Course Discussion

MAMA 2008

Nan Hughes


“Troublesome Waters…Bridges of Hope” is the last unit in a three part series as described in the cover page and lesson plan proposal.  It has been a luxury for me as the students’ Library Media Specialist to have the opportunity to work with these middle school students on lessons that combine what they have studied in civics, geography and world history along with information and technology literacy skills.  

In addition, our school district has had a number of initiatives over the course of these three years.  In Year I, teachers and administrators agreed it was important to continue using the Big6 research approach with all the students.  (A copy of the Big6 research steps is included.)  Teaching the MAMA units presents an opportunity to review the vocabulary of the Big6 and model for the students how the process is applied to research questions, the research process and evaluating research outcomes.  My teaching partner was also my partner in a technology grant that focused on the Big6.  We are in agreement about emphasizing the research process and guiding the kids using the Big6.

In Year II, initiatives continued to focus on reading with additional emphasis on writing.  The MAMA units lend themselves to discussions about the importance of reading for background knowledge, reading primary source materials, and understanding content material.  For Year III, the students will be asked to explore the rich amount of content material available to them online so that they are better able to understand and discuss the issues of the unit.  

I asked the 40 students to help me evaluate the Year II unit (Step Six of the Big6 is evaluation) and I very much appreciated their insights.  Some students felt there was “too much” reading.  One student let me know that he felt there was not enough discussion.  I agree with the second comment, but not necessarily the first.  The packet of readings for Year II was a little daunting, but the readings were short and their classroom teacher gave them time to read in class.  I selected the readings to cover gaps in the students’ background knowledge that would cause them difficulties on the MAMA test.  They read about Northwood’s lore, immigrant children, the Bennett Law, and the cutover region.  In Year III, I am going to try a different approach.  Students will be divided into groups and asked to look at web sites dealing with civil rights, migrant workers, Hmong culture and Somali refugees and present what they discovered to the class.  To help me slow down for discussion, I inserted “spacer” slides into the PowerPoint presentation to make sure that I give the classes time to reflect on the material, ask questions, and share connections.  I am also planning on enlisting the help of the classroom teacher with guiding discussions and reminding me to slow down for student input.

Year III will put an emphasis on writing.  The eighth graders will partner with the fourth graders, follow up their research and then write their part for a reader’s theater script.  I am hoping that the students will see that research, reading and writing actually do work together to make meaningful presentations that can be shared.  

Additionally, there have been recent issues in our middle school with some students misunderstanding the issues of academic honesty, plagiarism, copyright, collusion, etc.  I am hoping that a written exercise like this will help them understand the difference between quoting from source material and copying from source material.  Mr. Zacho and I hope to partner on a unit about these specific issues early in the school year.  Writing should come easier for the kids when they have done the reading, discussing and critical thinking.

The MAMA units have changed my interactions with these students.  I really am thankful for a solid reason to go into a classroom and teach a complete unit.  My K-12 library schedule suffers, but I think the benefits outweigh the problems.  It helps my relationship with this group of kids, their teacher, and my understanding of what is expected of them in their social studies classroom.

Hopefully, Year III will continue to bring positive changes to their course.  I think it helps the classroom teacher to be in a team teaching situation.  The TW…BOH unit will not add any work to the classroom teacher’s load, but will give the students a full-blown research project for their practice and knowledge.  

The content that the MAMA unit highlights would not necessarily be covered with these students.  I think they have liked looking into community AND global issues.  They also like seeing that Mrs. Hughes has had to do homework, too!  And they seem very accepting of being part of the larger group that is the MAMA study.  I am also trying to model the correct use of a PowerPoint presentation.  Slides should have citations, the presenter should not just read the slides to the group, and graphics can help tell a story and convey important information are some of the strategies I hope to get across to the kids.

Classroom teachers are always wary of “additional” content that has to be somehow added to their already packed schedules.  I have had absolutely NO feelings that their classroom teacher feels that something has been missed because the MAMA units have been added.  The students have picked up the pace during those weeks when the units have been taught.  This will happen in Year III as well.

The silver lining this past year was the reaction of the fourth graders.  They really took their roles as immigrants seriously and I was very proud of them.  Some elementary students also took special notice of the work the middle schoolers completed.  They were thoughtful evaluators—both making positive comments and seeing things that could have been improved on.  I also think the middle schoolers liked the idea that they were taking on a teaching role for the younger kids.  Year III hopes to build on these positives.  I am not sure how it will go for the 4th graders to talk over their books with the 8th graders.  I do know that it will be an interesting and perhaps memorable interaction.  Middle schoolers love to be “on stage.”  I am hoping that they will step up for the presentation and that this will also make an impression on the fourth graders.  

My thinking about community during the summer institutes has helped me structure my lessons; I hope the students will be able to apply their thoughts to community to many topics they will cover in social studies classes.

Mr. Zacho and I are talking about the possibilities of repeating the MAMA units each year as new 6-8th students move through our middle school.  I think this will be feasible if everyone can find the flexibility to accommodate the units.  This would be a great thing if we can resolve to make it happen.  I am thankful that the people involved with MAMA were flexible and understanding and let a librarian join the fellowship.  I can only say that my fellow librarians who did not jump at the opportunity missed a chance to initiate positive change, work with great educators, and gain a great perspective on teaching history.  I was glad to see that there have been librarians attending the workshops during the school year.  I know I am more confident about managing the history sections of our library media center and I have a better relationship with Mr. Dewey’s 900s!  I will be looking forward to teaching the students in the new school year and together building some sturdy bridges to carry them over any troublesome waters!

The Big6™ Skills  

“The Big6 is a process model of how people of all ages solve an information problem. From practice and study, we found that successful information problem-solving encompasses six stages with two sub-stages under each:

1. Task Definition   

1.1 Define the information problem
1.2 Identify information needed

2. Information Seeking Strategies 

2.1 Determine all possible sources
2.2 Select the best sources

3. Location and Access
3.1 Locate sources (intellectually and physically)
3.2 Find information within sources

4. Use of Information
4.1 Engage (e.g., read, hear, view, touch)
4.2 Extract relevant information

5. Synthesis
5.1 Organize from multiple sources
5.2 Present the information

6. Evaluation
6.1 Judge the product (effectiveness)
6.2 Judge the process (efficiency)

People go through these Big6 stages—consciously or not—when they seek or apply information to solve a problem or make a decision. It’s not necessary to complete these stages in a linear order, and a given stage doesn’t have to take a lot of time. We have found that in almost all successful problem-solving situations, all stages are addressed.

In addition to considering the Big6 as a process, another useful way to view the Big6 is as a set of basic, essential life skills. These skills can be applied across situations—to school, personal, and work settings. The Big6 Skills are applicable to all subject areas across the full range of grade levels. Students use the Big6 Skills whenever they need information to solve a problem, make a decision, or complete a task.

The Big6 Skills are best learned when integrated with classroom curriculum and activities. Teachers and library media specialists can begin to use the Big6 immediately by:

• Using the Big6 terminology when giving various tasks and assignments
• Talking students through the process for a particular assignment
• Asking key questions and focusing attention on specific Big6 actions to accomplish.

 “The Big6 Skills.”  The Big6:  Information and Technology Skills for Student Achievement.  Accessed online at www.big6.com.

