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ISSUES IN OUR SOCIETY:
A MIDDLE SCHOOL

INTERDISCIPLINARY CURRICULUM

Matthew L. Bowman
May, 1997

The project contains a team-taught interdisciplinary curriculum based on
current issues in our society. The review of literature, which focuses on team
teaching at the middle level and the process of implementing an
interdisciplinary curriculum, indicates that middle level students need
opportunities to discuss and analyze current issues in our society that affect
their lives in order to make learning more meaningful. Therefore, the content
areas of language arts, math, social studies, and science were structured around
three themes dealing with issues such as the environment, space exploration,
and cultural diversity. The interdisciplinary curriculum was developed for a

sixth grade, four-person team of teachers at the West Valley Middle School in

Yakima, Washington.
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CHAPTER ONE
BACKGROUND OF THE PROJECT

Introduction

An important challenge facing public education is deciding the most

" appropriate learning environment for the young adolescent. Success for the 10~

14 year old age group has been elusive and schools share some of the blame.
A comprehensive study conducted by the Carnegie Council on Adolescent
Development in 1989 concluded that "middle grade schools . . . are potentially
society's most powerful force to recapture millions of youth adrift, and help
every young person thrive during early adolescence. Yet all too often these

schools exacerbate the problems of young adolescents" (p. 8).

Purpose of the Project

One item of concern identified in the Carnegie study was the lack of
opportunities for middle level students to express opinions to their peers and
critically analyze the opinions of others. Another point of concern was that the
transition from a one-teacher elementary classroom to a multiple period junior
high left many students with a feeling of isolation and separateness. The study
recommended that staff be formed into interdisciplinary teams of teachers to
create a school-within-a-school atmosphere in order to promote a strong sense

of unity between the teachers and each individual student. Furthermore, the
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study recommended that the teams of teachers deliver an integrated curriculum
to help the students find relevant connections between the disciplines.

The purpose of the project was to create a team-taught interdisciplinary

~—eurriculunythat provided opportunities for the students to-discuss and anatyze-~ -

current issues in our society that affect their lives. To achieve this goal, the
content areas of Language Arts, Math, Social Studies, and Science were
structured around three themes. The themes deal with issues concerning the
environment, space exploration, and cultural diversity. The interdisciplinary
curriculum was to be implemented by a sixth grade, four-person team of

teachers at the newly opened West Valley (WA) Middle School.

Significance of the Project

As stated earlier, students at this age level need the opportunity to
express their opinions. The young adolescent learner is just beginning to
understand the complexities of our society. Arranging content areas around
themes based on social issues lets the student see how learning basic skills and
knowledge is essential in helping a person make educated opinions.
Furthermore, the strong unity that develops on a team of teachers and students
allows opinions to be more freely expressed and analyzed. The team also

enhances the student's ability to make curricular connections through integrated

learning.
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Limitations of the Project

Initially the plan was to integrate all _four content areas. However, due
to a change in the school's math program the integrated curriculum focuses on
Science, Social Studies, and Language Arts. Math connections to the theme
are made occasionally when appropriate. Each theme lasts for one quarter
which is approximately nine weeks. The curriculum stems from district

adopted guidelines as well as the recently adopted Washington State Essential

Academic Learning Requirements.

Definitions of Terms

For the purpose of this project, these terms are defined in the follo;wing
manner:

Interdisciplinary Teaching -- each discipline contributes specific content

to enhance a common concept or theme (Furner, 1995)

Fully Integrated Teaching -- all discipline boundaries are dissolved; the

focus is the critical thinking process dealing with broad areas of life, not

specific content (Drake, 1991)

Team Teaching -- a group of teachers work with the same group of

students all day (Burke, 1995)

Teaming -- two teachers working with two classes at the same time

Middle Level students -- ages 10-14, grades 5-8
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Overview of the Project
Chapter Two provides a review of related literature on the topics of

middle school team teaching and the implementation of an integrated,

~interdisciplinary curriculunt. - Chapter Three summarizes the proceduresthat

were used to develop the three themes. Chapter Four contains the detailed
overview of the team-taught, year-long, interdisciplinary, thematic curriculum.

Chapter Five provides a summary and the author's recommendations and

conclusions.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE

Introduction

A renewed focus on the needs of the middle level learner arose after the

- Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development published a research study in

1989. The study concluded that there were eight essential changes that must
take place in order to meet the needs of the young adolescent student. Among
those eight points were recommendations that staff be arranged into
interdisciplinary teams of teachers to help student create positive relationships
with other peers and their teachers as well as seeing the connections among
different disciplines. The study also concluded that middle level students need
to be taught a core of common knowledge that provides opportunities for
students to share personal opinions and critically analyze the views of others.

Stephen and Varble (1995) recently provided an overview of middle
schools that have implemented these recommendations by stating, "true middle
level schools are generally characterized by an integrated curriculum,
interdisciplinary activities, team teaching, alternative assessment,
heterogeneous grouping, flexible organizational patterns, and thematic
instruction" (p. 23). The review of literature, therefore, focuses on team
teaching at the middle level and the process of implementing an

mterdisciplinary curriculum.
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Team Teaching at the Middle Level

One of the specific recommendations given by the Carnegie Council on
Adolescent Development (1989) was that "schools should be a place where
close, wrusting relationships with adults and peérs create a climate for personal
growth and intellectual development" (p. 37). One of the ways the Council
suggested to develop this quality is by forming teachers and student into teams.

The reason for using teams in the middle schools is primarily to meet
the unique needs of the middle level young adolescent learner. According to
the Council, the community nature of teams "nurtures the bonds between
teacher and student that are the building blocks of the education of the young
adolescent" (1989, p. 38). In addition, Merenbloom (1996} adds "a major
responsibility of the team is to address the physical, intellectual,
social/emotional, and moral developmental needs of the students" (p. 49).

Merenbloom further stated that teaming enables teachers to:

° Identify and respond to student needs in a unified, orchestrated
fashion
e Choose from the models of curriculum integration to identify the

prototype(s) that will work best in each situation
® Use the block-of-time schedule to identify the options of
flexibility that will truly enhance the delivery of the instructional

program
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® Use this opportunity to develop, implement, and assess a vision
to maximize their strengths in addressing student needs

® Implement a unified, consistent approach to discipline

@ Facilitate-the transitions from-elementary to middle level to-high— -~ -

school. (p. 50)

Burke (1995) listed these additional reasons to team:

* Teams provide opportunities for teachers to collaborate which
can eliminate the feeling of teacher isolation

] Students feel more connected to the teachers through teams

because the problems of randomness, anonymity, and brevity are

reduced
o Interdisciplinary teaming facilitates an integrated curriculum
approach
° Teams, rather than departments, become an alternative school

governance model
Many researchers have found that interdisciplinary team organization
(versus a departmentalized approach) is associated with improvements in the
following areas: student achievement, motivation, self-reliance, personal
development and attitude; general school climate and discipline; faculty
enthusiasm and morale (less isolation felt among teachers); quality of

instruction; principal support and commitment; standardized test scores;
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parental communication and support; student and teacher empowerment in the
decision-making process; and improvements in peer and interracial

relationships which resulted in less peer conflicts (Arhar & Oxley cited in

—~Furner, 1995; Erb, 1992; George & Oldaker cited in Etb & Doda, 1989~

Husband & Short cited in Holland, 1995; Jacobs, 1989b; Mac Iver, 1990;
Sinclair, Damico, Metz, & George cited in Arhar, Johnston, & Markle, 1992).

So what do teams need to be successful? Erb and Doda (1989) stated
that the characteristics of an effective team should include things such as
having a balanced heterogenous team, appropriate subject-matter
representation, close in proximity, common plan time for teachers, a team
leader, regular meetings, shared decision-making, and accountability.

Jacobs (1989c) stated three additional assumptions about
mterdisciplinary team teaching. They included the following: 1) All teachers
share the same students, 2) All teachers are skilled in professional collaboration
(interpersonal skills), consensus building, and curriculum development, and 3)
Students need to know how to behave and work in an interdisciplinary
environment. All these elements existing in one place, however, still does not
guarantee success. It is up to the teams of teachers working with their students
to implement a truly effective integrated, interdisciplinary approach to teaching

and learning (Arhar, et al., 1992).
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There are many examples of middle schools currently engaged in the
practice of interdisciplinary team teaching. In fact, a survey of 130 middle

schools, all of which had been ranked as exemplary, was done and results

~indicated that 90% of those schools had interdisciplinary teamns as a central

focus (George cited in Arhar, et al., 1992).

A team of teachers from the Milliken Middle School in Lewisville, TX,
was chosen as the National Middle School Association's South Region Grand
Prize winner in 1995 for their interdisciplinary project entitled "Murder Along

the Oregon Trail" which focused on America's westward expansion. The

-students were involved in a who-done-it investigation that included computer

research, geometry skills, rock and mineral analysis, journal writing, wagon
food cooking. The investigation also had the students dress-up and assume the
identity of a pioneer. One teacher believes that interdisciplinary teaching 1s a
process that teachers are constantly trying to perfect and that this project
allowed the students to express themselves in different ways and to learn that

everyone has something different to offer (cited in Holland, 1995).

Integrated, Interdisciplinary Instruction
Gehrke (1991) maintains "integrative curriculum is like the weather:
Everyone talks about it, but no one ever does anything about it" (p. 107).

Beane (1991), a proponent of a "new curriculum" for middle schools, asked,
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"As dramatic as the middle school reform movement has been, it has not
addressed a crucial and fundamental question: What should the middle school

curriculum be?" (p. 11). Beane also stated that there are three critical concepts

~ involved in creating an appropriate middle level curriculum.

The first [point] is that the middle school should have a gene?al
curriculum that focuses on widely shared concerns of early adolescents
and the larger world rather than increasing specialization . . . [of]
subjects. The second concept is that . . .[the] primary and explicit
purpose ought to be to serve the early adolescents who attend the
school. The third concept involves . . . [viewing] early adolescents as -
real human beings who, while at that stage, are also participants in the

larger world and have serious questions and concerns. (1991, p. 10)

Although not all people agree exactly what should be taught, many
researchers agree with Beane (1991) on his first point that early adolescent
students benefit from some type of integrated leaming (Drake, 1991; Fogarty,
1991a; Furner, 1995; Gehrke, 1991; Jacobs, 1989¢; Vars, 1991).

There are many levels of integration that appear in the literature. Words
such as integrated, interdisciplinary, and thematic are often used
interchangeably yet each has a different meaning. In fact, Hopkins (1937) even
pointed out that "the word integration, as a big word in education tends to lose

its specific meaning; frequency of use invariably leads to diffusion of meaning;
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the heavier the load a term is required to carry the more rapid is its loss of
specificity” (quoted in Kain, 1996, p. 181). For this reason, a detailed
summary of related terms is included.
- One way to define these concepts related to integration is fo examine
their location on a broad spectrum of instructional approaches. Many
researchers have created a continuum of curricular integration to demonstrate
that integration occurs at many different levels (Beane, 1993; Fogarty, 1991a;
Jacobs, 1989a; Lounsbury & Vars; Schumacher, 1992). The following table

shows a synthesized example:

.......... Lo I I IV Y
Departmentalized Parallel Complementary Webbed Fully Integrated
Discipline-based Sequenced  Multidisciplinary Interdisciplinary Transdisciplinary
Fragmented Shared Thematic

Fused

The first section of the continuum relates to the traditional junior
high/high school model where each discipline (math, science, social studies,
English} is separated into departments and the curriculum is taught in
fragmented segments throughout the school day.

Section II involves a re-sequencing of existing curricular content in
order to parallel the instruction of another class. For example, an English

teacher switches the novel he/she usually reads in the fall for the novel in the
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spring to "parallel” the teaching of a similar topic in Social Studies. It involves
curricular and "calendar mapping" (Brandt, 1991).
The third section is similar to parallel integration in that the existing
~curricular content is re-sequenced to match the instruction of another class. -
However, complementary integration begins to acknowledge the connections
between disciplines. This stage recognizes that these connections can actually
enhance the learning of content in each discipline (Furner, 1995).

Rather than simply re-sequence the content, section I'V organizes all the
learning around a common concept, skill, or theme usually generated by the
teachers. Each discipline is still represented as it contributes specialized
content to enhance the concept, skill, or theme. The connections are made
because of the theme being explored, not due to formal relations between
subjects (Drake, 1991). This form of integration looks for a pragmatic use of
the different disciplines. Sometimes new course titles are "fused" to
acknowledge the integration such as "Ethics in Science", "American Studies",

or "World Issues" (Vars, 1991).

Finally, the last section of full integration dissolves all discipline
boundaries. Full integration usually focuses on a common concept or theme
taken from the social and emotional needs and interests of the students. No
teacher represents a discipline, but each becomes a facilitator of learning to

guide the students through a critical thinking process about the concept or
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theme. According to Drake (1991), teachers are "'connection experts', rather
than subject experts” (p. 22). The content depends highly on what theme is
being studied, rather than district or state requirements.

According to the Dictionary of Education integrated curriculum is "a
curriculum organization which cuts across subject—maﬁer lines to focus upon
comprehensive life problems or broad areas of study that bring together the
various segments of curriculum into meaningful association" (quoted in Fumner,
1995, p. 2).

The need for students to participate in an integrated experience are
numerous. Beane (1991) claimed:

It is time we faced the fact that subject areas or disciplines of knowledge

around which the curriculum has traditionally been organized are

actually territorial spaces carved out by academic scholars for their own
purposes. These subject areas contain much that is known, but not all
that is or might be. Their boundaries limit our access to broader

meanings. (p. 9)

Emerson (quoted in Fogarty, 1991a, p. 61) wrote:

To the young mind everything is individual, stands by itself. By and by,

it finds how to join two things and see in them one nature; then three,

then three thousand . . . discovering roots running underground whereby

contrary and remote things cohere and flower out from one stem . . . The
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astronomer discovers that geometry, a pure abstraction of the human
mind, is the measure of planetary motion.

The Camnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989)

~ recominended that the core middle grade curriculum should be organized

around integrated themes that young people find relevant to their own lives.
The Council claimed that young adolescents demonstrate an ability think
critically, understand complex concepts if presented as parts of a systems
rather than as isolated, disconnected facts.

Furner (1995) claimed that "interdisciplinary teaching is based on the
premise that human beings learn best when the material they are learning
overiaps into various disciplines" (p. 2). Furner also concluded that when the
curriculum is integrated, connections are made and learning is more meaningful
and the students receive a more stimulating experience.

Often, when one is confronted with a problem, one does not look back

and think what subject area knowledge one needs in order to solve a

problem . . . The separate subject curriculum can be viewed as a jigsaw

puzzle without any picture to help put the pieces together. Many times
students ask, "Why do we need to learn this?" They see no value or

connection in what they are learning. (Furner, 1995, p. 3)
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Schumacher (1992) believed that an integrated curriculum approach was
more developmentally appropriate for young adolescents because of its focus

on the process of learning and was more relevant and intellectually challenging.

planned integration not only helped the learners see existing unity among
common knowledge, but these integrative experiences also motivated the
students to find new relationships in order to create new models, systems, and
stractures.

Beane (1991) suggested that themes should be built around concepts at
the "intersection of questions and concerns from early adolescents and from the
larger world" (p. 11). Examples include the environment, wealth and poverty,
war and peace, cultural diversity and racism, freedom, interdependence,
Jjustice, individual rights, and so on. Thematic instruction bridges the gap

between subject areas and helps students better understand tomorrow's world

T (Swephen & Varble, 1995).

Teachers have also described some benefits of the interdisciplinary team
teaching approach. One teacher described the satisfaction of seeing how false
the Itnes are between subject areas. Another said is was an opportunity to
share experience and knowledge. Other teachers believed that alluding to
another's current classroom work was the most successful part of their

mntegration. One teacher wanted to push integration further: "There are times
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where I'd like students to be able to come into my class and not really be sure

whether they're in socials or science or Eng-lish" (quoted in Kain, 1996, p.
170).

help students view their teachers as persons in a broader context, not just
members of isolated subject classes: "By demonstrating what we know what's
going on, we're demonstrating that we do care what they're doing" (quoted in
Kain, p. 169).

Davies (1992) conducted a five year study of student evaluations of
interdisciplinary units. Students commented that they felt they learned
something and that they liked working with other people and had made new
friends and became better friends with others.

Maute (1992} believed that interdisciplinary connections help teachers
reach students with various leaming styles. These connections also capitalized
on students' subject preferences since they might find a subject more interesting
when integrated with another. Other research suggested that an
interdisciplinary program actually improves the mastery of subjects because
students become better problem solvers and learn to transfer these higher-order
thinking skills across all disciplines (Furner, 1995).

According to Vars (1991), more than 80 normative or comparative

studies have been carried out on the effectiveness of integrative programs and,
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in almost every case, students in integrative/interdisciplinary programs have
performed as well or better on standardized tests when compared to students

enrolled in the traditional discipline-based approach.

"~ "One of the biggest challenges of implementing an interdisciplinary

curriculum is having the time to decide what specific content and skills should
be ncluded. Many teachers try to involve as many subject areas as possible
(math, science, social studies, language arts, drama, P.E., art, music,
computers, and so on) to enrich the scope of integration, but obviously this
process gets time consuming and makes it difficult to identify the key elements
of the unit (Drake, 1991). As Jacobs observed, "The biggest obstacle to -
interdisciplinary curriculum planning is that people try to do too much at once.
‘What they need to look for are some, not all, natural overlaps between
subjects” (quoted in Brandt, 1991, p. 24).

Jacobs (1989c¢) outlined two problems that often occur when developing
interdisciplinary units: the "Potpourri Problem" and the "Polarity Problem".
The potpourri problem refers to the concern that essential content is often
oversimplified and briefly covered in a unit order to expand the possible
connections.

The polarity problem stems from the perceived conflict between a
discipline-based organization and an integrated approach. In other words,

specialized subject-centered teachers often feel that integration threatens their
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"territory" of knowledge. Jacobs (1989¢) suggested, however, that there is.a
need for both perspectives when designing interdisciplinary units. In fact she

stated, "Students cannot fully benefit from interdisciplinary studies until they

“Tacquire a solid grounding in the various disciplines that interdisciplinarity =

attempts to bridge" (p. 9).

One difficulty caused by the polarity problem is the on-going pressure
from professional subject area associations, university academics, siate
department and district curriculum officials, and subject teachers to define
what should be taught in each field (Beane, 1993).

Several examples of the potpournt effect were found in the literature.
Some teachers avoided certain integrated activities for fear of not preparing the
student for their next year curricular requirements. Others feared that one
subject might be watered down or driven by another subject and threaten the
integrity of the first. In addition, some teachers concluded that integrated units
often made only brief flashes of connections between disciplines. Others felt
that the published curriculum and teaching materials did not support integration
and that their work together might isolate them from the rest of the staff (Kain,
1996).

In addition to the potpourri and polarity problems, there are challenges

dealing with time, energy, administrative demands, team member differences,
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and even the tendency for teams to lose sight of the school-wide goals (Kruse

& Louis cited in Holland, 1995).

Educators involved in implementing an integrated, interdisciplinary

team teaching approach need to weigh the benefits-and challenges for staff, ———o

students, parents, and comunity. Some teachers found that integration offers
too little a return on their investment of time and energy to warrant its
continuation (Kain, 1996). Brophy and Alleman (1991) concluded that
educators need to consider integration as a potentially effective tool in some
situations but not in all. Furthermore, Brophy and Alleman believed that
teachers need to examine the cost-effectiveness of each integrated activity to
ensure that interdisciplinary units involve "educationally significant activities
which foster, rather than disrupt or nullify, the learning goals of each
discipline” (p. 66). The ultimate challenge is to design a curriculum that
"simultaneously takes into account solid subject matter, the needs of the

learner, and society's problems” (Vars, 1991, p. 15).

Conclusion

The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989) concluded
that middle level schools in the United States were failing to meet the unique
needs of the young adolescent learner. The Council outlined eight essential

changes that must take place in order to meet these needs. Among those eight
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points there were recommendations that teachers should be arranged in teams
and that students be taught a core of common knowledge emphasizing the
opportunity to share personal opinions and critically analyze the views of
others. The focus of thus literature review has been on team teaching at the -
middle level and the prdcess of implementing an interdisciplinary curriculum.

Many reasons are given as to why teams are essential at the middle level
school. Teams increase the opportunity for students to develop strong
relationships with other peers and the teachers on the team. Furthermore,
teams facilitate the implementation of an integrated instructional approach.

The many levels of integration were shown to exist on a continuum
ranging from a departmentalized approach to a fully-integrated day. The
benefits to students include making connections between concepts and skills in
different disciplines, acceptance of a variety of learning styles, developing an
awareness of how leaming relates to real life, and improving their ability to
transfer knowledge to a multitude of settings. Some benefits to teachers
include sharing knowledge with other teachers, less teacher isolation, improved
classroom discipline, and feeling more meaningful to the students by helping
them make sense of the changing world.

One of the biggest challenges of implementing an integrated,
interdisciplinary team approach is time. Time is needed for team members to

work together in creating a meaningful curriculum. Other challenges include
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avoiding the Potpourri and Polarity problems, working with team member
differences, and dealing with the many administrative demands of the teams'

needs. Teachers need to weigh the benefits and challenges of working in

~-interdisciplinary teams-and work-together to identify what they candote -

provide the best educational experience possible for their middle level students.



CHAPTER THREE
PROCEDURES

In 101

In the spring of 1995, the West Valley (WA) School District organized a

--committee to oversee the training of the-staff for the new middle-sehool -~

scheduled to open in the fall of 1996. A middle school summer institute was
planned for three days in August for all potential middle school staff. The
institute consisted of guest speakers from Mill Pond Intermediate School in
Yelm, Washington where the characteristics of true middle level education
were in practice. One of the points emphasized in several presentations was
the process of planning and implementing thematic, interdisciplinary curricula.

In October of 1995, potential middle school staff attended the annual
conference of the Washington State Association for Middle Level Education
(WSAMLE). Once again, the presenters emphasized the need for developing
and implementing an effective interdisciplinary curriculum in order to meet the
unique needs of the middle level learner.

The purpose of the project was to create a team-taught interdisciplinary
curriculum that provided opportunities for the students to discuss and analyze
current 1ssues in our society that affect their lives. To achieve this goal, the
district curriculum guidelines from Language Arts, Math, Social Studies, and

Science were organized around three themes. The themes dealt with issues

22
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concerning the environment, space exploration, and cultural diversity. The
mnterdisciplinary curriculum was to be implemented by a sixth grade, four-
person team of teachers at the newly opene(_l West Valley Middle School.
Each theme was built around one theme statement and several main
concepts that could be integrated throughout the quarter in a variety of classes.

Each discipline contributed to the process of reaching the curriculum goals.

The format used in this project as an overview for each theme includes

the following:
e Theme Statement
L Main Concepts
®  Curriculum Connections
° Assessment Alternatives

The sections that include the Theme Statement and Main Concepts
provide the sequence of content for each quarter's theme. The Curriculum
Connections section outlines the planned integrated relationships among the
different disciplines. Finally, the section on Assessment Alternatives presents

several different methods of assessing the leamner in a variety of settings.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE INTERDISCIPLINARY CURRICULUM

In this chapter the three themes will be explained in detail. The three

themes are: Survive on Planet Earth, Day and Night, and Diversity of Life.

-~ Each theme has a broad theme statement and several, more specifie, supporting

concepts. These concepts drive the integrated curriculum and are the
framework for what happens every day of the quarter. A description of what
each classroom teacher does in each theme is included to illustrate the
intentional connections between disciplines. The themes primarily involve
social studies, science, and language arts, although there are a few connections
with the math teacher throughout the year. Sample lesson plans of specific
skills taught throughout each theme are included in Appendix A.

Following a description of the curriculum connections, ideas for
aésessing student progress is included. In addition to regular tests, quizzes, and
daily assignments, students keep an editorial portfolio throughout the entire
year. This portfolio is a spiral notebook in which the students regularly write
their opinions about social issues related to the theme. Sample journal topics
from each theme are included in Appendix B.

Another assessment method used in each quarter involves student-led
projects. The students are asked to develop and create a project that relates to

the theme. The students meet with the teacher to finalize their project plan and

24
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present it to the class when it is completed. Ideas for projects related to each

theme are included in Appendix C.

One final assessment alternative that is used each quarter is participating

-in an interactive event. Each theme provides an opportunity for students to ...

assume the role of another person in our society and explore a variety of
opinions dealing with current social issues. The students are asked to make
decisions about what they think is best for our society.

In review, this chapter includes the following information for each

theme:
° the theme statement with several supporting concepts
é ° a description of the curricular connections between disciplines
° an outline and summary of the culminating interactive event.

Finally, Appendix A contains sample lesson plans, Appendix B has

sample journal topics, and Appendix C lists sample project ideas for each

theme.



"Survive On Planet
Earth"
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"Survive On Planet Earth"

Theme Statement
We live in a very balanced, organized, and interactive
- world, and we need to learn how to survive in it!

Concept #1

Every organism is a member of a species. We are part of the human
species. Our population includes the humans who live in Yakima. We are
part of a community where interaction with other species occurs.

Concept #2

Our ecosystem includes all the interacting living and non-living
things i any specific area. Examples include desk, classroom, school,
community, neighborhood, bedroom, home (habitat), city, state, country,
hemisphere, world, universe, etc.

Concept #3 7 :

We can live in a stable system only if everything in the ecosystem is
balanced. In order to have balance, we need a constant flow of nutrients
and energy.

Concept #4

In order to maintain a stable system in any specific ecosystem,
every member of that system must fulfill a certain duty or job called a
niche.

Concept #5

Any change 1 an ecosystem can cause it to become unstable and
members need to adapt to survive.
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Curriculum Connections

Science

. The students in Science begin by studying different organismsand

species. The teacher primarily focuses on non-human organisms such as
plants and animals. Ecosystems are introduced and the idea of balance
and stability are explored. The students examine the critical roles that
each member of an ecosystem fulfills by designing an aquarium that has
the appropriate size and contents for the species of fish they are given.
The students prepare extensively for a week-long environmental
camp in the mountains by studying water quality at a nearby river and
communicating the results of their studies to other classrooms over the
internet. The students also learn the drastic effect of change in a balanced

ecosystem.

Language Arts

The focus of the Language Arts class during this theme is writing a
personal narrative and reading literature from the realistic fiction genre
dealing with stories of survival. For example, the students read The River

which is a personal narrative survival novel. Throughout the novel, the
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students are introduced to the basic literary elements of ordering, plot,
characterization, setting, theme, genre, point of view, and dialogue.

During writer's workshop, the students work on stories of survival in

different settingé hke themountams, a desertlsland, etc. The students

construct a "Camp Cispus Survival Notebook" in which they record

everything they can about the week's experience.

Social Studies

In Social Studies, the students focus on the human organism and its
interaction with the environment. Initially, time is spent prepaﬁng for the
environmental camp by learning wilderness survival skills. Groups of
students use problem solving skills to determine what their most important
needs are in a variety of emergency situations. Furthermore, the students
learn the basic parts of a map--scale, orientation, and key. In addition,
cardinal and intermediate directions and the principles of latitude and
longitude are reviewed.

Human ecosystems such as a classroom, school, bedroom, home,
and neighborhood are explored to emphasize the idea that humans interact

with their environment just like non-human organisms. Maps are made of
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these different ecosystems and are shared with each other. A variety of
maps are studied and the purpose of each type of map is discussed.

Near the end of the term, the students participate in the interactive
town council to p.ut.théir thélighfs about the émﬁronment into a real-life
situation. Following the town council and some review of main concepts,
the last day of the term is spent sharing term projects that the students
complete on their own. Several lists (see Appendix C) are posted in the
classroom about three weeks before the end of the term for students to get
ideas about a project that deals with the term theme. The students meet

briefly with the teacher before or after school if they have questions.

Interactive Event
A common recommendation for teaching students at the middle
level is to provide opportunities to simulate real-life events. Many articles
mentioned the need for middle level students to connect their learning with
the real world since they are at a time in life where they are just beginning
to make sense of their place in society. Furthermore, personal experience

has shown that students this age really enjoy becoming "someone else".



A

T

31

Town Council

The interactive event for this theme simulates a local city's town

council. Each group of four to five students is assigned a role in the

Commumw Thelssue todlscuss 13 that ahousmgdeveloperhasrequested S

to turn a local community park into condominiums. Several days are spent
creating a character sheet about the person they will portray during the
town council. During this process, each member of the group must also
decide on one unique, specific reason (consistent with their character
profile) to support or oppose the builder's request.

After the students have developed their characters and have
practiced their convincing statements, the town council is held. A row of
desks forms a nice council table and a desk or podium is placed nearby.
First the town council introduces themselves, then each group takes a turn.
Every member of the group shares his/her "story" and tries to encourage
the members of the town council to vote for their side. After each group
has presented, the town council can ask any questions before leaving the
room to deliberate. When they are done, the council returns to the room
and states their decision. The next day is spent talking about the pros and

cons as well as exploring different options that are available. It is also fun



to video tape the council day and review the arguments together. The
following sheet summarizes each group and can be copied, cut, and passed

out to get the students started.
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TOWN COUNCIL

Homeowners Association
You are people who own houses near the park and are worried that a
condominium complex would bring too much traffic to your area and are

e @VEN-cONRGerned-about "OVETGTOWd;ing myour children's sechool: e

Condominium Developers - -
You want to build a multi-family condominium complex where the park is
so that there is a nice place for many more families to live in the area.
You think there are plenty of parks in the city which are not too far away.

Environmental Group
You think the park is a place of beauty and natural harmony and that
constructing the complex will destroy the trees, the pond, and the habitat
of ducks, geese, and other wild animals. You want to protect the beautiful
environment.

Condominium Buyers
You want to move into the area because it is a nice neighborhood to live in
and there aren't many homes for rent or for sale. You don't think an
environmental group should block a growing neighborhood just to save a
few trees and animals.

Town Council
You are a member of the town council that has to decide what happens.
You have no relations or ties to anyone in the other special groups. You
must try to objectively listen to the different groups, ask a lot of questions,
and hopefully design a plan that will be the best for all.

Park People
You are a group of people who often use the park for picnics, parties, and
relaxation. Your group also includes the people who work at the park and
who will lose those jobs if the park is destroyed. You think it is important
to have a park and playground for children and adults to enjoy.



"Day and Night"
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"Day and Night"

Them temen

‘Light divides our life into Day and Night. In the Day we

interact with the sun, which affects our seasons, weather,
climate, and time. In the Night, we explore the moon,
the stars, the planets, and the universe.

Concept #1
The movement and tilt of our earth affect our seasons, weather,
climate, and time.

Concept #2

Our earth, with its one moon, is the 3rd planet from the sun in our
Solar System. Our Solar System is just a small part of an enormous spiral
galaxy, called the Milky Way Galaxy. The galaxy is a small part of an
even larger universe, which contains millions of stars.

Concept #3

The light we receive from our sun is vital to our life on earth. Light
is made of waves of energy.
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Curriculum Connections

Science

This term's theme has a great deal of science connections. Each
student constructs a model paper space shuttle from NASA and shares the
results of test flights and other information over the internet. Chemistry
concepts are introduced in order to explain the life cycle of a star,
including our own sun. The students each research a different planet and
use the information in their Language Arts class. Furthermore, the
students study the properties of light and the different components of the
electromagnetic spectrum. Experiments are performed by the teacher and
students to explore the properties of reflection and refraction. The
distances between planets are also modeled by assigning different students
to be different parts of the universe and creating a smaller scale that is

replicated on the playground.

Language Arts

The main writing style of this quarter is a compare and contrast
paper. The students, after researching their own planet, join with a partner

with a different planet to teach each other about the two planets. Then
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each student writes their own compare and contrast paper on those two
planets. As a concluding project, each student designs an "alien" that
could live on their planet of study. These "aliens" need to show the
appropﬁaté adaptations neéeséaiy to survive the conditions on its
particular planet.

The main literature connection this term involves the genre of
fantasy and science fiction. Each student self-selects a novel from this
genre as well as having the opportunity to read many fables, myths, and
legends dealing with the theme--such as the origin of universe, star

constellations, causes of weather, history of the world, etc.

Math

There 1s an excellent integration with the math classes during this

theme. It is called Project Polaris by Interact and it is a mathematical

estimation/measurement activity simulating a trip around the universe.

37

Each day the students embark to a different stellar constellation and each

group of students must make a series of estimations in order to move on.
Example includes things such as how many paper clips cover their math

book or how many times can a person say the alphabet in 30 seconds.
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The students practice a great deal of estimating in areas of distance,
weight, size, number, time, and more. After each estimation, the students
then find the actual number by appropriately measuring it and then they
calculate the absolute difference between their estimation and the actual
measurement. The teacher gives out StarBucks according to how close
the two numbers are. At the end of the space voyage, the student arrive at
the north star, Polaris, and are instructed to build a space station. The
pieces for their space station are geometric shapes--the square, trapezoid,
triangle, rectangle, and hexagon. Each shape has a different cost so the
student need to optimize their money and buy as many pieces as they can.
The concluding activity is to actually have each group build their stations

and find ways to connect them all together into a massive geometric space

station.
Social Studies

The curriculum connections for Social Studies begin with a look at
different weather and climate types. The students keep track of the daily
weather through newspaper and internet and become familiar with the four

main conditions of the atmosphere and some of the tools to measure them,
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namely, precipitation (rain gauge), humidity (hygrometer), pressure
(barometer), and temperature (thermometer). The students also learn
different climate zones like arid, frigid, tropical, and temperate. One big
activity this quarter is to construct a natural disaster brochure. Each
student researches a natural disaster of their choice and designs the best
way to present the information in a brochure format (see Appendix A for a
detailed description).

After the section on weather, the focus in Social Studies is on the
moon and the different components of time kee?ping. The earth's
movements of rotation and revolution are explored as these motions cause
the day/night cycle, the changing seasons, and the way our calendar is
constructed. The students create their own flip books after researching a
great deal of information about time and the moon (see Appendix A for a
detailed description).

There are multiple connections to Language Arts, Science, and
Math through Social Studies. The students discuss how the things they
have learned in other classes affect the society in which we live to help tie
together the idea that skills and knowledge can (and should be) transferred

from one subject to another.
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Interactive Event

.S, Congress

The mteractive event for this quarter's theme is holding a mock
Congréss. The main tie to the theme is”for students to decide how
important space exploration is compared to other needs of our
government.

Each student in the class is assigned to be either a member of the
House of Representative or the Senate and belong to one of two political
parties named Jupiter and Saturn (see page 45). The students are given
time to create a character sheet that explains who they are, what is their
family like, what state they represent, what hobbies and interests they
have, what job/career they had before being elected, and some reasons
why they chose to run for elected office. Each student should make a
large name tag that says their title, last name, political party, and state
such as "Rep. Tanner J-(NY)".

Arrange the desks or tables into four large sections. One side of the
room should be senators from both parties and the other should be
representatives from both parties. Call the session of congress to order

and allow each student to introduce themselves to the rest of the delegates.
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Ask everyone to address each other by their appropriate title as members
of the House and Senate. Depending on how extensive the congress

experience will be, students may next elect party leaders in the house and

Csentee nnghtactas rollcaﬂersandspeakersfor thelrgmups e

The next stage of congress is to explain to the delegates that their
primary item of business is to decide on an appropriate budget for the next
year. Choose an amount such as $90 million and present 7-8 different
areas of government that need to be funded. Here are some examples:
© Environmental Protection Agency--money needed to protect and

preserve things such as national parks, clean water, endangered

species, etc.

® Law Enforcement--money needed for police officers, crime
prevention, drug enforcement, FBI, etc.

L Justice Department--money needed for district attorneys to
prosecute criminals, judges to judge the cases, and prisons to house
the criminals

® Welfare--money needed to help those who are poor, unemployed,
disabled, needy elderly, homeless, or those that can't seem to

survive on their own
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® Education--money needed for schools to teach people skills and
knowledge necessary to be productive citizens

® Medical Research--money needed to continue researching cures to
illnesses such as .céncer,”Aﬂ)S, etc. as well as approving drugé that
already have been found to help with certain diseases

® Military/Foreign Relations--money needed to support those who are
defending the safety of our country as well as efforts to keep peace
in other lands and make friendly relationships with other countries

®  Space Exploration--money to expand the search for information
about our universe with all its planets and moons as well as

Improving/maintaining space stations, etc.

Let each delegate have some individual time to think about how
they want to divide up the $90 million and have them write down his/her
proposed budget using whole number amounts only. The delegates should
be reminded to consider in their decisions the state they come from and
political party they represent as well as their personal opinions.

After each delegate has had time to think of their own budget, have
them share with the rest of the members of their group with the assignment

to come to an agreement on the one budget that they will present to the
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other members of Congress. When each of the four groups are done
(Senators and Representatives from both parties), allow 1-2 students to

present their group's budget to the class. Have them write the categories

 and the proposed dollar amount on the board and explain why they have

decided on those numbers. When all four budget proposals are on the
board, open the floor for discussion and questions.

The next stage is to narrow down to one budget that will go through
the final adjustment. One way is to average the four budgets. Another
way would be to have the delegates vote for one, keep the top two vote-
receiving budgets and vote again between those two. The budget that
wins is far from final!

Once one budget has been accepted as the basic starting point, use a
democratic process to allow the delegates to propose changes. For
example, one delegate takes the floor and says, "I move we take $10
million from the environment and put it into education." Someone else
needs to second the motion. If seconded, the teacher should say, "You
may speak to your motion." The student explains why he/she thinks there
needs to be change. Then the floor is open to speak for or against the

motion. After several statements have been given, the debate should close
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(it can be voted to keep open it the students want to) and the motion needs
to be voted upon. Majority vote means the change should take place.

Continue until the Congress seems like it might be ready to vote on
~ the final budget. The final budget should be counted in groups and then
tallied together as an entire assembly. In order for the final budget to pass,
there needs to be a 2/3 majority. Ifit passes, celebrate and congratulate
each other! If not, the budget goes back to the floor for more discussion
and debate. If the final budget does not pass and there is no time for more
discussion, e_:xplain that the government might need to be shut down until a
compromise is made! Emphasize that it really is important to give and
take!

There are a lot of discussions that can come from this experience.
The day following the vote on the budget could be spent in de-briefing or
introducing current budgets or proposals from the newspaper. State
budgets might also be currently in debate and some letters about certain
issues affecting the students could be written to the local representatives
and the state senators. If appropriate, a lesson on the checks and balances
of our government would be a nice extension as well as introducing the

main political differences between Republicans and Democrats.
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House of Representatives

® Term 1s for 2 years

- ® . The number of representatives from each state depends on the size

of population

Senate

® Term is for 6 years

® There are two senators from every state regardless of the size of

population.

Political Party Saturn

Your political party usually
supports decisions that focus on
what 1s best for the society as a
whole. Everyone in the society
needs to be concerned about
helping everyone else succeed.

Political Party Jupiter

Your political party usually
supports decisions that focus on
what 1s best for the individual.
Each person 1s responsible for
their own success or failure.



"Diversity of Life"
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Imagine you were a fur trader in the early years of Canada. What
would your life be like? What would you miss the most? What
would you like not having? Try to think of some pros and cons to
living in a wilderness area.

Let's say that this summer you and your family moved to Idaho.
What would you do if next year Idaho and Washington went to war

-..with each other? Who would you support? What would be some- oo

pros and cons to fighting for Washington? What if you were
commanded by Idaho's government to fight in their army or go to
jail for life? Also, think about your friends and relatives still in
Washington.

What if the President of the USA asked you to go to an area in the
middle of China to establish a USA colony, would you want to go?
What if your family had died and you were an orphan, would you
go then? Explain why or why not.

What does the word Racism mean to you? Why do you think our
society has 1t? What kind of world do you prefer--everyone the
same or everyone different? Explain why.

English is the most spoken language in the U.S_A., though it is not
the official language. This means that all languages are accepted
and that you do not need to learn English in order to live
successfully here. What do you think about that? Some think our
laws should require everyone to learn English. Do you think we -
should? What are some pros and cons of requiring ALL people to
speak English? What do you think?

Do you think United States citizens should provide services such as
hospital care, education, food stamps, and welfare money to people
who live here illegally? Explain what you think. What if their
home country had so many problems that they left it for a chance to
keep their family alive? Whom should the U.S.A. allow to become
citizens? Who should not be allowed to be citizens?
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Two and a half years ago the USA, Canada, and Mexico signed an
agreement called NAFTA. This agreement lets products be traded
in these countries without charging extra tax, which makes them
less expensive for us to buy. However, many U.S. companies
moved to Mexico since the land and workers are cheaper. There
are also less rules and restrictions from the Mexican government
than the US government. If you were in charge of a company,
would you move? Explain the pros and cons of keeping your
company in the U.S. and the pros and cons of moving to Mexico.

Last year the peso in Mexico lost all its value because the
government printed too many pesos. The U.S. chose to pay off all
the Mexican debts with millions of dollars. Why do you think our
government did that? Do you think they should have? What are
some reasons for helping another country like Mexico and what are
some reasons why we shouldn't.

The theme this term has been "Diversity of life". What have you
learned? Why are we all different? What has been the favorite
thing you have studied this term about Genetics, Canada, and
Mexico?



APPENDIX C

SAMPLE PROJECT IDEAS
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"Survive On Planet Earth"

Collect, mount, and correctly label at least 20 different leaves

Design a complete (key, scale, and compass rose) and detailed map
of a particular area of interest

_--campus, neighborhood, businesses, literature book

Draw a large, colored, world map with latitude and longitude
labeled every 10 degrees

Design a contour map of different levels of elevation

Create an extensive road map with a chart of distances between
major cities

--plan a trip somewhere and log the miles and geographic
coordinates

Research the history of maps and give a 5 -min presentation to the
class

Research different careers associated with cartography such as
surveyor, geologist, engineer, pilots, military personnel, aerial
photographers, etc.

Record originals songs that you write about maps, ecosystems, or
survival

Create a scrapbook of newspaper articles dealing with

environmental issues in our state and write your opinion about each
one
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"Day and Night"

Create your own time keeping device

Design a calendar based on a different repeating system than what
We use now

Plan a trip between five major cities in the world and include the
correct departure and arrival times in each city's timezone

Research a different culture's calendar and organize a holiday
celebration for the class

Design a city on the moon with all the things needed to survive
Make a model of tides and tidepools

Create a shoebox planetarium with at least five different
constellations and three planets

Build your own space station at least one meter long and include
Imitation solar panels

(Give a presentation to the class about the many different types of
telescopes people use

Design a large space poster displaying five major events in space
history

Write a song or poem about seasons or different weather

Write a perform a mini-play or pupbet show dealing with space
exploration
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"Diversity of Life"

Design a complete (key, scale, and compass rose) and detailed map
of a particular area of Canada or Mexico focusing on one or two
items such as climate, topography, products, population, elevation,

_cities, ete, . R

Plan an extensive two week road trip through Canada or Mexico
including the distances between the major cities visited, what

important places you would visit, and how long you would stay at
each place

Research the history of Canada or Mexico and write a 1-2 page,
typed report

Research a current event news item that deals with the "Diversity of
Life” theme and present your information to the class

Write, sing, and record originals songs that you write about topics

- dealing with Canada or Mexico

Write a script for a 1-minute T.V. or radio commercial encouraging
tourists to come to Canada or Mexico

Create a scrapbook of at least 10 newspaper articles dealing with
current 1ssues in Canada or Mexico and summarize each one

Design a menu for a restaurant that serves Mexican or Canadian
food and cook one of the items to share with the whole class

Meet with the teacher to discuss any idea you might have for a
project that deals with our theme-



