Conferring with Colleagues
I met with my grade level team to share the Imagine-It project and ask for input and guidance on working around my concerns.  My team is a trusted and supportive group of professionals who I have worked with and sought advice from during my years at this school.  The biggest challenge we tackled was the schedule.  Unfortunately even though there was a lot of brainstorming because of the mandates that we are under, there was no way to take away the additional components that I have been asked to teach. However, it was suggested that I use time-saving tricks such as: teach the character education and AVID lessons during breakfast by teaching various components of the lesson each day instead of all at once; introduce the Scholastic News magazine assignments in class and give as a homework packet that can be due at the end of each week.  Since we will now have an after school program that offers homework help, the majority of the students will have support to complete the assignments.  It was also suggested that I use the students’ assignment grades from the reading lab as a participation grade to ensure I am able to enter the required number of grades per subject per week.  
Suggestions for dealing with the challenges of the ELL students included, peer translators; Google translate; providing more pictures/visuals, changing my computer lab day to accommodate the ELL teacher “pushing in” to the classroom to provide language support; and utilizing a SECA that speaks Spanish (this may not be feasible based on potential budget cuts that would cause 4 staff members to lose their jobs in the upcoming weeks). The long range solution was a language class, but that could not be implemented this year.  Because all of us provide instruction to the same students, the challenges I have are also challenges they have and they are eager to fix. 
As expected, support for this project was strong, and my team members would also like to incorporate some ideas into their own content areas as it aligns to the leadership plan to improve student discourse. 

I informally shared some of my work dilemmas with friends not associated with my school.  ASS a result of this conversation, I was able to establish a partnership with a science professor at the University of Chicago who will come to my school once a week with a few of his graduate and undergraduate students for an after-school science experience to generate excitement about some of the recent advances in science.   This will occur primarily through experiments and demonstrations as well as providing information on the possibilities for different careers in science.  This will provide a WEEKLY OPPORTUNITY FOR COMMUNICATING WITH EXPERTS IN THE FIELD OF SCIENCE. 
Focus Group Feedback
The students had great suggestions for advancing their science communication skills.  In years past, I taught vocabulary to my homeroom students, some of whom I have again this year.  It was suggested that we use the strategies and organizers that we used in the vocabulary program to help them to better learn and reinforce new vocabulary fore science, social science, character education and AVID.   All of the students were excited when the use of “money language (the receipt of class cash for the accurate use of vocabulary)” and blogging were discussed.  One of the most surprising and honest suggestions was for incorporating more opportunities for speaking so that they can develop a comfort level for not just discussions or question and answer sessions, but also presentations so that they don’t feel so shy.  This comment led to some discussion about focusing and listening to each other and demonstrating respect for peers during activities and discussions.
I was also very pleasantly surprised to hear many students say that they would feel comfortable communicating with experts in science.  There were still a few students who expressed apprehension at the thought of this.  Some thought they might be “talked down to” or they wouldn’t be able to relate to each other. 
I will definitely incorporate the students’ ideas about utilizing strategies those for vocabulary development and will make sure that students have more opportunities to present more.  This can be done by having students STAND EVERYTIME they speak, have students read/present objectives and agenda for the day as well as increase their partner/table talk time as well and share out time.  Initially, I hesitated about teaching during breakfast because I have as fairly high tardy rate; however, the students enjoy the character education curriculum, and that could provide an incentive for students to get to school on time.   None of the suggestions were far-fetched, and all I feel are worth developing and trying out if it will provide more instructional time and help my students grow in science knowledge and increase their communication skills.
