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COMPILATION: resistance to modeling discourse management (circle whiteboarding)

Date:    Sat, 15 Oct 2005 

From:    Rachael Black 

Subject: not buying it

     Any suggestions? I have 4 classes that are doing great with modeling discourse management and one class that is refusing to buy into it. I carefully read and applied what Dwain Desbien wrote and I watched his video. This one class is still not buying into it. They are very social and want to talk to each other all the time, just not about physics. It is a larger class, about 28 students. When I put them into smaller groups to discuss physics topics, only about half of them whiteboard, the other half want to goof around or talk about kid stuff.

     My classroom is not very conducive to discussions since all tables are permanently in place and one is in the center of the room. I try to compensate by making discussion groups center around a smaller table, and that works OK for all my other classes.

     This class, however, has one group of girls (in center table) that don't want to do ANYTHING but talk and then complain that they are not GETTING it, and another group of boys that want to do stupid things like use the tape to tape up each other. It seems like they are bored, but I'm having 

a hard time speeding things up so they're not bored because of this one group of girls.

     I also have at least 2 other boys who have a similar attitude as those four girls.

     I need suggestions!!! HELP!!! 

[Editor's note: read her follow-up email at the end of this compilation.]


---------------------

Date:    Sun, 16 Oct 2005 

From:    Brant Hinrichs 

     I am certainly no expert, and my only experience is with college folks. But I'll throw a few things out just for kicks.

(1)  As you noted, and as Dwain emphasized in one of his two sessions in

       the summer, the circle setting is crucial.  Having anything "inside"

       the circle can be very distracting according to some research Dwain

       quoted.  If there is anything else you can do?  But it doesn't sound

       like it... :(  Cram them all into one little corner?  Have them stand up

       when presenting to minimize the "sight" distraction/interference?

       28 is A LOT of students.  My max has been no more than 24.

(2)  Break up the groups.  Randomly mix them up.  Separate the cliques

       and that group of girls from each other and that group of boys from

       each other.  ON PURPOSE, don't group them with their friends.

       FORCE them to be in groups with people they don't know or don't

       socialize with much.  I've been known to mix up groups more than

       once in a given 2-hour period (we have three 2-hour periods a week).

(3)  Try a non-physics problem to get them talking to each other about

       "science"-like things.  Estimation problems can be good for that.

       Such as estimating the # of bricks it took to make up their school,

       or the # of cars that drive by the school every day, or how tall the

       stack of CDs from their favorite recording artists would be if all they

       sold was stacked on top of each other.  The Key is that

       they need to show HOW they came up with their estimation.

       Or if you know some topic they really like - who is the best pop

       group today, or what is the best song, or something.  But again,

       the key is WHY they say that - what criterion are they thinking of.

       Or, if there is some other topic you know they like a lot.  It's a long

       shot, but maybe they would start to see the usefulness of the classroom

       model.

(4)  Ask them why they don't want to do it.  Have them whiteboard what they

       find productive about it, and what they find less productive about it, or

       something.  Or what ONE thing would they change if they could, and WHY.

       That's potentially much more like opening a can of worms, but sometimes

       I've found when I have such group problems, the direct approach can work.

Well, I'll stop now and eagerly look forward to what others will write. That's cool that the other four classes are going great!


------------------------------

Date:    Sun, 16 Oct 2005 

From:    thomas pfeiffer 

     How did you get into my third period chemistry class? :) I too use modeling in Physics and Chemistry and I have one class that is very.... well.... challenging, to say the least.

     Might I be so bold to ask, would they be any different in a traditional classroom setting? My guess is probably not.

     What I have done is to identify the ones who are good students and to try to win over the ones who are on the fence. Try to establish a relationship with them, find out what they like... horses, soccer etc. This goes a long way. This should get you to a critical mass where you can proceed with your class. 

     Hold them all accountable. I give twice a week quizzes. This gives them immediate feedback. The ones who are "on board" will be pleased with their results and the ones who dally will soon realize that they'll have to get on board, or fail.

     Keep your cool. Not giving them that pleasure of getting under your skin may also help extinguish some of the obnoxious behavior.


------------------------------

Date:    Sun, 16 Oct 2005 

From:    Bob Baker 

Rachel asked about getting students on task.

Starting class:

     Every class with a Hot Sync problem.  The class works on this problem silently while I take roll and complete other administrative tasks at the beginning of the period.  The Hot Sync problem sets the tone with students that physics starts from the moment the class bell rings.  The Hot Sync 

problem is written on a whiteboard that is the same size as the whiteboards the students use for presentations.  The Hot Sync problem either introduces a new concept, reviews a concept that we just covered, or emphasizes an area that the students have found difficult.  Once roll is taken I walk around the room watching the students complete the Hot Sync problem.  By walking around I immediately know which students are having difficulty with the concept.  

    After the students complete the Hot Sync problem, I often release students to start whiteboarding the worksheet problems that were assigned as homework.  Sometimes I invite students who had problems with the Hot Sync to come to the front of the class where I review the solution to the problem in a small group. The Hot Sync problems for the week are collected each Friday.

During class:

     Groups are allowed only 10 minutes to prepare whiteboards from the previous night's assignment. I give a two-minute and one-minute warning before we start presenting. If a group of students is off task while preparing whiteboards, I stand next to the group until they are making progress. If many students become social, I give the students the option of group interaction or lecture.  Once I lectured for 15 minutes straight without the class saying a word.  They never wanted to have lecture again and were much more enthusiastic about whiteboarding.

     If one or two students have trouble settling during whiteboarding presentations, I invite them to sit next to me in the back of the room while the other students present.

We also do fun things like physics cheers. Here is an example of a cheer my conceptual physics students loved last year:

Have student stand up.

1.  point diagonally up to the right with both arms and yell "Mass."

2.  point diagonally down to the left with both arms and yell "Weight".

3. next in rhythm yell "9 point 8" as arms are swinging from straight up to horizontal on each side to straight down.

We do lots of other things to keep interest up.  Each day starts the same with a Hot Sync problem, but the rest of the day always has a little different look to the students, to keep things interesting.

Physics class sizes this year are from 27 to 33 students.


------------------------------

Date:    Sun, 16 Oct 2005 

From:    "R. McDermott" 

     My first reaction is that if you have a dysfunctional group, then you have to break it up.  Even though it isn't really fair to the groups that ARE working, putting the girls in separate groups has the advantages of exerting peer pressure on each one from their new group, reducing the opportunities to fool around, allow for peer tutoring, etc.  That may also allow you to speed up without losing the girls.  The two guys are a similar situation. You might also consider breaking up that tape-happy group <g>!

     On another note, while it is ideal not to move on until everyone "has it", there comes a point where it is unfair to the sharpest kids to have to twiddle their thumbs for days on end.  Assuming this isn't your first year (?), I'd suggest that you establish a timeline and stick closely to it.  The sad reality is that everyone doesn't always "get it".

------------------------------

Date:    Sun, 16 Oct 2005 

From:    John Crookston 

     What age/grade are these students?

     One thing that might help is to divide and conquer.  Assign all students to new groups in such a manner that these goof-off girls are farmed out to other groups that would be more productive.  Ditto, the same thing for the boys.  The idea is to try to do this covertly so the goof-offs don't mount a counter attack.

     Another idea would be to first check homework (the worksheets) for an effort grade (5 pts) at the start of class then announce that once a whiteboard session on the worksheet is complete, the worksheets will be collected and graded a second time on correctness (another 5 pts).  If this begins to work, you can later back off to random homework checks and collecting worksheets on the day of the unit test to be spot-graded on correctness for a predetermined number of points.

     Another idea to try in conjunction with the other suggestions would be to offer bonus points (for a limited time) to students during whiteboard questions.  Asking a presenting group a good question would be worth a bonus point, and responding well to such a question would be worth a bonus point. A good way to keep track of the points is to use a class seating chart inside a write-on plastic cover attached a clipboard.  Use a sharpie to tally the bonus points as they are earned and later record them in your grade book.

     I've tried this as an incentive to get uninvolved students to participate and begin to buy-in to the modeling process. It works to some degree, but the danger in it is the focus becoming more about getting points than about learning through discourse.   As long as some limits are set on how this is

done, it can be helpful. 


------------------------------

Date:    Mon, 17 Oct 2005 

From:    Tim Burgess 

Subject: Respect , Freedom and Discourse

....Rachel Black wrote:  Any suggestions? ...... one class that is refusing to buy into it.........They are very social and want to talk to each other all the time.... don't want to do ANYTHING but talk and then complain that they are not GETTING it, and another group of boys that want to do stupid things like use the tape to tape up each other....

     Sometimes the factors that guide the behavior and motivation of our students are not only determined by the quality of instructional delivery, your degree of personal caring, the highly captivating demos, the interesting discourse, the perfect classroom geometry or even relevance.   Social drives are very powerful.  Your situation appears to be a symbiosis with one group playing off the other ("not getting it" vs. "being bored").  Both groups appear to like the situation because it satisfies a social goal while minimizing your expectations.

     How you finally deal with this situation is really up to you.  You are the professional with a particular character, personality and management approach.  How far can you push?  How much support (among the students and/or administrators) can you garner?  What are the expectations of the parents or community?  What type of rapport do you have with your students? Finally the big question: How much energy can you (personally) expend AND retain your minimum quality of life? 

In the interest of conserving memory space on the internet, I will limit myself to two suggestions.

     (1) ASSIGN STUDENTS TO SMALL TEAMS: Take those who are bored and put them with those who don't get it and then provide opportunities where their fates are tied together (team-graded lab work, competitions, bonus points for average team performance on tests....etc...from the cooperative learning "play book").  Take charge and keep changing the social dynamics (teams) to favor your goals until you have optimized the environment (that does not mean the discourse will be perfect but may be best!)

     (2) RELAX AND SMILE: State and restate the purpose of your class repeatedly.  Make sure your students are aware that learning to think is a choice you offer and not a mandatory accomplishment.  Set a timetable with reasonable performance expectations and then allow the freedom that helps students learn about life.  Sometimes we MUST let the chips fall as they may.  Sometimes students will not do as well as we know they could.  Effective teachers usually come to recognize that they can not be "all things to all people".  Students need the freedom to be as they decide to be and it is important to respect that freedom.  I tell students (frequently) "You are not measured as a person by your grade in Physics.  You are a great person and I like you.  Your Physics grade is just your Physics grade."

     Sometimes all of the effort and encouragement to foster genuine dialogue in the classroom do not yield the fruits you desire (Perfect scores on the FCI? 100% passing on the AP exam?)  Fear not.  Take attendance, encourage appropriate discussion and work with those who are reticent as much as you can but do not take responsibility for the attitude of every student in your class.  The attitude students decide to have is up to them.  Just try to make them aware of that choice!  The more responsibility the student takes for learning, the more successful the impact of your class will be.  

     That does not mean you (as a teacher) will always be popular.  We just had a fourth consecutive year 100% pass rate in our AP-Physics class and a 90% pass rate in the AP Chemistry (over the last 4 years).  The students complain about these teachers frequently (when taking the classes).  I am told by the headmaster that the ratings these same students give on surveys later (as juniors in college) are among the highest he has ever seen.  So popularity and the type of learning that leads to later advantages are not necessarily linked.
       You can be glad your students like each other so much.  On the positive side, I think a delightful social environment is easier to handle and mold than one that is too tense and competitive.  So maybe not everything is as dark as it seems!


------------------------------

Date:    Mon, 17 Oct 2005 

From:    mitchell johnson 

    Mix up the groups now. I never let them choose their groups.  I rearrange them randomly after every test, and sometimes more often if socializing becomes a problem.  Because I give a grade for asking Socratic questions, most are into it.  They do know that rude behavior, or not trying to produce a valuable whiteboard, is grounds for losing 5 points off of the 80 they start with.  It only takes a few times of asking the presenters to stop a moment while I take off some points to get their attention.


------------------------------

Date:    Mon, 17 Oct 2005

From:    Carmela Minaya 

     Have you tried threatening them that you will "lecture" if they don't make this work? I've done that at the beginning and challenged them that they will get out of my class what they invest.  If they don't want to "buy into" it then you will sell them something else that is more generic and less dynamic, but if they buy into this process then they will gain so much more.

     Peer pressure and guilt works well for upperclassmen.  Even if you have to say: "Oh this is such a shame that we have to go to lecturing because Susie just has to talk about boys during class instead of during break time."  I would name the students or the groups that are holding the rest of the class back.

     I have even said in the past: "Wow, I really thought this class was mature enough to handle responsible freedom.  It seems that is not the case, and I have to take some of that freedom away until you guys can prove that you are mature enough to be on task."

     There is a delicate balance between giving students freedom to learn, but maintaining discipline so that they remain on task.  I like leaving it in their hands to decide the outcome.  Give them the sour taste of one pure lecture class and give them a week of discourse to prevent future lecture mode.

 
-----------------------


------------------------

FOLLOW-UP:

Date: Sun, 29 Jan 2006 

From: Rachael Black 

Jane Jackson wrote:

>Rachael,

>I want to post this compilation on our website, because it's important.

>I'm curious: which, if any, of these suggestions worked best?

     Jane, most of this is good advice. I still have trouble with that one class, but I found that when I separated those girls, two of them started working. I still had a lot of problems with one of the others so I talked with her and found out she had a poor self image due to an overbearing father who told her she was a failure. I told her that was a lie and I haven't had an attitude problem from her since. The last girl started to take some of my advice and go to applet tutorials on the Internet as supplementary and is now doing well. 

     I pulled apart those boys and found out that 2 of them want attention and want to control the class so that they can achieve that attention. Keeping them separated has been a full time occupation for me, so I plan on using a participation/citizenship grade this semester (starting Monday) to help control their behavior. They are concerned about their grades. 

     Breaking the groups up into smaller discussion groups helps, but it is still difficult to get them to do work in a timely manner. 

     Setting deadlines for whiteboard preparation does help to get the work done, but then you have the issue of the students who refuse to do work. I am hoping putting in a citizenship grade will help in that department. I'll let you know if this works.
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