
advocate for and organize others. They will 
increase their familiarity with policy and 
bill tracking, and grow their network and 
sphere of influence.

Like you, these fellows share a commitment 
to AAE’s mission and vision. They are 
harnessing that commitment to advocate 
for policies that allow for more equitable 
outcomes and opportunities for educators 
and students. In the first week of activity, 
fellows have already begun writing op-eds, 
submitted content for our social media 
outlets, and have attended state charter 
school association meetings. We cannot 
wait to see what else this year has in store! 
Congratulations and welcome!

“ I see teaching as an opportunity not only to 
teach but also to lead, develop, impact,  
and empower.”

OP-ED BY JASON ALLEN,  
Education Post, Feb. 26, 2020

https://bit.ly/3cykYAp
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Tabitha Brown currently 
teaches kindergarten at Global Village 
Academy in Northglenn, Colorado. Global 
Village Academy is a public charter 
school with a focus on dual language 
immersion learning. As a strong believer 
in dual language education, Mrs. Brown 
works with the team of English, Spanish, 
Chinese, and Russian educators to identify 
effective practices in supporting young 
learners. With an emphasis on creating 
independent and confident learners, 
Mrs. Brown focuses on how to best guide 
students toward their potential. 

Mrs. Brown was born in Anchorage, 
Alaska, and has lived in California and 
Germany before calling Colorado her 
home. She holds a Master of Science in 
Education in Instruction and Curriculum 
Design degree from Jones International 
University and a Bachelor of Arts in Liberal 
Studies degree with an emphasis in 
Elementary Education and Spanish, and 
a minor in Computer Information Systems 
from Humboldt State University.

Teresa Brown currently 
serves as dean of student support and a 
teacher coach at Academy for Advanced 
and Creative Learning (AcademyACL), 
a charter school designed to meet the 
needs of gifted learners in Colorado 
Springs, Colorado. She supports teachers 
in learning and implementing gifted 
best practices and the process toward 
formal gifted identification. She is 
also developing AcademyACL’s Center 
for Gifted Resources that will focus 
on advocating for the academic and 
social-emotional needs of gifted learners 
through parent and educator workshops, 
book studies, conference presentations, 
pre-service teacher trainings, observation 
opportunities, and small group or one-
on-one coaching for educators to better 
serve the gifted learners in the Pikes Peak 
region and beyond. 

Teresa attended University of Colorado at 
Colorado Springs and Colorado Christian 
University, earning a Bachelor of Arts in 
Liberal Arts degree with an emphasis in 
Elementary Education and a Master of Arts 
in Curriculum and Instruction degree, as 
well as endorsements in English Language 
Arts and Gifted Education. 

Ryan Bytheway currently 
teaches sixth-grade geography and world 
history at Sugar Land Middle School in 
Sugar Land, Texas, where he also coaches 
eighth-grade girls basketball. He is in his 
seventh year of teaching. His teaching 
journey began in Utah at Noah Webster 
Academy Charter School where he joined 
AAE. He then moved to Houston, Texas, near 
Sugar Land Middle School. Ryan believes 
that when parents, teachers, and students 
put education first, everyone wins! He is a 
graduate of Brigham Young University.

Alicen Fair graduated 
from the University of Northern Colorado 
in 2014 receiving her Bachelor of Arts 
in Elementary Education degree with 
Visual Art emphasis. While at UNC, she 
was an officer and member of Kappa 
Delta Pi International Honor Society in 
Education. She is currently in her fifth 
year of teaching at Littleton Academy — a 
charter school in Littleton, Colorado. 
Alicen is a firm believer in schools of 
choice and giving families the opportunity 
to select education for their children. At 
school, Alicen advocates for students by 
placing a priority on relationships. Alicen 
recalls, “My wonderful fifth-grade teacher 
Miss Berger inspired me to be a teacher 
because she modeled this kindness to 
each of us every day.”

Christian Harden is 
principal of RISE Preparatory Charter 
School. In this capacity, Christian is 
responsible for hiring staff and developing 
a growth mindset among staff and 
scholars. As a proud graduate of Georgia 
State University, Christian studied 
educational technology. He received his 
Educational Specialist in Educational 
Leadership degree at Kennesaw State 
University. 

Christian was a classroom teacher for 
twelve years in addition to serving as 
grade-level chairperson, teacher support 
specialist, and social studies chairperson. 
After twelve years as a classroom 
teacher, Christian served as a data 
support specialist. This work led Christian 
to become a trained Critical Friends 
facilitator. Christian used these activities 
and protocols to support educators to 
arrive at desired outcomes, efficiently and 
productively. 

“ Seeing the evidence 
of successful 
learning and 
witnessing students 
achieve an industry-
level certification 
are the best parts  
of my job.”

OP-ED BY GRANT BREWER,  
Times Record, Feb. 14, 2020

https://bit.ly/3awPUzn
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Jamila Jendayi-Scott 
was born and raised in Paterson, New 
Jersey. She graduated from Ramapo 
College of New Jersey with a Bachelor 
of Arts in International Business degree 
and a Master of Science in Educational 
Technology degree. The majority of 
Jamila’s career has been in the city 
of Paterson in both the nonprofit and 
education sectors. She works to help 
individuals value themselves and their 
self-worth. Her favorite saying is, “There is 
nothing that you can’t recover from.” With 
this thought in mind, you know that there 
is no problem for which you cannot find a 
feasible solution.

As assistant director of operations at 
Paterson Arts and Science Charter School 
in Paterson, New Jersey, Jamila leads a 
team of more than twenty teachers and 
staff members, and provides meaningful 
enrichment programming to hundreds 
of high school students. She manages 
staff direction, student recruitment 
and retention, vendor recruitment and 
management, and event and program 
planning. 

Meran Khon is a 
twenty-year public school educator. She 
has spent the majority of her career in the 
same rural southeastern Michigan district 
serving in a variety of capacities. She 
received her Bachelor of Arts in English 
and Elementary Education degree from 
Spring Arbor University and holds a Master 
of Arts in Middle Level Education degree 
from Walden University. Her experience 
includes seventh-grade ELA, third grade, 
a third-fifth grade Gifted/Talented STEM 
program, and currently directs the 
elementary media center as the librarian/
technology/maker space/STEAM teacher 
for kindergarten through fifth grade. 

Meran believes firmly in the role schools 
play in the local community, and is 
passionate about building relationships 
between students and their educators, 
especially within her Title 1 building. 

Brian Eugene Payne 
is the health and physical education 
instructor for Dekalb PATH Academy 
Charter School. Brian also serves as the 
elective team leader. Brian believes that 
physical education has been relegated 
to a “rollout of the basketballs recess.” 
He has written new curriculum and 
transformed the reputation of physical 
education at PATH Academy and 
throughout the Dekalb County district. 

Brian received his Bachelor of Science 
in Physical Education and Health degree 
from High Point University and a Master 
of Divinity degree from Howard University. 
Prior to his career as an educator, Brian 
served as a Peace Corps volunteer. 

Lou McCall has been 
an educator for six years and has served 
in a variety of capacities as he continues 
to grow as an educator. After earning 
a Bachelor of Arts in Communication 
degree from Monmouth University, he 
spent several years in the private sector 
before finding his passion in the classroom 
setting. He became a certified teacher 
and later pursued his Master of Education 
in Educational Leadership degree from 
American College of Education. 

Known as an enthusiastic educator with 
an aptitude for connecting learning to the 
real world, he taught at the elementary 
level prior to his current position teaching 
sixth- and seventh-grade mathematics at 
a charter school in southern New Jersey. 
In addition to his teaching responsibilities, 
Lou has served as after-school program 
director, developed a soccer program, 
served on numerous school committees, 
and assists in overseeing the school’s 
summer camp. His commitment to 
advocacy began with the implementation 
of a flexible seating initiative for a special 
learning needs classroom.  

“ Teaching is by far 
one of the noblest 
professions. This 
is my inspiration 
to keep fighting for 
and advocating for 
an education that is 
transformative.”

BLOG BY BRIAN PAYNE, 
weloveteaching.org, Feb. 15, 2020

https://bit.ly/2PTgSJI

Jamila Jendayi-Scott   
e NEW JERSEY

Meran Khon  
V MICHIGAN

Brian Payne   
J GEORGIA

“ It is time that we turn 
the tide on stagnant 
education and 
focus on meeting 
the needs of our 
students by any 
means necessary.”

OP-ED BY TIFFANY SVENNES,  
AAE Blog, Mar. 2, 2020

https://bit.ly/2VeZdOf

Lou McCall  
e NEW JERSEY
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Ashley Simpson is an 
education professor and chair of the 
Education and World Languages program 
at the Community College of Aurora, 
Colorado. She works fluidly within the 
worlds of academic teacher preparation 
and career and technical education, with 
the goal of guiding students to become 
the best early childhood and elementary 
education advocates and providers 
they can be. She sums up her advocacy 
philosophy by saying, “I help my students 
understand that to be the best advocate 
for children and their families you must 
first understand children and their families. 
You must understand the connection 
between school and home (community) 
and how they interrelate. Once you 
understand this connection, then you can 
advocate effectively.”

Ashley holds a Doctor in Education 
in Early Childhood Education degree, 
Master of Science in Education in 
Literacy Education degree, and Bachelor 
of Science in Elementary Education 
degree from Jackson State University. In 
addition, she also holds an Education 
Specialist in Administrator Leadership in 
Higher Learning and Teaching degree, 
and a Master of Science in Psychology 
degree with a specialty in Industrial 
Organizational Psychology.

Melissa Smith is the 
co-founder of a financial wellness start-up. 
Melissa has a strong sense of social 
responsibility and is committed to finding 
new ways to garner equitable distribution 
of quality education for all people at all 
stages of life. She currently leads efforts 
for recruitment and family engagement 
strategy for a network of four charter 
schools serving approximately 2,000 
students from pre-K through twelfth grade. 
Melissa has experience collaborating and 
engaging with stakeholders at all levels, 
from parents seeking sound academic 
options for their children to members 
of senior leadership on marketing, 
advertising, and branding projects. 
Melissa’s goal is to increase her level of 
civic engagement and social responsibility 
by learning public policy, developing 
strategic relationships, and working with 
colleagues to combat unfair policies 
and practices while offering clear and 
attainable solutions. 

Joli Sotallaro has been a 
public school educator for five years. She 
received her Bachelor of Arts in History 
degree from the University of Arkansas and a 
Master of Science in Educational Leadership 
degree from Arkansas State University. After 
ten years as a business manager, Joli began 
her teaching career in Decatur, Arkansas, 
teaching English and social studies in the 
secondary setting and was a member of 
the Innovation Council. She then moved to 
Siloam Springs where she has taught both 
English and social studies. 

As a passionate teacher of students in the 
middle grades, Joli advocates for the idea 
that all students can learn at a high level, 
and works to build and create real-world 
learning experiences that are relevant and 
meaningful.  

Dr. Danielle Stewart is 
founder and president of the education 
consulting company, In School Spirit, 
LLC and the nonprofit, Community 
Empowerment Foundation, Inc. She is 
a proud graduate of Hofstra University, 
where she studied and worked in the New 
York television industry. 

After receiving a Doctor of Education 
in Education Leadership degree, with a 
concentration in K-12 from Argosy University, 
she has continued to research, create, 
and build innovative ways to reach parents 
and students and ignite the school spirit 
of underrepresented students. She has 
dedicated her professional work to providing 
educational support, resources, and tools 
through strategic community building. 

Three years ago, she launched a 
campaign, Education Advocacy 
Awareness, that engages parents, 
students, and community members in 
what it means to advocate for quality 
education locally. “I’m a firm believer 
that change begins with a conversation 
but change happens with commitment.” 
Through this campaign, she has 
committed annually to 31 days every 
October to celebrate those who are doing 
amazing advocacy work both locally and 
nationally through various platforms, 
events, and conversations.

Ashley Simpson  
F COLORADO

Joli Sotallaro    
C ARKANSAS

Danielle Stewart  
J GEORGIA

Melissa C. Smith   
e NEW JERSEY

Are your colleagues 
interested in joining you  
as an AAE member? Send 
them to aaeteachers.org  
to learn more! 

TELL YOUR COLLEAGUES 
ABOUT AAE

“ Learning can take 
place in innovative 
ways and still bring 
people together.”

OP-ED BY JASON ALLEN,  
EdLANTA March 28, 2020 

https://bit.ly/2V74tos
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AAE LEGAL SERVICES
You will receive caring, professional support 
and direct contact with our legal team for 
confidential advice with no conflicts of interest.

 800.704.7799   
 contactlegal@aaeteachers.org

An overwhelming number of 
educators have contacted 
AAE Legal Services recently 

about students who are verbally 
or physically aggressive. Some 
educators have even been injured, 
assaulted, or harassed by students. 
If you find yourself in this type of 
situation, there is something that 
can be done. You can take action 
and we suggest you follow these 
steps:

1. Document your incident with 
a workers’ compensation 
claim. Injuries suffered 
in the workplace are most 
often covered by workers’ 
compensation. Please make sure 
you contact administration or 
HR and ask for a claim form to 
report your injury. Be factual 
in your reporting. There are 
time constraints on when forms 
for workplace injuries should 
be filled out; therefore, this is 
something you should do as 
soon as possible after the injury.

2. Document your injuries. Seek 
medical care, take pictures of 
bruises, lacerations, or other 
injuries. Make sure you tell 
your doctor that your injury 
was a result of an incident 
at work. If you are suffering 
emotional trauma stemming 
from student conduct, seek the 
proper care through counseling 
or other medical treatment. 
Keep your communications 
with your counselor limited 
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to the workplace incident 
and its effects. Remember, 
these communications could 
become part of your workers’ 
compensation claim and 
reviewed by school district 
attorneys.

3. Document with the district. 
You should always document 
student aggression with your 
district, regardless of whether 
it is verbal or physical. If your 
school site uses incident reports, 
fill one out. If your school does 
not use official forms, send an 
email to your principal and/or 
HR documenting the incident 
with the student or students. 

4. File a report with the School 
Resource Officer or law 
enforcement. Depending on 
the age of the student involved, 
filing a criminal complaint is an 
important way to involve a third 
party that will be less concerned 
about the student suing the 
district and more concerned 
about addressing the criminal 
behavior of the student.

5. Seek legal support. School 
districts are often hesitant to 
help because students, parents, 
and/or guardians often threaten 
legal action. However, AAE 
is on your side. AAE Legal 
Services can help guide and 
support you through the above 
process. You are not alone. We 
are here to help. ■

The Legal Help and 
Support You Need 

Sharon Nelson is the senior director of legal services for the Association of 
American Educators. In this capacity, Ms. Nelson oversees AAE’s legal services 
team and works daily with members and panel counsel to address members’ 
legal concerns. A passionate advocate for educators, Ms. Nelson has been a 
lawyer focusing on employee rights issues for more than twenty years.

  

Tiffany Svennes is 
director of Post-Secondary Studies at 
Denver Justice High School in Denver, 
Colorado. In this role, she advises, 
advocates, teaches, and guides 
secondary students through options 
that exist after high school. She is 
responsible for academic counseling, 
transcript evaluations, and scheduling 
oversights. She is a proud alumna of 
Colorado Christian University and holds 
a Master of Arts in Education degree 
from Western Colorado University. She 
is a supporter of charter schools and 
alternative education. Recently admitted 
to Concordia University-Portland, to 
pursue a Doctor of Education degree.

Tiffany spent three years teaching 
ninth- through twelfth-grade social 
studies and continues to teach a twelfth 
grade seminar course as well as serve 
as the senior class advisor. She recently 
became the GED site coordinator at 
her school and desires to continue 
opening doors for underserved and 
underrepresented populations. 

LEGAL 
CORNER

If you would like to learn more about 
AAEF advocacy projects and initia-
tives, contact kira@aaeteachers.org. ■

Kira Tookes is the director 
of advocacy for AAE 
Foundation. In this role, Kira 
is responsible for recruiting, 
training, developing, and 
empowering teachers 
to make strategic 
and impactful policy 
advancements for the 
benefit of all children. 

Tiffany Svennes    
F COLORADO

10 | EDUCATION MATTERS

mailto:contactlegal@aaeteachers.org
mailto:kira@aaeteachers.org


Every year, AAEF awards tens of thousands of dollars 
in grants to help educators implement creative 
projects in their classrooms. Rebekah Kienenberger 

applied to the AAEF Classroom Grant Program to help 
fund a project for her middle school students. With 
her AAEF grant, Rebekah purchased materials for her 
students to create working wind turbines! This was one 
lab project with many exciting results. Read what she 
says about the experience below:

My students had an amazing time with this lab 
project. Not only did they have the freedom to develop 
their own scientific method for producing the best 
wind turbine blades, but they also learned that there 
are multiple solutions and many ways to produce a 
great result using different materials and/or designs. 
They learned about the variables that affect the func-
tion of a wind turbine, including the number of the 
blades, size and shape of the blades, the angle or pitch 
of the blades, and more. By systematically working 
through these variables, they were able to produce 
amazing designs.

This lab has given me the chance to see how my 
students think with less guidance. They were given 
a goal, materials, and a little bit of advice along the 
way. This freedom allowed my students to make 
mistakes and learn from them as well as be creative 
with what a functioning wind turbine might look like. 
As a teacher, it was good for me to take a step back 
and look at the typical mistakes that my students 
make and learn more about how they think.

AAE is proud to support great and innovative educators 
like Ms. Kienenberger through our Teacher Scholarship 
and Classroom Grant Program. Twice a year our 
national program awards up to $500 for each selected 
proposal. AAEF has added a special COVID-19 Relief 
Scholarship and Grant Program. From now until  
May 15, 2020, AAEF is offering a special cycle of its 
National Program, aimed to help U.S. teachers affected 
by COVID-19. All applications submitted through  
May, 15, 2020 will be accepted and judged on a rolling 
basis. Apply today!  ■

Students Harness the Wind  
with an AAEF GrantBy
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Melissa Pratt is AAE’s senior professional 
programs manager. She is responsible for creating 
and managing programs that help AAE members 
increase their professional capacity. Prior to AAE, 
Melissa taught science and social studies to 
middle school students in both public and private 
schools.
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AAE and AAE Foundation Respond to COVID-19 Pandemic with 
Educator Resources, Services, and Support

In response to COVID-19, Association 
of American Educators and AAE 
Foundation have responded in 

many ways to quickly adapt, navigate, 
and respond to educators, families, 
and students’ needs throughout this 
time of crisis. With extended school 
closures, many school districts have 
turned to distance learning to support 
the continuation of learning. We have 
elevated our support to assist educators 
during this unprecedented time. Here 
are some of the core resources and 
additional services that Association 
of American Educators and AAE 
Foundation have initiated in the past 
weeks to support you and the students 
you serve. ■

aaeteachers.org/cvlegal aaeteachers.org/cvmessage

LEGAL 
FAQ

E very community in the country is impacted by the Coronavirus pandemic.  
In each of these communities America’s educators are facing unprecedented 
circumstances and challenges as they continue their vital role while attempting 
to navigate uncharted waters alongside the rest of their communities.

The Association of American Educators has organized the following response on 
behalf of America’s educators who understand that we must work together, support 
one another, and put our students first:

We care deeply about 
your kids.

You know this but it is also easy to forget, especially in times of increased stress, 
fear, and anxiety. We see your kids as “our kids.” We are worried about the 
academic progress of your children, as well as their nutrition, safety, and health. 
We can’t not care about how this is impacting your children. They are our priority.

We are parents, too. Many educators are parents of school-aged children and we, too, are trying to 
figure out child care, doctor’s appointments, prescriptions, and more. We feel the 
same way that you do because we’re experiencing this as parents and as educators. 
Many of us also care for elderly parents, have spouses serving in critical fields like 
health care and public safety, and are finding empty shelves at the supermarket. In 
other words, we’re in this together. We’re on the same team.

Educators and  
parents have  

always been on the 
same team.

This is true all of the time but especially when one or all of our students are 
dealing with a crisis. We need to work together to advocate for our students and 
to help one another. One of the best ways to help right now is to take care of your 
children and help them navigate this new learning environment. We know you are 
tired, confused, and anxious, but the extra effort you are putting in to ensure your 
kids are following instructions, engaging with lessons, completing assignments, 
and being respectful and patient is the best way to support your children.

We cannot let 
children with special 

needs fall further 
behind their peers.

Issues of inequity are only exacerbated during a crisis. Decisions will be made in 
less-than-ideal circumstances that may lead to inadequate service for portions of 
our education community. We cannot ignore this impact. We must commit to 
remedying the unintended consequences of decisions hurting those who can least 
afford to fall behind.

A MESSAGE TO 
PARENTS & THE PUBLIC 

from America’s Educators

The Association of American Educators is a professional membership organization that serves educators,  
administrators, professors, and education support staff in schools and universities throughout the nation.

aaeteachers.org/cvgrant

Special COVID-19 
Relief Scholarships 
and Grants Program

aaeteachers.org/biglist

The full list of AAE Coronavirus  
Response and Resources are available  
at http://aaeteachers.org/cv
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