Learning Community Inquiry Project Plan


A problem that exists in my classroom is that students don’t get enough time to learn through talking.  A reason I think that it is significant is because it helps students organize their thoughts.  Being able to voice what they are thinking and explain them is crucial to scientific learning.  It helps them be able to produce more and better understand their own thoughts.  Talking is important in every aspect of science learning.  Students need to talk before hand and predict.  They need to talk during to explain their observations and findings.  After completing an activity, students need to talk to debrief on what they just learned.

Talking also holds students accountable for their own learning.  When they are given time to talk, when it comes to the time when they need to record things, they cannot have an excuse for not knowing what to do.  They just had an opportunity to discuss science with their peers.  Collaborating with their peers is also part of why student talk is so important.  Kids can really learn a lot from each other and teachers can learn a lot from kids.

It is important to celebrate their findings and what they learn through science exploration.  However, many classrooms, such as my own, do not get the opportunity to talk.  Often times, students are doing science exploration and they record what they are doing, but they don’t get much time to talk through what they are doing.  Science learning in my classroom right now consists of exploration and recording but no debriefing.  I find that some of my students just work through the tasks to finish their worksheet or journal page.  I also find that some of my students don’t understand what they are doing and just play with the materials they are given to experiment with.  I hope to incorporate more talk time for my students.  By more talk time, I mean more student talk not teacher talk.

Planned intervention Strategies

· Setting up expectations

· Demonstration 

· Provide examples

· Plan talk time into the lessons

· Informal assessment based on listening to student conversations 

· Guide student talk with inquiry questions

· Whole class conversations

· Small group conversations

· Individual conversations/interview

· Pre talks will be based on predictions

· “in the moment” talks will be as the students are exploring and experimenting

· Debriefing what we learned talks

· Introducing KWL chart

· Teach students to push each other by introducing thinking questions that they can use and ask each other

· Activities that constantly make students wonder

· Follow through on what we wonder; find answers

Information I Will Collect

· Video recordings of conversations

· Notes on conversations

· Anecdotal records of who speaks up and says what

· Transcriptions

Inquiry Project Final Report

As a science learning community, my goal was to get my students to engage more with each other.  I wanted lessons to be more student led, rather than teacher led.  They can learn from each other better than if I were to give them direct instruction for a majority of the time.  I also tried more student talk throughout my whole internship, not just alone in science.  What I found was that students seemed to be able to produce more, as a result of talking with each other.  

The learning community in science changed drastically over the course of my unit.  Thinking back on the videos and conversations, my students who were more quiet and reserved felt more comfortable contributing and participating.  My students worked in individual, partner, small group, and whole class settings.  By the end of the unit, in whole class settings especially, there was a significant difference in the amount of student participation.  Almost the entire class had something to say during our class discussions, whereas only a select few felt comfortable sharing their ideas and thoughts about electricity in the beginning. 

A way that I was successful in developing the learning community was giving students an introduction to an exploration.  Then, I sent them to work together in their small groups on the exploration or experiment.  After the exploration, we would do a whole class debrief and wrap up.  As I walked around to table groups, I listened to what the students were saying to each other.  I observed for a good amount of time until I felt that I needed to interject.  When I did interject, I would extend students thinking by asking them “what if” questions.  I knew that students were ready for an intervention when they began arguing about who was right and who was wrong, if students thought they were finished, and if students were not quite sure where to start.

One specific instance was when I let students explore with wires, a battery, and a light bulb.  I walked up to a group of students who were arguing about the way the hook up should be.  They were having difficulties even trying to figure out how to get the light bulb to light.  I had to ask them what they thought was going to make the light bulb light.  They all agreed on the battery being the source of energy.  Once they saw that they agreed on this component, I suggested that they talk about the other components one at a time.  As I walked away, they began talking about the bulb.  They knew it had to light using the battery.  One student said, “We need to use the wires for something because it’s not working when we use just the battery and the bulb”.  Students then began to work as a team and started piggy backing off of each other, eventually coming up with a configuration that worked.  As I revisited this group, I challenged them to come up with more configurations.  Because it was a “challenge”, this particular group of students was very motivated and driven.  As a result, these students learned from each other and worked as a team, coming up with multiple configurations that worked and were able to explain why!

My mentor teacher did not observe me teach science.  Instead, our grade level team teacher is the one who saw me educate my class about science.  He noticed many of the strategies I used and had commented on them.  He was very pleased with the way I set up my expectations, planned for student talk time, how I intervened with the students, and the way I implemented a whole class debrief and lesson wrap up.  He felt that it was very important that I was firm and explicit with my expectations because students were on task. He also loved the fact that I demonstrated how to take notes and record their findings in their notebooks.  The way I had set it up and introduced it to my students was very detail oriented.  I told my students our notes are important so that we do not forget our thinking on that day.  Overall, my collaborating team teacher thought my approach to teaching the electricity unit was great.

One aspect of the learning community that related to my feature of student talk that still needs further development is to teach students to push each other’s thinking rather than waiting for me to come extend their knowledge.  I think it is important to teach students to think outside the box and to push each other to do so.  My students need to wonder more on their own.  The fear of saying something that may be wrong is still present.  There is this underlying theme throughout all subjects in school.  Students do not want to be wrong.  However, when you are predicting, wondering, just thinking, your thoughts are not wrong.  What you think is what you think; it is neither correct nor incorrect.  My hope is for students to wonder more and I think that this can be done in the initial weeks of school when you are setting up classroom community.  Let students know it is ok to wonder.  Wondering leads to questions, which leads to answers.  It’s their chance to learn what they want to learn.  My classroom community will promote curiosity.

In evaluation of my learning community plan and intervention, based on the literature sources I used, my own ideas, and experiences this year I have seen success and improvement with this particular issue.  The main literature source I used was the Red Cedar Writing Project.  My mentor teacher participated in this last summer and all of the literature and articles she has shown me address student talk.  They say that students will write more if you give them time to talk first.  Writing is essentially talking with a pen a paper.  I found this essential in all subjects, not just writing.  This is one of the main reasons I chose to use this problem as my inquiry project.  I found that my students had a chance to voice their thinking and findings, which led to better written explanations and oral explanations.  Once they had the chance to think it through out loud on their own in a smaller setting, they felt comfortable sharing their thoughts with the entire class because they had already had the chance to verbally think it through before hand.  This was evident in the whole class debriefing sessions we had throughout my unit.  Also, the Read, Set, Science! article that encourages talk and argument in the classroom was useful in implementing student talk time into my lesson plans.  I established classroom norms for discussion in a small group setting.  I wish I had established norms on a whole class level.  This is something I can work on next time.  

Strengths were that more reserved students felt comfortable to speak up in whole class settings. Also, I felt that I planned the appropriate amount of time into my lessons for student talk.  It think that my initial instruction and directions were discrete and to the point, allowing more time for student talk and exploration.  Weaknesses included changing up the small groups they worked in.  These groups remained the same throughout my entire unit.  Thinking back on it, I wish that my students could have interacted with other students because maybe they would have interacted differently with other classmates.  Just something else to think about for the next time I try it out.

I think I obtained the results I did during my teaching because they got a chance to work together and debate with each other during experiments.  Students also had ample time to test different ideas they had using the materials.  When we explored conductors and insulators, many students had contradicting ideas.  Others decided that anything metal would be a conductor but couldn’t explain them.   They needed to use each other and their materials as resources to come up with an explanation for their reasoning.

My results reflected that I addressed the causes of the lack of student talk in the classroom fairly well.  In the end, my students were able to come up with explanations after talking through their thinking with their peers.  I think that if I did not plan for student talk, there would have been less active students and more misconceptions and gaps that I would have to fill.  What I took from this project that I will definitely implement in my future classroom is allowing talk time.  I need to set up expectations for it to work in a successful way.  In my own classroom, I will also implement whole class discussion expectations and mix up small groups and I teach a unit.  That way there will be even more interaction with different peers.  This will hopefully increase student wondering, learning, and an understanding classroom community.

