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FROM THE EDITOR'S DESK 

Amanda Becker is a new contributor to the Nuggets of History. She is a history 
teacher at Auburn High School where she teaches a unit on local history to her 
students. Amanda is enthusiastic about teaching young people about their home 
town and making it interesting. This article differs from the usual fare found in the 
Nuggets. Rather than discussing a historical time or event, Amanda discusses how 
she attempts to encourage the next generation of Rockford historians. We all 
remember special teachers who inspired us and sparked a special interest in a 
particular subject. After reading her article, I felt that Amanda was one of those 
special teachers who inspire their students. 

Amanda attended Auburn High School in the late 90s, graduating in 2000. She 
attended Rock Valley College, graduating with an Associate's Degree in 2002. She 
went on to Rockford College, graduating in 2005. While at Rockford College she 
wrote her senior seminar paper on Rockford Industry. Since graduating she has 
been teaching at her alma mater, Auburn High School. 

NOTICE TO RESEARCHERS 

If you have a subject that you have researched, or an idea for an article that you 
would like to pursue, give me a call. I would like to encourage original research 
into some aspects of local history that have not been adequately pursued. I can be 
reached at 986-4867 (evenings) or 987-5724 (day). 

Thomas Powers, Editor 



The Next Generation of Rockford Historians? 

By Amanda Becker 

How do educators develop an interest for Rockford History in their 

students? In the Rockford Public Schools (RPS) it begins in the third grade 

when students are learning deeper concepts about their communities (many 

third graders go on field trips to Tinker Swiss Cottage and to Midway Village). 

The RPS Third Grade Power Standards for History, which are general 

guidelines developed by RPS teachers as to what is to be learned by the 

students at the end of the school year, state that students should be able to: 

"Examine key individuals and events that had political, economic, and social 

impacts on the local economy (e.g. the first founders of Rockford, Black 

Hawk, Camp Grant/World War I, Jane Adams, industries of Rockford)" and 

"To analyze the reasons (political, economic, geographic /environmental, 

social) over time why people have chosen to live in an area." 

Teaching these standards in conjunction with Rockford History can be 

a challenge to teachers because many teachers who work in the Rockford 

Public School District are not originally from Rockford, and so they must do a 

lot of the research either on their own or go to the District website 

(www.rps205.com) for materials which include a picture workbook, story 

prompts, a timeline and other sources compiled by the District Social 

Science Coordinator, Kathy Cassioppi. There have also been a few seminars 

on Rockford History for third grade teachers offered at Midway Village, Tinker 

Swiss Cottage (by David Oberg), and at Rock Valley College (by Don 

Swanson) during the past few summers, but teachers were not required to 

attend them. After third grade local history does not appear specifically in 

the RPS Power Standards or in the RPS Curriculum Guides (teacher guides 

for pacing of how long and which certain topics teachers are supposed to 

teach). 

I teach World, Contemporary United States, and United States 

Regular-Level History classes at Auburn High School. Even though local 
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history is not specified in the High School curriculum, I still teach it in all of 

my classes because many of the students did not receive their third grade 

education here in Rockford; or, if they did, they remembered very little 

Rockford History at all. In addition, the Power Standards were developed 

after the students currently entering high school were in the third grade. The 

only local history contest that I am familiar with was the Junior Achievement 

Program's, "Rockford in 20" Essay Contest. Students write essays about 

what Rockford will be like 20 years from the present year. 

Over my short four-year career, I have developed a couple of teaching 

methods for different learning modalities. I teach my Local History Unit at 

the very beginning of the school year because the "On the Waterfront" Music 

Festival takes place during the first two weeks of school and my students 

usually can see all of the sites I mention in class while walking around 

downtown. The unit generally takes about two weeks to complete, and every 

year I begin the first day of my class very traditionally by going over my 

syllabus and handing out a questionnaire to each of my students to complete 

as a mini autobiography. On the second day of the unit, I move on to the 

study of Auburn High School's history. Most of my students are interested in 

the story behind the selection of the school mascot. When the first students 

came to Auburn in the early 1960s, they had a choice between being the 

"Redcoats" or the "Knights." Two out of three students chose "Knights." My 

students ask me what "Redcoats" are or what they even look like and think 

that "Knights" was an easier choice for a school mascot. 

After the discussion on Auburn is over, I use the rest of the class 

period to take my students on a virtual tour of Rockford's past by presenting 

a PowerPoint Slide show of historical and modern-day pictures of Rockford. 

The reason it takes up the rest of the class period is that discussion naturally 

develops around the pictures. Many of my students are amazed to see 

Fairgrounds Park was an actual park because many of them have only seen it 

as an area for public housing. Agonizing groans can be heard from my 

students when they learn that the Harlem and Central Amusement Parks 

existed in Rockford. They would rather have driven to them instead of having 
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to travel to Chicago to go on rides. My students are also surprised when 

they see pictures of downtown because they recognize the buildings and are 

amazed at the changes in the buildings over time (the C.F. Henry building is 

a show-stopper because it had lots of decorations on it from the 1800s, but it 

is now dramatically covered in stucco). My students see a picture of the Fran 

Kral Parking lot, and then see a picture of "The Big Store" and ask why the 

building was torn down. In short, the slide show develops a sense of 

curiosity about Rockford History in my students before I set them up for their 

next assignment. 

After spending a morning in the local history room at the Main 

Rockford Library downtown during a summer afternoon before I started 

teaching, I picked out ten different documents to make up one of my first 

lesson plans as a just hired RPS teacher. For this assignment, on day three 

of my unit, I tell my students in class that the local librarians are very busy 

and need their help in classifying and analyzing the objects. My students 

have to explain what the document is (newspaper article, advertisement, or 

map), if the document is a primary source document (first-hand account), 

why the document is a primary source document, guess when the document 

was created and how a historian might use that document in formulating 

history. The purpose behind this activity is to get my students to start 

thinking about not only Rockford History but also about the way a historian 

thinks because historians use documents like Winnebago County highway 

maps from the 1950s and newspaper articles about Camp Grant to write the 

history of the city. 

On the fourth day of the unit, every student must complete a sheet of 

twenty questions on Rockford History using a packet I wrote using Pat 

Cunningham's Big Town, Little City, John Lundin's, Rockford, an Illustrated 

History, John Molyneaux's, African Americans in Early Rockford, 1834-1871, 

and Hal C. Nelson's, Sinnissippi Saga, a History of Rockford and Winnebago 

County. 	The twenty questions give my students some background 

knowledge of Rockford History before they dig deeper into a topic for their 

follow-up assignment. The questions are varied from the founding of 
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Rockford by Kent, Blake, and Lemon, to the Manny Reaper Trial, industry, 

Camp Grant and current Rockford topics such as the economy. Once my 

students have completed their questions and I have checked them for their 

accuracy on the fifth day of the unit, all of the students must complete a 

follow-up activity of their choice the following week. The students can either 

perform a group skit or a "Rockford Rap" in front of the entire class or create 

a worksheet on a topic of Rockford History for a third-grader using 

PowerPoint or by simply drawing it out by hand on a piece of blank paper. 

The requirements for the group skit assignment for my students are: 

they must use ten answers from their Rockford Questions in their skit's 

dialogue, be creative, the show must have a good flow (keep the audience 

interested), and perform it in front of the entire class. This year I had a 

group in my Honors class develop their skit project around a "driving tour" of 

Rockford. One of the students actually drove around Rockford, took pictures, 

made a PowerPoint slideshow of the pictures, and timed it with the dialogue 

of the skit. I kept some examples from some of my students from years past 

in each of the follow-up categories. Here is a selection from a skit done by 

three of my students back in 2005: 

Matt Meli: Hey guys I bought this new issue of the Black Hawk Times. 

Delene Santa Cruz: Hey why do they call it the Black Hawk Times? 

Matt Meli: Because that was the name of the great Native American leader in 

Northern Illinois. He fought to regain his lands of Saukenuk from 

settlers who had taken it away from him and his people. 

Samantha Tufly: Cool, so have you guys bought tickets to the Founders Tour? 

Delene Santa Cruz: Yeah, it's on Sunday. 

Matt Meli: Who's playing? 

Samantha Tufly: Duh, Germanicus Kent, Thatcher Blake, and Lewis Lemon all 

founders of Rockford you know the ones who came to establish a saw 

mill and carve out plots of land to the future pioneers. 

The students in this example have woven the facts that they learned into a 

quick flowing skit, and their answers are warped from the truth a little bit 



(Kent, Blake, and Lemon are not a rock band) but to me it shows that they 

were being creative. I have had students at the end of the year tell me the 

names of Kent, Blake, and Lemon because they were bombarded with those 

names over and over again in class. Kimarie Ellis wrote her skit with 

fictitious characters in 2006: 

Holly is talking on her cell phone in the park. Her grandmother (Ethel) and her 

grandmother's friend Louise over hear her conservation. 

Holly: Yeah girl I'm glad this is our last year of school. I'm getting out of lame 

Rockford. I don't know where I'm going but I'm not staying here. 

Ethel: Do you hear her? She is talking about leaving here. 

Louise: Yeah, I hear her. She talking about she want to leave here and she don't 

even know where she is from. 

Holly: What you mean where I came from? 

Louise: I mean you don't even know about Rockford History or how Rockford came 

about. You can't talk bad about something you don't even know anything 

about. 

Ethel: Right, she probably doesn't even know about Chief (sic) Blackhawk. 

Holly: It's not my fault I don't know much about Rockford. You make it seem like I 

wrote the history books. We only learn what they teach us. 

Ethel: It's not like there isn't any libraries here. You can go to any library and find 

out Information. 

From there Kimarie took her plot line off in the direction of her grandmother 

and grandmother's friend into teaching her character of Holly about Rockford 

History, but this beginning really hit home for me because I think that for 

many students in RPS do not feel a connection to their hometown because 

they have not learned anything about it or are new to the District. Many 

teachers do not teach Rockford History because it is not specifically in the 

curriculum and they have no knowledge of the subject themselves. 

In the requirements for the "Rockford Rap" assignment students must: 

work as a group or as an individual, include ten answers from their Rockford 

Questions, rhyme like a rap song and perform it in front of the entire class. 
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The best "Rockford Rap" I have ever received was written by Paul 

Thompson in 2008. 

Blackhawk fought 

Then was caught 

Blackhawk died 

They took his pride 

Blake and Lemon 

And Kent were new 

They founded Rockford 

And named it too(sic) 

Lemon was a slave 

Owned by Kent 

Who bought his freedom 

And off he went 

Isaac Wilson was a b-u-s-f -n-e-s-s man 

He went out of business in the d-e-p-r-e-s-s-i-o-n 

Williams/Armstrong occupation 

Is part of today's organization (?) 

Then they stopped the fight 

For the Black Laws and Rights 

Anna [Peck Sill] was a teacher 

Who was a faith preacher 

Lathrop worked for a trial 

To help juveniles 

Mary [Tinker] owned a business 

Which became Rockford's biggest 

Rockford harvest crops 

After the reaper dropped 

The Swedish had to pay to go to work [took money out of their checks for co. 

stock] 

They started the seamless sock which began a birth 
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Rockford trained soldiers for World War I 

The soldiers got sick, and then came World War II. 

So as you can see 

Rockford's a great c-i-t-y 

All you need to do is 

Learn your h-i-s -t-o-r-y. 

Paul had the naming of Rockford wrong (it was Goodhue), and what he 

meant by "organization" after mentioning the Williams and Armstrong 

barbers is beyond me, but he did manage to take practically a huge chunk of 

Rockford History and condense it into a little rhythmic rap that even third 

graders could rap to (after cleaning up the Goodhue line). I made a huge 

poster of it and will tape it on my classroom wall during the unit for students 

to read and if they want to memorize for studying for the Local History Unit 

test for next year. 

The requirements for the Rockford third-grader worksheet (for those 

students who do not wish to perform in front of the entire class) are that the 

worksheet must have a body of text on a specific topic of Rockford History, a 

title, a picture, and an activity for the third-grade student to complete (a fill 

in the blank, word unscramble, multiple choice questions, or written response 

story). An example can be seen at right. 

After my students have worked on their follow-up skit, rap, or 

worksheet projects for three days, they present them for the next two days. 

Before I wrap up my local history unit, I give my students a map of the 

counties of Northern Illinois to color in and label. Then my students form 

teams and have to correctly identify as many counties on the board they as 

they can in 10 seconds. My students also create an illustrated timeline of 

Illinois History in their notebooks in order to gain a sense of how the state 

developed as Rockford did. 

For my students, the study of Rockford history is a gateway for 

studying national or world history. It is the hook with which I can get 

students interested in my class. The question I get the most is, "That 
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happened here?" They cannot seem to believe that history happened in their 

neighborhood. Throughout the year I will teach something about national 

history and will side note what was happening in Rockford at the same time 

(though the only problem is when I try to get my students to answer, "Lewis 

Lemon," they will instead say, "Lewis Clark" or vise versa). At the end of the 

school year I always ask what the students have learned in my class, and I 

always get one student who yells at the top of his/her lungs, "Kent, Blake 

and Lemon!" This surprised me because I taught about them at the 

beginning of the year, and I thought that they would have forgotten about a 

lot of what I taught them, but they all remembered. It is history that they 

can connect with. The students go "Down on the Waterfront" and see the 

buildings and intersections I talk about in class and they come back to class 

the week afterwards and ask me more questions. I had a student this year 

tell me that he gave his girlfriend a "walking historical tour" of downtown 

during the "On the Waterfront" Music Festival based on what we discussed in 

class. I was dumbfounded. 

This year I am trying to expand my class' horizons with a trip to Camp 

Grant through Atwood's staff and for my class to take a bite to eat at the 

Command Post Restaurant after their induction at the Camp. I can only 

imagine what my students are going to say and do on that trip, and it will be 

something else for them to remember from my class. My hope in teaching is 

that my students remember history class as being at least a good experience 

instead of a dreaded one just chock-full of names and dates (that even I 

have a hard time with on occasion). My students may still think that 

Rockford is not the greatest place to be for a teen, but at least they can drive 

around downtown and smile a little bit because they know they learned 

something about it, and hopefully have some kind interest in Rockford 

History, if not from their parents or because they've lived here all of their 

lives, at least from my class. 



Amanda Becker 

As a student attending Auburn High School in the late 90s (graduated from 

there in 2000) I was curious why we had to always learn about faraway 

places and never about our own backyard? My 92 year-old Grandpa, John 

Flanders, always told stories from his youth growing up in the 20s-40s which 

helped fan the flames of my curiosity too. I wrote my senior seminar paper 

at Rockford College (I went to Rock Valley for my Associates Degree 2002, 

and then graduated from Rockford College in 2005) on Rockford Industry. 

Now as a teacher at Auburn High School, I get to share my love for the city I 

have always lived in with my students. I want to also thank Ernie Stokes for 

taking time to edit my paper (I'm sorry I still have trouble with comma 

placement. 

Wi a s crc the ts 0 

lust 	1ia's in 
Rockloid irini 

Whrn did Thatcher 

Another example of the work done by Amanda Becker's students. 
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