She’s Tops in Clinton
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By Fay Abrahamsson, Harbor News Senior Staff Writer: 

CLINTON: 
    There must be a secret among Spanish teachers that keeps them constantly in the winners’ circle. Last year, high school Spanish teacher Laura Luther won the Clinton Teacher of the Year award. This year, the accolade is awarded to elementary school Spanish teacher Jessica Godburn. 
    Jessica, who lives in New Haven with her husband Kevin, teaches Spanish to 2nd and 3rd graders at the Lewin G. Joel Elementary School in Clinton. This is her seventh year at the school. 
    She grew up in Westford, Massachusetts, graduated from the College of Wooster in Ohio with a BA in Spanish, and received her master’s in teaching English as a second language from Southern Connecticut State University. 
    In Clinton, Spanish is taught from kindergarten through 6th grade as part of its World Languages Program, Jessica says. Students have the option of adding French to their repertoire in 7th grade. At the high school level, the opportunity to learn Chinese is also available. 
    Jessica shares the responsibility of teaching Spanish at the Joel School with Maria Moran who teaches kindergarten and 1st grade. 
    “I’m a much better teacher because I work with her,” they each say of the other. 
    Jessica says her style is to teach as much of the lesson as possible in Spanish using a multitude of props so the children can quickly comprehend the language through many outlets. 
    “I have the students communicate and interact with each other as much as possible,” says Jessica, who converts many lessons into games that they love. “We make it fun to learn.” 
    For example, Jessica has the students play the roles of la compradora (a female shopper) and el comprador (a male shopper) with another student playing the storekeeper. They make a budget, devise a shopping list, and purchase items with fake money–all in Spanish. Not only are they learning a foreign language, they’re doing math. 
    “We try to integrate Spanish with other curriculum,” she says. 
    In another exercise called Mix and Mingle, each student has a question. They must find the answer from their classmates–again, all done in Spanish. 
    “We are learning about Picasso now,” says Jessica, noting that her students will describe the various paintings and survey each member of the class asking them how they feel about a particular work of art. 
    Kids love the game of matamosca in which they get to use real fly-swatters. The purpose of the game is for the children to identify the written word as their teacher speaks it. Spanish words are spread out like playing cards on a table. When one of the students sees the right word, he or she can swat it. 
    “When a real fly is in the classroom, the children really get excited,” says Jessica. 
    Celebrating Spanish holidays are always a big hit with the children, she says. Three Kings’ Day and Cinco de Mayo become ways to teach both the language and history. It’s also fun when the superintendent of schools, the assistant superintendent of schools, and the co-principal don their stately attire and dress up as kings. 
    Jessica, as one would imagine, is a big proponent of learning a foreign language when young and credits her school district in providing this program.
    “We don’t take it for granted,” she says. 
    Considering there are 20 Spanish-speaking countries in the world, learning the language as a kid can reap many benefits as an adult.  
    “When you are a kid, your brain is hardwired to accept a foreign language,” she notes, saying young children are tuned-in to accepting different sounds and have the flexibility of thinking that is required of learning a new language. “This skill will transfer to the next language they choose to learn.”
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