Charmaine Broe-MacKenzie

Ecology Unit Analysis

In order to accomplish the assignment of filling out the unit worksheets, I had to find three teachers in my daughter’s middle school that I felt I could approach with my requests to take their time to do the interviews.  Since I am a volunteer and substitute teacher, I felt limited in my choices.  I did not want to impose, and I ended up going to two teachers that I had done favors for, and one teacher who was sympathetic because she is in graduate school too.  I tried not to ask too many questions, because I did not want to take up too much of their time, and because I did not want to imply that I was questioning their knowledge or ability to teach the class.

When I am a media center specialist (MS), and have credibility as part of the staff, I will have greater choices and greater opportunity to plan my collaboration efforts.  For instance, I would have the luxury of establishing relationships with teachers of the subjects I naturally gravitate toward, such as literature and European history.  I would hopefully become friends with some teachers, just based on compatibility, and could then approach those friends to collaborate on their subjects.  As an MS, I would probably initiate collaborations on subjects with which I am knowledgeable, and/or about which I am passionate.   I am prefacing my essay with these comments, because I need to make it clear that my knowledge of the units that are on my worksheets is very limited, and that lack of knowledge is a determining factor in how I would initiate collaboration for this unit.    

I decided to analyze the ecology unit, because the teacher, Mrs. Greene, was the most accessible of the three teachers, and the most willing to elaborate on her answers.  She did not get defensive with any of my questions, while the other two teachers did.  As I analyze the unit worksheet, the first thing I realize is that I did not ask enough of the right questions, and do not have enough information.   So the first thing I would do (and have done, as a matter of fact, with an email and a promise of home-made Christmas cookies) is go back to Mrs. Greene and collaborate from the beginning.  I say collaborate from the beginning because she is the science teacher, after all, and I believe she can help me to help her.  Of the three teachers I talked with, I believe she is the one most willing to collaborate.  She had stated that she collaborates with the Language Arts teacher in her pod on this unit, and with the MS to some extent.   She was unable to do it this year, and admitted that the unit would have been better if the collaboration had been accomplished.  One of the first things we would try to work out is how to make sure the collaboration does happen.  How early before the unit is taught should we get together, should we bring in the Technology Specialist, how much notice does the Language Arts teacher need. 

The teaching methods employed were primarily lecture and worksheets, with some demonstrations.  The task of writing a children’s short story required research and therefore can be considered Problem Based Learning (PBL).  The unit is taught in 13-14 days.  I have substituted in that pod for a day, and observed that most of the students are bright and eager to be interested in what they are learning.

Mrs. Greene had indicated that her students’ word processing skills were poor.  This seems like a great opportunity to ask her if I could give her students the student technology assessment.  The results of that assessment would be used to collaborate with the Tech. Specialist on a basic word processing class for the students.  From the list of student responsibilities, there are at least two tasks that would benefit from this:  define vocabulary and write a children’s story.  

The first “needs improvement area” in the Unit Evaluation is the students’ reading comprehension.  Since Mrs. Greene has already established collaboration with her pod’s language arts teacher, it is a small step, then, for the three of us to begin collaborating on how to improve this.  Again, I would ask the LA teacher to help me to help them, because she would have the pertinent educational background to address this issue.  I believe she would have access to, or at the very least the knowledge of, the resources that directly address reading comprehension.    Hopefully, this would also be my “foot in the door” to begin collaborating with the LA teacher on some of her units.

The second area that needs improvement is that the “students need to be more independent in their learning”.     In my role as media specialist, I would work with Mrs. Greene to find web-related projects, and experiments that would require independent work on the students’ part.   I believe I need Mrs. Greene involved, because she knows the material; she has the science background, and the scientific resources to help narrow the search.   This ties in with a teacher-related area that needs improvement:  more demonstrations, less worksheets.   This is probably a good time to get the Technology Specialist involved again, but I believe he will also need specific guidance and direction on where to look for technology-based classroom experiments and activities on ecology.  As a side note, it is Mrs. Greene’s desire to have more demonstrations and less worksheet that also makes her a good candidate for collaboration.  

I interviewed the current media center specialist at this school, to see what resources she would access, if presented with the opportunity to collaborate on the ecology unit.  She told me she would research two web sites:

http://www.kn.pacbell.com/wired/bluewebn/  and

http://kathyschrock.net
Mrs. Greene’s teacher web page has links to seven web-sites, and it seems to me that it would be more efficient to collaborate with her on which web-sites would be productive for this ecology unit.  To that end, two of the questions I asked Mrs. Greene via email are:

You said in the interview that you could have more demonstrations, less worksheets.  Is there a particular web site or resource you go to for demonstrations?  Do you have a science journal that gives you demonstration ideas or other resources? 

I looked at your link page on your teacher web site.  Nice page!  It looks like you are familiar with those web sites.  Is there one in particular that is pertinent to the ecology unit?

Now I realize that I should have questioned Mrs. Greene further, during the interview, on her web sites.  She listed them as an information literacy resource, but I did not ask how she directed her students to use the web sites.  While waiting to hear from Mrs. Greene, I have done some research, and could bring to our collaboration table a few web-site ideas:

http://www.nceas.ucsb.edu/nceas-web/kids/
This is a beautiful sight that looks like fun, and has great photographs.  I would enjoy showing her this site.   Whether or not it actually has something that relates to this particular unit would be Mrs. Greene’s call.  I can see where I can improve on my unit worksheets; instead of listing the QCC’s, it would be more productive for me to describe the main goals in plain English.
   Then, I could perhaps make better judgment calls myself on whether or not a resource I found would enhance the unit.  For example, through the Planet Earth web site http://www.powayschools.com/projects/mt&r/PlanetEarthMainPage.htm
I linked to a web site on the Florida Ever-glades: http://www.nps.gov/ever/home.htm.  

It occurred to me that this ecosystem would be the ideal place to consider integrating more PBL into this primarily instructionist-taught unit.  I believe a number of the unit’s QCC’s could be covered, and students would have a real-world, near-by environment to learn about.  But this could be a bridge too far for Mrs. Greene and me, at least for this year.    I suppose, if I had Curriculum Maps posted all over the walls of my media center office, I could make a note regarding this idea for future collaboration (and not just for this Ecology unit).

Another area that needs improvement, according to the worksheet, is the collection of print resources in the media center.  Here again, I would collaborate with Mrs. Greene, asking her help in finding the out-of-date books, and in selecting new books to add to the collection.  She and the other science teachers in the school are more likely to be aware of the new science books available for middle schools, and their expertise in choosing the right books would be very valuable.  Once the books are in place, the teacher and I could collaborate on how the books would be used; what sort of research should the students be directed to do that would not be a mere restating of information.  Here is where I can apply some of Jamie McKenzie’s philosophy of “essential questions” in helping Mrs. Greene devise research projects that require the students to think, not just gather facts.

Of course, not all research would be print-based; one of the MS’s responsibilities for this unit was to “lead the initial explanation of where to find resources”.    If the teacher and I have collaborated well enough on the research portions of this unit, this class of where to find resources could start out on a general level of “how to search the Internet” and advance to more specific information on particular search engines and search methods for the students to use to enhance their research projects and their short stories. 

I have demonstrated how I would analyze the unit, based on the information I have.  While I have not chosen specific technology resources to enhance this unit, I have described the opportunities within the unit to integrate technology resources and information literacy resources to directly address the areas that need improvement, and to engage the students’ interest and eagerness with more hands-on activities, demonstrations, independent research and PBL.    I have described how I would approach the teacher, but I have not described how I would spark the teacher’s enthusiasm.  In this case, I believe Mrs. Greene has enthusiasm enough for the both of us!  I think she would enjoy the collaboration, and become deeply involved in the technology integration.   I am not implying that I would not be enthusiastic; in fact, my trepidation at lacking the content knowledge for this unit has given way to confidence that I could effectively collaborate with the teacher to improve the learning and teaching within the unit. 

� I must credit Julie Tallman’s remarks on one on my Curriculum Mapping Worksheets for this suggestion.





