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Networking Meeting: Managing Multiple Options in Unit 2

How many options should I run and should I set a minimum number of students per option?

The answers to these questions will depend on several factors, the most significant being the size of the class.  Both a small class under 8 students and a larger one over 20 students have their advantages and disadvantages.  

For students to benefit informally from working along side their fellow students doing other options, at least three options running at once would provide some sense of the diversity that physics allows.

However you would want to set a minimum number of students for an option to run.  Most students will need someone else with whom to share the workload, discuss questions and do practical activities.  Indeed you could argue that the minimum number should enable two separate prac groups so that they can compare experimental plans and results.  This would put the number at about 4 students.

Such a group size would permit a jigsaw approach, where each student in the group researches and learns about a particular aspect and brings back that learning to the group.  If the class was large and there were two or three such groups doing the same option, then the students researching a common aspect could collaborate.

Format for Learning

Some degree of independent learning by the students should be a part, if not the sole focus, of this exercise.  You will need to apportion your class time across the different options, so the students will need a sense of the overall plan for their option and what will be expected of them across the weeks allocated to the option.

This will require significant preparation by the teacher for each of the options in the weeks before the options begin.

Schools vary in the sophistication of their intranet; teachers vary in their confidence with software packages to deliver content and to monitor student progress; students vary in their capacity to manage independent tasks as well as their comfort level with the responsibility.  

So a range of structures and formats are possible for the managing the options including:

· a set of broad questions which the student needs to address in their own way,

· a precise list of tasks to be completed with specific deadlines,

· teacher presents regular mini-lessons for each option with follow up tasks to be done while the students doing other options are given their mini-lessons.

Regardless of the format you adopt, it would be important for the students to maintain a logbook or a learning blog of their various activities for you to monitor their progress.  There are software options that can facilitate this.

Some of the teachers are using Google classroom and Google docs to create worksheets and monitor the students work in real time as well as Google groups for asynchronous discussions.  VERSO is also used in class discussion work.

Practical Activities: Issues

The options differ in the number of practical activities that are possible as well as being desirable.  They also differ in the style of practical activities from being formal experiments, to small discrete tasks and to a set of self-paced activities.

The size of the class is also a constraint.  In a small class, having some students doing prac tasks, while other are doing book work requiring assistance is not a real management issue.  In a large class, there may be a good number of students doing practical activities, possibly in different options while others may need assistance with content.  This may be a class management concern and it may be necessary to designate certain periods as prac time for all students.

Assessment Tasks: Issues

For students to fully benefit from there being several options running at the same time, it seems desirable that the students doing each option should, as a collective exercise, present what they have learned to the students doing other options.

While all the students studying a particular option many not be able to participate in the formal presentation, there should be roles for most students in preparing the presentation itself.  Also the presentation and the group's involvement in the task can be enhanced by expecting them to design and run a learning activity to be done by the other students.

If there is just one presentation per option, albeit an extensive one, the whole process should not be excessive in the amount of class time required, particularly given the benefits to be gained.  Effectively managed this could be the highlight of the students' year.

These presentations can also be peer assessed.

However as this is a collaborative exercise, there needs to be additional assessment tasks done by each individual student.  These might include:

· response to a media article,

· assessment of log book entries,

· a written report addressing some broad questions on the topic or possibly from a selection of more specific questions enabling the students to focus on the aspects of the option that interested them as well as enabling more or less unique selections by the students,

· an assessment of the student's participation in and contribution to the presentations by other groups (there is software to monitor and assess contributions to discussions),

· a test on common aspects focussing on research and experimental skills.

