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An Aesthetic Approach to Teaching Middle School Science

Michael Mueller, Assistant Professor, Roane State Community College
Michael Bentley, University of Tennessee

If we move beyond the idea that doing science consists of an exclusive scientific
method, we may better persuade our students to design ways of exploring the natural
world in their own right. Today, students need opportunities to experience doing science
in gender and cultural sensitive environments. The reality is that science is much more
than a rational process; it involves re-creation and imagination, as is so well illustrated by
Michael White (1999) in his description of Newton’s 18 months of work on the
Principia. In The Arts and the Creation of Mind (2002), Elliot Eisner reminds us that,

... the arts are among the resources through which individuals recreate

themselves. The work of art is a process that culminates in a new art form. That

art is the recreation of the individual. Recreation is a form of re-creation. The arts

are among the most powerful means of promoting re-creation (p. 241).

Thus, we might construct a classroom environment where middle school students value
and enjoy doing science, see it through constantly refreshed lenses, and are afforded
opportunities to explore some of their own science interests. Such opportunities may be
liberating for students in a time when standards and high stakes tests push teachers into
covering the content by overuse of textbooks. By using the arts as medium in our science
classrooms, we provide opportunities for students to examine the quality of their
experiences, to open doors of discovery, and to invigorate a more aesthetic way of being.

These learning opportunities may help students conceive their educational
experiences in personal terms. John Dewey (1966) noted that,

". .. since growth is the characteristic of life, education is all one with growing; it

has no end beyond itself. The criterion of the value of school education is the

extent in which it creates a desire for continued growth and supplies means for

making the desire effective in fact” (p. 53).

Integrating the natural sciences and the arts in our science teaching stimulates in students'
desire to learn. Desire to learn becomes the momentum that helps students develop
“connections to others, the earth, and to important ideas” (Girod, Rau, & Schepige, 2003,
p. 577). The arts foster an appreciative way of knowing the natural sciences involving the
entirety of human personality.

The arts serve as the stimulus for reflection and critique so that we may partake
more fully and more deeply in the experience itself. These experiences can rejuvenate our
scientific vigor and take us on journeys of science exploration that we value and aspire to.
In working with the arts, teachers and students alike develop an engagement with and
passion for the subject matter. It is the love of the teacher for the process and products of
the discipline that catalyzes interest in students and ‘turns them on’ to learning in that
discipline. This can be a powerful approach in science teaching and actually represents
the revitalization of an early concept in science education.

The Arts and the National Science Standards
In the 19" century, science classes were often justified on the basis of a search for
truth and beauty in nature (DeBoer, 2000). Students studied the natural sciences to
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develop an “appreciation for the great variety of plants and animals, the fascinating
intricacies of animal behavior, the natural beauty found in geologic formations, and the
mysteries held by sea and sky” (p. 593). Educational growth was based on aesthetic
experiences in relation to the natural sciences. Today, in many science classrooms there
is an unnecessary split between the natural sciences and the arts. This split may
inadvertently perpetuate a science process that does not define the ways in which all
students aspire to do science (Brickhouse, 2001). In addition, this split may limit the
development of essential exploration and inquiry-based skills. However, integrating
science and the arts provides a way of healing the split, as well as providing a context for
students to explore and question methods of doing science, not limited by an exclusive or
universal process, and more true to the idea that science is a human endeavor.

This split between the natural sciences and the arts does not have to be the case; it
wasn’t for many famous scholars of the past. Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) integrated
science, engineering, architecture, and art in many of his great works and inventions.
Barbara McClintock (1902-1999), Nobel Prize winning geneticist, described her
specimens in beautiful and relational ways (Thayer-Bacon, 2000). And, James Watson
and Francis Crick did not follow a single scientific method in their highly regarded work
to crack the DNA code in 1959 (Richmond, Howes, Kurth, & Hazelwood, 1998).

If we want to discover ways of doing science that we value, then we might work
with a medium outside of a linear scientific method. Maxine Greene (1994) states,

...if T had the opportunity, I would insist that every teacher (like every student)

should have an opportunity to work with at least one medium to mold, to carve, to

detail, to embody feelings somehow. No matter what the degree of insufficiency,

the very effort to say how it was, how it is, by means of words, to transmute a

startling perception into an image, to express a feeling through an arrangement of

chords, somehow brings us into the heart of the artistic-aesthetic. We may not
succeed. We may not complete what we went to complete. But we know in some
measure; and we rediscover what it is to move beyond, to question, and to learn

(p. 503).

Greene reminds us that participation in the arts moves us beyond the here and now. Thus,
students become unable to move or act without the continuous momentum to reflect, to
critique, to value experiences. A stagnant student has already arrived and does not see the
need for future development, growth, or achievement. In essence, living through the arts
becomes the meaningful purpose of learning in the science classroom.

Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that Eisner (2005) suggests that the
arts “are deeply engaged in the development of mind” (p. 10). He urges teachers to use
the arts to develop students’ abstract thinking abilities and reason. Eisner notes that “the
arts — both in creation and in appreciation — require the use of our faculties of abstraction
in order to make judgments about relationships” which open the mind to unlimited
possibilities (p. 10). He warns us that curriculum is a mind-altering device that provides
opportunities for certain forms of experience and that ““a life without the arts is an
impoverish life” (p. 10). Others, such as Cobern and Loving (2000) see a connection with
the arts as one vehicle for incorporating multicultural education into the curriculum. The
arts are a way to ‘hook’ children into learning content that may be underrepresented
among the interests of adults in their neighborhoods and communities.
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Thus the National Science Education Standards (NRC, 1996) state that teachers of
science should “encourage all students to participate fully in science learning” and should
foster “curiosity” (p. 32). This curiosity can be unleashed by the arts! The arts do much to
provide a context where students have opportunities to “design the learning environment”
and display “respect for the diverse ideas, skills, and experiences of all students” (pp. 43-
46). Furthermore, the arts may assist students in developing the “abilities needed to do
scientific inquiry” and to come to understand that there is no one way to do science (p.
143). And, equally if not more importantly, the arts provide a context for students to
experience science as a human enterprise, and not be alienated from science as an integral
aspect of our 21* Century culture. Thus, teachers might help students embrace their
aesthetic experiences, so that they may enjoy and grow in the science classroom through
the arts.

Integrating the Natural Sciences and the Arts

Have you ever seen a piece of petrified wood? The colors embedded in stone are
a perfect example of the aesthetic aspects of the natural sciences. What appears as old
wood or new rock is neither, but both. Lightning blues and greens, striking reds and
calming orangey yellows abound within circular tree rings. Theses rings, when examined
closely, reveal the dendrochronology or annual life history of the specimen — hot and dry
season, cool and wet season, and wildland fire. This specimen evokes adjectives from the
passionate and imaginative person. However, students in our science classes may not
explore beyond the obvious if we tell them that this fossil represents petrifaction. So how
do we integrate the natural sciences and the arts to expand our students’ thinking?

Begin with the links between the natural sciences and the arts. The arts help us to
perceive the world more accurately; to reflect and critique our own ideas, and to observe
the relationships between facts (Eisner, 2002). Eisner warns us that labels and language
may limit students’ ability to see what they are looking at. In many science classrooms,
specimen labels and procedures are already firmly established. However, to get beyond
these limitations, we can encourage students to use and invent words, metaphors and
similes, as a way to get past labels and inhibitory language. Class activities might include
the painting of plants in a school garden or terrarium as they change through the year,
sculpting an insect out of clay as it metamorphoses, or sketching the intricacies of a
crow’s feather. The focus would be on seeing deeply, beyond the obvious.

The teacher can foster an understanding of the natural sciences through its
aesthetic aspects. Often, students have had negative experiences learning science and
may not imagine science has any place in their lives. The teacher can show them that the
natural sciences can be experienced as an inspiring and passionate endeavor. For
example, Annie Dillard (1974) has written beautiful nature prose and Lewis Thomas
(1974a, 1974b) and Art Stewart (2003, 2005) have written poems related to science.
These poems could be used in middle school science classrooms, and of course, students
could be encouraged to write science and nature poems themselves.

The teacher can help blur the lines between students “in-school and out-of-school
learning experiences” (Girod et al., 2003, p. 585). The implication is that wherever
students go - to a museum, historical site, or national park - beauty as well as connections
to the natural sciences can be perceived in their surroundings. Class activities might
include taking field trips, cooking up recipes for ecosystems, designing a theatrical play
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based on heliocentrism, or creating a dance that demonstrates inertia. Performances such
as the latter can make ideas come alive and fuel students’ aesthetic appreciation.

A final component is developing aesthetic inquiry. Teachers can engage students
in exploration and inquiry where the process is not judged by an exclusive and linear
scientific method. Teacher and students can embark together on journeys of aesthetic
inquiry. Irwin (2003) describes aesthetic inquiry as the highly desired skill of moving into
the unknown with the anticipation of finding intrinsic rewards and excitement in the
process. She emphasizes that this journey is an unfolding process of disruption and
surprise. For example, students often design an investigation only to find out while doing
it that it needs adjustment, balance, and fine-tuning. This outcome may frustrate many as
they continue doing science, but for those who appreciate science as part of an aesthetic
approach, this process is understood to be necessary and can even become pleasurable.
“Aesthetics is about slowing down and attending to the qualities of our experiences”
(Irwin, 2003, p. 74). In this approach, the teacher and student learn from each other and
there is great enjoyment as the course is charted. Class activities might include reflective
diaries documenting the field experiences of students, portfolios with a collection of
specimens used for investigation, and field journals mapping the abundance and location
of minerals on a mountainside. The focus is more on the process of engaging students in
the aesthetic experiences of the investigation instead of the product that emerges from the
inquiry.

Again, evaluation in this approach resides within the process rather than the
products. It is in the enjoyment of the experience that each student’s aesthetic
competence, unique inquiry and exploration skills, and passion are developed. Thus,
evaluation is based in the context of artistic-scientific representations and performances -
reflection and critique. For the teacher, it is a participatory act, similar to the art of
producing a documentary film. The teacher attempts to capture whatever background or
context is necessary to provide a “relatively accurate understanding of the specific events
being depicted” (Hickey & Zuiker, 2003, p. 549). The teacher might use a reflective
journal to collect anecdotes regarding student work and notes about the environment that
led to each student’s accomplishments. In this way, we all as teachers also desire a more
aesthetic way of knowing in our educational practice which continues to grow with
experience.

The purpose of integrating the arts in the science classroom is to revive and
cultivate in our students a passion for aesthetic experiences with the subject matter of the
natural sciences. This passion starts with the teacher and spreads, student to student. It is
these experiences that will lead our students to academic success and set the drive for
future achievements. Teachers who learn to integrate the arts in their own classrooms will
likely come to appreciate more the complexities of their educational practice. This kind
of curriculum work expands one’s perception and moves us well beyond the prescribed
standards-based content of the curriculum, and ultimately, may change the way in which
our students view the natural world.
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Size Matters: The Impact of School Size on Middle School Parents’
Perceptions of the Middle School Assistant Principal

Dr. Mack Hines III, Assistant Professor, Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, TX.

Abstract

This study investigated the similarities and differences between middle school
parents’ perceptions of the middle school assistant principal. The researcher asked
investigated two groups of parents. The first group of parents’ children attended small
middle schools. The second group of parents’ children attended large middle schools. The
results from the study indicated that there were more favorable perceptions of the middle
school assistant principal among parents with children enrolled in small middle schools.
The researcher provides a summative theory that explains this difference.

Introduction
The principal and assistant principal are two of the most influential leaders of a
middle school. Unlike the principal, the assistant principal is one of the most overlooked
and under researched positions of school leadership (Weller & Weller, 2002). I decided
to address this issue by investigating the perceptions of the middle school assistant
principal. I centered my investigation on two research questions. They are as follows:

1. What are middle school parents’ perceptions of an effective middle school

assistant principal?

2. Do these perceptions differ in accordance to the size of the school?

I used this framework to create two additional questions. The first question was “What
are the characteristics of an effective middle school assistant principal?” The second
question was “Identify the roles and duties of an effective assistant principal.”

I posed these questions to 485 middle school parents. Two hundred thirty parents had
children who attended large middle schools. I defined large middle schools as institutions
with an enrollment of less than 600 students. Two hundred fifty-five parents had children
who attended small middle schools. I defined small middle schools as institutions with an
enrollment below 600 students. Each group consisted of parents from different
educational backgrounds, socioeconomic statuses, and ethnicities.

Results
Question One: What are the characteristics of an effective middle school assistant principal?
Middle school parents of children in small middle schools used the following words to
describe an effective middle school assistant principal:

1. Child Advocate

2. Problem Solver

3. Consistent

4. Role Model



5. Trustworthy
Middle school parents of children in large middle schools used the following words to
describe an effective middle school assistant principal:

1. Accessible

2. Flexible
3. Available
4. Visible

5. Respectful
Question Two: Identify the most important duties of an effective middle school assistant principal.
Middle school parents of children in small middle schools indicated that the roles and duties of an
effective middle school assistant principal are to:
1. Maintain positive learning environment
2. Hire good teachers
3. Work with teachers
4. Support Principal
5. Discipline students
Middle school parents of children in large middle schools indicated that the roles and
duties of an effective middle school assistant principal are to:
1. Pay attention to students
Prevent bullying and harassing
Involve parents
Return phone calls
Discipline students

el

Discussion

The results from the interviews indicated that both groups held vastly different
perceptions of the middle school assistant principal. Parents of children in small middle
schools used inspirational words to describe the characteristics and duties of an effective
middle school assistant principal. They believed that the middle level assistant principal
is a role model who nurtures a positive school climate. Parents of children in large middle
schools used managerial words to describe the characteristics and duties of an effective
middle school assistant principal. They believed that an effective middle school assistant
principal is consistent disciplinarian who maintains a safe environment.

These differences may be related to Deal and Peterson’s (1994) technical and symbolic
theory of school leadership. They theorize that school leaders must have a technical disposition
and symbolic disposition. School leaders use the technical disposition to manage schools. They
use the symbolic disposition to inspire change in schools. Deal and Peterson further specified
that most school leaders simultaneously use both leadership characteristics to lead schools.

I think that the parents of children in small middle schools had a stronger symbolic attachment
than technical attachment to their views of leaders. The parents of children in large middle
schools had a stronger technical attachment than symbolic attachment to their views of leaders.
Their responses strongly suggest that these differences are resultant of the size of the middle
school.

Most school leaders of large middle schools have a difficult time in establishing
meaningful relationships with parents (Woodham, Personal Communications, June 7, 2005).
The reason is that many parents indicate that their children are often overlooked in large
middle schools. Parents feel that their children are recognized and valued in small middle



schools. As a result, many parents prefer to enroll their children in small middle schools
instead of large middle schools.

The results of this study lend credence to this theory. As a primary example, the parents
of children in large middle schools remarked that effective assistant principals do pay attention
to the students. It appears that they perceive their current middle school assistant principal as
being out of touch with the interests and needs of the students. This issue was not a problem for
the parents of children in small middle schools. In all probability, the reason is densely
populated middle schools may provide their assistant principals with ample time to interact
with all of the students. The heavily populated middle schools may prevent their assistant
principals from giving enough time to each situation that involves students. Notwithstanding,
additional research should be replicated in other parts of the country. That way, we will be able
to better define the assistant principal perceptual differences between both parental groups.

Summary/Conclusion

Weller and Weller (2002) state that the assistant principal is a key part of the middle
school leadership team. The results from this study indicate that the school size impacts how
parents view the characteristics and duties of these leaders. According to this study, parents of
children in small middle school have more interpersonal views of middle school assistant
principals than do parents of children in large middle schools. Notwithstanding, middle level
assistant principals of both campuses play a huge role in protecting and serving students.

This study indicates that they must inform parents of the significance of their positions. As
community liaisons, assistant principals should take every opportunity to establish effective
communications with parents. In particular, assistant principals should continuously inform parents
of how they influence children’s pursuit of academic achievement. This communication may instill
parents of children in large middle schools with more favorable perceptions of the middle school
assistant principal. It may also show them that the sensitivity instead of size can determining the
assistant principal’s ability to contribute to the development of child-centered middle schools.
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Economically Sound Counseling: Do Our Dollars and Cents Make Sense?

Dayciaa C. Smith, Graduate Student, Union University

Abstract

In this paper, I will make a compelling case for five key areas of education in
which Tennessee school counselors have played an instrumental and integral role to assist
students with personal/social and academic development: character building, mentorship,
violence and substance abuse prevention and reading literacy. Using the most current
documentation on state government budget expenditures and various program successes
reported by educators, a comparative analysis will prove worthwhile investments in our
School Counseling Services. Finally, a comprehensive evaluation of these statewide
efforts culminates in a concluding summary.

What do we spend on school counseling and why?

Within the last academic school year, the State of Tennessee has cut back on its
monetary appropriations to Social Services Support, which includes School Counseling.
Reasons given vary greatly, but principally this decrease in available funding can be
attributed to greater emphasis on core subject area testing and increases in Special
Education Services offered. Generally, for every expansion there must be a
complimentary condensation to maintain balance. Whatever the justification, quite
possibly the amendment occurred due to lack of understanding and appreciation for
strides made in Counseling across the state. Given the perception to be subsidiary
programming, many gains in this area are not recognized as valuable, and often state
officials view the annual allotment as wasteful.

Out of a $6, 073, 640, 935 total State Department of Education Budget, $195,
344, 755 is allocated to Student Mental Health Services, approximately thirty percent
(http://www .k-12.state.tn.us/2sr0203/finsumms.html)! This fraction should hardly seem
excessive. A tenable argument exists for the utility of our portion. The million-dollar
question is, “How are we mainly using our money and what are the results?”” This is a
reasonable inquiry with a multi-faceted answer.

By and large, over the past five years, school counselors have had the greatest
social and academic achievements with students through character education, mentorship,
violence and substance abuse prevention and reading literacy. Undoubtedly the positive
outcomes of program implementation in these areas far exceed the costs incurred, as you
will see in the coming pages.

Character building is among the most widely debated topics in Education today.
Disputes commonly center around its purpose, composition and execution. For clarity,
here “Character Education” will be defined according to the six tenets propagated by the
CHARACTER COUNTS! (2003) youth-ethics initiative: trustworthiness, respect,
responsibility, fairness, caring and citizenship. Instilling moral and ethical values into
our student population is an extremely difficult task primarily because this particular
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generation is marked by pervasive unscrupulous behavior. Thus to cultivate the integrity
we wish for them to exhibit, collaborative efforts are essential.

The Tennessee Education Partnership is a coalition of numerous K-12 public
school systems organized to develop and implement successful character education
programs in Tennessee’s schools through which students learn and practice standards of
conduct and behavior that reflect community values and build elements of character
including caring, civic virtue and citizenship, justice and fairness, respect, responsibility
and trustworthiness (http://www.state.tn.us/education/sp/spchedover.html)

The official launch of this campaign began in 1999, and presently Pilot sites are in
sixteen school districts, Memphis City included. By 2004, the state legislators anticipate
the following components being in effect: diversity-oriented programs, data collection
procedures for program evaluation, measurement and assessment tool means,
standardized guidelines, and strategies for on-going growth and program advancement.
This project is funded under Title X, Part A, Section 10103 of the Improving America’s
Schools Act (P.L. 203-382).

Each year, the Southeast Regional Character Education Conference is held in
Chattanooga (http://www.centerforyouthissues.org/seconf03/seconf03.html).

Last summer a multiplicity of educators from thirty states—administrators,
superintendents, counselors, principals, coaches and teachers—convened in the Scenic
City of the South to learn about trends, experiments and activities in this area. Some
other qualities encompassed in their definition of Character Education not mentioned
before are self-discipline, perseverance, cooperation, goal-setting and service to others.
Their specific breakout sessions addressed Elementary and Secondary Character
Education separately, conflict resolution, bullying prevention, family systems and school-
community Character Education integration.

Two other associations with vital influence in this realm are the Center for Youth
Issues and STARS. For years, Congressman Zach Wamp has lauded these groups for
their meritorious endeavors (http://www.housegov.wamp/press/co1010315.html). The
Center for Youth Issues Inc. is a 501 c¢(3) non-profit that disseminates materials and
sponsors programs on character education in more than 26,000 schools, impacting over
10 million students. STARS is an acronym for Students Taking A Right Stand.
Members sign commitment cards pledging not to use alcohol or other illegal substances,
and also that they will seek help from a Guidance Counselor or other mental health
professional if they feel so inclined. Some of their traditionally-sponsored events are Red
Ribbon Week and the Teens on the Move Conference. Both of these agencies originated
in Chattanooga with the auspices of local and regional benefactors, however their
influence now spans the country and popularity is continuously growing.

Student mentorship can yield plentiful benefits in the life of an environmentally
disadvantaged and socially deprived student. Even those from supposedly “good homes”
receive advantages when paired with exemplary role models. Tennessee has realized this
fact and capitalized on it in the educational arena. Counselors serve as liaisons between
classmates or between students and community volunteer mentors to form mutually
agreeable alliances for both parties. The National Court Reporters Association works
with eleven states to assign mentors (mainly high school students to middle schoolers or
college students to high schoolers) to public school attendees (2000). A division of this
union is The Tennessee Court Reporters Association. They have a Student Mentoring
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Committee by which students are linked to mentors. There are specific guidelines,
criteria and qualifications that must be met before a person is accepted.

The significance of career counseling is often underestimated. Occupational
knowledge and exploration are positively correlated with academic achievement: in
other words, as student grades and test scores rise, so does the corresponding interest in
job possibilities. Student-to-student mentoring can help direct an adolescent’s focus
toward enjoyable and practical professions. For instance, in Memphis City Schools the
Vocational Education Programs of individual schools contain an apprenticeship element
whereby students have a more experienced counterpart to emulate through their
licensure/certification or skills-based training programs (2002). Consulting with
someone about course of study and prospective employment opportunities alleviates
stress and anxiety for many students as they arrive closer to their expected graduation
date.

School Counselors in Tennessee lobbied to charter a chapter of the American
Society of Interior Designers (ASID) in Tennessee
(http://www.asid.org/about_asid/chapter resources/tn.pdf). This effort bolstered support
of vocational education programming and elicited favorable publicity from state
legislators and bureaucrats. Vocational Education was in danger of virtual elimination in
the state only a couple of years ago, until this addition.

The organization’s by-laws namely delineate their mission statement, purpose,
implementation and projected outcomes. As with nearly any other firmly established
mentoring program, they want to “foster a mutual exchange of knowledge and skills,
inspire reciprocal development and set a foundation for life-long learning.” Academic
and social matters are discussed within the organization to better the learning process for
the students. Access to mentors is easily attained and there is flexibility within the
Student Representative Board. State Chapter Affiliates are in Chattanooga, Memphis,
Nashville, Knoxville and the Tri-Cities.

What accounts for the high percentage of student involvement in a voluntary
organization? One high school counselor suggests that promotion of the federation
centering on student needs and concerns rather than educators’ needs is the biggest factor.
“Students often feel their issues rank secondary to the adult sector, but in this case we
(school counselors) unified and zeroed in on a deficit that was rapidly diminishing into an
extinction.” Now other trade associations are deciding whether to bring their professions
to Tennessee and create more job options for post-secondary graduates. Of course,
productive citizens generate abundant revenue and profit in our economy.

Statistics on incidences of violence and substance abuse in Tennessee Public
Schools are staggering and disheartening. Several week series on bullying, peer pressure
and self-esteem have become more popular in counseling programs over the last few
years. Also, school counselors have teamed up with community agencies to combat the
prevailing notions that “Might is Right” and drugs are fun.

Quite possibly the greatest challenge for any of our schools in 2004 is how to
keep our children safe and drug free. Title IV distributes federal funding to Tennessee
Public School Systems and others in need (http://state.tn.us/education/sp/sp-drugs.html).
Detailed enactments of this broad legislation have previously entailed the Safe Schools
Act of 1998, The 21st Century Community Learning Centers Program and The
Tennessee School Safety Center. The Safe Schools Act awards grants to schools to
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increase school security on their campuses. The 21st Century Community Learning
Center offers extended learning opportunities to economically and socially disadvantaged
students, encouraging them to reach their highest potential and not become dysfunctional
products of their surroundings. The Tennessee School Safety Center trains educators on
a wide range of school safety and youth violence prevention issues.

During the course of my two-year counseling career, I have been recruited to join
Memphis City Schools Safe and Drug Free Schools Union. I have attended training
sessions and drafted an Emergency Evacuation Plan for my school site. I have sponsored
a Peace Week with our Student Council Representatives and brought in Guest Speakers
from the Metro Gang Unit Task Force as well as Congressman Harold Ford Jr. and other
inspirational speakers to tell our children about the repercussions of violent behavior.

Clara Evans, R.N. of Southeast Mental Health Center in Memphis, Tennessee,
wrote a grant in 1999 to propitiate an Intensive Focus Prevention Program for at-risk
youth. The State of Tennessee awarded her a multi-million allowance to spearhead and
supervise this Program. The module is on a ten-year probationary run. Basically, a team
of four to five Mental Health Specialists operates this program through Title I Schools in
Memphis City. School Counselors are the vessels through which these agency
representatives can communicate with the students because the on-site counselors must
obtain parental permission for the probable candidates to participate. Very often the
success of this program is contingent upon the school counselor’s diligence in gathering
participants. Once permission packets are in, pre-assessments begin to determine
whether this group setting is best for that particular student. Bi-weekly sessions spread
out over six weeks (for a total of twelve sessions) touch upon anger management, goal-
setting, decision-making, substance abuse knowledge, forming healthy friendships and
good study habits, just to name a few. At group termination, they celebrate with a pizza
party and present projects on what they have learned in the program.

I used to work with this Program prior to employment with Memphis City
Schools and have personally seen them flourish or fail based solely on the counselor’s
persistence to see it through. Now that I’'m on the other side, I welcome the Agency into
American Way Middle School to work with our young people because I see the depth of
the need and know I can use all the help given in meeting our students where they are and
advancing them to a level where they can logically employ other tactics besides violence
to solve their conflicts and not resort to drugs to escape their problematic circumstances.

In terms of overall academic progress, Tennessee ranks forty-eighth out of fiftieth
on national polls. One reason is because of our poor literacy rates. Over fifty percent
read below grade level; seventy percent of the fifty percent are African-American. How
are school counselors working to close this humongous gap?

Academic counseling research has shown early childhood is the optimal time to
teach basic reading skills. At this stage, neurons are multiplying at an instantaneous rate
and children readily absorb information dispensed to them. As they get older, especially
if they have not been exposed to an enriched learning atmosphere, they tend to recoil and
get further behind. It is imperative to introduce them to the fundamental concepts when
their brains are ripe for discovering all that is unknown to them and challenge is invited
as opposed to rejected.

The Public Education Foundation’s Benwood Initiative has donated over $7.5
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million dollars to improve literacy and attract quality teachers at the elementary school
level in Chattanooga. East side Elementary is an inner-city school that has experienced
firsthand revolutionary reading program intervention. The ‘baggie book’ program gives
reading level books to children who then take them home and read to or with their parents
for twenty minutes each weeknight (http://www.pefchattanooga.org/www/docs/112-23).
Twenty minutes may seem inconsequential in a rare instance, but repeatedly five
evenings a week adds up to quality time. Empirical studies on the usefulness of the
Program have revealed an average one grade level advance for thirty out of thirty-two
students. Clearly children are not only enjoying the activity, but they are uncovering a
whole wealth of knowledge that was previously inaccessible to them.

Does early intervention in preventing high illiteracy rates among school age
children mean that later efforts are futile? Certainly not. Many school counselors have
referred adolescent students and their parents who “slipped through the cracks” to
reputable organizations which specialize in teaching basic reading skills. The Tennessee
Literacy Coalition and the Memphis Literacy Council are two well-known agencies
providing this service (http://www.literacyconnections.com).

Teachers complain of low parental involvement and interest in the child’s
education, but they cannot value and support what they have not experienced and do not
understand. Therefore, to explain that reading is empowerment and inform them of the
opportunities to learn for themselves, they can join school counselors and teachers in
encouraging and reinforcing reading competencies in the students.

A report published by research analysts of the “Teaching Tennessee’s Kids To
Read” Campaign cited a major obstacle in eradicating the cycle of illiteracy are teachers
lacking expertise to address the deficiencies
(http://www.comptroller.state.tn.us/orea/reports/read2.pdf). For example a sixth grade
teacher who has a student reading at the first or second grade reading level may not only
dislike the idea of reverting to elementary phonics for that child, but simply may not
know how to do so effectively because that’s not his or her area of study. In addition to
reading specialists, school counselors often have more flexibility and particularly if their
big proponents of academic counseling, we want to meet the needs that the teacher
cannot. So definitely to lose the accessibility of school counselors could be relinquishing
the support structure for strong academic achievement.

Through examples of character education, mentorship, violence and substance
abuse prevention and reading literacy I have shown that school counseling services and
programs are indispensable resources in our public education system. In fact, given all
that we do with such a meager amount of funding appropriation (when itemized within
the entire budget), it seems astounding that so much can be accomplished. Granted, there
are always more lives that can be touched by the programs and services but they are
making a difference for many.

Budget deductions are pending for school counseling programs in several
districts. Government officials do not realize they would be better off making other types
of adjustments instead of resorting to extinguishing these critical services. They contend
that with the presence of school counselors and mental health services there still exists a
physically, emotionally and psychologically disturbed youth generation. Imagine how
devastating the despair would be without counseling and therapy.
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Nation-wide shortages have caused counselors to have massive caseloads often
beyond our capacity to handle. In our fast-paced, stress-ridden society today, students
often find themselves facing the same personal woes as their parents: identity crises,
relationship difficulties, future uncertainties. I believe we cannot and should not attempt
to discredit the legitimacy of our children’s pain and suffering. We can exhort
vociferously that school should be about learning and leave personal matters at home, but
that is not how we function as adults. Just as counsel restores us, it can restore them too.
Abatement of school counseling services and programs is not just a matter of dollars and
cents, but for some students it’s destroying their help and their hope.
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Skill building: Using the Concept Map as a G aphic O ganizer
t o Enhance Sci ence Achi evenent

Dedrick MGhee, Shel by County teacher
Dr. Shirley Key, University of Menphis Introduction

Students nust build or construct their own know edge for a
particul ar concept to be personally neani ngful (Dobey, D., Biechner
R, and Rainondi, S., 1996). Concepts in science are sonetines
conpl ex and nany tinmes abstract. These ideas conpound the fact that
teachers need to create classroominstruction that is conducive to
an effective science learning environment. Strategies that pronote
or advocate this type of environment incorporate a variety of
| earning activities to involve students. This involvenent should be
interactive and “hands-on.” Interactive activities encourage
student participation and ultimately drive the students to obtain a
hei ght ened sense of observation according to Dobey, et. al. (1996).
Dobey al so suggests that the role of the teacher is to act as a
guide to place the students into situations that encourage their
i nquisitive nature (1996).

Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligence includes

different typed of approaches to learning: linguistic, |ogical
spatial, interpersonal, intrapersonal, mnusical,, kinesthetics, and
the naturalist (Dobey, et. al., 1996). |Incorporating nmany of these

| earning styles creates a nore diverse | earning environnent and
eventual |y makes instruction nore meani ngful and effective.
Renovi ng any gaps in these learning styles pronotes an open |ine of
conmuni cation within the classroom Assessnents utilizing severa
types of learning styles can include but are not limted to

paper/ pencil tests. Educators can openly eval uate students
according to what they conmunicate orally as well as in reflective
journals.

According to Dobey, et.al (1996), adolescents in mddle schoo
are operating at or near the concrete operational stage of Piaget's
theory of cognitive developnent. In this section of their cognitive
devel opnent, students benefit nostly fromactivities that encourage
organi zati onal and classification systens, such as concept napping
skills which allows the building of relationships based on the
students’ prior know edge. More specifically, these are activities
that all ow students to inquire about nore conplex classification
t henes, inclusive of nore abstract ideas that require higher |eve
t hi nki ng skills.

According to Snownan and Bi ehl er (2000), nore mneani ngfu
| earni ng occurs when instruction relates unfamliar concepts to
daily activities of individuals. These occurrences solidify an
abstract idea when it is associated with daily activities or
fam |iar surroundings. Concrete exanples such as maps, graphs, and
illustrations facilitate a nore neaningful |esson. Learning to
differentiate between simlar objects allows for self-directed
| earning or netacognition (Borich, 2000). Borich further states
that the teacher should use nental nodeling to show students an
effective way to reason, nake students conscious of the reasoning
i nvol ved, and focus students on applying the reasoni ng (2000).
Resear ch studi es have docunented that repetition and nenory is
enhanced when it is presented in an organized fashi on (Snowan and
Bi ehl er, 2000). Specifying ideas and identifying relationships
acconpl i shes this objective. Students perform successfully when
i deas are presented in a nore nethodical way (Wng and Wng, 1998).
Assi gning too nuch information w thout organization for the allotted
time is a common nistake. According to Reutzel and Cooter (2003),
graphi c organi zers do the foll ow ng:

Verbal i ze rel ati onshi ps anobng concepts by the G aphic

organi zer
Provi de opportunities for students' input and questioning
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during nodel i ng and gui ded practice experiences.

Connect new know edge to prior experiences.

Devel op "need to know' questions that relate to upcom ng

readi ngs and further research

Bei ng organi zed in one's thoughts in a classroom does not
start when the assignnment is given to the student but it should
start when the students enter the room Cl assroomroutines should
be included within the classroons to assure that the students retain
the information. Bell work can be a routine and a type of
assessnent to be sure that students can recall information from
hands on activities. The assessnents can be oral or witten. Using
different types of assessnments vary the classroominstruction to
hel p neet the many learning styles within the classroom Sone
assessnents can be oral reports or responses, reflective journals,
and students' | ogs.

To what extent does inplenenting these strategies (using
concept mapping,, journals, bell work) enhance student achi evenent?
WIl it really work and when can one begin to notice the changes?
This action research project will attenpt to contribute to the
literature on graphic organi zers by answering these questions.

The St udy
This study involves eight grade science students in a Menphis
area middl e school. The objective for the research project was for

the eighth grade students in the science classes to use science
inquiry during class activities to inprove their science
conprehensi on. The foll owi ng schedul e was the outline of
strategies integrated into the daily instructions during this six-
week study.

Week One

The students began the week taking terns for minerals and types of
rocks and attenpted to associate them according to texture and
color. As the teacher facilitated an environnent that required al
student participation, the class was divided into groups and words
that had been pre-cut were passed out. Each group had a different
set of words and their responsibility was to derive a nethod of
classifying themto show sone type of arrangement. This activity
was to serve as a notivator to introduce concept nmapping. Allow ng
the students to touch and organi ze the words according to what they
think involves all students; and involving students in the | earning
process is an excellent notivator (Dobey, et. al., 1996). The

i nvol venent that occurred encouraged nore silent students to
participate and nore assertive students to delegate. The strengths
of many students began to be seen. Dobey, et. al., (1996) and
Webb, Metha, and Jordan (2000) encourage the invol venent of
interactive activities that require cooperative groups. G oups
that wel cone insight fromall participants have an excel |l ent
opportunity for nore effective |l earning activities.

The cl ass divided the rocks and minerals words into many
classification schemes on the board. The activity was used after
the days' bell work was conplete. It was allocated only 15 m nutes
of each class period Monday through Friday. Mbnday's exercise was
alittle difficult because it was the introduction. Tuesday
t hrough Thursday actually showed nmuch proni se as the students used
i ncreasing nore conpl ex strategies to sort the nanes of the rocks
and mnerals. Friday's quiz was a ten-question exam and 65% of the
cl ass answered 70-80% of the questions correctly.

Week Two

This week began with the teacher using a blank concept nmap
with ovals for bell work (see figure one). The students' task was
to label the ovals using the terns: Sedinentary rocks, clastic,
organi ¢, chenical, Rocks, conpact-cenmented. Placing these ternms in
a logical sequence will assist the students in the foll owi ng weeks
to identify certain properties of each rock type. Snowran and
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Bi ehl er (2000) suggest that students that establish organization
skills becone better problemsolvers. On Tuesday and \Wednesday,
words were added to the concept map that "nade sense" of the

| ogi cal sequences. The students continued to assist as | created a
concept map that nodeled to the students a nore uniforned nmethod to
under st andi ng sci ence vocabul ary and concepts.

Oally, many of the eighth graders performed well when
guestioned at the end of class, although it may have shown their
ability to nenorize and not learn. The ability to believe that
t hey have | earned nore than they thought they had proved to be
difficult. Inproving their overconfidence barrier proved to be
sonmewhat difficult. The science students' ability to nenorize what
they had seen and heard previously tended to be their nost val uable
source of |earning, versus conpleting homework assignnents.

Unfortunately, the teacher has not created an alternative
nmet hod of teaching w thout homework at this tine. Students that
continued to have difficulties were given flash cards with
definitions to be distributed throughout the class to drill and
practice with partners when class work was conpl eted. The
flashcards will be used as an oral quiz for extra points on the
| owest qui z grade.

The ten-question quiz on Friday yielded unfavorable results.
Grades of several of the higher perform ng students did not exceed
60 points while students that were given extra opportunities and
attention fromthe teacher maintained a | ow score. Severa
di stractions in schedul es and cl ass pictures may have been the
cul prit although the flash cards mi ght have needed suppl ementary
practice sheets to acconpany them

Week Three

The students have progressed through sedi nentary rocks and
have noved on into netanorphic rocks. This week's focal points
will be geared toward that recognition of texture and conposition
of both types of rocks. The concept mapping had hel ped the
students to understand the inportance of organizing ideas and
vocabul ary within the classroom (see figures 2 and 3).

Conpr ehensi on has i nproved because homewor k and cl ass work
partici pation has al so shown inproved accuracy and conpl etion
rates. The first two weeks only 18 students conpl eted honework
with satisfactory grades (80-90%, and now, with the exception of
two | ower achieving students, the majority of the class has shown a
strong commitment to homework and class work. Cass work is
counted with the sane wei ght as honmewor k.

Ei ght students have had probl enms with understanding the
| argest idea in a concept map. Modifications included a visua
correlati on between baking bread in an oven to netanorphic rocks.
This correlation hel ped the students to realize that just |ike
ingredients in a cake was simlar to mnerals in rocks being baked
to formrocks. They also realized that other nmaterial could be
made to forma nore conplex cake or bread, sinmlar to the way rocks
could formother rocks, such as in the process that forns
nmet amor phi ¢ rocks. (Cbservations such as the aforenenti oned were
docunmented in the students' journals.

The students prepared for the next two weeks by witing
expl anations to open ended questions. The questions were derived
fromclassroomactivities as well as the concept map organi zationa
skills.

Week Four

Students worked in groups to conplete a chapter review that
covered concepts on sedi mentary, netanorphic, and igneous rocks.
The students had to conpare and contrast the three types of rock
The students were grouped according to ability and were assi gned
(by a group nenber) a certain nunber of problens. The students
deci ded who shoul d answer conpletion, nultiple choice, and matching
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test questions. All students, independently, answered short answer
guestions. The students appeared to have nore in-depth answers to
short answer questi ons. Several questions referred to
simlarities illustrated in the concept nmaps previously shown

wi thin the class.

The test review was preceded by a gane sinmilar to "Who wants
to be a MIllionaire." Students answered questions and were all owed
to get help fromthe entire class, one friend or nyself. The
guestions sonetines called for in-depth explanations. These
guestions were derived fromdaily bell wok as well as the different
graphi c organi zers presented during instructions.

Mich of this week was al so devoted to TCAP revi ew and
finishing the chapter. The students' vocabul ary has inproved on
i ndi vidual class work assignnents given. The direct reading
wor kbook has been conpleted mainly as honmework. Only five students
have shown i nconsistency in returning the honework, but have
benefited fromthe organi zati on of ideas during classroom
instructions, using results frombell work assignnments.

Week 5 and Wek 6:

Due to TCAP, state testing, preparation and spring break
this data collection procedure was sonewhat hindered. The bul k of
the results were nost consistent during the first four week-
peri ods. Weekly quizzes were given, although it was nostly fill in
t he bl ank. The students appeared to becone | ess focused because of
t he enmphasis on the testing schedule. No new concepts were
i ntroduced during the fifth and sixth weeks but several activities
were done to reinforce what had been [ earned. This reinforcenent
i ncl uded several puzzles that were nostly conprised of drill and
practice situations, only taken for a class work grade. The
students were required to wite any coments and concerns in
journals to create nore teacher-student interactions.

Data Col | ection

The research collected and docunented within the action
research project proved offer several strategies to assist with
cl assroominstruction. Docunentation of the action research
consi sted of various strategies incorporated into the classroom
instructions and reflections as to how the project was progressing.
During the six week periods, the teacher /researcher used several
sources to guide his actions within the classroomincluding
refl ective journals, graphic organizers, cooperative groups, and
| esson pl ans.

Refl ecti ve Journal (The Students' and The Teacher's)

During the third week of observations students recorded any
observations and coments in journals. The journals vary the
assessnents within the classroom Students are able to ask
guestions in the journal that they did not want to ask verbally.
This allows nore students to inquire about things that they would
not normally ask within a classroom setting.

The research journal was a continuous docunent that
represented ny reactions to the interventions utilized within the
classroom It did not offer much assistance as far as growth
during the initial three weeks. The comments and observations
tended to be frustrations with the small anmobunt of inprovenments the
students di splayed. Several of the teacher's conments were not
i nsightful and nay have represented |imted experience with eighth
grade students.

Concept Maps

Organizing information in science is one distinct way to
hi ghl i ght the concepts needed for any particul ar objective.
Concept maps were utilized to create a systemati c way of show ng

20



rel ati onships to vocabulary terns within the classroom

Students helped to create different maps in the classroomto help
make | earning nore neaningful. The concept naps were designed to
assi st the students in retaining vocabul ary words from cl assroom
activities. Additional branches were added to the original map
daily to increase the effectiveness of the conceptual organizations
that were introduced.

Cooperative G oups

The students were placed in groups according to ability.
Ability levels were categorized using these ranges: 100-94.5% 94-
89% 88.5-83% 82.5-77% 76.5-71% and bel ow 70. Categories with
| arger nunmbers were divided within that category to ensure that no
particul ar group had nunbers higher than 3 or 4 nenbers. Each
menber was assigned a role according to the nap designed. Roles
consi sted of designer, recorder, and presenter (S).

Sci ence Journal s

Students were asked to keep a spiral notebook to record
observati ons and/or conments during classroomactivities. They
appl i ed concepts introduced during the mapping activities to their
writing. The science journals were graded using an assessnent
rubric fromHolt, Reinhart and Wnston (2000). The rubrics were
designed to analyze and aid students' ability to wite using
sci ence concepts.

Lesson Pl ans

Pl anni ng has been t he nost encouragi ng conponent of this
project. The goal of the Iesson plans was to devel op thinking
skills and the ability to chall enge assunptions, think creatively,
and solve real-life problens, while building a solid science
vocabul ary to gain a strong understandi ng of key scientific
principles and topics.

Anal ysi s and Fi ndi ngs

Thi s section explains how each type of interventions used in
this action research -project was used to inprove student
achi evenent. The science journals were assessed using the rubrics
whi ch acconpani ed the text (Holt, 2000). The witing scores were
eval uated bi-weekly to note any inprovenments. The scores fromthe
student witing showed nmuch inprovenent fromthe first day of
witing. The witten work displayed the students' ability to
observe after nodeling of the strategy. The science journals
illustrated that the students were paying attention, but the
concepts were difficult to grasp. The first set of scores on the
writing averaged 70-79, which stated that nost of the assignnents
were conplete, although it indicated confused thinking about a
concept. Graphs were included but were used ineffectively or
i nadequately. A five-point inprovenent nay have shown the
students' ability to grasp the concept of nmapping.

The students al so were given weekly quizzes that included but
not limted to 10 question item assessnments with nostly multiple
choi ce and bl ank concept naps. The quizzes were usually a ten-
guestion exam and 65% of the cl ass answered 70-80% of the questions
correctly.

The concept maps included 7-10 bl anks with a word bank
Students were graded according to the nunber of conpleted bl anks on
the map and recei ved additional points for adding any necessary
terns or words to nmake the branches of the nmap nore sensible.

The first week consisted of introducing the idea of concept
maps and concluding fromthe scores on the weekly quiz, nany of the
students had a difficult time understandi ng how to conprehend the
maps. They used maps fromearlier in the week to answer questions
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and the average scores ranged 50-75%with partial credit being
given if explanations acconpani ed any answers.

The cooperative groups appeared to have a profound effect on
t he concept of mapping. Several students in various groups
proceeded to nodel strategies for thinking to their group nenbers.
Sl avin has concluded that group success | eads students to strive
for higher achievenent, as personal accountability is a mjor goa
of in-group situations (Wbb, et. al., 2000). This appeared
several tinmes during the six-week period and i nproved three of the
| ower performng students' weekly quiz grades by 5 points.

The teacher's relationship with the students proved to build
confidence in trusting the instructor, because several of the
pupi | s have yielded positive comments. These coments have
mani fested in greater classroom managenent. Wth inproved teacher-
student interaction, the teacher was able to assist |ower
perform ng students while higher-perfornm ng students devel op nore
conplex ideas within their science journals.

Concl usi on

Were the research questions answered? WAs the research
peri od an adequate length of tine? These are mmjor questions
researcher and teacher educators ask when readi ng a manuscript such
as this?

To what extent does inplenenting these strategies (using
concept mapping, journals, bell work) enhance student achi evenent?
This research question was answered for many students' tests scores
i nproved, their concept mapping skills inproved, and their
di scipline inproved. This inprovenment in behavior and increase in
achi evenent over a short period of time does not allow for one to
generalize but it does allow for beginning teachers to infer that
over an extended tinme, maybe greater changes and achi evenent are
possi bl e.

WIl it really work and when can one begin to notice the
changes? This action research began to show changes within four
weeks of consistent practice. The students responded quickly and
t he changes showed in their work and their behavior. These
students had positive | earning experiences for six weeks, which
i ncreased their achi evenent and grades, which they care about! So,
for the sanple, which participated in this study, it works! The
graphi c organi zer, concept maps, enhanced the students' work, their
retention, and their overall achievenent.

Educati onal action research is a systemof inquiry that
teachers, administrators, and school support personnel can use to
study, change, and inprove their work with children and in schools.
Through the action research process, educators are able to generate
know edge about their practice and share that know edge with
others. d assroom action research, as was seen in this nanuscri pt
has val ue al so even though it is done in only one classroom It is
a formof action research conducted in a classroomand i npacts the
practice of teachers. It values the interpretation that teachers
make based on data collected with their students (Hendricks, 2006).
It is this reflective practice which inproves many of the
cl assroons across the nation.
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