Bradley C. Stott—Self-Reflective Essay
Commitment

As an undergraduate I considered teaching but wasn’t sure if it was for me, nor was I certain that I was mature enough to teach others. Ten years ago, and almost ten years after completing my undergraduate degree, I found myself supervising an educational products department in a medium-sized publishing company. I enjoyed the work, made very good money, and had worked my way up from sales and through an editorial position. I understood something was missing in my life in part because I spent my lunch hours reading history books, sometimes fantasized about sharing my interests with others, and had a gnawing feeling that my life should have some greater purpose. I had also been raising two children and began to believe I had matured sufficiently. I made the hard decision to change careers and enter school full time in pursuit of a teaching certificate and Masters Degree in Education. I was completely committed to this and focused intensely on school and writing my thesis on problem-based learning in the social studies in conjunction with the Illinois Math and Science Academy (IMSA). In graduate school, I began building the teaching website I still use daily—www.mrstott.com. This site has expanded to 200 separate web pages and 600 separate files over the years. I committed to using technology early on and have been head of the Technology Committee for 8 years. 

I believe my student teaching experience to be one of growth, but also one of the most difficult experiences of my life. The three unpaid, humbling, and often painful months I spent under the direction of a master teacher at Wheaton Warrenville South High School made me realize the immense difficulties of the profession, but it also made me a leader who could teach anywhere and be successful. I still love the regular challenges teaching presents.
I have worked my way up to the position of History Department Chair in part because I’ve been willing to take on new classes and carry additional classes without extra pay. I have taught seven separate courses in six different age grades during that time. This has made me keenly aware of the sweep of the curriculum and the varying ability levels of students at every grade level. This unique opportunity has also helped my cross-curricular understanding and allowed me to see countless connections between various subject areas I’ve taught. This helps me tie material together for students and helps them make connections as well. I have been an advisor for all nine years in my time teaching and have taken on a personal advising role for five struggling individuals, including one currently. 

My commitment to teaching is more than just active engagement in the profession, it’s an obligation and promise I’ve made to my school, students, community, myself, and the larger world. It has become apparent to me that the only way to solve the most vexing problems of the world is through education. I firmly believe that through education, people can be taught to be part of a greater solution by solving their own problems, or from the standpoint of history, keep themselves from repeating the mistakes of others. Because teaching is, for me, the most rewarding profession I can imagine, I turned down the offer of an administrative position last year. I believe the best teachers make a commitment to the future and to others, rather than just to themselves or their present situation.
I do what many teachers do when it comes to helping their students. I work with them during lunch hours, preparation periods, or after school. I wait (sometimes for hours) for their parents to pick them up after golf practice, I find myself at school putting together ping-pong tables late on a Saturday night for Table Tennis Club, or purchasing (often with my own funds) materials for a new lesson I’m excited to try. I love my subject and I love my students. I have seen how my commitment has changed them, as it has changed me in return. I still hear from many of the students I’ve taught and many of them now see me as a friend. Some have even pursued degrees in the areas I’ve taught and keep up an ongoing dialogue with me via e-mail or regular visits. I have kept dozens of notes, e-mails and letters to remind me that what I do matters. Teaching has made me a better person, more honest, giving and understanding.
Effectiveness

I have worked with students who, early in the year, struggled to write in complete sentences eventually complete demanding multiple-choice, matching and geography sections and finish a structured 5-paragraph essay all in one class period by the end of first semester. I make no secret of having high expectations, but I also promise to support them and help them move toward achievement. I work to create a sense of urgency in students and prepare them for the demanding expectations of college and beyond. Many high school students believe they have all the time in the world to make progress in their education. I try to convince them that in this super-competitive and extremely complex world, they must begin pushing themselves now. I have a quote on my wall which states, “Somewhere he is out there training while I am not, and when we meet he will win.” Some may find this too blunt, but I believe it is important to be honest with students. Teachers must hold up the mirror of truth to reflect student strengths, for which they should be praised, as well as weaknesses, which must be improved. Teachers can help students be more honest with themselves and take responsibility for their learning, as well as their successes and failures. This is a great gift to students, even if they don’t appreciate it at the point of contact. A quotation by Abraham Lincoln, which best expresses what I hope my teaching legacy will be reads, “I want it said of me by those who knew me best that I always plucked a thistle and planted a flower where I thought a flower would grow.”

I realized seven years ago, as many teachers eventually do, that education is a two-way street. If students are open to me, I can help them. If students are closed or resistant, the results are far less impressive. I have a poster on my wall of a Chinese proverb which reads, “Teachers open the door, but you must enter by yourself.” This was the most difficult lesson for me to learn and accept and it has been difficult for me to see some students determinedly refuse, resist, or even sabotage their own academic achievement. The good news is I have found new ways of tempting students toward the door. I find that a light and fun (but orderly and respectful) in-class atmosphere is most effective. When I first started teaching, I was too strict and rigid for my current school. I have since adjusted and found the proper balance both for me and my students. I have found that if I can win them over and they enjoy their time in class, they will work harder and be less resistant to the more mundane aspects of learning. This balance is not always easy to maintain, but I have become better at it. I’ve learned to head off potential problems in class before they become an issue and to be more flexible and patient.
I am careful to use the names of students who are misbehaving. Teachers often make the mistake of trying to speak to an entire group of chatting students who simply ignore their teacher’s pleas for order. I use seating charts when necessary and use a desk configuration in which no student is more than one desk away from me. I’ll move around the room as necessary as well. This is the science of teaching. All of these types of things do help with classroom management, but dynamism is the best teaching tool. I try hard to be dynamic and interesting to students throughout every class. Dynamism is the art of teaching. If students find their teacher and his or her love of the subject matter to be intrinsically compelling, they don’t misbehave—they become involved. On my better days, I hold the attention and interest of students or create activities which do so and classroom management becomes unnecessary. This may sound simple, but teachers must attain fluency in the language of their subject matter through deliberate preparation in order to be dynamic.
Family Involvement
I have been fortunate that parental support and involvement is above average in my school. I ask for help from parents and give advice about everything from bed times, computer and video game use, to homework and study time. Communication with parents is an important piece of the teaching puzzle. I do some less standard things as well. For example, I have set up a web page called, “Parents’ Corner” at http://www.mrstott.com/parents.html which provides advice to parents about student organization and tools, classroom materials, study skills links, school and teacher grading scales, computer grade tracking information and detailed information about who it is teaching their child. This advice is separated by Middle and High School sections. I have invited and traveled with parents on two Washington D.C. trips I’ve chaperoned, which has allowed me to get to know some of them very well. At the beginning of the year, I openly invite parents into the classroom to observe. I have even become friendly with some parents, visiting their homes and celebrating with them. During our school’s Open House and Parent/Teacher Conference days, I often have a packed schedule and work to convince parents that I know what I’m doing and am qualified and can be trusted to teach their children. As a fundraiser for the school, I offer a “Round of Golf with Mr. Stott” and give them a short lesson, lunch and a round of golf at Aldeen Golf Club. These methods have helped me in the form of unsolicited donations from some parents for classroom technology and club materials. Over the last several years I have had parents donate, directly through me, expensive and useful equipment including a document camera, four SmartBoard®s, two LCD projectors, five ping-pong tables and assorted golf instructional equipment. I like to believe this generosity comes from their trust in my ability to use or direct these materials toward educating their children.
Diversity

Diversity has always been a cornerstone of my teaching. I believe proper teaching in the social studies requires an emphasis on tolerance and an appreciation of diversity. My school is surprisingly diverse and helping students appreciate and understand differences can be challenging. One of the first requests I make of my students at the beginning of the year is to “turn off the judger” and open themselves to the great variation of practice, thought and diversity in the world. I am more often impressed by the young people I teach rather than disappointed in their appreciation of diversity. My students are extremely tolerant as a whole, but of course exceptions occur. I am careful to monitor the tone and presentation of student views on the “other” and am not afraid to correct or help them rephrase comments that are often overly-simplistic or unfair. An appreciation of diversity requires specificity of language and deeper levels of understanding in the areas of religion, race, language and culture. I model this behavior by taking foreign exchange students into my home. I have hosted students from Spain, Thailand and China over the last four years and sent my daughter to France as a foreign exchange student. I believe an understanding of different cultures is key in the continued development of the United States in a global economy and I’m quick to point out to students that we are a nation of immigrants. 
I lead a field trip every year for my World Religions course to the Muslim Community Center. Afterward, a Muslim family I am friendly with serves us a post-field trip meal in their own home and runs a question and answer session. I have often been invited to, and have attended with my wife and children, Eid and Ramadan celebrations at the local mosque. Though I am not a Muslim, I believe it is critical for my students and their families to eliminate common misunderstandings about Islamic culture. The Islamic community is anxious to educate those around them about their religion and my classroom and field trips are a great way to foster common ground.
I often look for opportunities to discuss the contributions of minority groups in my history classes. For example, I am excited to be teaching a course this February during our annual Interim (3-day time-out from regular classes to study a subject of interest) about the contributions of African Americans in World War II.
Collaboration


Although scheduling at my school sometimes makes it difficult, I have made a number of efforts at teacher collaboration. The strong relationships I have with my colleagues are very important to me. As the History Department Chair, I have worked with the English department closely and coordinated both in-school and summer reading assignments. We also attempt to match the timing and content of the English curriculum with what’s being taught in history or general social studies classes at every age level from 6-12. Additionally, I have often been employed as a guest speaker on various subjects in English and Drama department classrooms. Where possible, my English department colleagues and I have team-taught subject matter which overlaps across the curriculum. Additionally, I have used art projects at every grade level in my courses and it is customary for the Art and History departments to share art materials.

I am seen by my peers as a resident expert on instructional technology and have been instrumental in collaborating with peers and them teaching SmartBoard® applications, reviewing hardware and software needs, implementing Internet-based grading and tracking efforts and providing advice on teacher website creation and administration. 
In closing, I would like to thank the Golden Apple Foundation and its board members for all they have done to draw attention to the commitment and contributions teachers make every day.
