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Jessica Sampley Education: 

ÅEd.S. in Instructional Leadership
ÅMFA in Creative Writing: Poetry
ÅBA in Psychology

Experience:

Å20 years of experience; 16 years teaching
ÅAcademies and CTE Director at GSCS since 2019
ÅFormer ELA teacher, grades 8-12, including APand dual 
enrollment; Assistant Athletic Director; and coach
ÅRecently served on congressionally-mandated National 
Academies consensus study over K-12 STEM Education and 
Workforce Development in Rural Areas

Background and Interests: 

ÅBorn and raised in rural Arley, Alabama; live in Bon Secour
ÅPublished poet, grant writer, memoirist
ÅIntegrating sustainability through place-based learning
ÅDIY
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Gulf Shores City Schools' Journey
Context:
Å Established in 2018
Å First school year- 2019-20
Å Our Board adopted "Make Waves" as 

our motto
Å 2700 students in pK-12
Å Core Values:

o Prioritized STEAM and Sustainability 
from inception

o Community involvement
o Innovation and collaboration-focused
o Inclusive and engaging learning 

opportunities

We want to do things differently. 



OUR VISION FOR PLACE-BASED LEARNING

Objective: 
ÅUtilize the unique coastal and natural environment 

around Gulf Shores to create meaningful, hands-on 
learning experiences aligned with standards.

Alignment with District Values: 
ÅFosters social, emotional, and cognitive growth.
ÅAligns with our mission to engage students through 

innovative and experiential learning.



OUR VISION FOR PLACE-BASED LEARNING

Key Benefits: 
Å Promotes curiosity
Å Addresses community issues
Å Provides real-world, hands-on experiences
Å Builds community
Å Encourages civic responsibility
Å Connects students to their environment
Å Reduces stress
Å Increases engagement
Å Promotes inquiry, critical thinking, and problem solving
Å Enhances understanding of ecological and environmental issues



Science by the Shore, PBE Initiative

Å Interdisciplinary team that 
focuses on PBE--

Å In addition to learning from 
local geologists and 
mushroom farmers, we 
also model lessons for each 
other. 
Å Topics include:
Å microplastics at the 

beach
Å ecosystem bike 

rides, scuba, 
kayaking, and 
sailing

Å aquatic 
microorganisms 



2019-PRESENT
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Å2019-2020, created Gulf Coast Sustainability Academy
o Combined core (Gulf Coast Sciencesτmarine and environmental) and CTE/electives (plant science, ecotourism, and nutrition and 

wellness)

o Gardens/green spaces at all three schools, including hydroponics, pollinator gardens, and more

o Outdoor kitchens at HS and MS/ES

o Bikes/kayaks/scuba/rock wall/sailboats

o Field experiences

Å2021: Place-based education initiative formalized; Vertical Alignment, PD, and Strategic Planning 
via grant funding; Farm to Table initiative developed

Å2022: Farm to Table Harvest event, started scuba program

Å2023: US Green Ribbon School District

Å2024: added Sustainability class at GSMS and new state-of-the-art outdoor kitchen,Summer 
WAVE with scuba-integrated marine science

Å2025: added a dedicated Sustainability pathway via aligning the sustainability tenets into an 
existing CTE course of study: Nutrition and Wellness



KEYS TO SUCCESS
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ÅAMAZING team who DREAMS BIG

ÅCommunity partners and engagement

ÅHands-on education firmly rooted in place

ÅGrants

ÅAlignment with core values

ÅVertical alignment and collaboration

ÅSharing our story



CURRENT GRANT FUNDS
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Over 4.35 million total since 2019 for K-12!

ÅGulf Coast RC&D: $15,000

o Alabama Gulf Coast Resiliency Project: Sustainability, Full STEAMM Ahead

ÅNASEM Gulf Research Program: $733,042 over three years

oEmpowering K-8 Youth Through Place-Based Education -
Alabama Gulf Coast Resiliency Project: Sustainability, Full 
STEAMM Ahead

ÅALSDE CTE Innovation and Modernization Grant: $100,000

o Alabama Gulf Coast Resiliency Project: Sustainability, Full STEAMM Aheadτ
Medicine Pathways for a Stronger Future

ÅALSDE CCR Grant: $25,000

-Applications submitted but no award notification yet: ALSDE CRI ($53,000), ASAP 
($225,000),ALSDE Summer WBL ($20,000)



Project Overview

Å Kς8 place-based education in 
Gulf Shores, Alabama

Å Hands-on environmental and 
STEAMM learning

Å Over 2,500 students and 52 
teachers in our district PLUS 
connection to regional schools in 
years 2 and 3

Å Combines classroom, field-based, 
and summer learning

Å Equity-focused with outreach to 
underserved communities and 
schools

Å Community partners

Å Build on previous grant projects



MAJOR GOALS
Å GOAL 1: grow scientific and environmental literacy

o Vertically and standards-aligned PBL units and lesson plans
o Hands-on learning tools like water quality monitoring kits, scuba gear, sailing gear
o Internships

Å GOAL 2: promote stewardship and civic responsibility
o Local restoration efforts like dune stabilization and living shorelines
o Partnerships with universities and local organizations/industry
o Sailing/biking/scuba/kayaking for STEAMM learning

Å GOAL 3: empower student-led problem solving
o Field-based investigations to identify issues and create solutions
o Gulf Coast Sustainability Symposium in year 3



GRADE LEVEL FOCUS & INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS

GRADE LEVELS
ÅKς2: School gardens, weather, nature exploration
Å3ς5: Watershed and dune restoration, native species
Å6ς8: Aquaculture/fisheries, renewable energy, environmental 

science, marine science

INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS

Å In-school STEAMM-integrated projects
ÅField-based restoration and summer programs
ÅTeacher PD: workshops, coaching, collaborative planning



COMMUNITY PARTNERS AND FIELDWORK
Å Potential Partners: Teton Science Schools, Auburn University professors, 

Gulf State Park, Gulf Coast Center for Ecotourism and Sustainability, 
Mobile Baykeeper, Diving with a Purpose, Little Lagoon Preservation 
Society, Down Under Dive Shop, Reefmaker, City of Gulf Shores, and 
more

Å Student experiences: habitat restoration, aquaculture/ fisheries,water 
safety, water testing, artificial reef design and build, scuba-integrated 
marine science, scuba/sailing/biking/kayaking for STEAMM learning, 
farm to table

Å Real-world learning with scientists and conservationists



TIMELINE

ÅYear 1
o GSCS
ÅYear 2

o Include regional teachers and schools
ÅYear 3

o Broaden our reach
o Gulf Coast Sustainability Symposium



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

ÅUS Sailing
ÅDown Under Dive Shop
ÅScience by the Shore and other locally-developed PD
ÅGreen Schools National Conference
ÅTeton Science Schools Place Network and Place-Based 

Education Training
o Place-Based Educator Network Conference

ÅSummer externships



GULF COAST SUSTAINABILITY SYMPOSIUM

ÅYear 3 capstone event

ÅMiddle grades students

ÅStudent research, proposals, competitions, and exhibitions

ÅTeacher training/PD and field experiences

ÅExpert workshops and ecotourism experiences for all

ÅCommunity-wide engagement in resilience dialogue



Alabama Gulf Coast Resiliency Project--
Sustainability: Full STEAMM Ahead

Innovative Programs:
ÅSailing for STEAMM: Teaches math, physics, sustainability tenets (including 

wellness), cultural heritage, and environmental science via sailing.
ÅFarm-to-Table/Small Town Big Garden: Teaches sustainability through 

gardening, cooking, and food systems.
ÅBiking and Scuba for STEAMM: Teaches environmental/science education, 

wellness, and cultural learning via biking and scuba. 

Collaboration: Schools, local leaders, and organizations unite for a resilient 
Gulf Coast community. All parts of the project increase community 
engagement. 



ά{Ƴŀƭƭ ¢ƻǿƴΣ 
.ƛƎ DŀǊŘŜƴέ 

Project Expansion

ÅGrants 

ÅPollinator gardens at GSMS 
and GSES

ÅFruit trees and raised bed 
garden at GSES

ÅPollinator garden at GSHS

ÅHydroponics and aquaponics 
in classrooms at ES/MS and 
in greenhouse at GSMS

ÅGreenhouse at GSMS

ÅOutdoor kitchen at GSMS/ES



GSMS
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PBE IN MIDDLE GRADES

ω²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ /-E-Rs about 
adaptations and 
behaviors that promote 
reproductive success

ω¢ŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ 
and matching 
them with 
definitionsin our 
outdoor classroom

ω{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǇƭŀƴǘΣ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƻƪ 
veggies like peas to integrate into 
lessons. 



Alabama Gulf Coast Resiliency 
Project: Sailing for STEAMM

Photos by Micah Green



Gulf Shores City Schools
Biking and scuba for STEAMMlearning
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Gulf Shores High SchoolSummerWAVE
Artificial reef design and build withReefmaker
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