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a passion for science
When he is teaching Elementary and Secondary
Science Methods to future teachers, Eric Brunsell
knows he does not have to try to instill in them
a love for helping kids. They all have that. “They
are in it to make a positive difference in the lives
of kids,” said Brunsell, an associate professor in
the College of Education and Human Services
Department of Curriculum and Instruction at the
University of Wisconsin Oshkosh.
What is less apparent is the students’ passion
for science. His students may enjoy many aspects
of the various subjects they will have to teach,
but, for them, science can be as hit and miss as
subjects like math.
“One of the things I try to do with my students
is help them find a way to like [science] and
realize there are a lot of different aspects to it they
can have fun with,” he said. Even if they don’t
have a passion for science, Brunsell said the
methods used to teach the subject can help build
relationships with their future students. Science’s
hands-on nature and exploration of ideas can
be an effective tool in his own classroom. “I think
most of the time, when my students see science
presented that way, they start to understand why it
can be such a powerful thing for elementary kids
to learn.”
Just like not every future teacher in his class
loves science, Brunsell stresses that not every one
their future students will become a scientist. His
students’ job is not to turn them into scientists, but
rather focus on their primary goal as a teacher: to
have a positive impact. “What you want to do is to
keep the doors open for students to find their own
path in life.”

Student Features Reporter

Road Trip
Many doors to exploration were held wide open
for Brunsell during his youth. Although he grew up
in small-town Wausau, Wis., much of his childhood
was spent traveling the country with his parents,
Barb and Steve, and younger sister, Mandy. Many
summer days were spent traveling in the family
car, trips that Brunsell jokingly compares to Chevy
Chase movies. The family explored a variety of
natural extremes. They spent time near the ocean,
driving through mountain ranges, visiting the
Petrified Forest National Park and discovering
white sands in New Mexico.
They usually traveled without an itinerary, which
Brunsell said is one of the best ways to travel. He
recalls one trip of such spontaneity in particular.
The car was packed for camping in South Dakota
when his parents suddenly decided Florida
sounded much nicer. The camping gear was left
with grandma and grandpa, and they headed for
the Sunshine State.
Travel wasn’t the only childhood experience that
showed Brunsell the power of exploration and
learning. Brunsell grew up around teachers and
schools. His mother was an elementary-school
teacher and his father taught seventh-grade life
science.
“I saw them working, dedicated and learning
themselves,” he said. “I remember doing my
homework in the evenings at the kitchen table
with my mom as she worked on her school work
[for her master’s]. I grew up around that type of
environment where education was important.”
His father continually fostered Brunsell’s appetite
for discovery with at-home experiences, like
dissecting owl pellets on Sunday afternoons, or
freezing dead bats for later observation. A love for
learning was developed early, but not something
Brunsell came to realize until a bit later in life.
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Dr. Eric Brunsell helping second-graders explore properties of air at the Walworth Barbour American International School
(WBAIS) in Even Yehuda, Israel (January 2013).

Forging His Own Path
When Brunsell graduated from D.C. Everest
High School in Schofield, Wis., in 1991, he wanted
to be anything but a teacher. He grew up around
teachers and so he wanted to strike his own
path, repressing any urge to follow in his parents’
footsteps.
Brunsell entered UW-Madison set on
engineering. It took him more than three years to
realize he might not have been on the right path.
“When I decided engineering wasn’t for me, I
was into my second semester of my junior year,”
he said. “I spent a good chunk of that semester
trying to figure out what I wanted to do, and I kept
coming back to teaching.” Brunsell graduated from
UW-Madison in 1996 with a Bachelor of Science
degree in science education, with emphases in
physics and physical science.
Brunsell let go of his hesitations about being
a teacher and embraced the love for continuous
education and exploration his parents instilled in
him. “There wasn’t necessarily an ah-ha moment
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where, at the time, I saw it as something that I
was super passionate about, but I knew it was the
right path for me,” Brunsell said of his decision to
go into teaching. “It didn’t take long. During my
student teaching, my first real extended experience
working with high school kids, I realized how
exciting and dynamic and powerful of a career
choice it was.”
While student teaching at Madison West High
School, Brunsell worked with a science teacher,
David Braunschweig, who showed Brunsell the
importance of not only continually learning for
one’s own knowledge, but for the benefit of the
classroom as well.
“He was working on a project out of Arizona
State University,” Brunsell said. “So seeing him as
a learner, where, even though he was getting close
to retirement, he was still learning new things and
trying to figure out how to best meet the needs of
his students, really opened up a whole different
way of approaching content and classroom
instruction.”

Dr. Eric Brunsell, with elementary teachers at a K-5 STEM Summer Institute June, 2013, experimenting with sound and
vibrations. The three-year project is led by scientists, mathematicians and educators from UW Oshkosh.

An Out-Of-This-World Experience
In 1996, Brunsell got the opportunity to continue
to develop his own teaching skills in a way not
many science teachers have been able to, after
becoming a physics teacher at Appleton East and
North High Schools in Appleton, Wis.
In his first year of teaching, a few students
approached Brunsell with a project they had
developed for NASA’s Space Science Student
Involvement Program, a national space design
competition. Brunsell agreed to advise them, and
for two years in a row he had winners advance
to the final stages at NASA Field Centers. He
eventually networked with leaders of Space
Explorers, Inc., based in De Pere, Wis., a company
dedicated to “providing professional development
experiences for current teachers, mostly related
to space science,” he said. Brunsell landed parttime work creating curricula and conferences for
teachers across the country.
“During my last year of teaching [high school], I
had some opportunities to do some space science

workshops on the weekend,” Brunsell said. “For
my first real workshop, I finished teaching at
3:10 on a Friday and flew to Virginia to do a full
workshop and was back Sunday night to get back
in the classroom.” Brunsell quickly felt the impact
he had on these teachers, providing them with
opportunities and resources they couldn’t get
anywhere else. He decided to leave high school
teaching in 1999 and work full-time for Space
Explorers.
In 2001, while working on his master’s in
educational leadership at UW Oshkosh, Brunsell
joined a different but similar nonprofit group called
Space Education Initiatives in Green Bay, Wis.
“We really had the financial support there to do
the types of things we wanted to do with teachers.
Whatever we could dream up, we could probably
find a way to pull off,” Brunsell said. Brunsell
and his team set up conferences for teachers at
NASA’s jet propulsion laboratories and space flight
centers. They brought in teachers to work with
NASA’s Solar System Exploration Mission outreach
teams. They explored the lunar labs where moon
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rocks are stored and even went on a Zero-Gravity
flight.
“Being able to dream up what types of
experiences as a teacher you would want, and
then being able to create them for other teachers
was pretty powerful,” Brunsell said.
Brunsell finished his master’s degree in 2002
and obtained a doctorate in education from
Montana State University in 2006, the same year

research matters
by Eric Brunsell, Ed.D.

Over the past few years, I have been
studying the development of teachers’
ability to build their students’ capacity
with the “practices” of science and
engineering. Primarily, this has focused on
helping children use evidence to create
scientific explanations of the phenomena
that they are studying. This work has
been funded by a series of grants,
including Science Futures, Immersion
into Inquiry, and K-5 STEM. Collaborators
have included Elizabeth Alderton,
Reynee Kachur, John Beam and Amy
Parrot at UW Oshkosh, school districts
in Beaver Dam, Fond du Lac, Kenosha,
Menasha, Oshkosh, and Racine, the
Wisconsin Society of Science Teachers
and UW-Madison. Recently, this work
has expanded to explore reform-minded
revisions to K-12 science curriculum and
instruction. This has resulted in a book
scheduled to be published in May 2014
with collaborators from UW-Madison and
Marian University.
I also co-authored a book, “Engaging
Minds in the Science and Math
Classroom: The Surprising Power of
Joy,” which was published in February
2014. This book is part of a series led by
Michael Ford (Department of Language
and Literacy, UW Oshkosh) and Michael
Opitz focused on how affective factors
(engagement, motivation, identity) impact
learning in K-8 science and mathematics.
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he left Space Education Initiatives to begin his
career as an assistant professor at the University
of Wisconsin-La Crosse. Although enjoying his
time in La Crosse, when an opening became
available in 2008 at UW Oshkosh, Brunsell
jumped at the opportunity.
The Learning Experiment
Brunsell takes a dynamic approach to his
teaching, always learning and trying new
approaches in the classroom. The “Maker
Movement” is an approach he teaches to his
students through actual classroom application.
The movement involves unstructured experiments
and “tinkering” with new ideas.
“If you talk to your parents or grandparents,
when they were kids, a lot of them talk about
how they were bored and tinkered with stuff,”
Brunsell said. “[This movement] reenergizes
that kind of spirit. That philosophy is powerful for
anyone. I think there is a lot we can learn from that
movement and apply in the classroom.”
Brunsell gives his students opportunities to
tinker with different technology, expanding their
hands-on experiences beyond classroom walls.
His students in Elementary Science Methods
every spring mentor 5th-grade science fair teams
in different countries through Moodle, an online
learning platform. “It’s a great way for my students
to see how technology can blur the walls of a
classroom,” he said.
UW Oshkosh alumna Melissa Lamers got
to mentor students around the world through
Brunsell’s class. She said Brunsell incorporated
many interactive activities into his teaching, such
as planting trees and teaching science outdoors
to local elementary students and creating lesson
plans on computers and iPads for students to
learn in a variety of ways.
“He challenged us to think outside of the box
and make creative and interactive lessons for
our students,” she said. “Dr. Brunsell had a way
of getting his students to stay actively engaged
through his enthusiasm and love of science.”
Lamers earned her degree in elementary
education, middle-childhood to early adolescence
in January. As a student she found herself
catching onto the energy Brunsell brought to the
classroom. Lamers currently works as a substitute

Dr. Eric Brunsell (center, upright) working with teachers to explore how certain scientific phenomena work in a weightless
environment on a Zero-G flight that took place over the Gulf of Mexico (April 2005).

teacher for different districts in the Fox Valley.
“I liked how Dr. Brunsell made sure that his
students were getting the best possible learning
experience,” she said. “He was passionate
about his teaching and his positive attitude
was contagious. He was a great teacher who
helped prepare his students to be great future
educators.”
Testing new ideas and maintaining a passion
for learning is just as important to Brunsell outside
of his classroom as it is in. Brunsell currently
lives in Neenah, Wis., with his wife, Melissa,
12-year-old son, Sam, and 10-year-old daughter,
Emma. He spends most of his free time with his
family, concocting at-home experiences, like
turning homemade Playdough into an electrical
conductor, and coaching his son’s 6th-grade
football team. His kids are growing up in an
educational environment, just as he did. “I think
they know that education is important to both of
us,” he said. “They see that and see us reading
for work and fun.”

in all of his students, but there is more to life and
to teaching than just the content, and Brunsell
stresses that importance in all of his lessons.
“You can’t be a good teacher without mastering
the technical aspects, but mastering the technical
aspects is not enough to be a good teacher,” he
said. “You have to have the dispositions of wanting
your students to succeed, and continuing to learn
yourself.”
To learn more about Dr. Eric Brunsell and
his work, please visit www.uwosh.edu/beyond/
endeavors.

His kids might not turn into scientists, and he
might not be able to instill the love for science
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