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Abstract

This classroom-based byte examines how veteran teacher Candace
Heard reimagines her ancient civilization curriculum to foster student
engagement through the creative use of generative Al. By introducing
a time-traveling classroom mascot, “Fitz the Dog,” reframing historical
content through narrative formats such as “Tea Time,” and translating
study guides into contemporary student language, Heard creates
instructional entry points that support comprehension and recall.
Rather than positioning Al as a replacement for teaching, her approach
illustrates how humor, personalization, and technology can function as
pedagogical supports that connect past and present. The byte offers
practice-based insights for educators interested in human-centered,
creative uses of generative Al in middle school social studies
instruction.

Changing Perspectives in the Middle School Classroom

For many middle schoolers, ancient civilizations feel boring and irrelevant.
History, government, geography, and ancient religions have little to do with
their everyday lives. For students navigating a fast-paced, media-saturated
world, content rooted thousands of years in the past can feel especially
distant. At Northwest Rankin Middle School in Flowood, Mississippi, however,
social studies teachers are proving that dull lectures and tedious notetaking
do not have to define the learning experience. In veteran teacher Candace
Heard’s classroom, students discover that the past can be fun, surprising, and
even a little bit relevant—thanks to the creative use of generative Al.
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A Classroom That Sparks Curiosity and Application

Step into Mrs. Heard’s classroom, and you will immediately notice a
difference. A life-sized replica of King Tut’s sarcophagus, a golden Chinese
dragon, and globes floating set the stage for exploring ancient civilizations.
The room is bright, welcoming, quirky, and full of energy. Students love the
decor and environment, but Mrs. Heard knows that decor alone does not
make history meaningful. Her challenge is to capture students’ attention and
keep it, especially when teaching sixth graders who are often distracted,
disinterested, and skeptical about studying ancient civilizations.

Meeting the Attention Span Challenge

Educators frequently note that sustaining student attention
has become increasingly complex in digitally saturated
learning environments. Rather than viewing this shift as
discouraging, Mrs. Heard approaches it as a pedagogical
challenge, asking, “How can | make history irresistible and
fun?” Her response is to combine disciplinary knowledge,
humor, and technology in ways that surprise and engage
students, while aligning with constructivist and culturally
responsive teaching principles that emphasize relevance,
narrative, and student connection as foundations for
learning.

Fitz the Dog Travels Through History

With her first experiment with generative Al, Mrs. Heard tried
creating a cartoon of herself in ancient settings but was not
satisfied with the result. The images felt clever but
impersonal. Then she had an idea: what if her dog, Fitz,
became the star? Mrs. Heard uploaded photographs of Fitz,
asking for Al tools to reimagine the dog in different
civilizations.

The results are clever. He has names and costumes
from each civilization. These pictures are hilarious and
captivating. Students and faculty connected with the images,
laughing and asking questions about the historical context.
What began as a visual experiment quickly became an
educational device. Fitz became a time-traveling mascot,
opening the door to a deeper yet more relevant dive into

Sir Fitzwilliam the Brave

85



Volume 2.1 | June, 2026

86

times past by giving students a familiar, low-stakes entry
point into unfamiliar historical content.

“Spilling the Tea” on History

Fitz, the time-traveling dog, prompted Mrs. Heard to
brainstorm how else she could use generative Al in her
classroom. Building on the success of Fitz, she introduced
“Tea Time.” Using Al as a tool, she reframes historical content
as gossip, secrets, and drama. When she announces that it is
time to “spill the tea,” students sit up, listen, and react. They
laugh, cringe, but lean in—the type of engagement teachers
hope for. In these moments, humor becomes an entry point
rather than a distraction. Students are absorbing key facts
and making connections that stick because the narrative
format supports attention, comprehension, and recall.

Influencers of the Ancient World

Mrs. Heard did not stop there. She began transforming study
guides into “influencer slang.” She gives students both study
guides—her traditional one and one with vocabulary words,
government terminology, and noteworthy events rewritten in
the language of social media culture and middle schoolers.
Suddenly, ancient rulers sound like influencers, and remarkable
events become trending posts.

This “translation” makes material more accessible,
memorable, and enjoyable while preserving academic
content. Rather than simplifying historical ideas, the
approach reframes them through a familiar cultural register,
allowing students to engage with material in ways that feel
relevant.

Generative AI Lessons for Educators

Heard’s classroom practice highlights several considerations
for educators exploring generative Al as an instructional
support. Humor and personalization lower barriers to
engagement, making content more approachable without
sacrificing rigor. Generative Al is most effective when used
intentionally—not to produce historical knowledge, but to
translate and reframe material in ways that resonate with
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student culture and language. Connecting the past to the
present remains essential; narrative formats and
contemporary analogies help students situate historical
content within familiar frames

of reference, supporting comprehension and retention.
Finally, while the physical environment contributes to
engagement, it is the interaction between pedagogy,
instructional design, and teacher intent—not technology
alone—that sustains meaningful learning.

Counclusion

Mrs. Heard’s classroom illustrates how ancient civilizations can become
meaningful and engaging for middle school learners when instruction is
grounded in creativity and intentional use of technology. By blending humor,
personalization, and generative Al, her approach shows that Al is not merely a
futuristic novelty but a practical instructional ally when used thoughtfully.
Generative Al supports pedagogical goals by helping students connect with
content, ask questions, and remember what they learn. In this way, Heard’s
practice contributes to ongoing conversations about how educators can
responsibly integrate emerging technologies while keeping human judgment,
curiosity, and learning at the center of the classroom.
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