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Authentic Task:  My authentic task for the students was for them to choose a disease that they were interested in, research it and then create a PSA in order to teach us about the disease.  I wanted the PSA’s to influence the audience in some manner.  The PSA could be one that tries to get us to change our behavior or to be more aware of the symptoms of a particular disease.  The PSA could be one that informs us of new treatments or ways of preventing it.  


Students were generally very interested in researching a particular disease.  Some, however, thought that they were limited to a list of diseases that I gave them.  It took a while for them to understand how much freedom they had in their choice.


Students also could choose to work alone or in groups. Their groups were only limited to members of the 7th grade class.  They also couldn’t make their group too large for I wanted to make sure that everyone did their fair share of the work.

I think that in the future I will limit groups to 4 students.  I have at least one group that is composed of  5 students.  I wonder if all of them are doing their equal or fair share.  Another possible way out of this problem would be to have groups composed of 5 students take responsibility for 2 PSA’s on different diseases. 

I was surprised by how many students had a personal interest in the disease they chose.  I have several students that have moms with breast cancer and dads with other cancers.  Others were looking for information on leukemia because of a death in the family.  Several are studying diabetes and asthma because of very personal interests.  This didn’t seem to be as big of a factor last year or perhaps I missed how much of a factor personal issues were in their choices.  Last year I had no reflection pages.


I definitely want to keep in the reflection pages.  I found myself answering the questions of students right on their page.  It was a good way of knowing that I reached everyone.  I also want to keep most of the choices up to the individual student.
Hook:  I brought in articles on current diseases in the news for over a week.  We discussed the shortage of flu vaccine which led us to discussing the flu and vaccines in general.  We discussed tuberculosis since it was in the news in a story about an elephant at Lincoln Park Zoo dying as a result of it.  We even discussed elephantiasis since I found a short article about its reemergence in Thailand.  The hook worked.  I will continue to use this type of a hook since kids are able to follow the discussion when it’s something they’ve heard mentioned in a news report or in a discussion at home.
Student Direction:  Students did get a chance to brainstorm research questions on disease.  They worked in groups of 4 according to their lab tables.  We then posted their collective questions and eventually put together a list from all of the classes.  I typed these out for them and they had them to use on the 2nd day of research.  I am very happy with the way this brainstorming went.  Students came up with questions that didn’t occur to me.  One such question was “Are some groups more susceptible to this disease?”  I complimented all the students and explained that they came up with better questions than I did.  


Some students needed a little more supervision.  I think that I would initially choose computer seats for some classes as 2 groups used research time for social time at the beginning.  However, even those groups got the message and finally did get to work.  I found myself reminding them of their self evaluations.  I also commented that I could disagree with the scores they give themselves.  Perhaps a rubric in their hand before the first day of research would also be helpful.  Truthfully, however, some students will probably still test me in a situation that is looser than normal.  It’s just a time for them to learn that we are engaged in a learning process, that we are expecting the time to be profitable for all concerned.

I had a list of websites for the students.   They were not up on our school web page but students did have a paper copy.  My pages may be up tomorrow.  However, tomorrow is the last day for research in the computer lab.  Only 1 class still has Wed. for their last computer research day with me.  Our technology person is the one who can put things on our school web page.  He is overwhelmed with the day-to-day problems that our aging computers present.  This week was also the week that our grades were due. Some teachers had grades disappear from their computer.  Other teachers had trouble getting grades sent to the appropriate places.  This is an area that I hope to do differently.  Having hyperlinks ready would make the initial problems of typing out new sites become much more manageable.  


Students also had a voice in making the rubric.  This became a lengthy undertaking but it is one that I would repeat.  I feel that it gave the students more ownership.  I had to guide them a bit but they still came up with at least half of the rubric.  They wanted creativity of the end product to be assessed.  It’s an area that I think is difficult to grade objectively but I did include the word “creativity” in the rubric. I intend to continue having the students help develop rubrics for future projects.  One of the benefits of enlisting their help here is that they actually understand the rubric.  They have, after all contributed to the different aspects of this tool.  
Assessment and evaluation:  The students received their self evaluations on the first day of research.  This at least sowed them that they would be graded every day.  The entire grade was not going to be based just on the end product.  I will keep this assessment tool.  It was even handy to have students do something while their computers were shutting down.


I also gave the students a form on which to keep a paper-trail of web sites visited.  I had to remind students every day to use this tool.  By the 4th day about 60% of the students had this sheet out without me reminding them. I love this tool.  Students have always had difficulty remembering to keep track of sites they’ve used.  This tool actually helps them even keep track of sites visited but not used.  This is a tool that I will use over and over again.

I also met with students in small groups on the 4th day of research.  This gave students an opportunity to hear what other groups were doing.  I liked that sharing and will use this format again.

The reflection sheets were extremely interesting.  I didn’t expect to learn so much from reading them.  I consider this to be one of the best tools that I’ve acquired in this class.  It is such an effective communication tool.  I found myself reading them with anticipation.  I didn’t know when another student would reveal something important about their choice of disease or problem they’ve been wrestling with on their own.


The rubric was discussed and put together with the collaboration of the students.  They saw me writing their suggestions on the overhead but they will only get the finished product tomorrow, Nov. 1st.  This is something that I hope to change next year.  It does take time to do this but students should have a better idea of what they’re shooting for by the 3rd or 4th day of research.  Tomorrow is the 5th day for most of my groups.  That is a bit late.  Some groups even planned to put their projects together this weekend.  This is an area in which improvement could come about by just giving more time to rubric discussions by the 3rd day.  I only gave about 5-7 min. for discussion of the rubric on 2 successive days.  Perhaps giving one 42 min. period over to the creation of a rubric would be better.  I could still put together the ideas of all classes, but in a more timely manner.
Teacher Role:  I do feel that most of my time on this project was spent being a guide, troubleshooter, cheerleader and facilitator.  The students, for the most part have been engaged in directing their research.  They’ve chosen the disease to be researched.  They’ve chosen the format for their own end-product.  They’ve chosen to work in a group or alone.   They’ve contributed to formulating their research questions and rubrics.

I like watching them become more confident and self-directed.  I still have plenty to do.  Some students still ask what they should do next.  However, the number that need this direction is much fewer than on projects from other years.  I do think that the process of helping to create the questions and the rubric helped the students more fully understand what they were to do.  I plan to continue to ask the students to help create the rubrics and research questions.  I even plan to have them grade themselves and their group members.  The rubric will be used at the end for me and for each student in order to develop a score.  I also plan to have groups show me how much of the work each member contributed.  I will do this with a pie shape on paper.  Without telling me who is filling in the pie, each student will indicate what part of the pie each member was responsible for.  This may be a good way of measuring themselves in group situations.  I think it’s also a way that will anonymously show me who didn’t do their part adequately.
Classroom Management:  My biggest problem this year was the technology.  My project still isn’t up on our web page. The technology expert is overwhelmed with problems.  Next year I hopefully will have my pages and project up and running.  I also think that having the hyperlinks may prevent the exploration of questionable sites.  I feel better about the students’ ability to feel confident about their work during research.  I hope this confident climate will also spread to the work on the PSA itself.  I’m there for support.  I troubleshoot and help them stay organized.  It feels good.  


We still are going to the library this week.  We have books on reserve and students have been encouraged to use the library at study hall time.  Some enterprising students even checked out books from the public library.


The reflection pages have also helped classroom management since I’m able to answer questions all at once.  I mean that the next class starts with students reading over my remarks to them.  Sometimes the remarks gave them further questions to explore or ways of phrasing a question of their own to a search engine. I’ve also been able to allay their fears in a timely manner and privately.  I couldn’t answer so many questions in one class period, not while also encouraging and praising them. I intend using these management skills in future projects.

Next year I hope to collaborate more with our school Engaged Learning Specialist.  This is her first year and she is also experiencing difficulties with our aging technology.

Effective Technology Integration:  Students have had several chances to brainstorm together in small groups as well as large groups.  Some are already emailing experts and some students have a parent who is a doctor and are already interviewing him or her.  I’m impressed with their abilities in this area.  Many of the students feel confident enough to compose a short note to an expert.  Perhaps they won’t actually complete the task but they seem eager to try communication with an “expert.”  A few students are actually interviewing a loved one who still has the disease.  One dad is battling his second bout with testicular cancer.  His son and 2 other students have already had 2 conversations with him concerning his illness.  I’ve talked to the students that are working with the son, explaining that this project probably is difficult for the son.  I asked them to be especially sensitive and to take their cues from him.  I’ve cautioned all the students to work in a format that makes them comfortable, not to choose something that will be too painful for them.  

Next year I may ask them to track the progress of their disease on either the World Health Organization or Center for Disease Control websites.  This year I did give them the site for the CDC but I didn’t actually encourage them to track a disease.


Students will be presenting their PSA’s to the rest of the students.  At least last year the students really enjoyed this part.  They were able to view some funny videos and to listen to cute radio programs.  I will continue to have students present their projects.  They’ve put in a lot of time and effort.  It’s important to share their work.  I always learn a lot from their presentations.
Effective Technology Integration:  Some projects probably will be published on our school web-site next year.  This is not possible this year.  Our technology people are overwhelmed with problems.
Effective Technology Integration:  Some of the web-sites that I’ve listed are updated with new information on a regular basis.  The Mayo Clinic web-site and the CDC web-site are examples of sites that are very up-to-date in their information.  These sites deal with current health issues in a very relevant way.  I want to include them in my hyperlinks next year.  If our district referendum passes I should have no problem having my pages up on the school web page. 
