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Innovative Learning Opportunities at Freshman Academy 
by Cindy Kleyn-Kennedy 

 
 Recently at our Clovis High School Freshman Academy there were crimes afoot. History 
teacher Scott Schumpert was seen slumped on the floor, stained with blood (fake, it turns out), 
moaning outrageous claims about someone who had attacked him. 
 Behind the stage in the gym students stumbled upon a scene marked with yellow crime 
tape. A poker game had clearly been disturbed, with poker chips, food, and soda cans strewn 
across the floor, and a body (dummy) slumped across the table. In another location a restroom 
stall held yet another body (dummy), surrounded by smeared (fake) blood and (fake) blood 
spatter on the floor and walls. What’s going on? 
 Lieutenants David O’Leary and Gary Smith of the New Mexico State Police, along with 
the new addition of Agent Chad Casson were in town helping out with a now annual tradition at 
CHSFA.  

Several years ago, when Brian Piccard’s history class was examining the controversial 
Sacco and Vanzetti trial of the 1920s, he and other CHSFA teachers became inspired to expand 
and develop a week long, cross-curricular project that thoroughly engaged every student at the 
Freshman Academy. By recreating the original Sacco and Vanzetti crime scene, later 
incorporating other crime scenes for students to analyze and solve, learning was taken to a 
whole new level. Students became fully engaged in this real-world exercise, incorporating 
writing, math, and science higher order critical thinking. 

O’Leary and Smith, both former Gattis Junior High students, brought their crime-solving 
tools of the trade and walked students through each painstaking stage of trying to determine 
what happened at a crime scene. One of the most important lessons students learned was that 
real world situations are different from television dramas. There are meticulous processes and 
procedures in a scientific format that must be followed, which seems to have made it all the 
more interesting for students. 

In addition to the fake crime scenes set up, there was the most enlightening examination 
of a school restroom using a forensic light source and UV goggles to identify, well…you get the 
idea. This year there was the new addition of the fingerprinting lab facilitated by Agent Casson 
where students learned how to dust for and transfer fingerprints. 

Science teacher Nicole Hahn described the entire project: “The critical thinking part of 
the project has grown dramatically. Kids this age love to solve problems, and we are dealing 
with very real problems. The kids are very imaginative; our elementary teachers have done a 
fabulous job helping students develop wonderful creativity and imagination. Our challenge here 
is to focus on the hard facts.”  

This year, Lt. O’Leary was able to provide articulated dummies used in medical training 
programs for more realistic crime scenes, and there are plans to incorporate more technology 
next year. One remarkable aspect of this project: literally everyone gets on board, participating 
enthusiastically; from the cafeteria ladies to James, the custodian, to all school staff, and 
parents. 

 A huge and humble thanks to all involved for providing such incredible learning 
opportunities for our kids. 
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