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The Bottleneck:

Students don’t use language precisely.  They don’t know the  meanings of words, or for some other reason use very different words interchangeably.  When they have trouble with the simple words, like “fruit” and “seed,” they cannot figure out the complex concepts that require these words to discuss.

The Learning Task:

Recognize when a particular word in inappropriate, and a different word would be better.  To do this, one must know

•  what the words mean.

•  the concept one is trying to discuss.

•  whether the words accurately communicate the concept.

Unfortunately, if a student doesn’t know they don’t know what a word means, they probably don’t know they don’t know it, and are content to use it wrong—and conclude that “science just doesn’t make sense.”

Modeling:

Present a statement made by a student (probably one from a prior year, to avoid embarrassment), and discuss the word choices and what the statement actually says.  Think aloud about why the statement fails to communicate.  Think aloud about what the statement actually says.  Then rewrite the statement to correct these problems.

Practice:

Ask students to summarize a key point of the lesson, or descibe a diagram in words—whatever is appropriate to the concept that is the focus of the lesson.  This gives them the opportunity to practice writing with sufficient precision and accuracy to communicate with someone else.  Have them record on their statement, and in their notes, the number of the seat in which they are sitting.

Feedback:

Collect and redistribute the statements, so every student gets someone else’s.  Ask each student to evaluate the written statement that they received, doing the following:

•  circle words that are not appropriate

•  underline phrases or groups of words that are unclear

