Survey Says…
Do people really care if 52% of the population likes pepperoni better than sausage on their pizza? Apparently, yes. If they didn’t, magazines, television shows, internet sites, newspapers, and various other media wouldn’t publish these endless polls. As of this writing, Access Hollywood allows viewers to vote on who they think Jennifer Anniston should date, whether it is a good idea for Lindsay Lohan to move to Texas, and whether the Balloon Boy incident in Colorado was a hoax. People seem to love to give their opinion and see the results, instantly. Perhaps there is something comforting in having people agree with you. Perhaps polls just give a window on human nature. Either way, it’s popular and thus would make an efficient lesson for reaching this generation of students, gathering and sorting information, and writing for publication.

First, this lesson is well-suited to the net generation, defined by author Don Tapscott in his book, Grown Up Digital, as those born between 1977-97. Based on a $4 million research project with over 10,000 interviews, the book describes this generation as having eight norms. Among those are freedom, customization, entertainment, collaboration, and speed. This lesson addresses those areas by allowing students to look at the collected data with fresh eyes. There is no right/wrong answer, only the need to well-support their analysis. Students are free to combine the variables of the data as they wish to show different populations. Working with MS Access, gives them the speed they need to manage multiple configurations of data. Students work together in collaborative small groups while initially sorting data. Then they collaborate with larger groups to get feedback on their initial findings. Finally, it has a definite entertainment factor since they are dealing with statistics on the student body to which they belong.

The database component of the lesson challenges thinking skills. According to Priscilla Norton and Debra Sprague, authors of Technology for Teaching, “a wide range of problem-solving skills is associated with database use.”  In this instance, the goal is to have students not just count how many students buy their lunch, but to examine data for possible explanation of the result. For example, they may reason that an increase in food allergies or health conscious behavior has made an impact in this trend. They could then follow up on their suppositions by interviewing students and/or adults in the school. Certainly another advantage to the database part of this lesson is the software skill learned. Most 7th graders have not had much if any opportunity to work with Access.

Finally, the lesson allows for the student to practice writing skills used in all parts of the curriculum, but especially in Language Arts. Middle school students take the writing SOL in eighth grade. This SOL is graded on a three part rubric, measuring Composition, Written Expression, and Usage/Mechanics. This assignment strengthens skills in each of these domains. It also strengthens the 7th grade SOL of making inferences as well.

In The Victorian Internet, author Tom Standage says that technology affects other systems in society like a web, not just a linear succession. After students create the feature article, they have written for publication. Reflection questions afterwards should focus students can on how outside publications influence them. In Standage’s model, the technology of rapid publishing would also affect systems such as values, beliefs, attitudes, knowledge, communication, and education. A worthwhile discussion would center on real uses for the information gathered. For example, a prospective local restaurant owner might be interested that his potential customers favored hot subs to pizza. Another discussion would be how this information might affect an individual’s values, beliefs, or attitudes.

Years back, my son’s preschool teacher offered wisdom for teachers everywhere. She said she keeps the lesson so fun that the students don’t realize they are “learning.” While not everything can be fun 24/7, there is a practical take here. Students will learn concepts if they are engaged in what they are doing. It isn’t just memorizing, but an experiential revelation that will stay with them much longer. I bet there is even a poll somewhere that backs me up.

