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Educational Background: 

*B.A. in Elementary Education (K-6), Iowa State University, 1992 

(Social Studies Endorsement K-8) 

 

Additional Hours Graduate Credit or Recertification in Science: 

*2016:  Designing and Early Childhood Interactive STEM Environment 

(UNI, 3 graduate credits) 

 

*2016: ASSIST Argument-Based Strategies for STEM Infused Teaching 

(University of Iowa, 3 units recertification) 

 

*2014: CySTEMic Summit: STEM Roadmap (Drake, 1 graduate credit) 

 

*2014: ABCs: Argument-Based Classrooms (Drake, 1 graduate credit)  
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Science Education Experience, Including Present Responsibilities: 

After graduating from Iowa State University in 1992, I taught 4
th

 

grade for one year in the Hubbard/Radcliff School District. This included 

science for both sections of students. We took part in the National 

Geographic Kids Network.  I have taught 2
nd

 grade at North Tama since 

1993.  This includes all subjects (science, social studies, literacy, writing, 

and math).  I also taught classes for second and third graders on the rain 

forest, bears, and team taught an engineering class for first graders during 

North Tama’s 2-year “Plus 1” Program (an optional morning for kids where 

they chose their classes. These classes were every other week.) 

 

         As for science education experiences, most recently I have taken 3 

graduate credits from the University of Northern Iowa in STEM Integration 

from Dr. Beth VanMeeteren. I have also completed recertification credits 

through the University of Iowa via the ASSIST approach class from Dr. 

Mark McDermott.  This class helps us learn to use argument-based strategies 

as well as science writing heuristic and STEM integration.   

 

 

Essay Questions: 

 

1. Professional Development experiences that I have participated in 

include working with Dr, Mark McDermott from the University of 

Iowa in the ASSIST  (Argument-Based Strategies for STEM Infused 

Teaching) program. I have participated for 2 years and am committed 

to participating in the third year.  I have also participated in 

professional development with Dr, Van Meeteren from the University 

of Northern Iowa. This professional development focuses on 

Designing Early Childhood Interactive STEM Environments. This has 

continued this year on our North Tama Professional Development 

days in the afternoon.on a monthly basis.  I presented with my 

colleagues at the fall ISTS conference this school year. We explained 

what we were doing with STEM and literacy in the classroom, 

including hands-on activities for the conference-goers so they could 

get a feel for the centers that our students experience on a daily basis.  

Projects that I have done with my students this year include 

developing STEM activities with literacy integration in the classroom. 

Students have built bridges for their puppet shows of the Three Billy 

Goats Gruff, integrating the NGSS Engineering Standards for second 



grade, literacy standards, 21
st
 Century Skills Standards, and writing 

standards.  I also planned a unit where students studied “helicopter 

seeds” (maple tree seeds). They studied them in our investigation 

center using magnifiers, making observational drawings of the seeds 

and writing about what they discovered. They also wrote claims as to 

how they thought the seeds “moved” (were dispersed). Students then  

shared these claims with a partner, and then with the class as I wrote 

them on a chart. This provided opportunities for argument as to how 

they thought the seeds move. We then tested out our claims with wind 

and water. We still had claims that needed to be tested, so we asked an 

expert, Mr. Chris Anderson from Tama Country Conservation, to help 

us. He did, and we recorded all findings on our class chart.   

An ongoing “project” is having STEM activities for students 

every day. Students complete challenges using polydons, blocks, 

Legos, paper rolls, loose pieces, and ramps. Then the kids write about 

them. They also investigate natural materials in our investigation 

center, making observational drawings and writing about what they 

found out. Books about the materials are available for further 

exploration/discovery. I have written a request for the Tools For 

Schools money from KWWL as I want to get a digital microscope for 

the students to use in this center. I have also had students complete a 

unit on beavers, which I describe in detail under #5 below.   

 

2. Top 5 Characteristics of an Effective Science Teacher: 

 

1. Willing to learn and try new approaches in the classroom/not afraid  

to change. If I had been afraid to try new things, I would have missed 

out on all the wonderful changes we have in place in second grade 

now. Students would still be learning only through books and the 

occasional activity instead of hands-on, meaningful activities on a 

daily basis. 

2.  Enthusiasm for teaching. It’s contagious! Young children will 

sense when their teacher is excited and has a passion about something 

and they will be excited about it too. This helps with staying on task 

and giving their best. Hopefully it will inspire future scientists! 

3.  Ability to communicate with students, including questioning skills. 

I have learned through ASSIST and the UNI professional 

development how important questioning is, and how to do it more 

effectively. Questioning well can help students reach conclusions 

themselves, instead of just telling them answers. 



4.  Ability to plan well.  Being ready and having materials organized   

and ready for the students helps things go smoothly. 

5.  Flexibility – if things don’t go as planned, being able to change 

directions quickly is critical. Also, when students bring in something 

they want to learn about, being flexible and willing to include this in 

classroom science can make learning much more meaningful for the 

students. For example, when a student brought in logs that beavers 

had chewed off (along with the shavings), I put them in the 

investigation center. My students were so interested in this and 

wanted to know more about beavers. This lead to a whole mini-unit 

that included argumentation, experts, and multi-modal 

communication.  

 

3. Assessment  

Assessment strategies that I use include a variety of methods. Every unit 

includes a multi-modal communication piece. For example, at the conclusion 

of the seed Dispersal Unit students wrote a thank-you letter to our expert 

from Tama Country Conservation for coming that included explaining what 

they enjoyed and learned along with illustrations. I also use pretests and 

posttests, student observation and checklists/anecdotal recordkeeping, 

rubrics, and other student writing. I use questioning with student signals to 

check understanding all along the way. 

 

4. A noteworthy project that I would like to tell you about is the Beaver 

Mini-Unit.  This began when a student brought in several logs that a beaver 

had gnawed off.  I put them into our investigation center. This is a center we 

use during our Daily 5 rotations. It includes trays for organizing, magnifying 

glasses, and magnifiers that allow students to observe objects from the top or 

the side while being magnified.  I posed and displayed the question, “What 

can you find out?”  The students really enjoyed investigating these items. 

They made observational drawings of them and also wrote about their 

findings.   

The students had lots of questions that I heard while observing the 

investigation center. They were so excited!  I decided to see if my colleague, 

whose husband is an avid hunter, might have access to a beaver pelt or other 

beaver items. This was a teachable moment. It was also a great introduction 

to the NGSS standard for habitats! It turned out my colleague’s family had a 

complete beaver preserved in taxidermy! She brought it in for me. I put the 

stuffed beaver in the investigation center and repeated the process of 

investigation, observational drawing, and writing about what they found out. 



This time, I noticed that so many of the students were fascinated by the 

beaver’s tail. It was not how they thought it would be and they all wondered 

what beavers use it for.  I had them write down a claim as to what they 

thought it was used for.   

Later in the day we shared our claims, which I recorded on a chart.  This 

provided an ideal opportunity for argumentation. Some thought the tail was 

for communication, some thought it might help beavers swim, others 

thought they could stand up on it, etc.  I then asked the class how we could 

find out if our claims were correct. They first thought we could make a 

model beaver tail and conduct tests with it, but they decided that didn’t have 

the materials to make a realistic model. They then suggested that we find a 

book about beavers. A student also suggested that we ask our friend the 

Tama County Conservation Officer Chris Anderson, who had come as our 

expert in our seed dispersal unit, to come back and tell us about beavers.  

I arranged for our expert to come back to our class.  I also checked out 

several books on beavers from AEA 267 and made the books available for 

the students.  I also ordered a DVD about beavers throughout the year from 

the AEA. I asked the class to watch and listen carefully and write in their 

journals anything that could count as evidence to our claims. We did find out 

a couple of ways that beavers use their tails in the DVD.  I wrote this 

evidence on our chart using a blue marker, so we would know it came from 

the DVD expert.  

When Mr. Anderson came, he gave us evidence to our claims – and 

disproved one of them!  He told us much information and showed us how 

beavers gnaw off the wood using the skulls. I recorded this evidence on the 

chart as well, using a different colored marker than from the DVD evidence.  

We wrote him thank yous. The class also told me in writing what they had 

learned about beavers. It was amazing to me how much they learned about 

the tail and how the beavers changed the environment around them to make 

their own habitat.. 

I took pictures throughout this experience and printed them out. I 

displayed them next to our claims on the wall, We then labeled the pictures 

that showed evidence, as well as descriptions of what was happening and 

what students were figuring out in the other photographs. Students dictated 

to me what to write, so it was all student -generated. 

This learning about beavers and their tails was totally unplanned for, but 

because of student interest I made it fit into our schedule and curriculum. 

Learning is so much more meaningful and fun for students when the 

questions come from them. We ALL really enjoyed it. The family let me 



keep several small logs and some of the chips. I plan on putting them out 

again next year and starting the whole mini unit again!  
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To: Excellence in Science Teaching Awards (ESTA) selection committee 

From: Craig Josh Youel, North Tama Elementary Principal 
Re: Reference letter for Brenda Kaufmann 
  
Dear Selection Committee: 
  
I have been a principal for seven years, but it didn’t take me long to figure out Brenda Kaufman is an 
outstanding elementary teacher.  She has really excelled in combining the teaching of Literacy and Science 
Technology Engineering and Math(STEM) into exciting and interactive lessons.  It is because of this first hand 
knowledge; I have no reservation in nominating Brenda Kaufmann for the Excellence in Science Teaching 
Award.  
 
Brenda’s teaching abilities and skills starts with one of the qualities all great teachers master, classroom 
management.  She has a very organized, efficient, smooth running classroom.  Students know the routines and 
expectations of them at all times.  Rules are enforced fairly, consistently and appropriately.  She creates a 
positive climate and then reinforces a student’s appropriate behavior, making her classroom a great place to 
learn.  Brenda’s students are lucky to have her as their teacher and will benefit greatly because of all her 
dedication, desire and hard work. She pushes her students to grow educationally and not just be satisfied with 
finding an answer, not being afraid to challenge and question things and not being afraid of failing and knowing 
learning involves failing.  Students are succeeding and growing as learners under Brenda’s positive and 
nurturing teaching style.   Just giving students an education isn’t the only goal Brenda has for her 
students. Brenda educates the whole student so he or she will be equipped to succeed in life.  
 
Brenda Kaufmann has a history of being part of Professional Development(PD) tied to Literacy and STEM at 
North Tama.  For three years Brenda has been a leader in the PD on Argument based Strategies for STEM 
Infused Science Teaching(ASSIST) lead by Mark McDermott from the University of Iowa.  During this PD the 
lower elementary also aligned their science curriculum to the Next Generation Science Standards(NGSS).  
Another North Tama PD Brenda has been involved with was the Integrating STEM and Literacy lead by Beth 
Vanmeeteren from the University of Northern Iowa.  These two PD initiatives having an impact on the lower 
elementary Literacy and Science test scores.  North Tama’s 2016 Iowa Assessment science scores(91.56% 
proficient 3rd-12th Gr.) were outstanding and reading scores(87.11% proficient 3rd-12th Gr.) are also at their 
highest levels too.  Brenda Kaufmann and these PD’s are helping drive up our test scores. 
 
A great example of Brenda’s implementation of her PD training in STEM and Literacy is a recent Beaver Mini 
Unit she taught.  It all started with a student brining several small tree trunks to class that a beaver had chewed 
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by their home.  The logs were put into the investigation center were students investigated the logs, made 
observational drawings, wrote about their findings and claims.  A local hunting enthusiast was contacted and a 
real beaver that was taxidermy was also brought to school for students to observe and investigate.   The real 
beaver started a whole new investigation on the beavers tail and what it was used for by the beaver.  So the 
whole process was started again on uses of his/her tail by a beaver. Internet searches, books from the library, 
and the Tama County Conversationalist, Chris Anderson were used as resources to see if their claims and 
findings were accurate.   I was in the classroom when the conversationalist was visited and it was easy to see 
that every student was excited, engaged and was learning.  Years from now I am sure I can ask any of these 2nd 
grade students about the Beaver investigation they did and they will be able to talk in depth and with great 
enthusiasm! 
   
In conclusion, Brenda Kaufmann has all the tools of a first class teacher; management, creativity, drive, desire, 
initiative, follow through and the love of teaching! When I became principal seven years ago I challenged the 
staff to make education fun and meaningful for the students, and Brenda Kaufman took that challenge 
seriously.  She is making STEM and Literacy fun and exciting for the students and they are learning.  All of this 
evidence makes Brenda Kaufmann a great choice for the Excellence in Science Teaching Award.  
 
Thank you for your time, 
 
 
 
Craig Josh Youel – North Tama Elementary Principal 
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