NOTE TO EDITORS: If you’d like to contact National History Day students in your area, please contact Jeff Morgan at 515-281-3858 or jeff.morgan@iowa.gov.

PHOTOS
NHD, Caleb Lines: Caleb Lines’ participation in National History Day at Nashua-Plainfield High School helped him win a $100,000 scholarship from Dr. Pepper.

NHD, national finals: Iowa students march in the National History Day parade every June at the national finals at the University of Maryland.

NHD, research: National History Day students in Iowa seek out primary sources at the State Historical Society of Iowa Research Center in Des Moines.

For Iowa students, National History Day opens doors to the future

By Jeff Morgan
Iowa Culture Wire

This spring, more than 600 students from across the state will gather in Des Moines where their hopes and dreams for the future will hinge on the past.

The state finals of National History Day in Iowa are set for April 29 at the Iowa Events Center, capping a year-long program that challenges students to create exhibits, documentaries, websites, papers and performances about various historical topics.

“National History Day asks students to do some really advanced research for their projects,” said Vania Boland of the State Historical Society of Iowa, which oversees the state program. “We see some of Iowa’s best and brightest students come through this program, and it can have a huge impact on the trajectory of their academic careers.”

Each year, an estimated 8,000 students in Iowa’s middle and high schools participate in National History Day, competing in school, district and state contests. From the state finals, about 65 to 70 will advance to the national finals in June at the University of Maryland.

Overall, more than half a million students from the United States, several U.S. territories, and international schools in Europe and Asia participate in the program. About 3,000 of them, including the Iowans, will compete for scholarships and prizes at the national finals.

For some students, National History Day can open up new possibilities, the same way a basketball or football scholarship can propel high school athletes into collegiate sports.

Caleb Lines jumped into the program five years ago as a freshman at Nashua-Plainfield High School – against his initial instincts.

“I was really close to dropping out of National History Day,” he said, “but my parents told me to stick it out at least for the first year. I didn’t really want to at the time, but I ended up loving it.”

It’s a good thing he did. A website he created about the Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-1981 placed third at last year’s national finals and helped Lines accomplish much more. He won an all-expenses paid trip to France to research a fallen hero from World War II. He was named a U.S. Presidential Scholar and visited the White House.

And get this: He won $100,000 scholarship from Dr. Pepper for a one-minute video he and two of his National History Day partners created. It was one of 20 winners chosen from about 55,000 entries.

“My teacher, Mrs. Turner, was amazing in helping me learn how to analyze contextual information I was reading while researching my National History Day projects,” said Lines, who is now studying biochemistry at Wartburg College and wants to follow in the footsteps of his hero, Norman Borlaug, and eradicate world hunger. “Knowing how to do background research and how it relates to things happening today – those skills transfer to what I’m doing now.”

His teacher, Suzan Turner, has coordinated the National History Day program at Nashua-Plainfield for the past 14 years.

“It’s really engaging for kids,” she said. “They get to pick their own topics and do in-depth research on college campuses. They get very excited about that and the people they get to interview.”

Several years ago, some of her students interviewed former Soviet Union Premier Nikita Khrushchev’s son, President Dwight Eisenhower’s daughter, and Roswell Garst’s granddaughters for a project about Khrushchev’s famous 1959 visit to the Garst family farm in Coon Rapids.

“How many people can say they interviewed the son of a Soviet Union premier and the daughter of the president?” Turner said. “It’s remarkable that these kids can do something like that.”

She has a long list of similar anecdotes, but is most proud of how National History Day helps students build confidence.

“We have a lot of smart, capable kids who have maybe lacked some of those opportunities,” she said. “This program helps our kids know that they are capable, and once they know that, they can change the trajectory of their lives.”

This article was provided by the Iowa Culture Wire, a free service of the Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs.
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