
 
 

Case Study: Birchland Middle School, 7th Grade Geography 
 

Vietnam: The map, the country, the war and its enduring legacy 
 
Thanks to a Place-Based Service Learning program at Birchland Middle School, E. 
Longmeadow, students are exposed to a lot more about Vietnam than their school’s traditional 
7th grade geography curriculum would offer them. In addition to learning about Vietnam’s 
geography and some of its history, they are giving back to their community through a Service 
Learning project that serves some of the local elderly and disabled military veterans who served 
in the war there. The program is in its fourth year.  
 
Working with the education staff at Springfield Armory National Historic Site (SPAR), teacher 
Harriet Kulig designed a program for her school’s 110 7th graders that complemented some of 
the key geography skills and social studies content specified in district and state standards. She 
especially wanted students to practice their critical thinking and research skills, using both 
primary source and secondary source documents. She also emphasized experiential learning 
activities, both in the classroom and on a field trip to the Armory museum. 

 

   
Birchland Middle School students work on an educational activity at the Springfield Armory N.H.S. 

 
Students cover material related to Vietnam’s geography and history in the classroom to prepare 
for the field trip. At SPAR, they visit an exhibit about the Vietnam War and work in Museum 
classrooms, where they engage in a variety of hands-on activities. For example, they examine 
archival Armory documents and maps that help them to understand the geographical reasons 
the Armory was built on the Connecticut River in Springfield, and why the city became a major 
American center for industry in the Nineteenth Century. They also do a 3xD map-making activity 
based on what they have learned. Trained park rangers, who planned the field trip program with 
teachers, supervise the activities with teachers.  
 



Back in the classroom, the 7th graders work with additional primary and secondary resources, 
including material that provides historical perspective on Vietnam, its people and the Vietnam 
War (which the Vietnamese refer to as the American War.) Through reading and listening to 
music of the 60s and oral histories they learn about the history and the impact of the war, both 
on Vietnam and within the United States. The PBSL project even tests the student’s math and 
graphing skills with an assignment to interview their parents-- or in some cases guardians-- to 
determine if and how many family members served in a war. (This includes students who 
immigrated to the U.S.: One student from a Vietnamese-American family indicated a relative 
had served on the side of the North Vietnamese.) Using compiled data, students create a bar 
graph that compares the relative numbers of 7th grade relatives who served in various conflicts. 

 
A graphing project related to the student’s primary source research 

 

A key component of the student’s experiential learning occurs when a combat veteran visits a 
7th grade assembly to share about his tour in Vietnam and answer questions. Marine Corps 
veteran Jim Monroe has been the speaker. Now a retired Episcopal priest, Jim volunteered for 
the marines before becoming a clergyman. He served in an artillery unit in the northernmost 
province of Vietnam, where he was seriously wounded-in-action. Jim shares more than a war 
story: he talks about the terrible human costs of war, the devastating and lasting toll it took on 
the people and environment of Vietnam, and the still lingering impact the war has on many of 
the troops who came home to return to civilian life. He personally speaks about the physical 
wounds and combat trauma (or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) that he and so many other 
veterans of past and present wars may struggle with when they return home from the battlefield. 
He also engages in a short roll play and asks students a lot of questions to stimulate their critical 
thinking about his story and what they have learned in class about Vietnam and the war. 
 
Staff at the Veterans Education Project (VEP), a group that Jim belongs to and that Harriet 
recruited as a Community Partner for her PBSL program, coordinates the classroom 
presentations. VEP advises Birchland teachers and SPAR rangers on learning activities related 
to the war. The group also coordinates Harriet’s SL projects, most of which have benefited 



 
Vietnam veteran Jim Munroe shares his oral history and talks about veterans’ issues at a Birchland M.S. 

7th grade assembly, helping to prepare students for their Service Learning project. 
 

veterans residing at the Soldiers’ Home of Holyoke. The students learn about veterans and the 
kinds of issues that confronted Jim Munroe in class and interview family members who served 
to learn more. They then write personal letters to the Soldiers’ Home veterans, sharing some of 
what they learned and something about themselves and their lives and aspirations. They also 
thank the vets for their service. Last year, the students wrote similar letters to a new 
constituency just before the holidays: active duty military serving overseas. 
 

 
Part of the 7th graders’ Service Learning Project involved visiting the Holyoke  

Soldiers Home, to share their projects and visit with the veteran residents.  

 
The first year of the project a delegation of students visited the home close to Memorial Day to 
share some of what they had learned at a formal presentation and to meet the veterans in 
person. The Soldiers’ Home representative awarded the Birchland 7th grade a plaque that 
thanked them, on behalf of the Home’s residents, for its caring act of public service. The plaque 
hangs in Harriet Kulig’s classroom. 
 



Impacts:  
 
From Birchland students’ letters to a Soldiers’ Home vet and to a soldier serving overseas: 
 

I want to sincerely thank you for your service to keep this country safe and free… My 
grandfather was a veteran from WWII, and my uncle died in the Vietnam War way before I was 
born. My uncle was in the Army, but I am going to choose to be in the Navy and be an aircraft 
mechanic on an aircraft carrier. I hope to do something I will be proud of in the Navy, like you 
did serving for America. Thank you. 
 
First, I want to thank you for your service, I know it’s hard to leave your family for a bit. But you 
are making them even more proud of you and I think they are really appreciating your service as 
well. For leaving and missing out on the holidays I think that it’s a very brave thing to do. I am 
very thankful that you are serving for us. I am very proud of you as well. 
 
From a Birchland 8th grade student (whose mom served in Afghanistan): 
 

I heard Father Monroe last year in Ms. Kulig’s 7th grade class and I learned so much. I still 
remember his story, especially the part where he said the war was over and he’d like to go back 
to Vietnam meet and talk to the [North Vietnamese] soldier who tried to kill him and wounded 
him. 
 

 
Veteran Education Project speaker Jim Munroe (left) and VEP Director Rob Wilson  

join teacher Harriet Kulig in a classroom after the 7th grade assembly to answer 
 questions and discuss the class Place-Based Service Learning project.  

 
A thankyou from a U.S. soldier in Afghanistan who received a letter and a “care package” from a 
Springfield high school participating in a PEC program much like Birchland’s: 
 

It means a lot to me that people from my home state are thinking about us over here in 
Afghanistan. I read all the letters and cards from the thoughtful people of the community and 
local schools, and it provided me a nice escape from “life” here in Afghanistan. No matter how 
big or small the care package, it affects us in a huge way. These packages represent love and 
support. Sometimes that is all we need over here. The packages make our lives and morale so 
much better while deployed and help us get that much closer to coming home. 
 

Veterans Education Project: www.vetsed.org; vep@crocker.com 
 
 

http://www.vetsed.org/
mailto:vep@crocker.com

