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FOCUS on Building Science Proficiency

Introduction/Need for Innovation

Current initiatives in education, both governmentally, and privately funded, have focused on improving student achievement in science, math, and technology (U.S. Department of Education, 2004, American Association for the Advancement of Science, 2007). Efforts include new curriculum, reformed assessments, and even national summits geared toward improving teachers’ abilities to teach content matter (Allan, 2004). According to the Alliance for Excellent Education (2005), teacher quality is an essential factor in predicting student performance. Research also supports using experiential learning techniques to enhance content retention, especially in mathematics and science (Weinberg, Basile, & Albright, 2011). One way to add exposure to experiential learning activities and increase teacher efficacy without adding work for in-service teachers is to develop a partnership with a university offering majors in science. By, offering course credit for university students interested in working with the local school system, students are exposed to more hands-on activities, the university students are engaged in the community, and the teachers gain exposure to activities they can recreate in the future. 

How it Works

Project FOCUS (Fostering our Community’s Understanding of Science) is a university course pairing university students with local school teachers. University students enroll in a three credit hour course which involves them spending three hours a week in a public school classroom conducting hands-on science activities. University students are expected to spend a total of 40 hours in the public school by the end of the semester. A partnership exists between university faculty and the local 5th grade principal who identifies potential teacher participants. The university students provide a weekly calendar of their available free time and the principal matches the university students with teachers based upon best schedule fit. University students plan with their teacher each week and develop hands-on activities to accentuate the content lessons presented by the teacher. The university students do not teach the class as a whole. Instead they work with small groups that rotate through while the teacher works with the rest of the class. While the university students do prepare activity plans for each activity, they do not present new content or prepare full lesson plans. 

Results to Date

Project FOCUS is in its third year of implementation. Teachers are very interested in participating and each year more teachers have applied for consideration. The greatest challenge to make schedules work and get 40 hours of contact time when working around school testing, spring break and other holidays for both university and grade school. The first year, all of the university students were majoring in agriculture education. Word has spread about the class and now students of other majors are taking part as well. 

Agriculture education majors indicate this class has increased their comfort level in the classroom and solidified their interest in becoming future teachers. In one case, course participation was a factor in a student deciding not to pursue a teaching certificate. In addition, the experience of developing science activities had integrated them to the process of lesson planning on a small scale. Other university faculty indicated that ag ed majors who were involved with Project FOCUS as juniors performed better on lesson planning assignments as part of their senior level curriculum planning course than did students not involved in Project FOCUS. 

Students in other majors have shared that they have developed greater understanding of science principles due to the act of teaching those principles to others. The process of breaking the information down to a 5th grade level and conducting hands on activities has helped with their own knowledge retention. Additionally, university students have developed better overall communication skills. 

Participating teachers have shared that their students are very excited about days when the university students were present. Students’ desire to participate has boosted good behavior and helped struggling students become more involved in the classroom. In addition, teachers have requested copies of activity plans so they can continue to perform the activities with their students even if they do not continue to participate in Project FOCUS.

Future Plans

With the 2013 FOCUS class progressing successfully, plans are to continue the partnership with the 5th grade campus for the foreseeable future. If student participation increases beyond the number of interested 5th grade teachers, opportunity exists for a partnership with the 4th grade principal and teachers as well. A database of most successful activities is being built for use by future participants. Activities are being made available digitally in addition to hard copies being assembled and available in the on-campus resource room. 

Costs/Resources Needed

University students are responsible for their own transportation to and from the school and are also responsible for obtaining a local background check from the police department which costs five dollars. The school has some supplies on h and which are made available to the university students. Additional consumable resources are the responsibility of the university students in lieu of a textbook. Copies of the 5th grade standards coaching book are provided by the university on a loan basis. These books cost about $20 each. Copies of the science textbook are made available for loan by the classroom teacher. Activities are available through the class database as well as other free online resources. 
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