EFFECTIVE PROFESSIONAL DISCOURSE
Most Kentucky teachers are part of a Professional Learning Community (PLC) of one form or another.  These may be arranged by discipline, grade level, or pedagogical focus, for example.  Do you have norms for your PLC so that all members agree on expectations for interacting, and thus, are able to stay more focused on the goals?  What steps can you take to keep the discourse both professional and useful for improving your practice, as well as your colleagues’ practice?  
Take a moment to read the following scenarios, which represent hypothetical PLCs in which two teachers are reviewing an assessment task created and used by another teacher.  One scenario lacks in both professionalism and disciplinary or pedagogical feedback.  The other might be a good example of both.  Consider the ways in which one scenario is not professional and not useful for moving the teacher’s practice, and hence, the students’ learning forward.  Then consider how the other scenario demonstrates teachers engaged in moving all PLC participants’ learning forward, in both assessment literacy and science pedagogy.  Few things are as satisfying as growing together as part of a team (or PLC), and sometimes it’s not always obvious what gets in the way of success.  Norms for interacting can be helpful in achieving a successful PLC, keeping expectations clear and the environment safe.  Do these scenarios help you identify effective norms for your PLC?
Context for the scenarios:  These hypothetical teachers are reviewing a 5th grade task designed to assess students’ understanding of the particle nature of matter.  Two days following the introductory lesson, during which the students’ model three states of matter with students representing atomic particles, the teacher assigned the following formative assessment prompt:  create a tri-fold (one section each for solid, liquid, gas) with two parts: (a) create your own model for each type of matter; (b) write a description of your models. These teachers are following a protocol to review the task and are part-way through this protocol.  At this point, they have collaboratively generated a scoring guide for the task, and this is where each scenario begins…
SCENARIO 1 
Task owner:  Ok, so we’ve identified what the key ideas that should be present for a proficient response to this task.  Thanks for your help with that.  I’ve got some student work…  Let’s look at it using the scoring guide like the protocol suggests – can we find evidence for the ideas we put in the scoring guide?  How can I make this task better so that I can get clear evidence of what my students really know? 
Partner 1:  Well… as I look at the student work, I notice that they all followed directions – everyone made a tri-fold, and they all identified solid, liquid, and gas.  That’s great! The task must be worded well. 
Partner 2:  Oh, and one student used color!  That makes it look so much better, doesn’t it?  Was that in our scoring guide?  My students love to use color.  Have you noticed that with your kids?  Maybe you should consider revising your task in that way… ask them to use color… 
Partner 1:  Another thing… it was a great idea to use a tri-fold as a way for them to organize their work.  It’s clear that they know that these states are different.  Good idea. 
Task owner:  Thanks, I thought that might help them.  But if we look at the student work and the scoring guide…  This group of students in this pile talk about shape and volume for each state…  but then none of the others do… hmmm… 
Partner 2:  That’s true, but don’t you think the others will get it with some re-teaching?  I find that all of my students never get it on the first try…  and the fact that these students did so well must mean the task is good, right? 
Task owner:  I guess, maybe...  but I thought they’d do better… 
Partner 1:  I understand being disappointed, but don’t beat yourself up too much… who knows what they have going on at home.  You know how it is for some of these kids… the things at home… no telling where their minds are when they come to us…  and then we’re supposed to turn them into future college students. Look, you can only do so much…  I think this is a good task, and at least your students are doing something.  I think you should be proud. 
Task owner:  Well, I really love this content, and I tried to make it fun for the kids… they were the particles, and they acted things out…  They really had fun.  I thought the task was good because it asked them to develop models…  I’ve been trying to be more NGSS-like, you know?  And making models is one of the practices, right? 
Partner 2:  That’s right, models is a practice.  And clearly there is DCI stuff, you know, content…  and I’m sure there’s a cross-cutting concept somewhere – there almost always is even if you don’t see it.  So I think you’ve got a 3-dimensional task.  Great job!  I’d like to use it, if you don’t mind sharing. 
Partner 1:  Me too, I’d like to use it also.  My curriculum coach says we’re supposed to be doing more of that 3 dimensional learning.  I’m going to show my principal so that she knows I’m doing 3 dimensional learning.  I’m gonna look goooooood! 
Task owner:  Thanks, guys.  I really didn’t feel so good before this because they didn’t do as well as I’d expected.  I feel a little better now, I think…  But I still wonder if the task could be better… 
SCENARIO 2 
Task owner:  Ok, so we’ve identified what the key ideas that should be present for a proficient response to this task.  Thanks for your help with that.  I’ve got some student work…  Let’s look at it using the scoring guide like the protocol suggests – can we find evidence for the ideas we put in the scoring guide?  How can I make this task better so that I can get clear evidence of what my students really know? 
Partner 1:  Well… as I look at the student work, OVERALL, I notice that you can pretty much group the students into 2 categories – 1 group seems to show evidence that they understand that each state of matter is made out of particles – and their models reflect that, and the other group seems to still be at the macro level with phases of matter. 
Task owner:  I noticed that too.  Would our scoring guide have caught that? 
Partner 1:  Oh Yeah, the scoring guide, good point.  I think so, if I remember right…  Sure, it does.  Right here, this 3rd item…  
Partner 2:  Wait a minute…  The task asks them to make a model, but it isn’t very specific.  How did the kids know they were supposed to make a PARTICLE model? 
Task owner:  Well…  in class we made physical models of the states of matter using THEM as the particles.  Haven’t you ever done that?  They loved it.  And so we talked about matter being made up of particles, how they each were one of the particles, and how the particles behave in each state of matter.  They actually acted this out.  We even dissolved a piece of salt.  It got pretty in depth, and they really seemed to catch on.  Really…  it was one of my better lessons.  They could even tell me why table salt would dissolve faster than rock salt – you know, rock salt that you use for making homemade ice cream.   
Partner 2:  But I guess what I’m saying is this:  is the task wording clear about the expectation?  If you wanted a particle model for matter, does a student know that from the prompt? 
Task owner:  Oh, I see… and actually, I did think about that…  But my concern was this:  If I say that explicitly – create a model that shows the particle nature…  isn’t that leading them too much?   
Partner 1:  I think it might be…  hmm…  what if you word it in a different way?  Something like:  develop a model that is effective for explaining something… you know, like with a context…  I don’t know… like ice vs liquid water in a glass.  A model that shows why ice doesn’t take the shape of a glass but water does.  A model to explain that phenomenon… 
Task owner:  But what about the gas?  We did gases, too. 
Partner 1:  Yeah, but maybe that comes later…  I don’t know, just thinking…  Thinking about how to know that the evidence you get REALLY demonstrates what each student really understands about their model for matter in at least 2 states at this point.  And then you’d have a really solid foundation.  Then building a model for gases might make more sense. 
Task owner:  I see what you’re getting at…  I think you might be on to something.  I’m going to write that down… I need to keep in mind that they should be able to use the model to explain something kinda specific – I can see how that would cause them to think deeper.  Also, maybe my task doesn’t have to do all phases at once.  Maybe there’s something to be gained by keeping things practical (like water and ice in a glass) to know they really get the model.  I need clear evidence.  This is good… So let’s look back at the student work and scoring guide for something else… 
Partner 2:  Hey, before we move on, there is something that has bothered me that is right along this thinking.  What evidence do you have that these models are really the students’ own thinking?  Aren’t the kids with better memories just repeating the models you drew in class? 
Task owner:  I didn’t draw any models in class.  They just acted this out… you know, with them as the particles.  We did talk about how this was a model, and that matter is made of particles, but I didn’t draw anything.  This was their first try at that – actually making a different model.  But I’ve been bugged by that same idea:  if WE show them a model and then they just regurgitate that model, then how do we know exactly what they know?  That’s why I used this task at this point… so they would create their first particle model on paper themselves – without someone showing them.  While I didn’t necessarily expect everyone to have perfect particle models like we’re used to making, I did think they’d have something to build on – and I’d know what was in their head. 
Partner 2:  Really?  I wouldn’t have thought of that – I wouldn’t think they’d know what to do in drawing a particle model if I hadn’t shown them.  And several of them got it, too.  Interesting.  I’m pretty impressed… maybe they can do more than I think they can.  So I want to write this down -- I guess we should always challenge the kids to make different types of models BEFORE we show them.  You know, textbooks always show those particle models to explain what’s going on…  I really just followed that in my classroom, you know, the stuff in textbooks.  I guess I figured they knew best.  This is much better. 
Task owner:  You know, modeling is so important – such an important part of science.  That’s one thing I love about NGSS – all the use of models.  If kids really understand models – I mean really understand what they can be used for -- then they would understand science at such a deeper level… (task owner drones on about modeling) 
Partner 1:  This is great conversation; really, I’m with you on the importance of modeling…  But we don’t have a lot of time so let’s get back to the scoring guide and student work so we don’t miss something else.   
Task owner:  You’re right, thanks for keeping me focused.  This is so helpful, and I’m feeling really good that we are going to make this task a lot better. 
Partner 2:  Yeah, I agree.  This is good, but we have lots more to consider… 
Partner 1:  OK, so if we look for evidence of their models showing motion… 
THE END 


