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Project-Based Learning Activities on Influential Figures:
Make Introductory Research Lessons Meaningful to Middle School Students
By

Mira Jane Borders, Williamson County Schools

The teacher is surprised that she hears no grumbling when students are asked to apply
the introductory research skills she has just taught them about locating credible information and
citing their sources. Why is this year’s response so much more favorable than the one she
typically receives? Likely it is because she decided to end the usual reinforcement process of
having students complete a worksheet that required them to apply the information retrieval and
source citation skills they had just learned. Instead, the teacher decided to make these skills
meaningful by having students select an inspirational figure and complete a series of projects
that made use of proper information retrieval and source citation skills that they were required
to know. By participating in a week long unit, students were taught the underlying theme of
persevering despite setbacks while they created a variety of print and multimedia research
projects about their influential figure.

Introduction

Much more than just the content of academic subjects is learned by students as they pass
through middle school. In addition to gaining academic content knowledge and learning to
become proficient with the use of technology, adolescents are also faced with many physical and
social changes during the middle school years. Students have many decisions to make as they
cope with changes they encounter during this transition period. For this reason, teachers who
incorporate real-life lessons into the academic content they are teaching can help to improve the
decision making and problem solving skills of students.

Literature Review

When instructors teach students how to conduct research, they are furnishing them with
an exploratory skill that will help them to problem solve in a variety of academic areas as well as
outside the school in real-life situations. According to Loertscher and Wools (2002), research is
a disciplined method of finding information to answer questions. While some teachers are
hesitant to allocate instructional time for teaching students the problem solving process of how to
conduct research, others have noted that such instruction equips students with lifelong
information processing skills (Dempsey, 2003; Fleming, Hagerty, Catalano, Harachi, Mazza, &
Gruman, 2005).

Because teaching students how to conduct research can be viewed as a productive use of
instructional time, a project-based approach was devised to teach this process. This method
provided students with guide activities that allowed them to develop research and citation skills
by applying them in natural situations (Scales, 2000). Epstein (1998) notes that when instruction
of critical skills is delivered in an impersonal way that fails to consider the developmental
framework of the audience, it tends to lose its effectiveness. For this reason, students were asked
to apply research skills to a guided activity that made their investigation meaningful.

Unit Development

After noting that students had little enthusiasm for completing a worksheet that required
them to apply the research skills they had just been taught, a totally different approach was
sought to help students master research skills. Instead of conducting the lesson as a one day
instructional activity to teach introductory research skills, students were introduced to a four day



unit with a theme of investigating an influential figure who became a success despite the fact that
he experienced many setbacks along the way.

Students were allowed to choose their inspirational figure as long as they could provide
evidence of both the figure’s accomplishments as well as his setbacks. By giving students this
freedom, they were more dedicated to their topic. In the process of locating information to
supply answers to the guided research questions they were asked to investigate, students were
generating information that would lead them to a broader theme. One of the guided questions
required students to reflect on information they had discovered through research. The theme of
the mini-unit emerged as students described how their influential figure’s perseverance inspired
them to endure setbacks as they continued toward their goals.

By supporting the curriculum and by using technology to more efficiently coordinate
research into classroom assignments, research became a more natural process that students
developed rather than a lesson that the teacher pushed on them through lecture or discussion
(Dempsey, 2003). In completing the four day mini-unit, students created a poster about their
figure with supporting facts, a reflection booklet about their individual with writing samples, and
a powerpoint presentation about their figure with visual aids. Like Chandler (1999) who used a
writing approach to extend higher order thinking skills for adolescents, the current program
required students to coordinate the efforts of their research with writing and computer skills in
order to better solve problems and make connections.

Thus, adolescents developed research skills and technology skills as they used a guided
inquiry approach to research an inspirational figure of their choice. As they applied their
research skills to create three project-based products, students also had their focus directed
toward an underlying theme of persevering when setbacks arose on the way to reaching goals
they had set for themselves. In this way, adolescents gained a feeling of empowerment that
encouraged them to make changes to better themselves rather than resort to unhealthy behaviors
that other adolescents use as coping mechanisms. By applying the problem solving traits that the
selected figure used to overcome obstacles, the student also learned the benefit of using good
decision making skills at the same time he enhanced his research and technology skills.

Benefits

Was it beneficial to allocate three additional days toward teaching middle school students
research skills? According to student responses to the project-based mini-unit, the answer is that
the extra time invested provided several benefits. First, the students were actively engaged in
conducting research to create projects. Because the students were allowed to choose their own
inspirational figure to investigate for the guided inquiry research assignments, they found the
reinforcement activities more interesting and meaningful.

Second, the students were allowed to incorporate the use of technology into each of the
three projects and this improved their outlook toward conducting research. Even though the
poster and reflection booklet projects required students to perform the manual tasks of cutting,
pasting, and stapling, the computer was still utilized to collect information from research
databases and to type documentation about the information uncovered.

Finally, an indirect benefit of this project was that the theme of persevering despite
setbacks emerged as students conducted research to answer the guided inquiry questions about
what their figure overcame and what he accomplished. Students involved in this research mini-
unit developed endurance skills that empowered them to be productive and responsible
individuals. Evidence for the application of these empowerment skills was noted from the
written responses that students provided when asked to explain how their figure’s perseverance
motivated them to endure setbacks. As noted by McNeely and Falci (2004), the practice of
making meaningful connections that help students discover productive ways to stick to their



goals despite setbacks results in improved decision making skills among adolescents. Thus,
teaching introductory research skills using this method could prove to be very effective in the
lives of adolescents.

Implementation

Students worked well given the time constraints of the project. The first day provided
instruction on using computer databases to obtain information and cite sources. On this day,
students were also given an overview and examples of the three projects that would be assigned
to them over the next few days. These samples illustrated how database information was
analyzed and incorporated into a series of products that displayed not only the content of their
searches, but also the proper format for documenting their sources.

On each of the following days, a guided instruction sheet was provided to students so that
the parameters for producing each project were clear. By providing students with a concrete set
of guidelines and a limited time frame, students were forced to use the instructional time allotted
wisely in order to complete each project. On day two, students selected their inspirational figure,
located database sources, and assimilated information for a poster. Students determined what the
figure accomplished, what he overcame, and how his determination served as a source of
inspiration. A photo of the figure with proper source citation was also located and printed.
Finally, information paraphrased from researched sources was typed on a word processor,
printed off on paper, and manually cut and pasted to construction paper.

On day three, students expanded their research skills to include additional sources on the
figure and a more extensive example of their writing skills. They did so by creating a reflection
booklet on the figure. This project required them to provide a brief explanation of the time
period in which the figure lived, an explanation of what he accomplished, and a description of
what he overcame. Students were also asked to write a rationale describing how the figure
served as a personal inspiration to them and how they first became aware of the figure they
selected to investigate. The five explanations were typed on a word processor and were printed
on half sheets of paper. Students then located a small photo of the figure, provided citation
sources for both the photo and the facts they used, and assembled these pages into booklet form
by folding a piece of construction paper in half.

On day four, students were asked to use their research skills in order to create a
multimedia project on the computer. Each student created an individual ten-slide powerpoint
project. Criteria for the presentation required students to lead the viewer to discover who the
figure was by learning facts about what he accomplished and what he overcame. Only after the
viewer had read researched information on the figure’s accomplishments and setbacks was he
asked to guess who he thought the figure might be. On the remaining slides, students provided
the name of the figure, a photo of the figure, an explanation of why the figure inspired them to
persevere, and documentation of the sources they used to obtain information and images.

By creating such projects, students were challenged to apply the research skills that were
being taught in meaningful ways. Because they had a choice of the figure they chose to research
and guided parameters which made the project requirements clear, students worked diligently
and largely without complaint on each assignment. By the end of the mini-unit, they had not
only learned the proper format for conducting research, but also content knowledge about their
notable figure and decision making skills about how to endure even when setbacks discouraged
them.

Outcomes

A follow-up session to the mini-unit was conducted two months later. One activity that
was included in the two day follow-up involved using the computer to complete a short research
project about participating in a local community service activity. A second activity required



students to refer to the sample posters their classmates had created in order to complete an
objective multiple choice quiz about influential figures in society. A final activity required
students to provide a personal written example on an index card explaining how the figure they
had investigated two months earlier had inspired them to persevere despite setbacks they had
encountered in daily life.

Having students complete an additional research activity two months later helped the
teacher evaluate whether skills learned in an earlier lesson had been retained. At this follow-up
session, students were asked to research a service organization from a list provided. Then they
were asked to locate various items of information which would make it possible for them to
actually participate at the facility of their choice. They provided the name of the organization, a
contact person and phone number, what duties they could perform, what experience they had that
made them good candidates, and a clip art image that illustrated the service they wished to
provide. Both the introductory lesson provided by the teacher and the project itself were
completed in one day for the follow-up session, as opposed to these activities occurring on
different days two months earlier. Retention of skills for conducting research, using the
computer to produce typed results, and crediting the source from which information was
retrieved were illustrated by the reduction of time it took students to assemble information into a
meaningful form.

On the second day, students actually cut apart their researched information, assembled
their projects, completed a multiple choice quiz about notable figures in society, and provided
written examples of personal experiences they had had in persevering since the initial unit. It
was discovered that grades on the objective quizzes were not as high as those for the projects
even though the resources were provided for students to find answers to all the quiz questions.
Students were much more interested in investing time on the project activities that accompanied
the mini-unit than they were on the quiz.

It was also noted that, in addition to retaining research skills, students were able to apply
the theme that encouraged them to exercise productive decision making skills when faced with
trying situations. Evidence that students had internalized this theme and were applying it to real-
life situations was provided by the comments they wrote on their index cards. Popular incidents
they wrote about included not giving up when play practice became difficult and continuing to
practice a piece of difficult music so that they could compete in a competition. Several students
also described situations in which they had to put in a great deal of extra effort and practice to be
able to try out for an athletic team or regain a position on the team after sustaining an injury.
Other examples included repairing a piece of equipment at home, completing challenging craft
projects as part of a service club activity, and completing academic courses despite struggles.

Student comments such as the ones that follow provided evidence that students did
persevere in much the same way as their inspirational figures did. David applied perseverance
skills to the performing arts as he said, “Even though I wanted to quit because the music was so
hard, I learned my tryout music for drumline and made the part I wanted”. Rachel focused on
enduring setbacks in an athletic competition as she noted, “When I was swimming a race in
competition, I thought I was going to lose. I was losing and I was tired but I didn’t give up and I
got second place”. Joe applied perseverance skills to a personal project when he stated, “One
time I took apart my gas scooter and it was super hard to put back together. It took me four
hours, but I finally finished it”. Emily provided an example of not giving up on a service project
as she wrote, “I was crocheting a cap for a cancer patient with the youth group from my church.
I’'m not good at all with arts and crafts and although it took me forever to finish, [ did”. A final
example was contributed by Jack who noted, “I had a huge poetry project due the next day and at
eleven o’clock at night, I accidentally deleted everything I had typed. However, I stuck with it



and actually ended up with a 98.” Such comments illustrate that students receive benefit from
knowing that all individuals face setbacks in life, but it is only by pressing on that they create the
opportunity to become successful at what they attempt.

Conclusion

Changing the method in which introductory research was taught to middle school
students provided many benefits. First, when students were given the opportunity to conduct
individualized research on a notable figure of their choice, they were much more dedicated to the
task than when asked to use a standard topic for application purposes. By personalizing the
process of conducting research, students devoted themselves more wholeheartedly to the task.

Second, it was beneficial to have students complete project-based activities because these
seemed to engage them more than just written worksheet exercises. Though the projects took
more instructional time to complete than reinforcement worksheets would have taken, students
exhibited a greater degree of dedication to the task. By using academic research tasks to
complete a series of projects from start to finish, students were motivated to practice the skills
they learned in a meaningful way.

Finally, another extra benefit of this new approach to teaching introductory research was
that students gleaned good decision making skills and perseverance skills from researching an
inspirational figure. Evidence for the application of this personal theme was noted as students
wrote examples of ways they had used perseverance skills, similar to those of their notable
figure, to endure obstacles and achieve the goals they had set for themselves. Students were able
to apply the theme of the unit in order to persevere and, as a result, they experienced a sense of
pride because they were able to achieve success.

Thus, teaching introductory research skills to middle school students in a project-based
format is worth the additional time invested. The level of commitment to the assigned tasks was
increased because students selected a notable figure of personal interest to investigate. They
created projects to reinforce the skills of conducting the proper format for research and this is an
important skill that carries over to all academic areas. A final extra benefit of this method of
instruction was that the emerging theme of persevering despite setbacks is a coping skill that
students can carry over to all areas of their lives both inside and outside the school setting.
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Integrating EcoJustice in Middle School Science Education

By Michael P. Mueller, Assistant Professor of Science Education
and Philosophy of Education, University of Georgia

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to introduce a concept of ecojustice for middle
school science teachers and how they might integrate ecojustice into science education.

Introduction

During these times of uncertainty, today’s middle school children are growing up
in a world that is much different from the one in which their teachers were educated.
There are many distractions (e.g., television, internet, cell phones...) that come between
individuals and an understanding of cultures and the natural environment where they live.
Although diverse perspectives help enlarge our views, there are now fewer opportunities
for teachers and students to analyze local cultures, shared views, beliefs and values,
expectations and narratives in the science classroom. Intergenerational knowledges and
skills (e.g., cooking, repairing, and gardening) may be lost when youth are so consumed
by modern technology. As Earth’s climate changes, local knowledges and skills will be
indispensable for a rapidly increasing human population that will need to adapt to fewer
agricultural and natural resources. Unfortunately, more people and a lack of sufficient
resources may mean that humans will be more susceptible to population collapse
(Diamond, 2005; Morrison, 1999). Minimizing the consequences of population collapse
requires fixing cultural and environmental problems when they are small. The idea is that
smaller problems are less difficult to work, on a precautionary basis, than if they escalate
to levels beyond control. More than anytime before, youth need to be prepared to share
with and rely on each other. A new emphasis on ecojustice (Bowers, 2001, 2006) in
science education may offer some possibilities to foster these kinds of relationships. At
the same time, ecojustice should be approached by thinking with uncertainty in mind,
which is aligned with the changing nature of Earth’s complex and uncertain ecosystems.

EcolJustice Philosophy

Overall, in public schools, there is a decreasing emphasis on the local community
and ecosystems in which teachers and students live. When local places are included in
science education, they seldom go beyond discussions of environmental catastrophes
(Coyle, 2005). As economic interests have intensified, understanding where we live and
why that’s important, may be seen as less relevant to how well students are being
prepared to enter the workforce. Without place-centered knowledges, unfortunately,
students may not be educated in ways that will empower them to participate more fully in
local decisions that inevitably affects local people and the Earth’s natural environments.

An ecological philosopher, Chet Bowers’ (2001, 2006) argues that public schools
may inadvertently perpetuate the cultural thinking patterns and behaviors that lead to
enclosures of the cultural and environmental commons. The commons are defined as the
non-monetized aspects of life and the environment that were once available to all people.
The cultural commons consist of traditions: intergenerational knowledges ranging from
gardening, arts, crafts, ceremonies and colloquialisms. And, the environmental commons
consist of the natural systems, including water, air, soil, forests, streams and oceans.



Today, the commons refers to those things which people hold in common, or
which should be shared between all people. By conserving cultural diversity and by
protecting human relationships within the cultural commons (and by reducing our
reliance on the marketplace), we contribute to sustaining the Earth’s plants, animals, air,
water, and soil of the environmental commons (Bowers, 2004). Chet Bowers argues that
we all have an ethical responsibility to renew and revitalize the commons and protect
cultural diversity for future generations. Science teachers and students work to protect the
local commons from various forms of enclosures by framing conversations of science and
education around the needs of the local community and ecosystems. The main goal for
science teachers interested in integrating ecojustice into their science courses is to
provide opportunities for students to participate in strengthening their local commons.

Science education for ecojustice is a movement of science teachers and students
committed to analyzing how the commons are enclosed and learning about how local
knowledges and skills (that have less of an impact on ecosystems) might be renewed and
revitalized in local neighborhoods (Mueller, 2007; Mueller & Bentley, 2007). The
overarching aim is to cultivate science literacy for science education that is reflective,
reliant, and reciprocal of local people and the Earth’s natural environments. Ecojustice is
an interesting direction for scientific literacy that is focused both on people and places.
Ecojustice provides a holistic lens to confront issues of social and environmental justice
with students, and helps with an understanding of the ways in which people think of
Earth. Since the ways in which people perceive the Earth has so much to do with how
they treat the Earth, an ecojustice focus can help to reduce negative human impacts.
Moreover, ecojustice prompts science teachers and their students to ask questions
typically considered outside of science teaching, such as: Is it safe for students to walk or
ride a bike to school? Might students be involved in working with the community to plant
native grasses, to establish wildflower gardens, and to reduce irrigation? Ecojustice
fosters local connections with people in the community, building networks of reliance
that are responsible to specific geographic locations and particular people. Success is
measured by how well school science revitalizes local cultures and Earth’s ecosystems.

My current work to amend and extend Bowers’ (2001, 2006) ecojustice theory for
science education involves deemphasizing notions of “ecological crisis”—a position
statement of certainty that seldom, if ever, reflects the works of environmental scientists.
Notions of “ecological crisis” also imply that Earth’s changes are unnatural, which
remains uncertain for scientists with limited perspectives (see reports on climate change;
International Panel on Climate Change, 2001; National Research Council, 2001, 2002).
Because we live on a constantly changing, irreducibly complex and highly uncertain
Earth, the natural sciences are reprieve with uncertainties. It is much better to
acknowledge this uncertainty and work to foster ecologically-informed ways of living.
Thinking with uncertainty in mind (Mueller, 2007) is an emerging theory that encourages
science teachers and students to value being partly certain in relation to other people and
in relation to other places, so that they can make decisions to act based on local evidence.
The idea is that science teachers and students should work together to become informed,
share some of the responsibility for participating in decisions to conserve and sustain
local cultures and Earth’s biodiversity, and advocate for others who may be excluded.

Empowering science teachers and students to become more ecologically-informed
and to participate more fully in the democratic decisions of the community is the shape



and scope of ecojustice that acknowledges the importance of thinking with uncertainty.
But often, when science education focuses on local places, it is often reduced to
environmental projects, such as recycling programs, monitoring the health of local
streams, and the mapping of local green spaces. Expanding the middle school science
curriculum to include issues of ecojustice helps prepare students to deal with implicit
cultural messages communicated by the media, super-sized houses and modern modes of
gas-guzzling transportation that support the false guarantee of satisfaction and happiness
of living a lifestyle reliant on consumerism (i.e., practice of increasing consumption of
goods). Addressing the symptoms of higher rates of ecological denigration is essential to
reducing humankind’s destructive ecological impacts.

People rely on the environmental commons for their survival, and students must
understand that the enclosure of the commons may result in devastating life changes.
Enclosures occur when aspects of what was once held in common becomes privately
owned, privileging particular groups of people. When expensive homes surround a lake,
for example, groups of people with lower incomes may not have access. These kinds of
enclosures may go unrecognized until it is too late to make the necessary decisions to
resist them. Another example is when new forms of technology are introduced; many
people must adapt or be left behind. Inevitably, enclosures may exclude the people who
cannot afford to participate fully in the democratic practices of the local community.

When local people rush out to get the latest technologies, aspects of the local
community may become increasingly deemphasized and enclosed. Valuable knowledges
and skills may be considered irrelevant in relation to the latest technologies, forcing
people to have to purchase new technology, instead of being able to rely on local people.
Existing relationships (e.g., face-to-face communication, mentoring and nurturing
relationships) may be seen as less important than spending money in the marketplace.
Community reliance and other relationships deteriorate when local knowledges and skills
are deemphasized or ignored in the middle school science curriculum. Even homework
may marginalize family, community and environment relationships when there is more of
an emphasis on science worksheets, reading chapters and studying for high-stakes exams.
These things take valuable time away from reinforcing the kinds of relationships that
have less impact on the Earth. When science education deemphasizes the importance of
strengthening local cultures and ecosystems, there are commensurate environmental fees.
For example, when local people and places are deemphasized or ignored in science class,
they may grow up as citizens who do not know to challenge local policymaking that
encloses people and places. The lack of knowledge of how to rely on local resources
(rather than resources shipped from thousands of miles away) is yet another enclosure.

There are many opportunities to cultivate relationships in the local community for
students when we stop to think about how local people and places are relevant in science.
Opportunities may be missed when students do not know to stop by local farmer markets
or to help prepare home-cooked meals with friends and family. These social opportunities
are where personal experiences may be shared, such as interesting recipes and how to
grow varieties of fruit and vegetables, which increases self-reliance and helps to mediate
the enclosure of students’ cultural ways of knowing and enclosure of local ecosystems.
The acquisition, preparation, and sharing of foods fosters mutual support networks,
community trust, and a sense of moral reciprocity for citizens (Bowers, 2006). These
kinds of community relations promote a healthier diet, physical fitness, interdependence,



intellectual stimulation, collectively-centered activities, happiness and personal
responsibility—measures of success when focused on local peoples and places. The
commons will be strengthened by science teachers who work to cultivate sustainable
cultural traditions, which may be undermined if not emphasized in today’s schools.

Elements of EcoJustice Curriculum for Science Education

Any good middle school science curriculum begins with finding out what the
students already know about their interdependent communities, along with the impact of
these communities in relations with the natural environment (Bowers, 2001). Integral
parts of ecojustice in middle school science education will include the cultural resources
that are available within the local community, such as cultural relationships and skills that
can be explored through comparative cultural studies and community surveys. A survey
of the local community is a great activity that can be used to identify both monetized and
non-monetized aspects of cultural and community life. A cultural survey of the local
community can be used to analyze the forms of media that promote constant change and
innovation as expressions of inherent progress and growth. Students should understand
the traditions of the community, the nature of traditions, the difference between traditions
and fads, and how traditions do not stifle change or innovation. Students can be engaged
in the traditions of communities aligned with taking care of and connecting with the
natural environment (e.g., gardening, sports, craft knowledge, volunteerism...).

Another element of ecojustice curriculum is how technology amplifies and
reduces certain aspects of cultural life (Bowers, 2001). Bowers explains that technology
may be the greatest impediment to ecologically sustainable ways of living (with the
exception of ecologically informed designs). People who do not have access or do not
embrace technological advancement continue to be marginalized. Science teachers and
students should focus on the culturally mediating impacts of technology, the cultural
biases of technology, and how technology is embedded in their everyday experiences.
Science and technology are not inherently destructive—the problem lies with the way in
which science and technology may displace human relationships and cultural values.

Integrating ecojustice into the curriculum should provide a balanced lens for
analyzing science, the achievements and inappropriate uses, and the knowledge to help
teachers and students to make local decisions that affect the community and ecosystems.
Examples of how some cultures have lived within the limits of local ecosystems can help
to reinforce the cultural differences that make a difference in protecting the commons
from enclosures. Moreover, middle school science teachers and students should not be
limited to a scientific method that may exclude the cultural impacts of scientific work
(i.e., how science positively and negatively impacts society). These topics will allow
science teachers and students to develop a balanced perspective of the limits of science,
and ultimately, to participate in decreasing the rate of environmental declines.

An Example of EcoJustice in Middle School Science Education
Gregory Smith (2004) connects with ecojustice by providing a view into the
curriculum of the Environmental Middle School in Portland, Oregon (renamed Sunnyside
Environmental School; http://www.pps.k12.or.us/). He describes how ecological
sustainability serves as the overarching theme at Sunnyside, to cultivate care for, and
connection with, the community and the natural world. He wants middle school education
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to be centered on preparing students to care for, and to contribute to society, with
community service and environmental responsibility in mind. Smith explores the
possibilities, which aim at fostering care and connection, without sacrificing test scores:
“...1n spring 2000, Sunnyside was the only secondary school in the state of Oregon to
receive an exemplary designation by the state’s Department of Education” (p. 74).
Moreover, Smith points to the values and commitments of the Sunnyside faculty:
teachers choose to work there because they don’t have to “check” their ideals at the door:
“they bring what they care about to their classrooms and draw their students into a circle
of care predicated on their desire for loving interactions among people, social justice in
the broader community, and connectedness to the place where they live” (p. 75).
Sunnyside fosters care relationships through social interactions and both formal and
informal experiences. At Sunnyside, students are placed in a mixed-grade classroom and
stay with the same teacher through a three-year revolving thematic curriculum consisting
of “rivers, forests, and mountains” (p. 78). This type of looping schedule allows teachers
to integrate at least one day a week for environmental fieldwork or community service,
which serve as sources for ecojustice-centered teaching and learning at Sunnyside.

Further, Smith (2004) notes how teachers and students work together to define the
nature of care for, and connection with, the community and the natural world. Teachers
and students alike have many opportunities to practice caring relations and connection.
These opportunities are available in the forms of service learning projects, field
investigations and other academic experiences. Teachers and students are encouraged to
participate in activities that embody social and ecological justice. Projects include:

... tree planting, the construction of raised vegetable beds at a camp for homeless

people, the development of a pocket park in a low-income neighborhood close to

the school, serving lunch at a local soup kitchen, the removal of downspouts from
homes and public buildings, student organized canned food drives, Operation

Shoebox (a project that collects and then distributes school supplies and toiletries

to children in Honduras), and the collection of blankets and towels for animals at

a local shelter (p. 83).

Smith explains how students at Sunnyside enjoy getting to know other people better and
learning in real-world situations. Teachers notice how students develop a “deep regard
for the land” by practicing care for, and connecting with, the nonhuman world. Smith
explains that Sunnyside provides a trusting atmosphere for students rather than one that
tries to constantly manage them. He says that Sunnyside is “predicated on the willingness
to believe that, at base, young people are capable of care and choose to act in this way
when encouraged to do so” (p. 88). Sunnyside emphasizes each student’s ability to
contribute to the well-being of the learning community.

At the end of each year, the eighth graders compile a portfolio of their three-year
accomplishments (Smith, 2004). They present what they are taking away from Sunnyside
during the final weeks of school. Smith explains that eighth graders show their
understanding and commitment to caring about the world through these final projects. He
elaborates:

.. . children are affectionate to one another and their teachers. They speak their

minds. They stand in front of the entire school and read poems or make

announcements about service-learning projects that are important to them. They

share their thoughts about what they are grateful for and what they value (p. 90).
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Smith proposes that ecological scholars embrace and value the metaphors linked with the
organic farmer who thoughtfully cultivates his/her field, who strives “to create the
conditions under which seeds will grow into healthy and bountiful plants” (p. 90). He
believes that schools like Sunnyside “prepare the soil” for a cultural shift towards social
and ecological justice, sustainability, and rootedness. Most likely, Sunnyside’s students
are becoming informed such that they could advocate and care for affected others in the
local community and ecosystems by participating more fully in the local policymaking.
There should be more of an overarching agenda in the schools to emphasize local
people and places, community-centered knowledges and skills, and science education.
The middle school students at Sunnyside develop long-lasting relationships with other
students and adults, and benefit the community and natural environments through service
learning projects and field studies. In turn, this school’s ecological contributions will
have significant economic implications for the long term. For instance, as students learn
to test water/air/soil quality, they may be employed by the city to conduct studies of
biodiversity, invasive species, and the denigration of habitats. They may be engaged in
urban development projects, and environmental clean up, conservation, and restoration.
They may be consulted by the public to provide information on the pH levels of soil,
organic fertilizers, pest controls and native plants. Students may serve as weekend guides
in natural environments for busy adults who no longer have connections with the Earth.
A cost-benefit analysis may show that the economic benefits of integrating ecojustice in
middle school outweigh the real estate values gained from rating schools on test scores.

Conclusion

I began this article by introducing the concept of ecojustice and discussing why
we should work towards revitalizing the cultural and environmental commons by
integrating ecojustice in middle school science education. Science educators can take the
lead by doing things with their students that significantly reduce ecological declines.
Equally important is the protection of students’ intergenerational knowledges and skills,
beliefs and values, expectations and narratives (i.e., cultural diversity). An example of
Sunnyside Environmental School provides a model for how middle school science
education can be used to strengthen the local community and natural environments.
When teachers work together with the school administration and local school district,
ecojustice does not have to remain on the margins, but can take a central focus in science.
Middle school science education that acknowledges these times of uncertainty will help
to foster the kinds of relationships that ensure an inhabitable place for future generations.
By integrating ecojustice in middle school science, we take the first step towards this aim.

For more information on how to integrate ecojustice in middle school science, please visit
www.ecojusticeeducation.org for information on conferences and free articles and books.
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Eddie’s lessons; inner city kids meet an old dead white man: Teaching Character Education

By Mary Ransdell, Assistant Professor, University of Memphis Millington Center
Mona Morgan, Sixth Grade Teacher, Craigmont Middle School, Memphis TN

A teacher’s job is to facilitate learning by creatively using all of the tools and resources
available and/or by inventing new ones that promote students’ active engagement with material.
Generating rich learning environments that support learners emotionally and academically as
they stretch, and follow new trains of thought encourages new perspectives to develop. Bidell &
Fischer (1992) note that Piaget believed middle school students, typically 12-14 years old, are in
the formal operational stage. In this stage, they can begin to apply previous and/or recently
acquired knowledge to newer abstract concepts and make sense of them.

Adolescent literature is that in which the protagonist is an adolescent dealing with a
somewhat typical realistic young adult issue, and he or she will triumph in the end. Could an
old, white, dead, childless protagonist offer teenage readers the predicaments that gain, and keep,
the attention of inner city, predominantly black, middle school students? This manuscript
describes how the second author, a middle school teacher, used The five people you meet in
heaven (Mitch Albom, 2003) with her sixth grade students. The authors conversed frequently
about the students and their understanding of the characters. The first author, a university 14
professor, visited the classroom when her schedule permitted.

This was not an experimental design, but a specific activity conducted with classes that
the second author saw daily. The project had several objectives: (a) to read a full-length chapter
book, something few of the students in this class have done before (b) to enable students to make
text-to-life links, (c) to study character education, and (d) encourage students to use a variety of
strategies to develop comprehension skills.

Literature Review

In order to teach character education themes and skills, many middle school teachers use
classical literature (Edgington, 2002; Santoli & Wagner, 2004) with their students believing that
the classics present the themes considered pillars of our society (e.g., forgiveness, honor, truth,
trust). The classics help to define humanity and force us to acknowledge the dreamer that resides
within. Authors such as Austen, Dickens, Twain, and Cather fall under that category (Santoli &
Wagner, 2004) as do Taylor, Hamilton, Creech, Drapper, Curtis, Avi, Soto, Hinton, Cisneros,
Myers and Hatchet. While these authors are not without merit, some of today’s youth find them
difficult to understand and relate to their lives (Herz, 1996; Santoli & Wagner, 2004) without
their teachers including mini-lessons about vocabulary, setting, culture, or geography. Some of
these texts even come with curriculum guides so teachers can rely on the prepared text, relieving
them of creative responsibilities.

Salvner (2000) suggests that teachers stick with classical selections because they fear
losing valuable teaching time by deviating from the standard curriculum and wasting students’
time with meaningless reading. Mandated achievement tests cut into the time teachers might
other wise use for the study of literature. However, not everyone subscribes to these ideas.

Gallo (2001) counters that current young adult literature offers similar content themes and the
chance to work on skills, as well as encourage life-long reading habits. The literature cites cases
where teachers use a variety of literature to teach character education (Bryan, 2005; Felber,
2003; Edgington, 2002;0’Sullivan, 2004). This article demonstrates the use of a popular adult
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literature title with middle school inner city students to encourage the students to make sense of
concepts such as forgiveness, sacrifice, honor, responsibility, love, and compassion. The story’s
milieu is above elementary school level. The general reading level of the students in these
classes ranges from Kindergarten to 7t grade, but, a student’s listening comprehension level is at
least two grade levels above his/her instructional or reading comprehension level (Biemiller,
2003; Perkins, Powell, & Key, 2006).
Demographics

Class size averaged 25 students in each of the five groups, and totaled130 students.
Three-fourths of the school population meets free or reduced priced meal guidelines according to
their family economic standing. Eighty-nine percent of the student body is African American
and 11% classify themselves as either white or other. The cumulative records for the students in
the sixth grade indicate reading levels that range from kindergarten to grade seven. The first
author is a white, middle class, professor in her 50s; the second author is a black, middle class,
middle school classroom teacher in her 40s.

Albom’s Book

The teacher, Ms. M., used Albom’s 2003 book because, at the time, it was on the best
sellers’ list, a relatively short book, and one that she could use to teach concepts covered under
character education and reading skills assessed by state mandated testing. She used this work in
place of the district-provided anthology with her principal’s consent. She thought it might also
encourage her students to read on their own if they saw this book on the shelves of local
booksellers. This is important and necessary for the reason that it serves as a strong ally in the
battle against teen illiteracy.

Albom’s book is the story of Eddie, an embittered old man, who believes his life has been
without purpose. On his 83" birthday, Eddie dies in a tragic accident at the amusement park
where he has worked his entire life. Eddie then learns several lessons with the guidance of five
people he encounters in his afterlife. Some of the people he knew well and others less so, but he
encountered all of them in some way during his Earthly existence. He realizes that everything in
his Earthly life happened for a reason and that one event can trigger others that might otherwise
appear unrelated. Each chapter begins with a birthday vignette from Eddie’s Earthly life that
foreshadows the upcoming lesson that Eddie learns. Eddie’s sees events in his life from different
perspectives and gains new perspectives about his late parents. He sees his late wife, visits with
his army captain, and meets several people that he encountered earlier in life, but did not know.

An old, dead, white man teaches inner city kids...

When handed the book for the first time, many students told both authors that they
thought it would be “about religion” and “boring.” At the conclusion of each section, several
days of classroom discussion focused on story comprehension, characters, themes, word attach
skills, definitions, similes, metaphors, and connections to the students’ lives. A teacher-created
study guide assisted in the students’ comprehension and analysis. Students’ comments, both oral
and collected at the end of the project, suggested that students made text-to-life connections that
exceeded anything either author expected. For example, “I learned everybody’s life has a
purpose and everything happens for a reason.” (Kevin), and “Don’t let one bad thing ruin your
life,” (Sharon). Another example is, “When you hate, you only hurt yourself,” (Rashanda). To
protect the identity of the students, all names are pseudonyms.
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The First Lesson

The Blue Man taught the students about fairness and compassion. The Blue Man was the
first afterlife character Eddie met. The Blue Man’s doctor told him to drink the silver nitrate in
an attempt to cure his nerves. At that time physicians did not understand its poisonous nature,
and it is the effects of the silver nitrate that turned his skin blue.

A student noted that The Blue Man was so miserable that he was pleased even when
somebody told him something nasty. Some students were troubled with the behavior of The
Blue Man’s father, and were curious about silver nitrate and its effects on the human body.
Perhaps this made them think about the way they treat people who look different from
themselves. The Blue Man’s lesson of fairness in life and death influenced the students, and
some students commented about same-age friends and young relatives who died.

Tamara recalled a friend of her dad who watched his wife die in an automobile accident
at an intersection. She said that her father’s friend was trailing his wife and talking to her on her
via cell phone when a driver in another car ran a red light and hit the mother’s car, killing her
instantly. Tamara said that maybe the Blue Man was right when he said that death is not fair; it
takes one and misses another. Perhaps the story was therapeutic in that it gave students a neutral
forum in which to talk about death.

The Second Lesson

Eddie’s army captain was the second person he met. His lesson about sacrifice resonated
with students and helped them to make an immediate text-to-life connection to their parents’
daily sacrifices for them. A class discussion focused on the power and long-term affect of
sacrifice. Jonathan noted that, “If you do the right things in life, you will be rewarded [later].”
This is from a typical pre-teen whose generational norm is to be self-centered and extrinsically
motivated.

Eddie’s flashback of the brutal killing of Rabozzo during the war years sparked a heated
debate. Although most students were appalled at the way the soldier, nicknamed Crazy Two,
killed Rabozzo, some thought that it was humane; rationalizing that he was deathly ill and
suffering. However, even the students who thought killing Rabozzo was humane thought that
the method in which Crazy Two killed him was inhuman. This led the authors to believe that the
sixth graders understood that there should be some dignity in dying. The students saw a moral
debate embedded in the text, and argued passionately about compassion and sacrifice.

Without getting into a discussion of the various religions and their dogma about heaven,
the students began to make connections between individuals’ views of heaven and life on Earth.
Students thought that Eddie suggested that you should, or could, create your own heaven while
you are still alive. Thomas commented, “It gave me a new thought about heaven.” This
suggests that Eddie connected with these middle school students.

The Third Lesson

Eddie met Ruby who reminisced with him and taught him about his parents. Through
Ruby, Eddie learned about forgiveness and honor. Many years before, Eddie’s mother was the
victim of an attempted rape by her husband’s best friend, Mickey. Eddie’s father later sees
Mickey nearly drowned in a watery ditch, and saves his life. Eventually, Eddie’s father dies
from pneumonia contracted the night he saved Mickey’s life. Eddie demonstrated that people
you have not met could affect you in many ways. The classes made a connection by discussing
how Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. affected their lives. Eddie taught the students that forgiveness
and honor are important.
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Each class became livid after reading about the abuses Eddie suffered at the hands of his
father. This brought out intense reaction and discussion about parental abuse, in general, and
some students thought Eddie should have retaliated against his father. Eddie taught forgiveness
and honor by not fighting back.

In the end, many still thought that it was unfair that Eddie’s father died, although they
still disliked him for his mistreatment of Eddie. José stated, “I learned that everyone has a
purpose on Earth even if it is someone you hate or if the person is poor.” Reggie commented,
“Forgive no matter what happens between you and them.” It appeared to the authors that the
students concluded a good deed does not void all the bad and one still needed to be accountable.

The Fourth Lesson
Eddie’s relationship with his late wife, Marguerite [sic], led to discussions about
commitment, and love. Eddie’s only wife died many years before and he missed her terribly, but
met her again in his afterlife. Some comments made by students were, “Love never dies,”
(Erwin), “I learned the meaning of ‘People die, love doesn’t,” (Tamika), and “Death isn’t fair,”
(James). These middle school students may be too young for romantic love, but they have a
hunch about what real commitment and eternal love might mean.

The Fifth Lesson

Tala was a young girl who hid in the small hut that Eddie’s army company burned
causing her death and the deaths of others. Eddie did not know that anyone was in the hut, but a
shadow crossing the window as the hut burst into flames haunted Eddie throughout his Earthly
life. Tamika’s reaction was, “Eddie should go to hell for killing all those people [during the war
years|”. The second author fruitlessly tried to explain to that it was not Eddie’s intent to kill
anybody and that he did not know anyone was in the hut. Tamika insisted that intent to cause
harm did not matter. She unfalteringly insisted that if you are the catalyst, then you are to blame.
Tamika clearly saw an issue of responsibility in this lesson.

Others believed that the captain should also be accountable for Tala’s death. The
argument was that if the captain had not shot Eddie in the leg and caused his permanent leg
injury, maybe he could have saved Tala. When the teacher suggested maybe not because of the
wound, the students chose optimism. Eddie taught the students about responsibility.

Epilogue
Students were happy that Eddie went into eternity with Marguerite. The students found
pleasure in knowing that Eddie saw what he thought he saw. Some students commented that you
should not let people tell you what you see or hear and that you should trust yourself. “Never
sell yourself short,” (Latoya) surprised both authors.

Assessments

The book’s format of short sections lent itself to typical middle school class periods that
allowed for a short reading, followed by discussion and journal or other writing activities.
Reading Skills and Comprehension

Class discussions focusing on reading skills, vocabulary, character analysis, and
comprehension followed segments of oral reading. Since the book begins at the end of Eddie’s
life, teaching the skills of “foreshadowing” and “point of view” occur naturally. The short
birthday reflections served as timed readings complete with graded comprehension questions. A
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40-question guide and reflection journal assisted students in their comprehension and character
analysis. Chart 1 contains a few sample questions.

Chart 1. Selected comprehension guide questions

What is Eddie’s job at the amusement park
How old is Eddie on the day of his death?
Name two significant events that happened in Eddie’s life at Ruby Pier.
What was Eddie trying to do when he died?
How are Blue Man and Eddie connected?
What is significant about Eddie’s seventeenth birthday?
What lesson does Eddie learn from the captain?
Why does the setting change when Eddie shakes the captain’s hand?
How does Eddie feel about his father? Why?
. How does Eddie feel about working at Ruby Pier? Why?
. How do Dominguez and the estate attorney summarize Eddie’s life after they go to his
apartment? Is it a fair account? Why or why not?
12. How are Tala and Eddie connected? Why is she significant?
13. What is the story’s genre?
14. What is a major theme of the story?

e A Sl e

—_ O

Character Analysis

The teacher asked the students to analyze each of the characters, individually. Chart 2
contains a sample for Eddie’s character, but all character analyses followed the same pattern of
questions. An examination of the character analysis exercise indicated that the students absorbed
the nuances of the characters as well as the observable elements.

Chart 2. Character Analysis

Direction: Complete the following statements about each character.
Eddie:
Physical Description:

Actions, words and thoughts:

What other characters say or think about Eddie:

What the narrator says about Eddie:
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Conclusion

A comment made by LaShawn, was, “The story made me think of something I did in the
past to another student in the third grade. She made me mad and I hit her in the face. That was
wrong. [ wonder who will be my five people.” LaShawn clearly thought about her actions in
relation to the former classmate.

The stereotype that still exists says that African American students whose families are of
lower SES would not be motivated to read, perhaps could not make connections to the literature,
and possibly would not understand the concepts presented in classic or juvenile literature
(Graham, 1994). The students quoted in this manuscript suggest that they connected with the
literature on many levels, learned several lessons, and understood the concepts discussed by the
characters. Educational wisdom says, “Set the bar high and they will meet it.” These students
did not meet the bar; they exceeded it
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‘GRASP’ing for Straws? A Performance Assessment Model for Middle Grades
Instruction

By Allison Nazzal, Ph.D., University of West Georgia

Introduction

Developing performance-based assessments in the middle grades classroom is
important. We want students to demonstrate their knowledge, understandings, and skills
beyond a superficial knowledge level. However, it is also challenging to design
assessments that motivate students to contemplate information and acquire deep
understanding (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). All too often these “projects” simply require
too much time in the classroom and if given as homework can overwhelm parents and
students. Also, many projects that consume our classroom time only require students to
think at the knowledge level of Bloom’s taxonomy, even as they consume precious
classroom time (for example, definitions in an A-Z book, all the cutting and pasting
needed for collages, and question/answer “foldables”. Another problem with many of the
assessment “projects” found in teachers’ guides or lesson plan websites is that they fail to
motivate students because, lacking any real-world connection, they are simply seen by
students as one more “project” that must be completed for the teacher. Finally, many
“projects” fail to meaningfully integrate content knowledge with writing skills and
“writing across the curriculum” is an important middle school integration strategy for
improving the writing skills of all students (Behrens, L. & Rosen, L.J., 2005; National
Middle School Association, 2003).

The GRASP model(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) for performance-based
assessment in the middle grades classroom can easily address each of these problems and
be applied to all content areas in the middle grades. The GRASP model can be used to
design “projects”, hereafter referred to as performance assessments, which make the most
of available instructional time in the classroom, while also emphasizing higher level
thinking that motivates students and the integration of writing skills. The GRASP model
emphasizes real-world application of knowledge, or authentic assessment, in the
classroom. It is powerful because it provides a useful acronym —based framework for the
classroom teacher to develop creative performance assessments and can be as complex or
simple as time allows. The GRASP model, when designed well, will also motivate
students to demonstrate their knowledge, understandings, and skills.

GRASPS

GRASPS is an acronym-based model for designing performance-based instruction
and assessment that allows you to be creative in design. It is a simple model that can be
applied to all content and grade levels that purposefully assesses student knowledge,
understandings, and skills. It is a model for assessment that when combined with more
traditional assessment methods, informal assessment, and student-self assessment will
provide a complete picture of what students know, understand, and are able to do.
GRASPS is a highly motivational assessment strategy for your students that can be
implemented as easily as other projects or other forms of instruction — students are the

2(
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workers, not you (Wong & Wong, 1998).1t is easy to implement! Finally, it is an example
of authentic assessment, or assessment based on the real world!

GRASPS is not a scripted methodology! Your creativity and passions bring the model
to life for your students. It is not a “project” — it involves purposeful assessment of
student knowledge, understandings, and skills. It is also not the only form of assessment
you should include in your teaching —a balanced assessment plan is important!

The GRASPS model for performance assessment and examples of GRASPS in
middle grades content areas are described below.

Real-World Goal

Real-World Role

Real-World Audience

Real-World Situation

Real-World Product or Performance

Standards (teacher expectations for excellent work)

Consider the followmg example of a GRASPS performance assessment for a 7" grade
social studies classroom, when this author taught in Texas. The goal of this GRASPS was
for students to demonstrate understanding of the regions of Texas (physical and cultural
geography and economics).

e o o o o

G: The real-world goal

You are to convince a business that manufactures/sells boat covers to relocate their
headquarters to your town/city (Substitute any business that would utilize the natural
and human resources of the cities/region under study)

R: The real-world role

You are a team of city experts (transportation specialist-DOT official, education
specialist (Department of Education Publicist), cultural/recreational specialist (Parks
and Recreation Director), and a natural resource specialist (Geographer at local
university) (Group roles for students-each group represents different city or region)

A: Real World Audience
Your audience will be the owner of the company (the teacher — add board of
directors if other teachers on the team will also evaluate)

S: The Real-World Situation

You need to convince the owner of the boat-cover manufacturing /sales business to
relocate the .business to your city/region, as this will bring many needed jobs and
economic benefits to your city. The company both manufactures and sells the covers.
The executive wants to relocate to the city/region that will provide the best natural
resources, education to provide quality workers, transportation system to transport
product, and cultural/recreational opportunities that increase sales of boat covers and
satisfy workers in the company



P: Real-World Product or Presentation

Your sales team will create a power point oral presentation, based on your collective
research to convince the company executive to move the business to your city (or
region). Each member of the team will present oral arguments (a sales-pitch) to the
executive to move the business to your city.

S: Standard (Teacher Expectations for Excellence)

The power point presentation should include at least three convincing reasons by each
specialist to move the company to your city (region); each specialist should provide
numerical data to support their arguments from research; each specialist should be
prepared to answer all questions from the executive; the power point should reflect a
professional presentation with correct grammar, spelling, and exciting visuals, a
minimum of 12 slides, props or gifts that reflect why the executive should relocate to
your city are encouraged extras! Note — a rubric should also be developed to further
refine the standard for excellence.

Regional geography is a staple unit in social studies courses. In the several years
of teaching before utilizing this model, students studied regional geography for
approximately two weeks. Traditional assessments (a multiple choice and short
answer test) were disappointing and revealed little student understanding of regional
geography or student ability to apply their knowledge to the real world of regional
economics. Most importantly, students were not motivated to learn! Note that the real
motivation here is because the performance assessment is authentic! In the best
tradition of the middle school philosophy, students applied their learning to a real-
world situation.

Students truly enjoyed this GRASPS performance assessment and their
presentations were awesome in their demonstration of knowledge, skills, and
understandings! In a year-end survey, students indicated this was one of their two
favorite activities of the year (the other — a much more time-consuming virtual field
trip activity.) Working in teams, students focused on the curriculum standards in a
manner that required them to think at a higher level and integrate language arts skills
(the research, written power point, and oral presentation as a sales pitch!). Because
the GRASPS model was authentic — a real-world application of knowledge, parents
were very supportive of the work students needed to do at home to finalize their
presentation. Some parents even came to our class to share tips with students as
business and government officials! Students enjoyed the competition. Students
learned much about their assigned region.

One week of 50 minute classes was devoted to this assignment. However, it was
also presented as a “Web Quest” with all of the Internet sites for research provided so
students lost little time attempting to find information. To improve this performance
assessment, students should consider the other regions as carefully as their assigned
region. They could evaluate another class period’s presentations as representatives for
the business owner and award a contract, thus insuring they carefully consider the
regional geography of the entire state and not simply their own area. Before awarding
the contract, representatives for the business could be required to explain their
decision (short answer or essay) as a form of traditional assessment.
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Additional examples of the GRASPS model in the core middle grades content
areas follow:

Math

G: The Real-World Goal
Your goal is to convince the director of a new art museum that your portfolio of
symmetrical art should be chosen for an exhibit.

R: The Real-World Role
You are a talented but unknown artist who specializes in art that reflects
symmetry.

A: The Real-World Audience
The audience is the museum director.

S: The Real-World Situation
Your town is building an art museum and everyone in town is excited. The
director of the museum in charge of designing exhibits has always been fascinated
with symmetry in art and nature. The director plans to include one exhibit in the
museum focusing only on symmetry in art and as reflected in nature. You have
been invited to present a portfolio of art to the director for consideration. If the
director likes your work, you will be allowed to produce all of the symmetrical art
for an exhibit in the room and people will finally see how talented you are!

P: The Real-World Product
Your product is a portfolio of symmetrical art to present to the museum director
and an oral presentation “a sales pitch” to have your art included in the museum

S: Standards (Teacher Expectations for Excellence)
Your portfolio should include at least 6 pieces of art that reflect symmetry. You
may use any art format (ie. watercolor, charcoal, pencil, etc.). At least 2 of your
pieces should reflect nature. In addition, you will present your portfolio to the
director in a “sales pitch”.

Science

Goal: The Real-World Goal
Your goal is to assist the fishing industry (commercial fleets) in making a profit
while also preventing over-fishing and the elimination of lobster, shrimp, tuna, or
the blue crab.

Role: The Real-World Role
You are a marine biologist with the World Wildlife Fund working in a team with
other biologists on over-fishing of either the lobster, shrimp, tuna, or blue crab.

Audience: The Real-World Audience
Your target audience is the commercial fleets that are more concerned with
making a profit than the detrimental impacts of over-fishing.

Situation: The Real-World Situation
You will work with a team of other marine biologists to investigate over-fishing
of lobster, shrimp, or the blue crab. You will then make a presentation to the
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operations manager of the world’s largest commercial fishing fleet with
information regarding the causes and effects of over-fishing, recommendations on
how to continue to profit as a business without over-fishing, and a 5 year plan for
changing their practices.
Product: The Real-World Product
You need to write a speech that you will present to the commercial fleets. You
must also present a visual of your choice (poster, power point, movie maker
presentation) that will explain the causes and effects of over-fishing, the impact of
over-fishing on their profit, and a 5 year plan for managing their fishing practices.
Standards: (Teacher Expectations for Excellence)
Your speech should: (a) a summary of profit the company has earned this year
and any trends in profit based on research about fishing fleet profits b) explain
the causes and effects of over-fishing in the future for the company and the public
(c) describe the effects over-fishing has on the marine environment and the
animals living in that environment, and (d) provide the company operations
manager a 5 year plan for improving their practices to prevent over-fishing

Social Studies

G: The Real-World Goal
You have been hired to attract more visitors to either Nashville, TN or Memphis,
TN with a public relations campaign emphasizing the musical heritage of these
cities.

R: The Real — World Role
You are a highly skilled and creative employee of a Tennessee advertising agency
that specializes in producing television commercials promoting tourism in
Tennessee.

A: The Real — World Audience
Your targeted audience includes adults 30-45 years old who enjoy blues or
country music

S : The Real — World Situation
In recent years, tourism in Nashville and Memphis, TN has declined. Both cities
have much to offer tourists. Their musical heritage has been an important part of
previous public relations campaigns to attract tourists. However, city officials are
worried that younger tourists (30-45 years old) may not be aware of the
significant contributions both cities have played in the history of blues and
country music and the great music available to tourists. The Tennessee
Department of Tourism has hired you to develop a nationwide television
commercial campaign to attract these younger tourists to either Nashville or
Memphis emphasizing the culture of these cities through music.

P: The Real — World Product
You are to develop a Microsoft Movie presentation as a television advertisement
for tourism to one of the two cities that will be shown nationwide on television.

S: Standards (Teacher Expectations for Excellence)
Your television advertisement should include at least 2 music clips that represent
the musical heritage of the city, text that summarizes the musical heritage of the
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city and at least 3 individual artists that represent the musical heritage of the city .
It should also include text and photographs of at least 3 tourist destinations related
to the musical heritage of the city that persuades adults 30-45 to visit. Your
television advertisement will be created using Microsoft Movie Maker.

Language Arts - Writing

Goal: The Real-World Goal
Y ou must make a recommendation to the President of FOX Network on whether
to cancel or continue “The Simpsons” next year. You have both professional
(desire to make a profit for FOX) and personal concerns about “The Simpsons”
that you want to consider in your decision.
Role: The Real-World Role
You are the programming director for FOX Network responsible for a yearly
report to the President and recommendations for shows that should continue or be
cancelled. You may choose to be either a 20 year old adult with no children or a
35 year old adult with 2 children under the age of 12.
Audience: The Real-World Audience
Your audience is the President of FOX Network and the Board of Directors.
Situation: The Real-World Situation
Every year, the president of FOX Network relies on you, as programming
director, to make recommendations concerning which shows should continue and
which shows should be cancelled. You must make a recommendation for the
show “The Simpsons”. It has been profitable for FOX Network in the past, but
you have also received many complaint emails and letters from people who feel
the show models “bad behavior” for parents and children. After choosing a role
above, either a young adult with no children or an adult with children, you must
make a recommendation on whether to continue the show “The Simpsons”.
Product: The Real-World Product
You should write a “Programming Recommendation” memo to the president of
Fox Network evaluating the show, it’s potential for continued profit, and a
recommendation for it’s cancellation or continuance on the FOX Network.
Standards: Teacher Expectations for Excellence
Your memo should follow the format of the persuasive essay learned in class.
You should include a summary of the content of the show by observing at least 3
shows (note — parents will likely need to be notified of the intent of this lesson, as
some would not otherwise allow their children to view the show). You should also
include a list of national advertisers that have advertised during the show in the
past to indicate how profitable the show is. Your essay may reflect a decision to
cancel, renew, or some other combination, but must provide compelling and
persuasive arguments based on the role you choose.

Language Arts — Literature

G: The Real-World Goal
Your goal is to improve the safety of passengers on large “cruise style” ships.
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R: The Real-World Role
You are a commander for the U.S. Coast Guard and an appointed advisor to a
U.S. Congressional committee on ocean travel and consumer safety in the year
1915. You are an expert on the sinking of the Titanic and the failures to protect
the passengers.

A: The Real-World Audience
Your audience includes the 8 members of a temporary U.S. Congressional
Committee designed to investigate the causes of so many deaths on the Titanic
and to make recommendations for improved safety in ocean travel on “cruise
style” ships.

S: The Real-World Situation
After the sinking of the Titanic, people in both the United States and in Europe
demanded answers to why so many people died on the Titanic and improvements
in safety for ship passengers. As a U.S. Coast Guard Commander, you spent a
great deal of time investigating the causes of so many deaths on the Titanic in the
months following the sinking. Many of your magazine articles were published
around the world. By 1915, the U.S. Congress and others considered you to be the
leading expert on the sinking of the Titanic and how to improve safety. The U.S.
Congress has now asked you to prepare a set of recommendations for improving
safety on ocean cruise ships and to testify before them, based on the failures on
the Titanic. You have agreed to do so, with a team of Coast Guard investigators
and historians who have worked with you in the past.

P: The Real-World Product
You will develop a “TOP 10 List” of recommendations for new laws designed to
improve passenger safety on large ocean cruise ships and presented to the
Congressional Committee for consideration (other classmates, team teachers, or
administrators).

S: Standard (Teacher Expectations for Excellence)
Each of your 10 recommendations should be based on information gleaned from
the reading of Titanic, by Richard Boning. Each recommendation should be
phrased as a law that would have improved passenger safety, based on the failures
of the Titanic. In addition to your list of recommended laws, you should present
an oral presentation to the Congressional Committee members convincing them to
adopt each of your laws, referencing problems on the Titanic.

As you can see from the examples in each content area above, the GRASPS
model is a very flexible model that when designed well promotes higher level thinking
skills, creativity, and student motivation. The assessments can be designed to be complex
requiring time for research (for example the science GRASPS) or requiring less time in
the classroom (for example, the Language Arts GRASP examples.

The essential component for a successful GRASP is that it is authentic — real
world — and that it challenges students to apply knowledge and skills. In order for
students to feel that this is an authentic task rather than just another assignment they
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complete for the teacher, teachers must maintain a sense of “simulation” in the classroom
and with all task handouts. See above examples for how to phrase handouts describing
the task and assessment so the student is at the center in this simulated real-world
assessment. Also, the teacher should “act the part”, playing up their role whether it be an
executive of a boat cover manufacturing company making a decision where to locate a
factory or the director of an art museum. Lose yourself (your role as teacher who has
given an assignment) and students will do the same. Take advantage of the competitive
spirit that will develop among students or teams as they present to you and realize that
assessment can be fun for all!
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Parental Engagement: An Effective Way to Motivate Middle School Students to Read
By

Thea H. Williams-Black, Ph.D, Assistant Professor, The University of Mississippi and
Nichelle C. Boyd, Ed.D, Assistant Professor, The University of Mississippi

“Motivation is a key factor in ensuring that students become or stay-interested in what
they are learning. Researchers have described motivation as the ‘skill and will” to learn”
(Council for Educational Development and Research What We Know About Teaching

and Learning, 1992, p. 21).

For this article the word motivation is defined as “the process by which such forces
arouse and direct behavior in one direction rather than another; internal motivation and activity
by one person that produces need-goal behavior in another; external motivation” (Harris &
Hodges, 1995, p. 158). This definition will shape or reshape the participants’ motivation for
reading, which is simply generating a desire to do something.

The task for years has been for teachers and parents to find various ways to reach out to
our students to motivate them to read. Teachers have recognized that motivation is the key to
many problems we face in teaching students to read (Gambrell, Palmer, Mazzoni, & Codling,
1996). Once students are motivated to read then the love of reading is established. Having the
desire to read begins at an early age which allows students to eventually generate their own
literacy learning opportunities (Sweet & Guthrie, 1996).

Researchers state that literacy is influenced by a variety of motivational factors (Deci &
Ryan, 1985; Eccles, 1983; Ford, 1992; Kuhl, 1986; Lepper, 1988; Wigfield, 1994). Two factors
that affect student’s academic motivation are identified as intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic
motivation is where students view learning at school as a goal and extrinsic motivation is viewed
where students learn as a means for material or rewards. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation has
an influence on individuals (Sweet & Guthrie, 1996) and how they succeed in life.

For years motivation has been a concern of many educators. Ways to get students
motivated have been a major quandary among elementary teachers. Research has been
conducted from 1941 to 1990, since there has been a big concern for motivation and the effects it
has on individuals to succeed. Throughout these years a discussion on the effects motivation has
on individual’s achievement has identified factors that have influenced students’ educational
success.

Parent/family involvement is an important element in order to motivate students to read
(Epstein, 1992; Morrow & Young, 1997). Even though this is an important factor, there is
minimal research in this area. This section is geared toward the research that is available on
students’ reading motivation.

Students’ Reading Motivation

Turner (1995) conducted research that examined the effects of instructional contexts on
students’ motivation for literacy. The study consists of two predominantly White middle-class
school districts in Michigan. The teachers participating in the study were six female first-grade
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teachers in each district. Eighty-four first-grade students participated in the study where half
were girls and the other half were boys. The participants were either in a whole language
classroom or a basal classroom. The participants were observed and were interviewed and asked
four open-ended questions pertaining to the task they were working on. The study found that
factors that were open-ended appeared to have an influence on students’ motivation. Tasks that
are identified as open consisted of goals, higher order thinking and student-specified processes.
Turner (1995) suggested that future studies should be implemented on motivation and focus on
how literacy contexts including tasks have an influence on students’ actions and understandings.

Another study that focused on students’ reading motivation was conducted by Miller and
Meece (1999). The study consisted of twenty-four participants in grades three through eight
located in a southeastern state. The participants were selected by their teachers. The gender was
equally distributed amongst both areas. The study consisted of interviews that were conducted
after the participants completed two high and two low challenging reading and writing tasks.
The students judged their performance on how well they thought they did by using a Likert scale
where 1 indicated not very sure and 10 indicated very sure. The results of the study found that
students had frequent opportunities to complete high-challenge tasks questions, but preferred
them because it made them feel creative, experienced positive emotions, and worked hard. The
students expressed a dislike for low-challenge tasks because they were stated as being boring and
required little thought.

Baker and Wigfield (1999) researched the importance of motivations toward reading and
developed two theoretical positions which are identified as: the engagement perspective and the
achievement motivation theory. Baker, Afflerback, Reinking (1996) defined the engagement
perspective as: “readers as motivated, strategic, knowledgeable, and socially interactive” (p. 15).
They go on to state that

... engaged readers are motivated to read for different purposes, utilize knowledge gained

from previous experiences to generate new understanding and participate in meaningful

social interactions around reading (p. 452).

It is important as educators and parents to engage students in wanting to read. Once students are
exposed to reading then eventually a desire to read will be established. In order to develop a
desire for students to read, students should possess a positive self-concept toward reading.

Self-concept is vital to students in developing a motivation to read. Rogers (1961)
observed a student’s motivation and identified that self-concept is not developed independently.
Self-concept is an individual’s way of seeing and thinking about himself or herself, based on
interaction with others (Ruddell, 2002, p. 224). Rogers (1961) noticed in his observation that
students’ self-concept enhances the reader’s ability to identify with the story especially the
characters and in turns develop a positive concept of oneself. This is what all educators want
students to possess... a positive self-concept.

Ruddell (2002) identified three steps that build self-concept and motivation in readers.
The first step is reader identification (Ruddell, 1992; Ruddell & Unrau, 1997; Russell, 1970).
Reader identification is defined as an individual’s ability to associate him or herself with and
have vicarious experiences through a literary character (Ruddell, 2002, p. 224). This is a great
way to allow students to become the characters in the stories they read. Visiting places the story
book characters visit via Internet is one way to fulfill this step. The second step in reading
motivation is identified as catharsis. Ruddell (2002) identifies catharsis as an individual’s
emotional response to vicarious experiences through identification with a literary character (p.
224). This step allows the reader the opportunity to emotionally become the character in the
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story. Students are able to feel the pain, joy, excitement, etc. of the character. Actually acting
out a part of the story is a way to fulfill this element in motivating students to read. The third
step in reading motivation is identified as insight. Insight is defined by Ruddell (2002) as an
individual’s change in understanding or self-perception through identification and catharsis (p.
225). This step allows the reader to relay experiences of his or her life to the characters in the
story. This allows the reader the opportunity to select books based on their personal insights.
All three steps in the reader motivation identified by Ruddell (2002) are beneficial in aiding
students in motivating them to read. Self-concept and how it impacts a student’s desire to read
becomes especially important during the middle years of development.

Middle Level Students’ Development and Motivation
The National Middle School Association (2003) identifies five areas of development
important to middle school students’ achieving academic success. They are: intellectual,
physical, social, emotional, and moral development. When examining middle level students’
motivation or lack of motivation to read, teachers and parents must consider the cognitive-
intellectual, social-emotional, and psychological development of middle level students.
Motivation and the middle level development areas of: cognitive-intellectual, social-emotional,
and psychological are closely linked.
Students’ cognitive-intellectual development must be examined first. Middle level
students exhibit the following characteristics in this area of development:
e They tend to be inquisitive and enjoy a variety of intellectual pursuits.
e They would rather be involved in active learning situations as well as
enjoying working cooperatively.
Linking these characteristics of middle level students to motivation theory
yields the following conclusions. First, if a characteristic of middle level students is being
inquisitive and enjoying a variety of intellectual pursuits, then teachers and parents can use this
characteristic to motivate students to read by providing books that would pique the students’
natural curiosity and various intellectual interests. Teachers and parents can further maximize
these motivational opportunities by providing additional opportunities for students to discuss
what they read with their peers. They could form discussion groups such as: literature circles or
simply share what they read with someone else. This is important with this age group because
they also enjoy interaction and active learning.
Next, the social-emotional development of middle level students should be examined.
Some characteristics of this area include:
e Students need approval and can become easily discouraged if they do not
receive approval.
e Students become greatly concerned about being accepted by their peers.
e They also react strongly to ridicule, embarrassment and rejection.
When connecting these characteristics to motivation theory, the following
conclusions are easily reached. If teachers or parents want to ensure that their middle level
students remain motivated to read, then they should never make fun of or embarrass students in
front of their peers when engaging them in reading opportunities. Middle level students are
highly emotional and sensitive; therefore, if they feel as if the teacher or a parent has
embarrassed them, they will shutdown. When the student shuts down, their desire to read will
decrease. In addition, middle level students enjoy approval from others and are easily
discouraged if approval is not received. Once a teacher or parent has motivated a middle level
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student to read, they must be sure to let the students know that they appreciate their interest and
effort at reading. This action will keep the students motivated to read. With middle level
students, unlike elementary or preschool students, teachers should do one or more of the
following:

e Share this approval with the students privately. If they do not, they will embarrass the
students in front of their peers. This may cause the opposite effect from what is
wanted by the teacher.

Read and think aloud. Read difficult passages aloud while students follow along.

e Note taking suggestions. Provide suggestions for note-taking such as highlighting text
and writing responses to the text in the margins.

e KWL Chart. Emphasize the KWL chart when reading for information. This way
students can ask themselves, what do I know? What do I Want to know? and What
have I Learned?

e Reading Process Steps. Identify the steps in the reading process by focusing on the
text, selecting and organizing information, and integrating and applying what the
students have learned (Kuersten, 2000).

Much of the middle level students’ development is also linked to their self concept and
developing personal identities. If teachers and/or parents provide reading material that is related
to the middle level students’ personal identity, then they are more likely to be motivated to read
the material. This takes place because in the psychological stage of development, middle level
students become more aware of their personal identities and its importance to who they are.

Finally, when exploring cognitive-intellectual, social-emotional, and the psychological
development of middle level students, it can be concluded that all three have characteristics that
may enhance or detract from a middle level students’ desire to read. The teachers’ and parents’
awareness of these characteristics as well as how to address these particular needs will greatly
impact this group’s motivation to read. Many suggestions are included below that can assist
parents and teachers in motivating their children to read.

Suggestions to Motivate Students by Engaging Parents
There are several ways to motivate students to read by involving parents. Some of these
ways are:

e Serve as a reading model. Discuss what you are reading with your child.
Describe the characters, read aloud a passage that uses beautiful words, recite a
poem, or just a few suggestions.

e Make sure the child has access to a variety of books. There should be plenty of
books for children to select from. These books should be of interest to the child.

e Encourage the child to choose which books to read. This allows the child to have
a say so in what he/she is reading and at the same time developing an interest in
the text.

e Parents and child shop together for books. Implementing this allows for the
parent and child to spend time together browsing the bookstore to select books
that the child finds of interest.

e Allow the child to read the same book again and again. This allows the child to
develop confidence in what he/she is reading, which in turns motivates the child
to read (Koralek & Collins, 1997, p. 29-30).
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o Allow the child time at the dinner table or some designated time to share the
content of the book with the family and friends. This allows for children to share
what they have read with family and friends at a designated time.

o Form book clubs and have pizza parties. This will allow children to get together
with similar interest to read a selected book to discuss with pizza.

Rasinski, Padak, Church, Fawcett, Hendershot, Henry, Moss, Peck, Pryor, and
Roskos (2000) combined several strategies identified in the magazine, The Reading
Teacher, in their book, Motivating Recreational Reading and Promoting Home-School
Connections, in order for parents and teachers to begin connecting home and school in
assisting students in developing a motivation to read. It is important that teachers make
home involvement a viable and integral extension of school-based reading (Rasinski, et
al., 2000), which is why the authors compiled the articles that are highlighted in
Motivating Recreational Reading and Promoting Home-School Connections. A few
examples are:

e  Motivating Children’s At-Home Reading with Book Swaps:

This is a great way for students to exchange books for paper money to buy books
that other students brought to swap. This method is a great way for students to
have new books in the homes of students, which in turns aids in motivating
students to want to read (Sawyer, 1993).

e Breaking the Parental Barrier: This activity allows the parents to participate in
the student’s literacy development. Burkhart (1995) constructed a curriculum 3:
that involved the parents in participating in projects that are due each month.
This allows the parents to assist in contributing in the success of their child
(Burkhart, 1995).

® Books and Buddies: Peers Tutoring Peers: This activity increases and improves
reading fluency among students. Kreuger and Braun (1999) established this
activity for English as second language students. This strategy can be used for all
students. This strategy allows students to be paired with another student who is
identified as a “good reader.” They work together on reading, which in turns
builds students’ self-concept toward reading. Strategies like this one aid in
providing students individualized attention whether it is with their teacher or with
book buddy.

These are just a few ways teachers can motivate recreational reading as well as promote
an effective home-school connection. There are numerous other strategies that are
highlighted in this book that are beneficial in assisting teachers and parents in motivating
students to read.

Motivating students to read requires assistance from teachers as well as parents.
There are several techniques to use in order for students to develop a desire to read.
Factors such as self-concept and environment are just a few things that affect students’
motivations toward reading. As stated above, additional empirical research is needed in
this area that focuses on students’ motivations toward reading. Not only would research
in this area be beneficial, but research in the area of parents assisting in motivating
students to read would assist individuals in finding ways to connect parents in
developing students that would be lifelong readers.
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Conclusion

Due to the limited research conducted on parents assisting in motivating students
to read, more research is needed to help educators understand the role parents play in
increasing reading motivations in their children. Connecting home and school is a vital
asset for students and one of the best ways believed to implement this is to have an
effective home -school connection (Epstein, 1996; Morrow & Young, 1997; Rasinski &
Padak, 2000). Once this connection has been established, students will achieve greater
heights in reading because home-school connection is one of the most powerful
predicators in students’ reading achievement (Postlethwaite & Ross, 1992).
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Call for Manuscripts
Spring 2008

This 1s the call for manuscripts for the upcoming edition of the Fall 2008
issue of the Tennessee Association of Middle School Journal. Deadline for
submission of manuscripts is February 15, 2008. This is an open edition,
which allows you to write on any topic related to middle schools. The editor
and two other reviewers will review the manuscripts. Have you reviewed an
excellent book about the middle school or the middle school concepts?
What data do you have on the effect of NCLB and the middle school? How
has the new middle school certification affected you or your teacher
education program? What are your most effective strategies for middle
school students? Share your information with readers across Tennessee and
other states.

Send your manuscript to:

TAMS Journal
Dr. Shirley Key, Editor
University of Memphis
419B Ball Hall
Memphis, Tennessee 38152
skey@memphis.edu.

Guidelines for Articles submitted to TAMS Journal

The Tennessee Association of Middle School Journal is the journal of the Tennessee
Association of Middle Schools. It is published twice in an academic year, November and
April. If you are interested in submitting a paper about middle school concepts, students,
or practices, please adhere to the following guidelines:

1. A variety of materials for publication is accepted for the TAMS Journal. Papers
can assume (but are not limited to) the following types: articles about enhancing
learning and teaching for the middle school (research investigations, position
papers, policy issues, and critical review of literature), curriculum materials for
learning and teaching middle school students, federal and state legislation on the
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education of the middle school students, and assessments and evaluation of
content learning and teaching in the middle school.

. Publication materials should be prepared according to the style prescribed by the
fifth edition of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological
Association. Please follow the manual precisely with regard to (A) content and
organization of the manuscript, (B) writing style, grammar, and use of non-biased
language, and (c) capitalization, punctuation, spelling, use of abbreviations,
headings, quotations, tables, figures, and references cited in the text, and the
references list. Papers should be typed or computer-generated on standard 8 1/2
by 11 paper, with one-inch margins. Typical page length for articles is between
13-16 pages doubled spaced. The author’s name, title, and affiliation should
appear on the cover page only of the manuscript.

Three copies of the paper, a computer disk labeled with the file name and
software utilized (IBM -Microsoft Word preferred), and an index card with name
and mailing address should be mailed to the Editor. The editor and two other
reviewers will review the manuscripts.

The TAMS Journal is published two times per academic year, November and
April. To guarantee your paper consideration for publication in the next issue,
please submit your paper at least 45 to 60 days in advance of the publication date.

. Papers accepted for publication will appear in the next edition of the newsletter.
If we begin to have a backlog of papers, we will publish them according to the
date of acceptance. Authors will receive one copy of the journal if they are not a
member of TAMS; authors who are members of TAMS will receive two copies
(one through regular mailing and an additional one through special mailing).
Once your paper is published in the TAMS Journal, it becomes the property of the
Tennessee Association of Middle School. If you wish to publish your paper after
it has been published in the TAMS Journal, you must receive permission form the
Editor.

All correspondences, including papers that have not been published anywhere
else, should be addressed to TAMS Journal, Dr. Shirley Key, University of
Memphis, 419B Ball Hall, Memphis, Tennessee 38152 or skey@memphis.edu.
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