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Letter of Recommendation: Jonathan W. Smith

It is my pleasure to write a letter of recommendation in support of the application of Jonathan Smith for a teaching position in your program. I have known Jonathan since June 2000 when he received a fellowship through the National Science Foundation’s GK-12 program, a grant to Oregon State University for which I have served as co-Principle Investigator. The goals of the NSF GK-12 program are to enhance science and mathematics education in schools and communities. This is accomplished at OSU through the placement of fourteen (14) graduate student Fellows into K-12 schools throughout Oregon in the role of “scientist in residence”, with each assigned to a previously identified “mentor teacher”. The specifics of the interactions between the GK-12 Fellows and the students and mentor teachers vary according to grade level and needs, but the basic concept is that the Fellows enhance science, math, and engineering education at the schools. They are not “student teachers in training”, but scientists bringing new and exciting developments into the classroom from their own research activities. In this way, the students and teachers get exposed to scientific concepts that they would normally not see in the classroom, and the Fellows get exposed to the challenges and joys of bringing new information into the education system. It has been, and should be, a win—win situation. It would not be without dedicated and talented Fellows such as Jonathan Smith.

As mentioned, we typically place fourteen Fellows in K-12 schools each year. We are well into our second year of the program, and our second cadre of Fellows. Jonathan is in his second year in the program, one of only three Fellows to be “recruited” for a second year. One of my primary responsibilities as co-PI is Fellow recruitment, and I can assure you that I actively recruited Jonathan for another year in the program. I can say that although all of our first year Fellows were outstanding, Jonathan stood out for his commitment, enthusiasm, and obvious love for teaching and learning. In his first year, he had probably the most demanding assignment of all the Fellows – a lower performing, ethnically diverse, high school in the Portland area – and he did a tremendous job of making an impact at the school with very little guidance from his mentor teachers. I know he had an impact because he brought a group of his students to OSU for a “Science Day” and I could see the enthusiasm he had generated in these students. This year he has moved to a local, “economically diverse”, elementary school (K-5) and is having the “time of his life”. He loves teaching the “little kids” and I have not once seen him without a big smile on his face, or a “story” about the wonderful things his “kids” are doing. He truly has a passion for teaching and receives great joy from the accomplishments of his students. In my mind, this is the most important aspect of education, and is what makes great teachers. You have to love what you’re doing and take great pride in the successes of your students. Jonathan has those gifts. 

Even a cursory perusal of Jonathan’s resume will reveal a career path of someone destined to be a “lifelong”” educator. As a GK-12 fellow he has worked with students of all ages, from kindergarten through high school.  He brings maturity and professionalism to the classroom while at the same time has a gift for being able to relate to students on a personal level.  Jonathan’s love of science and desire to share knowledge allow him to naturally impart his motivation to his students.  He is highly thought of by the teachers who have been fortunate enough to have him in their classrooms, and is creative and inventive in his teaching approaches.  Outside the classroom, his adaptability and self-starting discipline have given him success in carrying out many science outreach activities with various community organizations.  I believe that Jonathan’s combined teaching experience in the Peace Corps and through the OSU GK-12 program give him a unique educational background which would enhance any school..…in any country.

I could go on with many stories about my interactions with Jonathan in classroom and outreach activities, but I will leave it with this simple statement. When I see the impact that Jonathan is having on the students he works with inside and outside the classroom, it makes me proud to be a part of the OSU GK-12 program. Through the work of Fellows like Jonathan, I know we (they) are making a difference. Jonathan is an excellent educator and would be an asset to any teaching staff. 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if I can provide any further information.

Sincerely,

Willie E. (Skip) Rochefort 

Associate Professor of Chemical Engineering

co-PI, Oregon State University GK-12 Fellowship Program
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