


at the kitchen table, distributed campaign 
posters, stuffed envelopes, and sat in on 
board meetings occasionally. After each 
election, my father was humbled by his 
victory. Even though many years have 
past, memories of my father with his 
friends define for me what it means to 
be involved in the life of a community 
as un ciudadano de primera calidad (a 
first-rate citizen)! 

Teaching in Today’s Schools
Growing up, my parents always stressed 
the importance of being a good citizen. It 
is because of my parents and my commit-
ment to make a difference that I feel quite 
comfortable spending my days teaching 
in a first, second, third grade multi-
age classroom with my bilingual team 
teaching partner, Theresa Crowley. We 
serve students and their families at Rita 
Cannan Elementary, in Reno, Nevada. 
More than seventy percent of our chil-
dren live in homes in which Spanish is 
the dominant language. All of our stu-
dents qualify for free or reduced lunch.

Cannan Elementary is located in the 
older northeast part of Reno surrounded 
by low rent apartments, a large housing 
project, and single-family dwellings. (It’s 
named for Rita Agnes Cannan, a beloved 
elementary school principal in Reno from 
1931-1958.)1 Adjacent to the school sits a 
nearly empty building which houses a pro-
gram for young teenagers who are showing 
signs of gang involvement. A majority of 
our parents are part of the unskilled labor 
force that keeps the casinos, restaurants, 
hotels, and construction projects running 
smoothly and profitably. For families new 
to this country, this part of Reno offers 
an affordable place to establish roots and 
begin pursuing the American Dream.

Twelve years ago I left a teaching posi-
tion in a school located in one of the high-
est income areas in Reno to teach in the 
lower-income northeast. Despite being a 
bit apprehensive, my teaching philosophy 
did not change. The students who come 
to Cannan are similar to other children; 
they are eager to learn if someone has the 
key to open their hearts. All children who 
enter our classroom can experience aca-
demic success. The key, in my opinion, 

is a realistic view of teaching, based on 
these ideas: 

A. Discovering and encouraging 
student potential. 

B. Creating a relevant curriculum and,
C. Identifying and using effective 

pedagogy. 

Teaching All Students
Whether I am teaching at Cannan 
or in the Reno suburbs, I begin by 
learning about my students and their 
parents. The reality is that, at Cannan 
Elementary, some of our immigrant 
parents are undocumented. Last May, 
for example, when Bryan (a bright third 
grader) entered the classroom in tears, 
we discovered that his mother had been 
picked up in a routine Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement raid the night 
before and was being held by the authori-
ties.2 While his mother worked through 
the legal issues, we knew our job was not 
to judge her situation, but to provide a 
good education for Bryan and all of the 
children who arrive at our school. In 
social studies and in the daily activities 
of the school, our students learn about 
becoming productive citizens. “America 
is a work in progress,” we tell them, “it is 
growing and changing as we speak. You 
need to become part of the process if you 
wish to make a difference.”

Our students are very observant; 
they are watching, listening, and taking 
note of teachers’ actions sometimes even 
more than our words.3 How we conduct 
business in our classrooms may say more 
about citizenship skills than the lessons 
we may teach.

Learning about Our Country
We rely on our social studies program 
to provide the students with background 
information about their community and 
country as we make connections to their 
home countries. While literacy programs 
facilitate the children’s transition from 
their native languages to English with 
mostly fictional literature, we create a 
balance by selecting non-fiction material: 
poetry and short stories that describe 
American heroes, events, and issues from 
the history of Nevada and the nation. 

We also make available plastic tubs full 
of non-fiction books and maps for the 
children to read along. We play games 
that allow them to learn about the world 
in a fun way. The questions they ask and 
their attention to detail tell us that they 
are fascinated by the idea of our country 
as a work in progress, and that there are 
many ways to reveal that story.4 

Teaching students about specific 
events and personalities is a challenging 
task. But even more difficult is helping stu-
dents understand that there may be more 
than one explanation for the occurrence 
of an event, and more than one scholarly 
treatment of a historical figure. A major 
component of our program is studying 
national holidays: Martin Luther King 
Jr. Day, President’s Day, Memorial Day, 
Fourth of July, Labor Day, and Veterans 
Day. We sprinkle a bit of song and cel-
ebration in these lessons to make history 
come alive and to reinforce the many 
ways we can learn. We also highlight the 
different ways that Americans celebrate 
national holidays. 

Music and Social Studies
Each year our music teacher, Dawn 
Roskelley, invites children to audition 
and perhaps perform in the school’s tal-
ent show. The “ticket” to attend is a food 
dish that represents a family’s culture of 
origin. This annual event is the culmi-
nation of Dawn’s behind-the-scenes 
interactions with the children and their 
families over the year. Dawn identifies 
both students and their relatives who 
are knowledgeable of their cultures of 
origin and interested in telling others 
about their family histories. She encour-
ages these students to become performers 
and presenters in the class. 

Dawn tells students and parents, “As 
you learn about your new country, do not 
forget your historical roots. Celebrate 
them! Together, they make you the 
American you are.” Students practice 
their dances, and parents and commu-
nity members share their cultural history. 
Each year the strength of the community 
is evident as audiences come together 
to watch dances from Mexico, Pacific 
Islands, and other countries. Last year, the 
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flict resolution component. We take stu-
dents through the process of identifying 
a problem, gathering information, offer-
ing possible solutions, and selecting one.8 
We typically begin social studies lessons 
around real-life problems that come up 
in school. 

For example, when teaching a unit 
on “How to Behave in Different Public 
Places,” I recall Hamza, a student from my 
first year at Cannan Elementary. Hamza 
and his family had recently emigrated 
from Morocco. They spoke Arabic and 
French, but not English. The language 
barrier isolated Hamza who, to call atten-
tion to himself at lunch, would put food on 
his head, throw things, and jump up out of 
his seat, making other students laugh.

“How can you help Hamza learn the 
lunchroom rules and follow them?” I 
asked the class. The students responded: 

“Maybe he should eat lunch in the class-
room until he gets used to the rules.” “He 
could sit in the office and eat.” “His 
mother should be asked to join him for 
lunch.” 

I steered the students toward 
less punitive consequences by asking, 

“Wouldn’t Hamza benefit more if he was 
in a setting with other children?” After 
some additional brainstorming, an older 
student said, “Someone could sit with him 
and show him what to do while the rest 
of us follow the rules.” When I asked the 
students whether any of them would vol-
unteer to be mentors, several raised their 
hand. The class decided that a mentor 
could demonstrate to Hamza the appro-
priate rules, while other students could 
exhibit happy and sad faces to communi-
cate to Hamza as he made progress. The 
mentor would report progress, or the lack 
there of, to the teacher. 

“Too Much Liberty”
This approach, which focused on student 
leadership rather than teacher interven-
tion, led to an improvement in Hamza’s 
behavior. When I told Hamza’s mother 
of her son’s progress in learning school 
rules, she told us that he had been strictly 
disciplined in Moroccan schools and 
was having difficulties learning proper 

behavior in U. S. schools. “Too much lib-
erty in America!” she told us. That was 
a lesson for all of us regarding cultural 
differences. Hamza felt lost in his new, 
less structured social setting. Receiving 
some special attention from his peers 
helped to establish Hamza’s new social 
behaviors. 

It takes time to teach children self-
discipline when they are confronted with 
new freedoms in the classroom and in 
society. That’s why we try to run our class-
room like a democracy. We want students 
to learn the knowledge and practice the 
skills that will enable them to make the 
most appropriate choices. 

By using school incidents as exam-
ples for discussion, students begin to 
use their critical thinking skills, asking 
probing questions to get to the heart of 
an issue. I push and probe and do not 
accept shrugged shoulders and rolling 
eyes as responses. When students do 
provide a response, I ask them to reflect: 

“What other response could you have pro-
vided?” The message we want to convey 
is an empowering one: be mature about 
the choices you make. If you don’t like 
a lunchroom rule, for example, you can 
respectfully disagree with it, but you need 
to develop a persuasive argument for any 
change. The principal would welcome 
a letter suggesting a change that might 
improve lunchroom operations!9

Conclusion
Denise Bryant is a colleague who immi-
grated as an adult to the United States 
from Lebanon. Her parents followed a 
few years later. 

“I know that it was difficult for you 
and your family to come to this country,” 
I said to her one day. “Why do people 
make the effort? Why did your family 
come to the United States?”

“My father’s dream,” Denise said, 
“had always been to live in the United 
States and become an American citizen 
because he knew this as a way to guaran-
tee freedom, security, and opportunities 
for his children and grandchildren. Today, 
his dream has come true. He is proud to 
say he is an American!” 

As first or second generation immi-
grants, Denise, Theresa, and I also strive 
to be first-rate citizens, or ciudadanas 
de primera calidad, as my father might 
say. We make civic contributions daily 
through our efforts in the classroom. In a 
celebratory way, we convince our pupils 
to become participating members of our 
country. Then we help them understand 
that responsibilities come with rights. 
They must find ways to solve problems 
creatively and nonviolently if they are 
to maintain their rights and enjoy their 
freedoms. We challenge them to think 
critically, to monitor their own thinking 
and behavior. 

“If you learn to be active, productive 
citizens in our country,” we say from time 
to time, “maybe you too can have a job 
that you love, when you grow up! Just like 
us.” 
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