Inspired teacher creates unique educational products

~ Learning by doing is the key ~
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By Lisa Davis-Burnett
Jigsaw puzzles that teach are just the latest in Melissa Irene Eights’ long line of creative

educational efforts. This young teacher from Hillside Christian School is not afraid to take

on a challenge or go out on a limb, whatever it takes to help a child to learn.
The Jigsaw Puzzles are available now, in time for Christmas, and they are priced at just $15 each. Soon to be in stores, shoppers can email skillbasedtoys@hotmail.com to place an order or get more information. 

Each of the nineteen boxed puzzles is a 500 pieces set, best for fourth grade and up. Puzzles designed for younger children are soon on the way. These puzzles present a fun way for anyone to learn more about our island, as each puzzle features a local landmark or item of historic or cultural significance, such as the courthouse, the old Wathey house, the remnants of the salt factory, and silk cotton trees. 

The puzzle provides a game that subtly teaches the child about the important features and places here on the island. 

Melissa explains, “You learn through doing something, hands-on.” 

When asked what gave her this unique idea, the educator responded in a humble and understated way, “Every time I am always thinking of things to do. I think that is just because my mind works that way. I like doing stuff like this.” She says she had the idea right from the start, and because she spends a lot of time on line, the internet provided the means to achieve her ideas.

She notes that on St. Maarten most of the educational modules are imported from Holland or

America. This means that examples in a lesson may come from unfamiliar settings, like ice skating or escalators. Melissa shared her thoughts on the matter, saying “There are some Caribbean islands where they don’t order out educational projects. There comes a place where you look at all the talent on the island and you think, ‘Well…why can’t our locals do that?’”

Melissa’s Cycle One, fourth grade class at Hillside Christian is composed of 24 seven to nine year olds. She teaches all subjects, and sees children of varying abilities every day. “What I do notice,” she offered, “is that if a child is weak, the way my mind operates, I can see the weakness and later I look through a magazine such as Creative Teaching Press online, and say, ‘I can do that – I can create a game for this child’s weakness.’”

She found a website for a company that makes jigsaw puzzles to order. 

Then she and her bother, Orlando, took to the road with their camera, snapping photos of local cultural points of interest.

Originally from Aruba, Teacher Melissa, as her students call her, attended elementary and high school here in St. Maarten. She went to university in Miami, Florida, at the University of St. Thomas. She began studying premed, then changed to education, and ended with an advanced degree in Human Services. She is young, but has an impressive teaching career already well established.

She taught at the MAC for four years and at Sundial School for three years, before coming to Hillside. She finds that she really enjoys the younger ones, and has more motivation to find a way to help them learn.

Melissa Eights is not afraid to take on the challenge of producing something real from nothing more than an idea. 

She started the Special Needs foundation to reach out to those in need educationally. 

And she even digs into her own personal savings to bring the projects into reality. She has written and published several

books, and sometimes the books are a source of inspiration for another project.

That is the case with the puzzles: the idea actually sprang out of a book called Saint Martin is my Home.

Another book inspired her latest project, a “plush toy” called Grandpa Herbert that teaches fine motor skills for kids just learning to tie their shoes or button their shirts. 

The projects, especially the books, are not a matter of discipline, Melissa insists, she is the vessel for inspiration.

“Most of the poems and the stories just come to me all at once, so at night I just stay up and write.

They just come to me; that’s how I know I’m supposed to do another book. It just comes.”
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