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As a first year teacher at High Tech High I often find myself securely self sequestered in the 9th grade wing re-inventing the proverbial wheel.  The intense blur that was Odyssey, which now seems eons ago, was a fast and furious introduction to project based learning.  In the past seven months I have been exposed to a great number of incredible teaching strategies, classroom management techniques, reflection concepts, critique ideas, cross curricular content, and a plethora of acronyms.  In HTH North County High School the veteran teachers all meet for lunch in Assal's room.  One would be hard pressed to find any first year teachers dining amongst them.  They are most likely sitting at their desks shuffling papers, trying to incorporate a new strategy, or attempting to refine a recently utilized strategy;  they may very well be mumbling and are indubitably drinking cold coffee.  Therefore, when I step back and actually ponder the significance of 'reading and writing' in my classroom it hits me like a bolt out of the blue, as they say.  I reflectively sit in my office cave take a big swig of old cold vanilla french roast and mumble to myself “why the hell didn't I think of that before!”  I was so focused on teaching physics and writing epic project descriptions that I adopted a sort of worm's eye view in the process.  Of course reading and writing about momentum will help the students understand it better; I just needed to be reminded of those utterly salient facts.  

Secondly, I was shocked into action when I read the literary related statistics in Chapter 1: Teachers Matter and What They Do Matters Most: Using Literacy Strategies, Grouping, and Texts to Promote Learning.  To read that “one in five high school graduates cannot read their diploma and 21 million Americans cannot read at all”(“Illiteracy Still a Problem,” 2000 as quoted in Fisher & Frey, p.1) really stopped me in my tracks.  Before relocating to San Diego my family and I resided in El Salvador for almost six years.  El Salvador is gang infested, politically corrupt, and the bureaucracy is so thick and impermeable that it constricts any progress.  It is a poor country run by a rich minority who reap the benefits of maintaining the status quo.  Under these circumstances it is understandable why illiteracy is a clear and definitive problem.  I met many people who could not read or write.  I met many people who could barely write their own name.  I met many people who could not write their own name.  This is such a common problem in El Salvador that two square boxes placed in the bottom corners of all  official documents so people who can not write their names may ink their fingerprints instead.  When I returned to the United States I was overwhelmed by the modernity of it all: the sidewalks, the playgrounds, the overwhelming number of choices of any and all edible products, libraries, lawns, stores open past seven p.m., and the widely accepted practice of using blinkers to signal a lane change.  All of these factors unduly impressed me and perhaps lulled me into a false sense of first world security.  A world where everyone could, at the very least, read a soup can and write their name.

This class and the articles we read therein, made me adopt more of a bird's eye view of pedagogy.  I also helped me draw several revelatory conclusions.  To wit: introducing more R & W would be good for the student's comprehension; using more R & W would make me a better teacher; and kids will have a much more difficult future if they struggle with R & W than if they struggle with centripetal acceleration.  Furthermore, I love books and if I can share that enthusiasm with my students alongside my love of science, well then, that would be ideal.

Before HTH:103, most of the reading and writing in our physics class was either incidental or accidental.  For example, I would often have short answer or essay portions on my exams.  This was an attempt to connect with a wider variety of learning styles and not a conscious effort to write across the curriculum.  During our course I attempted of strategies with mixed success but the main difference was that these were all hyper-conscious efforts to get the students reading and writing.  Firstly, I used a fifteen minute free write as a 'do now' activity.  It was a sort of check-in on a mini research paper the students had just turned in.  It was meant to measure their comprehension and retention of their chosen topics.  Despite some initial resistance, it was a useful tool and it did get the kids writing.  Secondly, I had them write about their mental processes while computing a math problem.  I modeled it and let them try it.  Most of their responses were formulaic and concise and did not reveal any of their deeper mental meanderings.  This 'writing to learn' exercise needs to be revisited regularly before my students can “think through each step as they explain it in written form” (ElWardi, Fisher, & Frey, p. 139).  Thirdly, I have incorporated read alouds in several incantations.  I have used them for critiques of a recent book project as well as for reading multiple choice and/or word problems projected on the board.  

Using read alouds for a critique session proved particularly useful.  It gave the authors a chance to read their books aloud, affording them the opportunity to embrace the flow of their words and redact accordingly.  Fourthly, our classes just completed a Modern Physics for Modern Kids book project.  Each student, or pair of students, were required to write a children's book that was based on a modern physics concept.  Some topics included: quantum physics, string theory, big bang, exoplanets, Schrodinger's cat thought experiment, etc.   This project definitely got the students writing and editing and revising and critiquing.  In addition to their children's book they also had to write an artist's statement and had to provide a transcript of their book.  It also exposed them to many modern physics concepts that they usually would not be introduced to in any introductory level physics class.  Expectedly, there are multiple redactions that I would make to my project description but it was successful on many cross-curricular levels.  Lastly, tomorrow I have planned a reciprocal teaching exercise that concerns an article written about the differences between kinetic and potential energy.  I have divided said article into four sections and am planning a fishbowl exercise to introduce the protocol.  I do believe it will be a strong reinforcement of more mathematical aspect of KE and PE that they have already been exposed to.  

Facing forward, I would like to continue to incorporate more reading and writing into my physics curriculum.  One of the more obvious, and less cultivated, uses of writing in the classroom focuses on note taking.  In the future, I will definitely teach note taking skills.  These are critical skills that I overlooked this year, jumping to the erroneous conclusion that 9th graders were competent in this area.  I am particularly interested in implementing the Cornell Method.  I may even go so far as to collect their notebooks periodically to keep them honest.

To conclude this final essay, in the small hours of the lastest evening, I would like very much to echo the sentiment of one of my classmates who sagely remarked that she wished we had this class earlier, directly after Methods.  I concur wholeheartedly for it made me step back and look at the bigger picture of my chosen profession.  It made me think a bit less about teaching physics and a lot more about just teaching.



