Michigan Department of Education Update

By Kevin Richard,  Science Education Consultant

Hello science teachers.  I hope this fall is welcoming you pleasantly and now that you are off to a great start, you are seeing the fruition of all those new ideas. While this position is ever exciting, I still miss my 27 years of welcoming students back to school.  I have been asked to write about the science content expectations project and share some of the discussions taking place. As you may know, Science is also considering grade level and grade span content expectations.  Math, ELA, and Social Studies are going to Grade Level Content Expectations. There are advantages in going to grade level and advantages to remaining grade span.  Here are items being considered.

For creating grade level content expectations:  

· Student mobility is on the increase.  No longer do working parents stay at their career for a lifetime, many must relocate.  When they relocate, their children must as well.  If there is no common content expectation by grade level, a student may have the same lessons in two years.  Ask yourself, how many 4th graders in your school are new since Kindergarten?

· Cross-district Common Professional Development can occur at a regional or state level.  Groups of 5th grade teachers could have a common activity regarding specific topics appropriate for their students’ development.

· Common Equipment and Kits could be created.  1st graders and 4th graders use different equipment.  Currently, lab equipment must be made generic enough to satisfy a range of ages.  With a defined grade, more efficient use of equipment will occur.

· Smaller districts would have a well developed curriculum as well as the needed resources that support the curriculum.  While larger districts have very well developed and articulated curricula, many of the smaller districts do not have a followed curriculum. It may have not been completely developed, rather based upon the teachers at the school at the time.

· It would form consistency with the other subjects.  People are in the habit of thinking and saying GLCE.  It is a mindset that many are using already.  Grade level content expectations would enable MEAP to have one reporting system and help those evaluating results to have commonality.

· Integration with other subjects could be done at the state level.  For example, mathematics GLCE teach bar graphs in 3rd grade.  It would be nice to teach bar graphs in the context of science.  However, we don’t know what is taught in 3rd grade science state-wide.  This forces mathematics to teach their subjects in the contexts of social studies and English Language Arts, leaving science on the “outside.”

· It would create less pressure on the 4th and 7th grade teachers.  Currently, the other grades don’t worry as much about the curriculum.  Their attitude is “the 4th grade teacher can catch that.”  Unfortunately, the 4th grade teacher cannot do it all; there must be a distribution of work throughout the grades.

For grade span content expectations:

· We satisfy NCLB with respect to science. The current requirement by NCLB is to test once at elementary, middle, and high school.  We test students in grades 5, 8, and 11.  The need to change is coming from a state decision, not a federal.

· There would be an expense to districts that have articulated grade level benchmarks already.  It has taken money and time for districts to train their staff and supply their elementary schools to satisfy their current curriculum.  If they had to revise their curriculum, it would take new time and money.

· There is no instructional reason to create state-wide content expectations by grade level.  Each district currently instructs their students with their own strategies and curriculum meeting the needs of their students.

· Each district has the option of subject specific or integrated classes in their middle school.  Different districts have different definitions of middle school.  Some start in 5th grade or 6th grade.  Junior high schools start in 7th grade.  While many elementary schools are integrated in their teaching and most high schools are subject specific, the middle school level is divided.  Grade span allows this to continue based on the districts’ desires.

· Endorsement concerns are minimized.  If there was a state-wide curriculum with an integrated approach, many 7th and 8th grade teachers without the DX or DI endorsement could no longer teach their grade.  Conversely, if the state-wide content expectations put Life Sciences in 7th grade, only those teachers with a DA, DX or DI endorsement could teach that grade.

· MEAP currently assesses by grade span and its format reflects this.  Moving to grade level may require a new format for the test.

· What is assessed is what is taught.  The reality is some districts teach to a test, and not to their students.  If there are no tests by grade level, then these districts will see no reason to articulate by grade level. 

This has been an often debated, often discussed, and occasionally heated topic.   However, a decision must be made shortly to reset our course for Michigan.  Whatever direction our state goes will incur hurdles to overcome. One thing is certain, no matter what decision is made; there will be much discussion by MSTA and others.  No matter what decision is eventually decided, let us remember to keep our students first.  All of Michigan’s science educators are needed to make the best possible benchmarks and content expectations, not just those who favor the decision.  We will all own it, so let’s make it the best one possible.

As always, if you have any additional comments or questions, please contact me at (517) 373-4223 or at RichardKe@michigan.gov and www.Michigan.gov/science.

