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OCONOMOWOC — Mak-
ing history come alive just
got easier for Nature Hill
Intermediate School social
studies teacher Erik Jap-
pinen. Though a one-week
fellowship program, Jap-
pinen lived in Virginia and
studied at the Monticello
Teacher Institute. Monticel-
lo, the residence and planta-
tion of Thomas Jefferson, is
home to some of the most
valuable artifacts in Ameri-
can history, including an
original copy of the Decla-
ration of Independence. By
learning from on-site
experts, artifacts and other
history teachers, Jappinen
has created a more robust
lesson plan for his students.

“Either directly or indi-
rectly, he (Jefferson) is
impacting probably a month
or so of our curriculum. I
would say he’s very influen-
tial in that time period,”
said Jappinen.

During the experience,

Jappinen had the opportu-
nity to privately tour nor-
mally closed-off sections of
Monticello and learn more
about the lives of the
enslaved people and fami-
lies who lived there. He was
also able to work with Mon-
ticello’s lead historian and
meet several of the archaeo-
logical staff working to
uncover relics and better

understand life at the site.
By meeting with histori-

ans at Monticello, Jappinen
learned about the shift
toward embracing the full
life story of Jefferson,
including topics often held
back because they can be
considered controversial,
such as Jefferson’s relation-
ship with the slave Sally
Hemings. Copies of some of
Jefferson’s personal books
and other belongings also
provided Jappinen and
other teachers with a more
comprehensive look into
Jefferson’s life.

“The end result as an edu-
cator (was), I created a les-
son that utilized some of the
resources from Monticello
and my experience that I
will utilize here in my class-
room,” said Jappinen.

Digital classroom
At the end of his visit,

Jappinen created a lesson
plan that will be added to
the Monticello Digital Class-
room, an online resource for
teachers across the country
to enhance their classroom
teaching on Thomas Jeffer-
son. His lesson plan was a
review and interpretation of
the significant correspon-
dence between Jefferson
and John Adams over the
course of their public lives.
In many ways, their corre-
spondence mirrored the
growth and changes that the
young United States were
experiencing.

“I would highly encourage
all teachers to search out

these types of immersive
professional development
opportunities,” said Jap-
pinen. “It really stirred up
an enthusiasm and excite-
ment in me because I got to
go see these things and feel
them and touch them and
walk there.”

Going into his 25th year of
teaching in the
Oconomowoc Area School
District, Jappinen says he is
excited that he has more
time lately to look into more
interactive and supplemen-
tal programming.

“It’s hard to put into
words how great it was,”
said Jappinen. “I loved it

and I hope to do more of
these ... across different his-
torical sites as I go for-
ward.”

Walker welcomes
students back to
La Casa school
WAUKESHA — Gov. Scott
Walker, currently in the
midst of campaigning for
re-election, stopped by La
Casa de Esperanza Tues-
day morning to welcome
students back on their first
day and receive a Legacy
Award.
“Our history-making
school would not be possi-
ble without the leadership
and vision of Governor
Scott Walker, who paved
the way for La Casa de
Esperanza and other orga-
nizations to create charter
schools to address the sig-
nificant achievement gap
faced by low-income stu-
dents,” said La Casa President Anselmo Villarreal.
In addition to the Legacy Award, La Casa de Esperanza will be unveiling special dedication plaques to Steve
Ziegler,  Andy and Jan Fleckenstein, and Waukesha State Bank.
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WAUKESHA — A new school
year wasn’t the only thing to get
accustomed to for Waukesha
School District middle school
students on Tuesday. At all
three middle schools, a new
concept was introduced that
involves grouping students and
teachers into houses. Bob
Blessington, principal of Horn-
ing Middle School, says the
introduction of houses allows
for a more collaborative envi-
ronment for both teachers and
students at his school.

“Now, they (teachers) can
plan units of study together
that can be connected,” said
Blessington. “Science and math
can be connected instead of
being fragmented.”

For core areas of study like
math and science, being able to
coordinate lessons that may
overlap allows for a fluid cur-
riculum. Cohorts of 60-80 stu-
dents are assigned to the same
teachers for core subjects. This
places greater emphasis on
relationship building within
smaller learning communities;
strong interdisciplinary con-
nections between subjects and
electives; and allows for flexi-
ble scheduling, Blessington
said.

“They (teachers) service
those students in their house,
and they can plan together,”
said Blessington. “They’re all
talking about the same stu-
dents and they all plan around
the same group.”

Learning communities
Teachers are now able to

form what are called Profes-
sional Learning Communities.

In the past, teachers may or

may not have been formally con-
nected. Now they are, by both
their house students and loca-
tion in the school. Collaboration
time for teachers is built into
the new schedule and after the
majority of educators changed
classroom location over the
summer, each group of core
house teachers are now in close
proximity to each other. To
decide which students would be
placed into which house, the
school ran what Blessington
calls an “equity audit” and tried
to proportionally distribute stu-
dents of all achievement levels
into all the groups.

“We wanted to have equity.
That was a big part of how we
built the houses,” said Bless-
ington.

In the past, students’ sched-
ules were more based on conve-
nience. Previous aspects con-
sidered included where classes
were located in the building
and what electives a student
had. Now, everything revolves
around the house system.

The bell schedule is the same
as before, but within the core
classes (which can be grouped
two to three at a time), time can
be distributed according to how
much may be needed for each
subject that day. If a class of
students needs an extra 20 min-
utes of math, that can be incor-
porated into the core class
block. The schedule allows for
more flexibility.

“Day one is in the books and
we need to work on a few things
like attendance, but we’ll work
through those,” said Blessing-
ton.

He says that as they work
through the first year of the
house system, the staff at
Horning remain committed to
it, as it will allow for the best
success rate for their students.
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New school year
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Teacher studies at Jefferson’s Monticello
in immersive fellowship program
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Nature Hill Intermediate School social studies teacher Erik Jappinen spent a week at Monticel-
lo, Thomas Jefferson’s home and plantation,  this summer for an immersive fellowship experi-
ence. Here, Jappinen is next to a statue of Jefferson.

The main house at Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s home and
plantation in Virginia.
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One of the 25 original printings of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence.


