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I show that the Modeling physics curriculum is readily accommodated by most teachers in favor 
of traditional didactic pedagogies.  This is so, at least in part, because Modeling focuses on a 
small set of connected models embedded in a self-consistent theoretical framework and thus is 
closely congruent with human cognition in this context which is to generate mental models of 
physical phenomena as both predictive and explanatory devices.  Whether a teacher fully imple-
ments the Modeling pedagogy depends on the depth of the teacher’s commitment to inquiry-
based instruction, specifically Modeling instruction, as a means of promoting student under-
standing of Newtonian mechanics.  Moreover, this commitment trumps all other characteristics: 
teacher educational background, content coverage issues, student achievement data, district or 
state learning standards, and district or state student assessments.  Indeed, distinctive differences 
exist in how Modeling teachers deliver their curricula and some teachers are measurably more 
effective than others in their delivery, but they all share an unshakable belief in the efficacy of 
inquiry-based, constructivist-oriented instruction.  The Modeling Workshops’ pedagogy, dura-
tion, and social interactions impacts teachers’ self-identification as members of a professional 
community.  Finally, I discuss the consequences my research may have for the Modeling Instruc-
tion program designers and for designers of professional development programs generally. 
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Introduction 
 

During the years 1995 through 2000 (and intermittently thereafter) the Views About Sci-
ence Survey (Halloun & Hestenes, 1996 – see Appendix 9) was administered to thousands of 
high school and college science students and also to many teachers and instructors.  Halloun & 
Hestenes describe the “VASS” as “a survey of student views about science for the purpose of 
assessing the influence of these views on learning.”  They used survey data to develop “profiles” 
with respect to respondents’ views about science.  At the extremes are “expert” and “folk” views 
and in between is a “mixed” or “transitional” view.  I will go into more detail about this survey 
later, but suffice it to say that Halloun & Hestenes found that college instructors generally hold 
“expert” views about science, high school teachers do so as well but not as consistently, and 
most students considerably less so.   

 
As a matter of course this survey was administered to the high school teachers attending 

the summer leadership workshops (1995-1999) conducted by the Modeling Instruction in High 
School Physics program and thus to the six teachers who are the subjects of this study (see 
http://modeling.asu.edu).  These teachers completed the survey in 1998, during the first of two 
consecutive summer workshops.  Their average profile was 86% expert, 10% mixed, and 4% 
folk, only slightly below the college instructor average profile of 90% expert reported by Hal-
loun & Hestenes.  What was of more interest to me, however, was whether there were any sig-
nificant differences in my subjects’ responses to this survey and whether these differences mani-
fested themselves in teachers’ classroom practices and, in particular, with respect to the extent to 
which a teacher implements the Modeling Instruction (Wells, Hestenes & Swackhamer, 1995) 
pedagogy which lies at the heart of this study.  The short answers are yes and no. 

 
The teachers in this study disagreed most in their responses to survey question 21: “The 

laws of physics are: (a) inherent in the nature of things and independent of how humans think vs. 
(b) invented by physicists to organize their knowledge about the natural world.”  According to 
Halloun & Hestenes, the “expert” response option is “Towards ‘Only (b)’,” what some philoso-
phers of the nature of science would call the “constructivist” perspective as distinguished from 
the “empiricist” (folk) perspective implied by alternative (a).  Choices are along a seven-point 
scale: two of the teachers selected an “expert” option, three teachers selected a “folk” option, and 
the last teacher selected a “mixed” option.  What is interesting about these responses is that I 
would judge five of the six teachers full-fledged “Modelers,” which is to say they embraced the 
Modeling pedagogy at the workshops and do so to this day.  It is the teacher who selected a 
“folk” option who (now) least implements Modeling and the teacher I judge most expert that se-
lected a “mixed” option. 

 
As one might expect, the teachers also disagreed in their responses to question 22: “The 

laws of physics portray the real world: (a) exactly the way it is vs. (b) by approximation.”  This 
time four teachers selected the so-called “expert” view (b), including the most expert Modeler 
and the non-Modeler; and the teachers that had selected a “folk” option for question 21, but who 
are nevertheless Modelers, now chose “folk” and “mixed” options, respectively.  So, except for 
the non-Modeling teacher, the teachers’ responses are consistent across the two questions, that is, 
Modeling teachers generally held onto to their views whether “expert” or “folk.”  It would seem 
that the non-Modeling teacher is conflicted in his views about science.   
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As a point of information, my subjects were unanimous in their responses only to ques-
tion 2: “If I had a choice: (a) I would never take any physics course vs. (b) I would still take 
physics for my own benefit.”  I leave it to the reader to contemplate which was the teachers’ 
choice.   

 
When I queried the teachers about their views of the nature of science and scientific 

knowledge, it was quite clear they believe that there is something inherent in the nature of things 
independent of how humans think that makes inventing laws to organize knowledge about the 
natural world a reasonable thing to do, and nature (or our experience of it) seems to behave in a 
sufficiently consistent, repeatable manner so as to sustain the validity of these laws.  Most of the 
principles that they teach have withstood the tests of time and scientists and engineers have been 
able to manipulate nature in profound ways and open new lines of inquiry based on these very 
same tenets.  Though no teacher fully espoused one point of view over the other, the two posi-
tions are fairly well represented in two teachers’ statements below (both of whom I judge to be 
Modelers):  

 
Scientists believe that numbers represent the truth.  Scientists get their numbers 
from measuring things and then they try, they use different techniques to evaluate 
what those numbers mean.  We do that because we can make good predictions 
with numbers that are useful to us, they enhance our health, our welfare, and so 
this is something important to study and learn about because we're interested in 
our health and welfare. 
 
It's a way of understanding the universe around you by testing ideas for validity: 
does this work, in what situations does this work, what situations doesn't this 
work; the process of building these models whether they're mental or physical that 
approximate what's going on, that work in certain situations but not necessarily in 
every situation.  I guess the process of learning science and constructing that sci-
entific knowledge is the process of building the models, testing them in different 
situations; could be actually in the lab, could be mentally, thinking about will that 
work here or there. 

 
In other words, whether a teacher believes the laws of physics portray the real world exactly the 
way it is or by approximation, they all believe there is something quite real behind them.  What 
is more, contrary to the work of some science education researchers (e.g., Tsai, 2006), this belief 
has no apparent impact on a teacher’s ability or inclination to implement Modeling, an emphati-
cally constructivist-oriented pedagogy.  So what does? 
 

This research project was guided by the following three questions: 
1.  How and to what extent does the design of the Modeling pedagogy induce conceptual change 

in teachers’ conceptions of physics content and pedagogy? 
2.  What factors, including teachers’ beliefs and background as well as their participation in the 

community of discourse embodied by the workshops and the Modeling program generally, 
influence their implementation of the Modeling pedagogy in their classrooms?  
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3. How might the program be redesigned to increase the number of high performing teachers 
and, similarly, how might teachers be supported after completing a workshop so as to reach 
high levels of implementation?   

 
I will show that the Modeling physics curriculum is readily accommodated by most teachers 

in favor of traditional didactic pedagogies.  This is so, at least in part, because Modeling focuses 
on a small set of connected models embedded in a self-consistent theoretical framework and thus 
is closely congruent with human cognition in this context which is to generate mental models of 
physical phenomena as both predictive and explanatory devices.  Whether a teacher fully imple-
ments the Modeling pedagogy will be shown to depend on the depth of the teacher’s commit-
ment to inquiry-based instruction, specifically Modeling instruction, as a means of promoting 
student understanding of Newtonian mechanics.  Moreover, I will show that this commitment 
trumps all other characteristics: teacher educational background, content coverage issues, student 
achievement data, district or state learning standards, and district or state student assessments.  
Indeed, distinctive differences exist in how Modeling teachers deliver their curricula and some 
teachers are measurably more effective than others in their delivery, but they all share an un-
shakable belief in the efficacy of inquiry-based, constructivist-oriented instruction.  I will also 
examine the impact of the Modeling Workshops’ pedagogy, duration, and social interactions on 
teachers’ self-identification as members of a professional community.  Finally, I will discuss the 
consequences my research may have for the Modeling Instruction program designers and for de-
signers of professional development programs generally. 
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Modeling Instruction in Physics 
 

The Modeling Method of Instruction in High School Physics (Wells, Hestenes & Swack-
hamer, 1995) was designed by an exceptional high school physics teacher, Malcolm Wells, under 
the direction of David Hestenes at Arizona State University.  How Malcolm came to develop the 
Modeling Method is a fascinating story in its own right and the reader is referred to the article 
cited above for the details.  Modeling instruction incorporates the work of Karplus (1975) and his 
“learning cycle,” a pedagogical model he originally developed to help elementary teachers teach 
science concepts.  Much work and research on learning cycles has been conducted since then and 
nearly every K-12 science educator by now is familiar with one iteration or another of what has 
come to be called an “inquiry approach” to science teaching.  Karplus’s original learning cycle 
had three stages: exploration, explanation, and application (Karplus, 1977).  The thrust of the 
model is that “science learning should be a process of self–regulation in which the learner forms 
new reasoning patterns. These will result from reflection, after the pupil interacts with phenom-
ena and with the ideas of others” (Sunal & Sunal, 2000).  Latter-day educators have expanded 
Karplus’s model into the now ubiquitous “5E” learning cycle model: engagement, exploration, 
explanation, elaboration, and evaluation (e.g., Bybee, 1989), but the epistemological foundation 
is the same.   

 
Modeling Instruction and its “modeling cycle” (Wells, Hestenes & Swackhamer, 1995; 

Hestenes, 1987; Hestenes, 1992; Hestenes, 1995; Hestenes, 2006; Halloun, 2004) is well-situated 
in this tradition, but it has a few unique features.  First is an overarching emphasis on the devel-
opment of well-defined, comprehensive, and systematic conceptual models of physical phenom-
ena.  Hestenes (2006) gives us two reasons for this: 

 
The great game of science is modeling the real world, and each 
scientific theory lays down a system of rules for playing the game.   
The object of the game is to construct valid models of real objects and  
processes. Such models comprise the content core of scientific knowledge.  
To understand science is to know how scientific models are constructed 
and validated. The main objective of science instruction should therefore  
be to teach the modeling game. 
 
Cognition in science, math, and everyday life is basically about making  
and manipulating mental models. 

 
That is, the content of scientific knowledge is conceptual models (that are subject to objective 
validation) and the content of personal knowledge is mental models.  Thus, modeling should be 
the “main objective of science instruction” because it is how science is done, and Modeling 
should be an effective pedagogy because it is congruent with human cognition.  The critical dis-
tinction made here between conceptual and mental models is the difference between symbolic 
representations (e.g., graphs, mathematical formulae, diagrams) of physical realties developed 
alone or in concert with other observers as explanatory and/or predictive devices and the mental 
constructions individually derived directly from sensory perception of the same physical realities 
but without the “intermediary of symbolic forms” (Hestenes, 2006).  The box below is from 
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Hestenes (1995); it is a synopsis of what should be the end product of science instruction, a com-
plete “model specification” which is embedded in the context of a specific physical theory. 

 
The major assumption of this research project, therefore, is that by attending Modeling Work-
shops physics teachers are exposed to both a new theory (for them) of learning, which restruc-
tures their conceptions about learning physics, and a new physics pedagogy, which restructures 
their conceptions about teaching physics.    
 

The second distinctive feature of the Modeling pedagogy is the Modeling Cycle. The 
Modeling Cycle has been designed specifically to help promote conceptual change (Posner et al, 
1982) by creating an environment in which student misconceptions can be confronted and then 
resolved via a series of carefully structured experiences and dialogues.  This aspect of Modeling 
surely must find its epistemological and pedagogical antecedents in the works of education re-
searchers such as Bruner (1960), Vygotsky (1978), and Arons (1977, 1990), if not directly, then 
at least as a consequence of their profound reshaping of the fundamental principles of teaching 
and learning that have so slowly rippled down to us in these latter days.  Bruner’s constructivist 
theories, Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal development,” and Arons’ insistence that physics stu-
dents have the opportunity to verbalize their understanding have each become inextricably en-
twined in the Modeling pedagogy.  Their work is mostly beyond the scope of this paper except 
insofar as acknowledging the debt owed by those of us who came after. 

 
As I describe the phases of one Modeling Cycle, it is critical that the reader understand 

that participants experience the complete sequence of Modeling Cycles over the course of the 
four-week Modeling Workshop in nearly the same manner it is intended they deliver the curricu-
lum in their own classrooms.  This sort of “immersion” is consistent with the recommendations 
of professional development researchers such as Hawley & Valli (1999); Etkina (2005); and 
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Loucks-Horsley, Love, Stiles, Mundry & Hewson (2003).  More is said about the professional 
development program in Study Context, below. 

 
 The Modeling Cycle has two stages, model development and model deployment.  “Stage 
I  is designed to lead students systematically through the four main phases of model development: 
description, formulation, ramification and validation.  Stage II is devoted to deployment of the 
model developed in Stage I to a variety of new physical situations in a variety of different ways” 
(Wells, Hestenes & Swackhamer, 1995). Each of these stages is further divided into phases.  The 
list of phases is taken from Halloun (2004), but the descriptions are based on my own training at 
Modeling Workshops and experience as a Modeler. 
 
Stage I – Model Development 
 
 1.  Exploration: Demonstration  

In the Exploration phase of Stage I students first are presented with a “paradigm experi-
ment,” that is, some sort of demonstration, hands-on activity, video depiction, or computer-based 
activity that manifests the as yet unspecified physical principles to be discovered.  This may be 
as simple as a toy truck moving across a table or as complicated as a modified Atwood’s ma-
chine.  An important feature of this phase is that it is a “carry-forward” from the previous model-
ing cycle, that is, it is the next logical step in building up a coherent theory (storyline) in the 
relevant physics sub-discipline.  The teacher solicits from the class “everyday social language” 
descriptions of the system under scrutiny thereby activating students’ prior knowledge.  All ob-
servations are accepted and duly recorded by the teacher for all to see.  Eventually, and this may 
well require that the teacher ask directing questions to refocus students’ thinking towards what 
the teacher knows are the relationships to be developed, a student makes a pertinent, but prelimi-
nary observation.  For example, a student might say the toy truck is moving at a “constant 
speed.”  The teacher then (gently) challenges that one student to be more explicit: What do you 
mean by “constant speed”?  This give and take continues until teacher and students are satisfied 
that a sufficiently complete description of the system has been generated.  The teacher now leads 
the class in a discussion to narrow the list of observations by identifying duplications, removing 
obvious non-sequiturs, and zeroing in on the salient features of the system.   
 
2.  Exploration: Nominal models  

The discussion shifts now to developing preliminary explanatory models.  This phase is 
initiated by asking students to consider what parameters might be descriptive of and/or account 
for the system’s behavior.  In this phase the teacher often challenges students to explain their 
theories or at least more precisely define the terms they use to describe their models.  The intent 
here is not to correct the students’ models per se, but rather to assist the students in making their 
thinking clear to the class and to themselves, typically by asking probing questions or paraphras-
ing students’ responses.   

 
3.  Model Adduction: Plausible model  

The next step involves guiding the class to a consensus as to the quantitative parameters 
that appear to affect the behavior of the object (system) under scrutiny and to discard those that 
do not.  Some extraneous “parameters” may survive this process, especially when student ex-
perience (or intuition) with the system is limited.  The teacher sometimes has to assume a more 
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authoritative posture here to bring the discussion to a timely close, to restrict the number of ex-
traneous parameters for efficiency’s sake, and to give the parameters their scientific labels, even 
though their (preliminary) functional roles were previously established.  At the close of this 
phase the class should have developed at least one test of the functional relationships between 
the specified variables.   

 
4. Model Adduction: Investigative design  

Now it is time for the students to design an experimental test(s) to attempt to establish the 
relationships between the variables.  Students are organized into groups for the purposes of de-
signing, conducting, and analyzing their experiments, and for presenting them as well.  Students 
are engaged in group conversations as they struggle to work out all the challenges associated 
with designing and setting up the experiment and collecting data.  This is a crucial first step in 
the process of model formulation because it is at this point that students confront their prior con-
ceptual models and they often need help organizing their thinking.  The teacher circulates around 
the room, mostly providing guidance in the form of directing questions or restating students’ 
questions and only rarely answers questions directly, usually about the proper use of test equip-
ment. 

 
5. Model Formulation: Investigation and initial model formulation  

Once students have collected experimental data they are expected to prepare a graphical 
representation of the characteristic relationships and to generate a (preliminary) mathematical 
model in anticipation of presenting their findings to the class (usually on a dry-erase “white-
board,” but there are other equally suitable media).   

 
The teaching sequence now enters the pivotal phase of initial model formulation – stu-

dent presentations.  There are a variety of ways for staging the presentations, but, in the end, the 
goal is to create a “safe” environment, one that fosters respectful student self-expression and 
promotes robust classroom discourse.  Typically one student from each group is designated by 
the teacher to stand at the front of the class and defend the group’s results which include a brief 
summary of the experimental procedure (if applicable) and a thorough explanation of their 
graphs and mathematical derivations.  They also must explain any other representational devices 
that may be depicted, such as free-body or other vector diagrams.  The use of multiple represen-
tations increases the likelihood that some aspect of the model specification is accessible to every 
student.   

 
The key feature of the whiteboard presentations is the questioning that follows.  Anyone 

in the class is free to ask questions of the presenter but the teacher generally holds his or her own 
questions until the students have had their chance.  Thus, the teacher serves initially as modera-
tor; sometimes helping students phrase or rephrase their questions, sometimes helping the pre-
senter with his or her responses.  Most students ask questions seeking information or explana-
tion, but more confident students often attempt to challenge the presenter on the validity of their 
graph or mathematical formula or their model formulation.  On rare occasions a question can 
spark a class-wide discussion and the teacher should be prepared to take a back seat. 

 
The crux of the Modeling Method, its very heart, lies in the interaction between the stu-

dent-presenters, their student-colleagues, and the teacher during the Model Formulation phase 
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and later during the Model Deployment phase.  These are the best opportunities in the cycle for 
the teacher to probe for individual student understanding and to make the “story” available for all 
the students in the class.   

 
6. Model Formulation: Rational model extrapolation  
 After the students’ presentations are complete and the model specification has evolved as 
far students can take it on their own, it is time for the teacher to step in and continue the devel-
opment of the scientific story.  The goal, of course, is to reach a developmentally appropriate 
level of closure, to the point that all relevant aspects of the model specification have been de-
fined, delineated, differentiated, and decontextualized.   
 
Stage II – Model Deployment 
 
7 & 8. Model Deployment: Elementary and Paradigmatic deployment  

The purpose of model deployment is to provide students with opportunities to more fully 
integrate the model specification into their conceptual profiles by applying their new perspective 
in novel situations, thus establishing the model as a generally applicable scientific rule.  De-
ployment activities typically include problem sets and “deployment labs.”  The problem sets are 
carefully designed to illuminate the different aspects of the model specification and are imple-
mented in a fashion similar to the procedures for the investigative phases of model development, 
i.e., students work in teams and present whiteboards.  A deployment lab can be a new experi-
ment, a demonstration, or even a computer simulation, but the cycle begins immediately in the 
investigative phase (step 6) and with no moderation by the teacher.   

 
It is during the deployment phase that whole-class discussions about the model are most 

likely because by this time many students will have had sufficient exposure to the “scientific 
view” to have begun to appropriate the model.  They are more confident in their use of school 
science social language and are more willing to challenge and test their colleagues’ paradigms 
and representations.  

 
9. Model Deployment: Paradigmatic synthesis  
 Paradigmatic synthesis is the culminating phase in the development of a model qua 
model.  That is, it is a very intentional, explicit validation of the model itself as being an accurate 
representation of the physical phenomenon under scrutiny.  “It is…a systematic recapitulation, 
following modeling schemata, of a model and its building blocks, as well as of tools, processes 
and underlying tenets involved in model construction and deployment” (Halloun, 2004, p. 230). 
 
 From this description of the complete Modeling Cycle, it is only reasonable to propose a 
list of traits for the “ideal” Modeler that we might have a standard by which we can compare 
Modeling as well as non-Modeling teachers.  Hestenes (see, for example, Wells, Hestenes & 
Swackhamer, 1995) and Halloun (2004) have done much theoretical work in this area, based in 
large part on their informal observations of Modeling teachers and their students, and several 
former and current Modeling teachers have written research-based dissertations on Modeling that 
have added to this body of knowledge (see http://modeling.asu.edu for a complete listing).    
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A comprehensive enumeration of these traits is Halloun’s (1998) Modeling Instruction 
Survey (MIS) which is a 100-item taxonomy of Modeling behaviors (see Appendix 7).   The sur-
vey was designed to be administered to teachers who had completed Modeling Workshops so as 
to estimate the extent to which a teacher implements the Modeling pedagogy in his or her phys-
ics classes.  Halloun hoped to correlate MIS data with the Force Concept Inventory, the Mechan-
ics Baseline Test, and other measures of student learning to validate the instrument and identify 
“essential” Modeling behaviors.  Some preliminary work in this regard had been done, but the 
correlations were not definitive and forces beyond their control required the Modeling Instruc-
tion program staff set this work aside.  Based on my own analysis of Halloun’s limited data, ac-
cess to which was graciously granted by the Modeling program staff, my own practice, and my 
practical knowledge of teachers and teaching, I winnowed Halloun’s list to 49 items I believe are 
strongly indicative of Modeling behavior.  I used my list as a guide during classroom observa-
tions to supplement the Reformed Observation Teaching Protocol (Sawada, Piburn and Falconer, 
Turley, Benford & Bloom, 2000) I employed during this project.  I also used these items, plus 11 
additional items identified post hoc, to generate scores for the three of my subjects who com-
pleted the survey in 1998 and again for all six of my subjects who completed the survey as part 
of this research project.  More is said of the MIS and the items I selected, below, but as an aid to 
the reader I will take the liberty to provide a summary of essential Modeling practices.  

 
1.  A deep understanding of student misconceptions in physics and how they manifest them-

selves in student talk and student-generated representations (i.e., diagrams, graphs, and for-
mulas such as on whiteboards, homework, and tests) so as to inform teacher-mediated class-
room discourse (i.e., Socratic questioning).  

 
2. Considerable skill in managing classroom discourse itself, that is, knowing what “communi-

cative approach” (Mortimer & Scott, 2004) to use in each phase of the Modeling Cycle and 
especially knowing when to intervene and when to step back. 

 
3.  The ability to create an environment that supports students’ collaborative construction of 

conceptual models, promotes student-to-student interactions, and deemphasizes the authorita-
tive role of the teacher.  This means developing a “learning community” within the class that 
can induce and sustain student model assimilation and internalization. 

 
4.   An appreciation of the nature of science and of physics, in particular, as a model building en-

terprise and of the nature of such models themselves; that they have specific operational do-
mains, structures, and compositions and exist within the framework of a well-defined theory 
(Halloun, 2004).  The teacher should be well-versed in the underlying physics of the models 
he or she presents, how they fit together, and how to maintain a coherent storyline from con-
cept to concept.   
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Pedagogical Content Knowledge and Conceptual Change 
 

Domains of Teacher Knowledge 
Beginning with Shulman (1986), many authors have created categorization schemas for 

teachers’ knowledge domains (see, for example, Grossman, 1990; Morine-Dershimer & Kent, 
1999; Carlsen, 1999; and Etkina, 2005).  Although the models vary in some specifics, they agree 
generally to divide teacher knowledge into three broad categories: 1) general pedagogical knowl-
edge and 2) subject matter knowledge which are foundations for 3) pedagogical content knowl-
edge (PCK).  Some researchers (e.g., Grossman, 1990 and Morine-Dershimer & Kent, 1999) add 
a fourth knowledge category that relates to the general and specific educational contexts in which 
teachers work, but I prefer Carlsen’s (1999) depiction that instead embeds the teacher in his or 
her larger educational environment – akin to Schwab’s (1982) milieu, that is, “the context within 
which learning takes place.”  Although these contexts can profoundly affect teachers’ knowledge 
and practice (sometimes proscriptively so), they are not amenable to this sort of generic analysis.  
That is, even though school environments are often categorized broadly by many education re-
searchers and statisticians as, for example, “inner-city,” “rural,” and “suburban,” or “advan-
taged” and “disadvantaged,” along with the baggage these conceptions of school carry with 
them, I maintain these contexts are sufficiently diverse that it is more productive to analyze their 
impact on teachers’ practice on a case-by-case basis.  Nevertheless, it is at least worth mention-
ing here that the subjects of this study all live and work in relatively privileged communities, 
which is partly a consequence of studying physics teachers.  This is because junior/senior phys-
ics typically is a high status college-prep elective course in most high schools and is offered only 
on an occasional basis in many rural and inner-city schools.  However, inasmuch as this study 
focuses on teachers rather than on their students, I believe my findings will be widely applicable 
– certainly wherever physics is taught. 

 
I do not intend to challenge these models of teacher knowledge or their ontological and 

epistemological underpinnings, but some researchers suggest that both the categories themselves 
and the distinctions between them may be problematic.  Holder (2004), for example, contends 
that PCK as a construct “is not based on scientifically-based research” and consequently PCK 
may be more a politically expedient creation intended to influence the direction of teacher ac-
creditation programs than it is an authentic genus of teacher knowledge.  The implication is that 
it is sufficient to characterize general pedagogical and subject matter knowledge and then to in-
quire as to how these knowledge bases interact in teachers’ practice.   

 
Segall (2004), on the other hand, sees the interrelationship between content (subject) and 

pedagogy as inextricable.  That is, to speak of PCK as merely a domain of teacher knowledge is 
to ignore the pedagogical nature of the content itself.  Segall is not making a connection between 
how one teaches and what one teaches, which is, of course, the raison d’etre of Modeling In-
struction, he is making a statement about the texts (written media) that are offered to students.  
The classic example here might be high school history textbooks which have been notorious for 
marginalizing people and events that do not fit the prevailing (re)construction of history.  But the 
concept extends to all texts in all subjects – someone (other than the teacher) has made a decision 
about what is worthy of inclusion and how it shall be depicted.  At least two layers of pedagogy 
are at play here: the teacher-mediated classroom pedagogy and the texts themselves.  Segall has 
much more to say about the intentional, regulatory nature of pedagogy, and that by choosing 
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what to teach and what not to teach a teacher confers a privileged status on one world view over 
others, but his main argument is that content is itself pedagogical because content is not just 
about something, it is also for someone.   Segall therefore suggests that “teacher education’s fo-
cus on pedagogical content knowledge should move beyond the idea of teaching students how to 
pedagogize pedagogically free content to helping them recognize the inherently pedagogical na-
ture of content and its implications for (and in) teaching.”  This dichotomy has even been some-
what of an issue within the Modeling community with respect to the suitability of “standard” 
physics textbooks most of which are considered Modeling-unfriendly in that they present the ma-
terial in a manner not supportive of a constructivist-oriented, inquiry-based pedagogy.   

 
Both Hooker (2004) and Segall (2004) therefore see the apparent distinctions between the 

domains of teacher knowledge listed above as vague at best and at worst as obfuscating other, 
more important issues in education.  Although this all may be true, this conception of pedagogy 
really adds nothing to the task at hand: making content comprehensible for learners.  Teachers 
can change their pedagogy without substantively changing content and do so regularly – that is 
the whole point of reflective practice, in particular, and some aspects of education reform.  Of 
course, many changes in pedagogy and content do go hand in hand.  But if such changes can and 
at least sometimes do occur independently of one another, the separation of teacher knowledge 
into distinct domains does indeed serve both epistemological and practical purposes.  On the one 
hand we can describe what teachers do and should know, and on the other what they can and 
should be able to do. 

 
General Pedagogical Knowledge 

General pedagogical knowledge, then, consists of discipline-independent forms of 
knowledge, such as knowledge about learners and learning, classroom management, and general 
principles of curriculum, instruction, and assessment (Carlsen, 1999).  These are the forms of 
knowledge that a teacher derives initially from his or her own experiences as a student (Lortie’s 
(1975) apprenticeship of observation) and then in a teacher training program; they evolve and 
mature with teaching experience (one would hope) and with additional training.  General peda-
gogical knowledge also is influenced by teachers’ personal beliefs and perceptions about them-
selves, students, parents, society, the world, and about education and their role as teachers 
(Morine-Dershimer & Kent, 1999).  Presumably, general pedagogical knowledge is what enables 
teachers to teach outside their content areas, a fate almost all secondary teachers face at one point 
or another during their careers; there are procedures and techniques that can be applied across a 
wide spectrum of courses, albeit with varying degrees of effectiveness.  In fact, some of the 
teachers I observed have successfully adapted the physics Modeling pedagogy for their other, 
non-physics classes, including biology.  It could thus be argued that they had thereby “general-
ized” the Modeling pedagogy.   
 
Subject Matter Knowledge 

Subject matter knowledge is the content of the discipline itself, be it physics, chemistry, 
English, what have you.  Subject matter knowledge consists of the substantive and syntactic 
structures (Schwab, 1962; Carlsen, 1999) of the discipline, what some researchers identify as de-
clarative and procedural knowledge (see, for example, Gess-Newsome, 1999), as well as the na-
ture of the discipline.  Researchers here are referring to what constitutes scientific knowledge 
and the rules by which such knowledge is both acquired and validated.  As for the nature of the 
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discipline, in science this might be the difference between an “empiricist” perspective, wherein 
science is conceived as a body of revealed, immutable facts to be memorized, and a “constructiv-
ist” perspective in which scientific knowledge is considered as tentative, collaborative, and pro-
ceeding according to generally accepted conventions (Tsai, 2006).  How teachers conceive of 
their subject inevitably influences their practice; it affects what they believe is worthy of teach-
ing and learning.  Similarly, the depth and richness of teachers’ subject knowledge affects the 
facility with which they can access and make accessible the structure and connections within the 
discipline via suitable representations, analogies, and metaphors.   

 
For most teachers, subject matter knowledge is primarily obtained in school, usually at 

the high school and undergraduate levels, often presented in the didactic style with which every 
reader is undoubtedly familiar.  Other sources of subject matter knowledge can broaden and en-
rich a teacher’s background: independent study, print and other visual media; non-teaching work 
experience, etc.  But it is this narrow, didactic style of teaching that sits square in the crosshairs 
of contemporary education reform, especially in science, and the old aphorism that “teachers 
teach as they were taught” has become both warning and opportunity.  Very few undergraduate 
science programs make any attempt at a thematic approach that would weave ostensibly related 
courses into a coherent presentation of the discipline or make transparent the epistemological 
underpinnings that frame contemporary understandings of the field.  It is “left to the reader” to 
work out the organizing principles, though a well-designed science methods course can be help-
ful in this regard for pre-service teachers.  This situation is succinctly addressed by the National 
Research Council’s (1999) call to arms in Transforming Undergraduate Education in Science, 
Mathematics, Engineering, and Technology, which says, in part, “in addition to mastery of the 
specific subject matter taught in a course, success would be defined and measured by the degree 
of understanding and appreciation gained by students of both general scientific concepts and of 
the scientific approach to understanding natural processes (Vision 3).”  This sentiment permeates 
the entire document: undergraduate education in STEM for majors and non-majors alike should 
do more than emphasize mere content, it should tie together the otherwise disjointed view of a 
given discipline as well as its relationships with other disciplines. 

 
It should therefore come as no surprise that new teachers (and under-prepared teachers 

generally) rely heavily on textbooks for the content and structure of their classes because their 
only other sources of guidance are their general pedagogical knowledge and what they can re-
member, piecemeal, from their college course work.  Consequently, these teachers have diffi-
culty planning their curricula, recognizing and responding to student difficulties, and handling 
student questions.  In the words of McDiarmid, Ball & Anderson (1989), “staying one chapter 
ahead doesn’t really work.”   

 
Some programs, as suggested by Transforming Undergraduate Education, are now tak-

ing advantage of recent research on teaching and learning and are actively engaged in programs 
of undergraduate and teacher education reform.  For example, several recent National Science 
Foundation-funded initiatives, such as PhysTEC (http://www. phystec.org), encourage and sup-
port the redesign of introductory-level STEM courses, especially courses likely to have pre-
service teachers enrolled, so as to be more constructivist-oriented and inquiry-based.  An intrigu-
ing science portfolio program for chemistry majors at Berea College in Berea, Kentucky pro-
vides an overarching structure to foster students’ development into professional scientists, life-



 - 15 -   

  

long learners, and competent communicators (Roecker, Baltisberger, Saderholm, Smithson & 
Blair, 2006).  Such programs have spawned related efforts at many institutions and some in-
service teacher professional development programs.  

 
Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

Finally, pedagogical content knowledge represents the union of general pedagogical 
knowledge and subject matter knowledge in the context of a specific discipline.  Carlsen (1999) 
identifies four components of PCK in science: knowledge of students’ common misconceptions, 
knowledge of specific science curricula, knowledge of topic-specific instructional strategies, and 
knowledge of the purposes for teaching science.  To this list Etkina (2005) would add knowledge 
of assessment methods which has become an increasingly important aspect of teachers’ practice 
primarily because of the move toward standards-based instruction and a renewed emphasis on 
formative assessments designed to inform instruction.  The epistemological thrust is from the 
general to the specific; but the critical aspect of PCK, the thing that makes it a legitimate domain 
of teacher knowledge, is an understanding of the learning challenges unique to the discipline and 
how to meet them.  In the case of this project, this means first and foremost understanding how 
students learn (or do not learn) physics.   

 
Any changes in the foundational knowledge domains must ripple through to PCK itself.  

A deeper apprehension of the content, new insights into student learning, a shift in epistemologi-
cal perspective will, as a matter of course, affect a teacher’s practice (Tsai, 2006).  The interac-
tion between the domains is reciprocal.  For example, changes in topic-specific curricula or in-
structional strategies, either or both of which can be externally mandated or self-motivated, can 
require a restructuring of pedagogical and subject knowledge.  Such changes are often associated 
with programs of professional development, but they can also be the result of reflective practice.   

 
Conceptual Change 

This brings us finally to the central question.  A long-standing criticism of both pre-
service teacher preparation, including core A&S classes and in-service professional development 
programs, is that they usually do not induce the depth of conceptual restructuring in teachers’ 
knowledge and beliefs that ultimately results in meaningful and sustained reform in teachers’ 
practice (Richardson & Placier, 2001).  (I am restricting my comments to small-scale, focused 
programs of professional development directed at relatively small groups of teachers, such as 
high school physics teachers, though I believe there are many issues in common between these 
programs and their larger counterparts.  The critical difference between them is essentially one of 
un-coerced teacher choice and, consequently, teacher motivation.)  Why is this so?  What is the 
source of this apparent inertia, this resistance to change in teachers’ practice, and what can over-
come it?  I hypothesize that teachers are, in this regard, no different than their students; in order 
to assimilate a significant revision to their world view they must undergo conceptual change.  I 
hypothesize further that the conceptual change is concerned mostly with teachers’ views on the 
nature of physics, how students learn physics, and their roles as physics teachers.  (We do know, 
however, that many of the teachers who attended Modeling Workshops, especially those teachers 
under-prepared in physics, significantly increased their subject matter knowledge, just as it is 
hoped will their own students, but in this paper I am emphasizing teachers’ conceptions of phys-
ics teaching.) 
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The gist of the conceptual change theory of learning is well known to many science edu-
cators, especially those who espouse a constructivist-oriented approach to teaching.  The theory 
describes the "the process by which people's central, organizing concepts change from one set of 
concepts to another set, incompatible with the first" (Posner et al, 1982, p. 211).  The argument is 
that humans “construct” knowledge via organizing principles inherent to human perception and 
cognition, presumably from birth onward.  The knowledge so constructed constitutes the content 
of our “conceptual ecologies.”  But, because we cannot perceive everything (beyond our sensory 
capabilities) or because mental processing stops when a "satisfactory" potential has been 
achieved (i.e., the model is "good enough"), we draw inferences based on incomplete informa-
tion or partial understanding.  “Cognitive conflict” arises when one or more pre-existing concep-
tions are contradicted by new experience, the so-called “discrepant event.”  “Accommodation” of 
a new conception occurs under the following conditions:  

 
1. There must be dissatisfaction with existing conceptions 
2. A new conception must be intelligible 
3. A new conception must appear initially plausible 
4. A new conception should suggest the possibility of a fruitful research program 

 
“The central commitment of the conceptual change learning model is that learning is a rational 
activity that can be defined as coming to comprehend and accept ideas because they are seen as 
intelligible and rational; the ‘ahaa’ experience is of utmost importance in learning” (Suping, 
2003).  Interestingly, the conceptual change model says nothing about the external validity of the 
new conception, only that it has to appear “plausible” and “fruitful.”  In such a context it is easy 
to see learning as an ongoing series of cognitive conflicts and accommodations.  Posner et al. 
(1982) therefore suggested that to help students replace naïve/incorrect conceptions in science 
teachers should design their curricula so as to expose students to conceptual conflict and to de-
vise strategies that would help them accommodate scientifically aligned conceptions.   
 

I have appropriated the conceptual change model of learning from the rather extensive 
universe of theories of learning for the following reasons: it was developed specifically to pro-
vide an explanatory framework for understanding students’ learning of science concepts, so it 
seems reasonable to apply it to science teachers’ learning in this context; there is a rich peer-
reviewed research literature base to support it; there is physical evidence from cognitive science 
that conceptual change is a tenable model for describing mental processes that can be associated 
with this theory of learning (Dunbar, 2001); it is consistent with the epistemology of Modeling 
instruction; and, in particular, it can explain the “transformative” nature of the learning experi-
ences reported by many teachers who have attended Modeling Workshops.   

 
Other theories of learning could probably contribute to this study; learning is far too 

complicated to be completely explicated by any one theory.  But more to the point, a few studies 
have considered the roles of various factors that affect student learning within the conceptual 
change framework.  This is sometimes referred to as “warm” vs. “cold” conceptual change the-
ory (Pintrich, Marx & Boyle, 1993) distinguishing between purely rational (cold) and socio-
emotionally mediated (warm) models of learning.  For example, in a study of science students 
learning about density, Kang, Scharmann, Noh & Koh (2005) examined the interplay of several 
cognitive and motivational variables as predictors of students’ conceptual understanding transi-
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tioning from an “undifferentiated weight-density concept into a scientific density concept.”  
They administered tests of logical thinking ability, field dependence/independence (FDI), mean-
ingful learning approach, failure tolerance, mastery goal orientation, and self-efficacy of which 
only FDI and failure tolerance were statistically significant predictors of conception post-test 
scores.  Failure tolerance is probably not an issue for teachers in this context, but it might be in-
teresting to consider the effect of FDI.   

 
Abd-El-Khalick & Akerson (2004) found similarly that not only is conceptual change 

mediated by various motivational and cognitive factors but also by cultural factors.  Their study 
of the development of elementary pre-service teachers’ views about the nature of science re-
vealed, among other things, “that students who viewed science and religion as opposing enter-
prises rather than as two different ways of knowing” did not show growth in the sophistication of 
their views about science.  As is mentioned elsewhere in this dissertation, I will have some cog-
nitive and attitudinal data that were collected from teachers during and shortly after their partici-
pation in the Modeling Workshops that may be useful, at least tentatively, in identifying some of 
these factors.  Correlating these data with classroom observation and interview data should be 
more fruitful.   

 
An important aspect of the Workshops is that they are also venues for socially mediated 

conceptual change.  They are an instance of “professional community” in which teacher learning 
occurs in a social context through shared discourse and meaning making.  Spillane (1999), for 
example, describes a relatively complex environment of “enactment zones,” which are not unlike 
Vygotsky’s (1978) “zones of proximal development.”  Enactment zones are where “teachers no-
tice, construe, construct and operationalize the instructional ideas advocated by reformers;” they 
are “the space where reform initiatives …interact with the world of practitioners and ‘practice’.”  
Teachers are more highly motivated to change their core practice when their “enactment zones 
extend beyond their individual classrooms to include rich deliberations about the reforms and 
practising the reform ideas with their fellow teachers and other experts” (p. 170).  For Spillane, 
these deliberations can occur both formally and informally, in conversations between teachers 
during recess as well as with experts during an occasion of professional development.  To Spil-
lane’s list I would add “conversations” that occur over the Internet via the Modeling listserv, not 
to the extent that such virtual conversations promote conceptual change (which is possible), but 
rather to the extent they help nurture and sustain the sense of community among subscribing 
teachers (Rheingold, 1994; Ellis, Oldridge & Vasconcelos, 2004). 

 
Cast in the framework of conceptual change theory, the fundamental premise of this re-

search is that the traditional (whether behaviorist or empiricist) perspective is in its very essence 
based on a “naïve” conception of learning, that is, physics teachers have misconceptions about 
teaching and learning just as do their students about physics.  The critical misconception in this 
case is that a didactic teaching style is an effective pedagogy for promoting student assimilation 
of physics concepts.  The discrepant event that should be the source of teachers’ cognitive con-
flict is students’ chronic and apparently irremediable inability to master these concepts.  Teach-
ers have found a variety of strategies for accommodating this dissonance, the most important his-
torically being to blame the students for lack of wit or perseverance or their previous science and 
math instructors.  Over many years, physics teachers have evolved the notion that their discipline 
is really just for the “best and the brightest” and their job is to weed out “inferior” students.  But 
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in the face of so much research that places the blame on the pedagogy, many teachers have found 
themselves ethically unable to perpetuate the charade and have sought a new accommodation.  
To resolve their cognitive conflict, many teachers have turned to alternative conceptions of learn-
ing and teaching in the form of constructivist theories.  A wide range of constructivist pedago-
gies now are available to the physics teacher, most of which have shown some success compared 
to traditional teaching styles (see, for example, Boller, 1999).  These pedagogies generally em-
phasize a shift in the teacher’s role from “sage on the stage” to “guide on the side.”  One such 
pedagogy, Modeling Instruction in Physics, has, in many cases, proven remarkably effective at 
inducing conceptual change so as to progress the conceptual ecologies of practitioners and their 
students.  However, variations in teachers’ implementation of the Modeling pedagogy and stu-
dent achievement demand a close investigation of possible mediating motivational and cognitive 
factors, as suggested by the works cited above, as well as other organizational factors. 

 
Research Methods 

 
The focus of this study is the transformation of in-service high school physics teachers’ 

subject and pedagogical content knowledge as a direct consequence of completing the two-
summer Modeling Workshop professional development program.  In particular, I investigated 
whether and to what extent teachers’ participation at the Workshops induced conceptual change 
so as to reorganize their conceptions of physics teaching and learning and subsequent teaching 
practices.  Such investigations typically depend heavily on teachers’ self-reports on their beliefs, 
subject knowledge, and teaching practices both prior to and since attending the Workshops.  
However, the Modeling Instruction program staff has collected considerable longitudinal data on 
participating teachers and their students.  I have teachers’ and students’ pre-Workshop scores on 
the Force Concept Inventory (FCI; Hestenes, Wells &. Swackhamer, 1992 and (revised) Halloun, 
Hake, Mosca & Hestenes, 1995), a 30-question multiple choice test of Newtonian mechanics 
which has become the standard assessment instrument in introductory physics courses world-
wide; teachers’ pre-Workshop Views About Science Survey data (VASS; Halloun & Hestenes, 
1996); teachers’ Participant Experiences survey data (PE; Halloun et al, 1997; a teacher self-
report of Modeling implementation administered at the second summer session of the Work-
shops), and at least two years of students’ pre- and post-instruction FCI data.  In addition, I ob-
tained teachers’ applications to the Modeling Instruction program which includes personal 
statements describing their personal goals and views about education.  These data plus interview 
and observation data should provide sufficient convergent information to explore the relationship 
between teachers’ participation in a Modeling Workshop and the changes I hypothesize in teach-
ers’ knowledge domains.  

 
This study was somewhat unusual.  As I will show below, these teachers faced no signifi-

cant external interference in their implementation of the Modeling pedagogy.  Put briefly, how-
ever, physics is typically an elective course taught at the junior/senior level, that is, after most 
students have survived their states’ high-stakes assessment.  Exempt from this pressure, physics 
teachers enjoy a certain benign neglect from the powers that be and generally do not have to con-
form to any school, district, or state instructional guidelines as to content or methodology.  
Therefore, the manner and extent to which a teacher employed Modeling instruction was entirely 
a personal and professional choice.  This means we have a lens through which to examine teach-
ers’ beliefs and practice that is unobscured by such confounding factors.  We are thus in a posi-
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tion to compare “apples to apples,” as it were, and make distinctions between the teachers in this 
study that are the direct result of their individual predilections. 

 
Settings and Participants 

 
School Context 
   Despite the fact that over the years various Modelers have reported (via the Modeling 
listserv and on Participant Experiences surveys) problems with schools’ scheduling practices, 
scheduled and unscheduled class interruptions, limited laboratory equipment (computers espe-
cially), and resistance to the Modeling curriculum itself from school administrators, science de-
partment chairs, department colleagues (especially other, non-Modeling physics teachers), par-
ents, and students, none of these factors proved to be significant obstacles for the teachers in this 
study much beyond the introduction phase (about two years).  Additionally, though some teach-
ers’ students (juniors) do have to sit for their state’s student learning assessment, which ostensi-
bly could have placed constraints on the content the affected teachers must cover and conse-
quently affect the pacing of the course in such a way as to inhibit a full deployment of the Mod-
eling pedagogy, the Modelers in my study found ways around these requirements.  On the other 
hand, some of the teachers reported no interference at all and even immediate, enthusiastic sup-
port for their adoption of the Modeling pedagogy.    
 

School and class demographics were definitely factors in how a teacher implemented the 
Modeling pedagogy but not in an obvious manner.  With the exception of the performing arts 
charter school, the demographics of the classes, all of which were “regular” algebra-based junior 
or junior/senior physics classes, were no less than 90% white, upper middle class with a ratio of 
about two-to-one boys to girls.  This ratio was reversed at the charter school (which is consistent 
with the demographics of the school itself).  That high school physics classes are mostly popu-
lated with white students (only about 22% of Black students and 21% of Hispanic students take a 
physics class in high school; Neuschatz & McFarling, 2003) is beyond the scope of this disserta-
tion, but this fact does raise serious questions about the efficacy of the Modeling pedagogy for 
underrepresented populations.  Moreover, Modeling Instruction program staff do have data that 
indicate minority students in Modeling classes generally underperform compared to their white 
peers.  However this may be, the criteria that seemed to most influence teachers’ presentation of 
the curriculum was their estimation of their students’ mathematical aptitude and, of course, the 
extent to which teachers felt their students had mastered the physics concepts under study.  I will 
discuss this in a later section, but in sum, it should be understood that, for the most part, the stu-
dents of these teachers were among the best in their respective schools and the teachers them-
selves were unfettered with respect to the delivery of their instruction.     

   
Study Context 

The subjects of this of analysis are practicing public high school “regular” physics teach-
ers who completed two 3-week Modeling Workshop sessions over two consecutive summers 
during 1998 and 1999 under the auspices of the Modeling Instruction in High School Physics 
program at Arizona State University.  Five of the six teachers attended the same series of work-
shops on the west coast and the sixth teacher attended workshops on the east coast.  Appendix 1 
shows the typical Modeling curriculum (Mechanics is presented during the first summer session 
and Waves, Sound, Light, and Electricity & Magnetism during the second summer session), and 
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Appendix 2 is a sample syllabus for a 4-week session on Mechanics (prepared by Jane Jackson, 
co-Director, Modeling Instruction program).   

 
The professional development program has teachers “model” their way through a year’s 

curriculum just as would their students, including designing and conducting all the experiments, 
preparing and presenting whiteboards, and completing the various “model deployment” activities 
(but not homework or “end of unit” assessments).  The workshop leaders enact the teaching role 
and emulate the various styles of teacher discourse through each modeling cycle.  Workshops 
typically begin with the administration of the Force Concept Inventory and the Mechanics Base-
line Test (Hestenes & Wells, 1992; a 26-question, quantitatively-oriented assessment), followed 
by some readings, lectures, and discussions about research in physics education, constructivist 
pedagogy, guided inquiry, models, and the modeling cycle.  It then takes three weeks, eight 
hours a day, to complete a semester’s curriculum.  As teachers work through the curriculum, 
time is allotted for group deconstruction of every aspect of a lesson: the physics, the models, the 
pedagogy, materials, the use of computer technology, whiteboarding, styles of discourse (espe-
cially questioning techniques), assessment – everything.  Workshop leaders take pains to provide 
for social occasions, such as group outings and dinners, to give the participants some respite 
from a hard day’s work, but also to promote a sense of community.  Upon completing a work-
shop not only do teachers have a fully developed semester’s curriculum and pedagogy to take 
back to their classrooms, they also have been inducted into the community of Modelers.  

 
It is these two characteristics, duration and curriculum, that most distinguish Modeling 

Workshops from other programs of professional development.   Few workshops for physics 
teachers last more than one week and most are but a single day.  There are literally dozens of 
these one- or two-day workshops; from all-day “take away” workshops (in which teachers de-
velop a lesson to take back to school), to sessions just for physics teachers at AAPT, NSTA, 
AVS, etc., annual and semi-annual meetings, to “local physics alliance” workshops such as the 
Physics Teacher SOS New Teacher Workshops conducted by the Northern California/ Nevada 
section of AAPT.  One of the “premier” series of workshops, the Physics Teaching Resource 
Agents “ summer institutes” (see http://www. aapt.org/ptra) held in conjunction with AAPT 
summer meetings, are only a week long.  The famous Woodrow Wilson Foundation summer in-
stitutes (see http://www. woodrow.org/lpt/LPTnational.php), which concluded in 2003, lasted 
from two to four weeks but focused on specific topics in physics and physical science.  The 
Physics by Inquiry summer institutes here at the University of Washington (see http://www.phys. 
washington.edu/groups/peg/ 2007institute.html) are an exception.  These workshops last for five 
weeks (plus several weekly evening sessions during the school year), and teachers are typically 
expected to make a two- to three-summer commitment to the program.  This hands-on, inquiry-
oriented program emphasizes improving the physical science content knowledge, science process 
knowledge, and nature of science literacy mostly for grades 4 through 9 teachers, but it is open to 
all K-12 teachers.  However, the curriculum is not designed to be transferable to the classroom.   

 
As mentioned earlier, a spate of initiatives intended to reform pre-service physics teacher 

education, such as PhysTEC, have been implemented at at least two dozen institutions and the 
list is growing.  Besides introductory level and methods course reform, these programs include 
pre-service physics teacher recruitment, master teachers whose duties specifically include under-
graduate course revisions and designing of physics faculty professional development, mentoring 
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for pre-service and novice teachers, early teaching experiences, and multi-institution collabora-
tions.  More college courses are designed for pre- and in-service teachers at many “non-
reformed” institutions, but these are mostly content- rather than pedagogy-oriented courses.  The 
point is few other multi-week, immersion physics instruction training programs exist for pre- and 
in-service physics teachers besides Modeling Instruction (and closely related programs, such as 
the Master of Natural Science degree program for in-service teachers at ASU).  Moreover, many 
of the programs that are designed specifically for pre-service physics teachers that exist within 
an increasing number of A&S physics departments directly or indirectly incorporate Modeling or 
Modeling-derived pedagogy in their pre-service methods and in-service professional develop-
ment courses (see, for example, PHY620 at Buffalo State College, PHY 311 at Illinois State 
University, or 15:256:552 (Teaching Physical Science) at Rutgers University).  

 
Participant Selection 

The subjects are a representative sample of six from the entire population of about 175 
teachers who have completed the Workshop sequence described above, who currently teach at 
least one regular physics class, and for whom I have most or all of the following data: the 
teacher’s application to the Modeling Instruction program, student FCI data for the teacher’s 
regular physics class(es) taught prior to the first Workshop, the teacher’s  pre-Workshop FCI and 
VASS scores, the teacher’s Participant Experiences survey data, and at least two year’s of stu-
dent FCI pre- and post-instruction scores following the first (Mechanics) Workshop.  

   
Because I am interested in how participation in the Modeling Workshops might induce 

conceptual change in teachers that ultimately may affect their classroom practice, I decided to 
use the results from the Participant Experiences Survey that was completed early in the second 
summer workshop (that is, after a year’s experience with Modeling), and the first post-workshop 
student FCI scores to establish a baseline from which I could compare teachers’ initial imple-
mentation of the Modeling pedagogy and use as a reference point for changes in pedagogy and 
student achievement over time.  I use the pre-Workshop student FCI scores to flesh out each 
teacher’s pre- vs. post-Workshop instructional profile, but given that the focus of this research 
study is the pedagogical impact of the Workshops, the first post-Workshop student FCI scores 
are more germane for selecting participants.  Thus, to identify the population of potential sub-
jects I generated a scatterplot of average first-year normalized student FCI gains ([Posttest % – 
Pretest %]/[100 – Pretest %]) by teacher vs. an average score of selected items from each 
teacher’s Participant Experiences survey (see Appendix 3) responses, that is, the items directly 
related to the degree to which a teacher reported he or she is implementing the Modeling peda-
gogy.  I selected items 1-8 (4 and 6 were reversed), 10-13, 19, 23-25, 27-31, and 42 and 43.  Ap-
pendix 4 is a scatterplot for the 1998-1999 cohort (with teachers’ identification code numbers), 
that shows the distribution of teachers across these dimensions of (self-reported) implementation 
vs. student achievement (FCI gains).  The circled identification codes denote those teachers who 
met the selection criteria specified above and agreed to participate in this study.  The invitation 
to participate was extended by the Modeling Instruction program staff on my behalf, so I had no 
contact with potential subjects until they had agreed to do so, at which time I was given their 
contact information.   
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Data Collection Strategy and Procedures 
 

 I adopted an interpretive, “observer as participant” approach in this study following 
Erickson (1986, p. 121), Merriam (1998, p. 101), and Glesne (1998, p. 44) in the sense that 1) I 
interacted only minimally with teachers and students during classroom observations; 2)  I inter-
viewed teachers after each observation and conducted one extended interview with each teacher; 
3) I interacted with the teachers informally between and after classes during which times we 
“talked shop,” but never did I divulge anything substantive about the purposes of my research 
except to say that I was observing teachers who had completed the Modeling Workshop se-
quence; and 4) I myself completed the workshop sequence in 1996 and have been a committed 
Modeler ever since.  I wanted to investigate what it means for teachers to have assimilated both 
the conceptual and pedagogical perspectives that are the foundations of Modeling.  Thus, there is 
what the teacher reveals to me via the VASS, the Participant Experiences Survey (administered 
spring 1998), and a Modeling Instruction Survey (self-administered and mailed to me after I left 
the school – see below), and the extended interview, and, on the other hand, there is what he re-
veals to me via his classroom practice during classroom observations.  My task is to attempt to 
reconcile and interpret these interrelated but not identical representations of teachers’ pedagogi-
cal content knowledge in the context of the Modeling construct.   
 

Moreover, inasmuch as I have been a practicing Modeler since 1995 I am in a position to 
discover and disclose aspects of Modeling Instruction that are probably inaccessible to other re-
searchers.  This suggests this project may be an example of a “revelatory” case study (Yin, 2002) 
in that these data should provide some unique insights into a specific program of professional 
development and its impact on teachers. 

 
Classroom Observation 

The classroom is where a teacher’s pedagogical content knowledge is made manifest so it 
is there the connections between knowledge, beliefs, and practice must be realized.  I observed 
every class, regular physics or otherwise, of each teacher over (at least) three consecutive days.  
This was enough time to observe any one phase of a modeling cycle and to get a good sense of 
each teacher’s pedagogical style.  Some teachers incorporate aspects of Modeling into all their 
classes, some do not.  I tried to be the proverbial fly on the wall, more or less, during classroom 
observations so that the “performance” could unfold in a completely natural way, but every 
teacher reported being conscious of my presence to some extent.  However, in only one case did 
a teacher admit deviating from his routine practice.  On the other hand, except for the occasional 
exchange of salutations, one or two student inquiries as to the reason for my attendance in class 
(I was introduced to every class as a researcher “observing teachers who had attended Modeling 
Workshops,” but some students were more curious), and one or two inquiries on my part about 
this or that experimental apparatus, students seemed generally oblivious to my existence.   

 
During the classroom observations I used the Reformed Teaching Observation Protocol 

(RTOP; Sawada, Piburn and Falconer, Turley, Benford & Bloom, 2000; see Appendix 6).  The 
RTOP is a well-validated instrument that was developed at ASU for the Arizona Collaborative 
for Excellence in the Preparation of Teachers (ACEPT).  ACEPT was a large-scale, NSF-funded 
program aimed at reforming teaching in introductory level STEM courses, that is, courses likely 
to be populated by pre-service teachers.  The RTOP was utilized to evaluate the extent to which 
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instructors had “reformed” their instruction consistent with the constructivist perspective adopted 
by the collaborative, and Modeling Instruction program staff have themselves used the RTOP to 
observe modelers.  However, since the RTOP is not a Modeling-specific instrument, I prepared 
detailed field notes and reanalyzed the class presentation utilizing Halloun’s (1998) 100-item 
Modeling Instruction survey (MIS; see Appendix 7) and made my own judgments about how 
well the presentation was aligned with Modeling principles.  This questionnaire was piloted with 
80 teachers during the 1998 Workshops and the results were correlated, albeit weakly, with stu-
dent FCI scores from 1997 and 1998, but it is not a validated instrument.  Nevertheless, it does 
provide a comprehensive taxonomy of Modeling activities and I am confident that with my own 
11-year’s experience as a Modeler I was able to use it effectively.   

 
Interviews 

Following each classroom observation (but no more than once per day) I conducted short, 
semi-structured interviews (see Appendix 5: Interview Protocols) with each teacher to elucidate 
the teacher’s perspective on the extent to which the lesson just observed was aligned with the 
teacher’s own learning goals.  One question did ask the teachers to reflect on the changes in their 
presentation of the topic since attending a Modeling Workshop.  Several of the teachers com-
mented that these interviews forced them to reflect on their rationales for a given lesson, whether 
or not it was part of the “accepted” Modeling curriculum (which is also to say that some of the 
teachers have made their own modifications to the Modeling curriculum).   

 
The interviews were digitally recorded on a mini disc recorder and the files were subse-

quently downloaded on a computer.  Transcription of the interviews was accomplished using 
playback software to replay aloud each audio file while I repeated orally each word which was 
transcribed in turn using another software application.  I replayed each interview as necessary to 
check and correct the transcription text files.   

 
Following Baxter & Lederman’s (1999) admonition that “if a single researcher is to be 

involved, withhold all assessments of knowledge structures until after classroom observations 
have been completed” because there is the possibility that the assessment itself will act as a 
treatment, the extended background interviews were conducted following the last classroom ob-
servation and post-observation interview.  These were semi-structured interviews (see Appendix 
5: Interview Protocols), similarly transcribed, of each teacher “to capture the perspectives of 
program participants” (Patton, 1980, p. 196).  The interview questions have two foci.  The first 
several open-ended questions probed the teacher’s background and beliefs about the nature of 
science and science teaching that underpin the teacher’s practice.  It is well know among educa-
tion researchers that teachers’ beliefs comprehensively affect all aspects of their pedagogical 
practices, from the content they choose to teach (even in the face of district or state mandates), 
how they teach it, to how they relate to their students.  For example, Tsai (2006) found that sci-
ence teachers’ “beliefs about learning science, teaching science, and the nature of science are 
closely correlated” and affect their receptiveness to certain pedagogies.  He contrasts teachers 
who adopt an “empiricist” versus a “constructivist” orientation, an approach I hypothesized 
might be a useful lens to frame the connections between teachers’ knowledge and beliefs and 
classroom practices.   
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In the empiricist perspective, “scientific knowledge is a discovery of an objective reality 
external to ourselves and discovered by observing, experimenting or application of a universal 
scientific method” which, if done carefully, “will produce infallible knowledge” (Tsai, 2006).  
Teachers who adopt this perspective tend to have a didactic teaching style and conceive of the 
teacher’s role as the transmitter of an established body of facts.  The constructivist perspective, 
on the other hand, emphasizes “the tentative nature of science knowledge, the theory-laden qual-
ity of scientific exploration, and the role of conceptual change in progressive development of 
scientific understanding” (Tsai, 2006).  In addition, Hashweh (cited in Gess-Newsome, 1999, p. 
76) found that constructivist-oriented teachers are more likely to recognize and are better able to 
attend to student alternative conceptions of content.   

 
My subjects have all completed the two-summer sequence of Modeling Workshops 

which have a decidedly constructivist slant.  Nevertheless, it seemed reasonable to suppose that 
teachers who had adopted a more or less empiricist stance prior to attending a Workshop and, in 
particular, had a “traditional” lecture/demonstration teaching style, would probably have more 
difficulty accepting and implementing the Modeling pedagogy, at least initially, compared to 
more constructivist-oriented teachers.  I hypothesized, therefore, that this conflict between be-
liefs and practice should be reflected in both a teacher’s VASS and Participant Experiences sur-
vey scores and his students’ short-term FCI gains.  I suspected that teachers’ beliefs would 
probably span the spectrum between the two extremes and might even be a superposition of both 
perspectives depending on the situation.  As it turns out, however, teachers’ beliefs are generally 
polarized at the two extremes, with the possible exception of one teacher.  As I indicated in the 
Introduction, however, this distinction between teachers’ beliefs about the nature of science, 
while present, does not appear to affect their pedagogy in a consistent fashion and so does not 
serve as a reliable indicator of the extent to which a teacher will choose to implement Modeling.  
The implication is that, contrary to Tsai’s (2006) findings, beliefs other than about the nature of 
science that hold more sway for these teachers in terms of their classroom practices. 

 
The remaining interview questions were directed at Modeling itself; the impact of attend-

ing a Workshop on the teacher’s beliefs and practice and the personal and organizational factors 
that may affect a teacher’s implementation of the Modeling pedagogy.  And, as is often the case 
with semi-structured interviewers, I pursued potentially fruitful lines of inquiry beyond the direct 
scope of the interview questions as they presented themselves during the interviews.  

 
The situation of the possible influences of an empiricist vs. a constructivist orientation on 

teachers’ practice is complicated by (at least) two other considerations that should be elucidated 
by these later questions.  First are the organizational factors to which I have already alluded.  
Second, it is a matter of fact that it takes time for teachers to learn a new pedagogy, especially a 
constructivist-oriented, discourse-heavy pedagogy such as Modeling that is very different than 
that to which most physics teachers are accustomed.  My subjects all confirmed that this was the 
case, more for some than for others, however, and one teacher eventually discontinued Modeling 
entirely except for a few weeks early in the year.  Participant Experiences survey data and anec-
dotal reports by Modeling “graduates” indicate that the biggest obstacle for new Modelers is 
managing classroom discourse – it represents both a new skill set and mindset for most teachers.  
The point here is that though a teacher may well have adopted a more constructivist perspective 
as a result of completing the Workshop sequence, it took time for him to master the new curricu-
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lum.  This fact must be considered in drawing any conclusions about the teacher’s practice.  It is 
still the case, however, that some teachers do attain high levels of implementation and student 
achievement relatively quickly, including one teacher in this study, and it is important to try to 
uncover contributing factors. 

 
Data Analysis 

 
This is a mixed methods study utilizing both qualitative and quantitative data to illumi-

nate various aspects of teachers’ beliefs and practice.  The analysis of the quantitative data asso-
ciated with this study was fairly straightforward as all the assessment and survey instruments 
have been previously validated by their authors.  The one exception to this is Halloun’s (1998) 
Modeling Instruction Survey, as mentioned above.  I did use an abridged form of this instrument 
to generate a quantitative score for comparative purposes so as to provide some insights into the 
teachers’ current views about their implementation of the Modeling pedagogy, but it was more 
useful as a source of codes to aid in the analysis of the qualitative data, both classroom observa-
tions and interviews.  I describe each of these instruments in some detail below, but briefly the 
Force Concept Inventory, Participant Experiences Survey, Views About Science Survey, and Re-
formed Teaching Observation Protocol and their uses have all been described above: a single or 
composite score or a pre-post gain can be calculated and the assessment results can be compared 
and correlated with one another and with the qualitative data.  Even though the FCI and PE were 
used primarily to identify potential subjects, these instruments plus the VASS and MIS also pro-
vide useful teacher background data that can be compared to the classroom observation and in-
terview data for consistency purposes and as a sort of baseline for measuring apparent growth in 
a teacher’s implementation of the Modeling pedagogy.  For example, teachers who started their 
journeys as Modelers with relatively low student FCI gains may now be realizing much im-
proved student achievement.  Having background data collected during the Modeling Workshop 
may help reveal specific areas of growth in teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge.   

 
Table 1 is a listing of the preliminary data obtained by the Modeling Instruction program 

staff during 1998 and 1999 and presented in roughly chronological order.  The Baseline Student 
FCI scores are the scores earned by the teachers’ regular physics students in the spring prior to 
the first Modeling Workshop.  Thus, it represents some measure of the effectiveness of teachers’ 
pre-Modeling pedagogy.  It is interesting to note that Charley, who now Models only in a limited 
fashion, had the highest pre-Workshop student FCI scores.  It is also clear from these data that, at 
least superficially, there is not much difference between the teachers on the VASS, FCI, and 
MBT.  The Modeling Instruction Survey was administered on a voluntary basis in 1999 and 
some teachers did not complete it.  Note that the 1999 FCI posttest scores, that is, after the first 
(Mechanics) Workshop, all are higher than the pre-Workshop scores.  The Modeling Instruction 
program staff report that this is usually, but not always, the case (my own first post-Work-shop 
scores were lower!).   

 
The RTOP form has spaces for notes and observations as well as for scale scores and, as 

mentioned above, the qualitative observation data was analyzed using Halloun’s (1998) Model-
ing Instruction Survey to generate an informal measure of the alignment of the observed lesson 
with Modeling principles.  The coding scheme for interview data is derived directly from the in-
terview questions and the corresponding responses following the analytical logic described in 
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Coffey & Atkinson (1996).  Each question has an intent, an underlying proposition that is being 
probed, which in turn suggested an applicable code.  That is, by paying “close attention to the 
categories of expression that the informant actually uses” (p. 40) and the conceptual framework 
of the study (and with Halloun’s Modeling Instruction Survey as a guide), I was able to generate 
a list of relevant codes.  Once I coded the data I followed standard qualitative analytical proce-
dures as in Miles & Huberman (1994) with respect to relative frequencies.  My goal is to com-
bine the various data sources to paint a picture of each teacher.  Of the quantitative data, FCI 
gains are by far the strongest measure of a teacher’s expertise as a Modeler.  The classroom ob-
servation and interview data are most important in terms of identifying the factors that contribute 
to this expertise and how it was attained.  Tables 2 and 3 depict the quantitative data.  Appendix 
8 is a graph of teachers’ average FCI gains since the Workshops.  Note that there is no data for 
“Charley,” who did not submit any FCI data, “Edward” did not submit any FCI data after 2002, 
and “Frank (H)” are data for “Frank’s” honors physics classes and are included for comparison 
purposes only. 

 
I should say a word here about potential researcher bias.  I was in the first cohort of the 

Modeling Workshops, 1995 -1997, and I wholeheartedly subscribe to the philosophy and peda-
gogy of the Modeling Method.  Unchecked, my biases may have influenced how and what I re-
corded during classroom observations and how I interpret the data whatever their sources.  In 
other words, as a confirmed Modeler, it is conceivable that in consciously or unconsciously 
comparing my conceptions of teaching and learning (i.e., Modeling as I see it) with those of the 
teachers I observed and interviewed, I may have been looking only for what I expected to see or 
for what I didn’t see.  As a result, I may have judged a teacher’s classroom performance against 
my perceptions of how I present the same lesson in my own classroom rather than on its own 
merits.  Similarly, I have my own views about the nature of science and science teaching.  How-
ever, Modeling, as presented in Modeling Instruction Workshops, is a well-defined pedagogical 
framework with a well-defined curriculum and an extensive research literature base.  Adhering 
strictly to the Modeling construct developed by Hestenes and Halloun and observing good re-
search practices (such as multiple data sources) should mitigate the likelihood of unwarranted 
assertions and conclusions.  Notwithstanding these comments and despite my sincere efforts oth-
erwise, a degree of advocacy for Modeling Instruction will undoubtedly insinuate itself into this 
dissertation for which I ask the reader’s forgiveness. 

Study Limitations 
 

An important limitation of this study is a lack of contrasting cases.  It would have been 
useful to observe and interview teachers who had completed the Workshops but elected to not 
implement the Modeling pedagogy at all or ceased Modeling completely after just one or two 
years.  Perhaps they faced insurmountable organizational obstacles or they could not master 
classroom discourse management in their particular situation, or maybe their physics background 
was inadequate to the task.  Anecdotal data for all three instances have been reported on the 
Modeling listserv.  Of course, such teachers would be exceedingly difficult to find.  Also, as I 
note above, my subjects were all white males of a certain age teaching mostly white children of 
privilege.  Studies of female teachers and teachers of color as well as teachers with students of 
color and/or students from disadvantaged families would have been interesting.  Data on such 
teachers and their physics classes would add to our understanding about the interplay of teachers’ 
beliefs in conceptual change learning theory and its role in programs of professional develop-



 - 27 -   

  

ment, as well as about the Modeling pedagogy itself.  I would have to design a somewhat differ-
ent study because the Modeling Instruction program staff stopped collecting the “pre-study” data 
I employed at the close of the Leadership Workshops in 1999, but it could be done.   

 
In addition, I regret the limited time I had to observe some of the teachers, especially 

Edward and Frank.  In both cases, I would have been very interested to see what came next.  If I 
had it to do again, I would ensure that my visits were long enough to observe a full Modeling 
cycle that I might get a better sense of teachers’ classroom discourse management over the entire 
range of Modeling activities.   
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Table 2 

Study data set.  All raw data obtained directly from participating teachers. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a. Modeling Instruction survey score based on 60 selected items from 100 questions (see text); 
presented as score and average.  Response options range from 1 to 5; low score most consis-
tent with Modeling philosophy. 

  
 

Table 3 
Longitudinal data formatted for ease of comparison 

 
Modeling 
Instruction 

Survey 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

 
 

Teacher 
1999 2007 

Baseline  
Student FCI 
(spring ‘98) 

% Pre Post Gain 
Allan 185/3.1 135/2.3 39.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian n/a 148/2.5 43.7 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley n/a 149/2.5 49.7 n/a n/a n/a 
David n/a 130/2.2 35.0 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 145/2.4 96/1.6 n/a 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 168/2.8 114/1.9 41.7 26.0 52.4 35.6 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

   
 

Teacher 

3-day 
RTOP 

Average 
% 

Modeling Instruc-
tion 

Surveya 

(summer 2007) Pre Post Gain 
Allan 90 135/2.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian 80 148/2.5 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley 70 149/2.5 n/a n/a n/a 
David 84 130/2.2 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 71 96/1.6 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 87 114/1.9 26.0 52.4 35.6 
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Evaluation Instruments 

Force Concept Inventory 
 The Force Concept Inventory (Hestenes, Wells &. Swackhamer, 1992 and, revised, Hal-
loun, Hake, Mosca & Hestenes, 1995) has its origins in several investigations of students’ mis-
conceptions in physics conducted at the dawning of physics education research.  “The Initial 
Knowledge State of College Physics Students” (Halloun & Hestenes, 1985) and “Common Sense 
Concepts about Motion” (Halloun & Hestenes, 1985) were early attempts to identify, quantify, 
and assess student misconceptions in Newtonian mechanics to serve several diagnostic, place-
ment, and evaluative purposes that might inform instruction in light of the chronically abysmal 
performance of students in introductory-level physics courses.  These investigations included 
countless hours of one-on-one and focus group conversations with physics students at all levels – 
high school to graduate school – from which were constructed carefully crafted conceptually-
oriented multiple-choice questions to probe students’ understanding.  The key feature of these 
questions was the incorporation of powerful “commonsense” distractors extracted from the 
painstaking research described above.  The questions went through many iterations of piloting, 
refinement, and retesting eventually evolving into the FCI.  The FCI itself was initially adminis-
tered to over 1500 students in high school physics classes, including those of Malcolm Wells in 
Arizona and Greg Swackhamer in Illinois, and in introductory physics classes at Arizona State 
University, the Ohio State University, and Harvard University.  Student scores on the FCI also 
were positively correlated with student performance on tests of quantitative ability such as the 
Mechanics Baseline Test described below.  The FCI has since been administered to over 200,000 
students in many countries and in at least 16 languages.  It has been the subject of much scrutiny 
in the physics education community (see, for example, Henderson, 2002) and there were some 
minor revisions in 1995, but it remains the gold standard for assessing student learning gains in 
elementary Newtonian mechanics.   
 
Mechanics Baseline Test 

The Mechanics Baseline Test (Hestenes & Wells, 1992) is the semi-quantitative counter-
part to the FCI.  It is a 26-question multiple-choice test, but whereas the FCI requires no formal 
training in mechanics, success on the MBT can not be achieved without a certain mastery of the 
terminology and formalisms of elementary Newtonian mechanics.  Hestenes & Wells note that 
though success on the FCI may not be sufficient to predict success on the MBT, it is a necessary 
precondition.  The MBT was administered to all teachers attending the Modeling Workshops to 
assess their quantitative competency in elementary mechanics.  The MBT is not as widely used 
as the FCI probably because many alternative quantitative assessments of student learning are 
available, unlike for the FCI.    
 
Views About Science Survey 

I have already described the Views About Science Survey (Halloun & Hestenes, 1996 – 
see Appendix 9) in some detail, above.  One of the authors’ purposes in designing this instru-
ment, however, was to attempt to assess the impact of classroom pedagogy on students’ views 
about science.  In particular, Halloun & Hestenes hoped to “to measure the effectiveness of in-
struction in changing student views and profiles” (italics in the original).  The survey measures 
the respondents’ beliefs across three “scientific” and three cognitive dimensions.  Halloun & 
Hestenes describe the scientific dimensions as “pertaining to the structure and validity of scien-
tific knowledge, and to scientific methodology,” and the cognitive dimensions as pertaining to 
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“the learnability of science, reflective thinking, and personal relevance of science.”  According to 
the authors, their unique “Contrasting Alternatives Design” resolves many of the potential prob-
lems associated with other types of instruments used to assess personal beliefs including respon-
dents’ equivocation on Likert scales and researchers’ misinterpretation of essay questions.  Hal-
loun & Hestenes were particularly interested in measuring the impact Modeling Instruction 
might have on students’ views, but the surveys they administered between 1995 and 1998 to 
Modeling Workshop teachers and their students were inadequate for that purpose because of too 
much variation in the scores (other data collection problems complicated the analysis, as well).  
On other the hand, students’ profiles were strongly predictive of their success in introductory-
level physics classes.  That is, the more “expert” a student’s profile the more likely he or she 
would do well in physics.  Since all my subjects had essentially “expert” profiles, I used re-
sponses to individual questions almost exclusively within the “scientific” dimension to compare 
and contrast teachers’ beliefs and to get more nuanced insight into their perspectives on the na-
ture of science.   

 
The VASS was substantially revised in 2004 and is still in use.   
 

Modeling Instruction Survey 
 I have described the Modeling Instruction Survey (Halloun, 1998 – see Appendix 7) ear-
lier in this paper.  In this section I will list the 60 items from the survey I selected to generate a 
teacher’s MIS score and the rationale for my selections.  The survey uses a traditional 5-point 
Likert scale spanning a range of choices from 1-“Regularly” to 5-“Never.”  The large majority of 
questions ask teachers how often they engage in classroom behaviors consistent with the Model-
ing pedagogy (e.g., question 63: “Have students use whiteboards to present their findings in a 
laboratory experiment”), but a few are clearly antithetical to Modeling (e.g., question 56: “Spend 
more than a quarter of class period lecturing).  (When calculating a teacher’s score, responses to 
items such as question 56 were reversed to maintain consistency.)  The status of some behaviors, 
however, is not so easily determined.  Therefore, I created a 3-tiered categorization scheme to aid 
my analysis.  The scheme is based on data collected by Modeling program staff and my interpre-
tation of Modeling practices.  I later refined the scheme based on a statistical analysis of the 
pooled responses of my subjects. 
 

Category 1 behaviors are “essential” to Modeling, that is, in complete accord with the 
principles and behaviors described in the section on Modeling Instruction in Physics, above.  
Category 1 behaviors often are unique to the Modeling pedagogy and are the behaviors one 
would expect to see in any Modeling classroom.  Examples of Category 1 behaviors include 
(item 10) planning one’s instruction based on the models laid out in the Modeling theory, (item 
5) expressing relationships among constructs qualitatively, and, of course, (items 64 – 67) activi-
ties associated with whiteboarding.   

 
Category 2 behaviors may or may not be unique to Modeling, but, in any case, they are 

less critical to the pedagogy.  This is not to say they are not important components of good phys-
ics pedagogy and failing to enact them entirely may diminish the learning experience for stu-
dents, but they are not the exemplars of the Modeling pedagogy Category 1 behaviors are.  Ex-
amples of Category 2 behaviors include (item 7) doing a dimensional analysis to set up or verify 
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the units of a concept and (item 68) allowing students to prepare whiteboards according to their 
own preferences.   

 
Finally, Category 3 behaviors are not at all unique to Modeling and fall into the realm of 

teachers’ personal preferences that may or may not be enacted as the teacher sees fit.  Examples 
of Category 3 behaviors include (item 17) using examples from the history of physics and (item 
50) asking students to do error analysis in their lab reports.  A teacher could choose not to en-
gage in these behaviors and still be considered an expert Modeler (I observed both forms of be-
havior during my field research).  

 
 The table below is a listing of behaviors by category.  The 49 items I used to aid my 

classroom observations were all the Category 1 behaviors plus several Category 2 behaviors I 
judged unique to Modeling (e.g., item 68 but not item 7).  Only items from Categories 1 and 2 
were used to calculate a teacher’s MIS score. 

Table 4 
Modeling Instruction Survey Taxonomy by Category 

Category 1 1,2,5,10,12.13,14,15,19,20,21,22,27,32,33,41,43, 
45,56,60,61,62,63,64,65,66,67,69,81,82,86,87,94  

Category 2 3,4,6,7,8,9,11,16,23,24,25,26,28,31,38,40,42,44, 
47,51,55,57,58,68,84,85,88 

Category 3 17,18,26,29,30,34,35,36,37,39,46,48,49,50,52,53, 
54,59,70,71,72,73,74,75,76,77,78,79,80,83,89,90, 
91,92,93,95,96,97,98,99,100 

 
Participant Experiences Survey 
 The Survey of Participant Experiences (Halloun et al, 1997 – see Appendix 3) is an in-
strument designed to satisfy program evaluation requirements set by the Modeling program’s 
funding agency, the National Science Foundation.  The survey was administered immediately 
following a teacher’s first year deploying the Modeling pedagogy (i.e., at the start of the second 
summer’s Workshop).  It combines multiple-choice and free-response questions covering six 
domains of teachers’ practice: method (pedagogy), (use of) technology, content, assessment, 
classes (taught), and school environment.  Generally speaking, the multiple-choice questions are 
intended to assess the extent to which a teacher engages in specific behaviors consistent with the 
Modeling pedagogy, but some questions also gauge participants’ reactions to different aspects of 
the pedagogy.  As might be expected, several questions in the method and content sections are 
similar if not identical to questions on the MIS, but most questions in the other sections have no 
counterpart on the MIS.  The Participant Experiences Survey provides a broad overview of a 
teacher’s practice which makes it a useful yardstick for comparing teachers.  Since every teacher 
attending the second summer’s Workshop completed a Participant Experiences Survey, as well 
as submitted student FCI scores for the previous school year, these were the best tools available 
to me for identifying potential subjects.  I selected questions from every section of the survey 
except “Classes” that a) had a response from every teacher, b) were most indicative of a 
teacher’s Modeling practices, and c) could be combined into a single composite score without 
second-level analysis.  The included items were numbers 1-8 (items 4 and 6 were reversed), 10-
13, 19, 23-25, 27-31, 42, and 43.   
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Reformed Teaching Observation Protocol 
 The RTOP (Sawada et al, 2000 – see Appendix 6) evaluates three dimensions of an en-
acted lesson from a constructivist perspective: its design and implementation; its content, in 
terms of the propositional and procedural knowledge presented; and the classroom culture it em-
bodies through the communicative interactions that take place during the lesson and the character 
of the evident student/teacher relationships.  The protocol determines the degree to which an ob-
server witnessed constructivist-oriented, student-centered, inquiry-based pedagogy, that is, “re-
formed teaching” as defined by the Arizona Collaborative for Excellence in Teacher Preparation, 
for whom it was created.  It consists of 25 multiple-choice questions scored along a continuum 
from 0-“Never Occurred” to 4-“Very Descriptive.”  Based on 287 classroom observations, Sa-
wada et al (2002) showed that teachers’ RTOP scores are highly correlated with the normalized 
gains on measures of student learning, including the FCI.  As a result, many educational entities 
across the country, including the Modeling Instruction program, continue to use the RTOP to 
evaluate teaching.   
 
 Though the RTOP was not designed for the Modeling program, it is consistent with 
Modeling precepts in every regard.  Thus, a “perfectly” presented Modeling lesson could score at 
or near 100 points.  At least two caveats when using the RTOP to evaluate a Modeling lesson 
should be taken into consideration, however.  First, the RTOP makes no provisions for the occa-
sions when a descriptor is not applicable to a particular lesson.  This is probably more an issue in 
high schools than at the college-level.  For example, for students actively engaged in a lab activ-
ity the descriptor “student exploration preceded formal presentation” (item 3) may not apply un-
til the next day’s lesson.  Thus, the perspicacious observer must be sure to enquire as to the pro-
gression of instruction so as to justify any alterations to the score.  Second, the RTOP is not con-
tent specific, so the observer must be competent in the propositional and procedural knowledge 
intrinsic to the lesson. 
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Findings 
Allan 

Modeling 
Instruction 

Survey 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

 
 

Teacher 
1999 2007 

3-day 
RTOP 
Avg. 

% 

Baseline  
Student FCI 
(spring ‘98) 

% Pre Post Gain 
Allan 185/3.1 135/2.3 90 39.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian n/a 148/2.5 80 43.7 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley n/a 149/2.5 70 49.7 n/a n/a n/a 
David n/a 130/2.2 84 35.0 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 145/2.4 96/1.6 71 n/a 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 168/2.8 114/1.9 87 41.7 26.0 52.4 35.6 
 
Background 
 
 Allan heard about the Modeling Instruction program early in 1998, after about 22 years 
of teaching, including six years of teaching physics at his current school, and was intrigued by 
the program.  During our extended interview he told me, “I was pretty sure they wouldn't teach 
me anything at the modeling workshop because I thought I had the physics instruction down 
pretty good, but I thought it would be fun to be around the other physics teachers so I signed up 
for it.”  Allan remarked also that the availability of a grant that would cover most of his expenses 
and provide a stipend made it especially attractive.  He was an active participant at the Work-
shops and “it turned out that there was much I could learn about teaching physics.”  In fact, he 
goes on to say, “If I had been taught this way in high school, I would have probably been a phys-
ics major instead of a math major.”    
 

As science department chair at the time, Allan experienced no interference as he imple-
mented Modeling in his classes. 

 
When I started doing Modeling I was department chair, so that really wasn't an is-
sue, and then we kind of rotate the department chair around. As long as my stu-
dents are learning and they're testing reasonably well people pretty well just leave 
me alone, they don't have any thoughts on it. 
 

On the other hand, he does report complaints from students:   
 

During the first year I taught Modeling physics students expressed 
significant resistance to not receiving direct answers to questions.  In the 
second year of modeling instruction there was still some resistance to 
Socratic questioning.   
 

With respect to his own initial experiences with Modeling, Allan said, 
 

 …when I came back and tried the Modeling, I thought it was difficult asking the 
questions, it seemed really to bog down the class, we weren't getting anywhere, 
but I kept digging in…and probably midway through the first semester I was 
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perched right on the verge of saying I'm going to trash this whole thing and we're 
just going to get our books out and we're going to work out of the books because I 
know that works.  Then, for some reason, I seemed to start getting a little better 
asking questions.  I didn't have to put quite so much effort into figuring out the 
questions I needed to ask; the classroom seemed to move along a little more effi-
ciently and so I decided to stick with it. 
 

Allan, as did four of my six subjects, also said he most likely would not have adopted the Model-
ing pedagogy without the completed mechanics curriculum.  But, he goes on, “Even with the 
curriculum, I almost gave up on the pedagogy after trying it for three months.  Only faith in the 
Modeling leadership made me stick with it.”  So, it seems both the credibility of the Modeling 
program staff and their research data as well as a fully developed set of curriculum materials 
were vital to Allan’s motivation to persevere with his efforts to implement Modeling.  But perse-
vere he did and now he “cannot imagine going back to the old learn from the lecture method.”   
 

Allan’s school is a medium-sized (about 1600 students), comprehensive public high 
school but it has no designated attendance area.  This means that students and their families 
come from across the city and make a conscious choice to attend this school, presumably be-
cause they buy into the school’s mission statement of “high expectations, ethics, and academic 
standards;” what’s more, they must sign a contract to that effect.  The school is academically 
well-regarded and the students are among the top 15% on the state achievement tests.  The 
demographics of the school are 74.9% white, 12.5 % Hispanic, 4.9% Black, and the rest are 
Asian and Pacific Islanders and Native Americans.  These percentages are not far from the 
demographics for the county in which the school is situated except that Blacks account for 10.5% 
of the larger population.  About 49% of the students are girls and 14.7% of the students qualify 
for free-or-reduced lunch.  With respect to Allan’s classes there were 11 boys and 17 girls, all 
white, in his AP(B) class; 7 boys and 15 girls, 2 Blacks, in his conceptual physics class, and 47 
boys and 32 girls, 4 non-white, in his three regular physics classes.  Each regular physics class 
has between 3 and 6 more boys than girls.  

 
Observations 
 Allan’s classroom is rather long and narrow with lots of natural light from two banks of 
windows along the long sides of the room.  In the front of the room is a traditional demonstration 
bench behind which is a large whiteboard.  Student benches, unfixed, are in front of the demo 
bench and 4 large worktables are in the back of the room.  Eleven computers of various vintages 
with PASCO interfaces sit on countertops along the perimeter of three sides of the room.  Lab 
equipment is located in cupboards underneath the counters and demonstration equipment fills 
glass-fronted cabinets above the countertops.  Students are crowded when they are at the com-
puter workstations but there is plenty of room available at the worktables for preparing white-
boards.  Allan has a mesmerizing rotating helix mobile hanging from the front ceiling and vari-
ous science posters on most of the available wall space.  Also on the front wall of the classroom 
is a placard with words like “oomas” and “yorts,” which are student-created units of measure 
concocted during a lesson early in the year.  Each class begins with a “hot sync” (warm-up) 
problem relevant to today’s or yesterday’s lesson.   
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 My first day’s observation in Allan’s 4th period regular physics class (and similarly for 5th 
and 6th periods) opened with a hot sync problem which was to draw a force diagram for a ball 
undergoing uniform circular motion (corresponding to Phase 2: Nominal Models in Unit 8 of the 
Modeling curriculum).  After the students wrote down their answers, which Allan dutifully 
checked and recorded on the spot, he led a class discussion using a ball-on-a-string prop by ask-
ing questions about the forces at various points along the ball’s orbit.  Allan accepted just about 
any student response which he then would paraphrase and repeat as a question – “So, you’re say-
ing the force is…?  So the ball must be behaving in such and such a way, right?  Oh wait, it goes 
this way.”  This continued until there was a general consensus, supported by Allan’s tacit agree-
ment, about the disposition of the relevant forces.    
 

Allan next spelled out the procedure for conducting a virtual lab on uniform circular mo-
tion using the “Interactive Physics” software application (corresponding to Phase 5: Model For-
mulation: Investigation and Initial Model Formulation).  This was a follow-on activity to a quali-
tative hands-on paradigm lab that the students had completed previously.  The computer program 
was set up so that students could adjust the variables more or less as they saw fit so as to obtain 
“data” separately for the centripetal force vs. the speed of revolution, the mass of the object, or 
the radius of the orbit (length of the string).  It seemed to this observer that the level of engage-
ment was inversely proportional to a student’s distance from the keyboard.  However, most 
groups in all three periods finished collecting data in anticipation of preparing whiteboards to-
morrow. 
 
 The day’s hot sync problems focused on mathematical manipulations of exponential 
functions anticipating the relationships to be developed between the variables in the previous 
day’s virtual lab.  Immediately following the hot sync activity students proceeded to prepare 
whiteboards of their lab results.  Allan was sitting at the back of the room grading student lab 
books and responding to questions about the lab and the whiteboards, but in any case it was clear 
that students were familiar and comfortable with this arrangement and several students seemed 
appreciative of the quick feedback this system affords.  Allan told me later that he had come to 
this procedure late in his career and has found it to be just as effective as his old style of grading 
and a lot more efficient.   
 

The whiteboard presentations began about 20 minutes into the period.  The students ar-
ranged themselves in a rough circle around the room and began the presentations with a simple 
recitation of the mathematical relationships they had found by graphing and fitting the data for 
each pair of variables (F vs. v, F vs. r, and F vs. m) using the “Labpro” software.  The graphs 
themselves were crude and qualitative, but each one had a corresponding numerical equation.  
No questions were asked at this time.  Allan then said, “Ask yourselves any questions you want 
then I’ll ask some questions.”  The students asked a few perfunctory questions (e.g., “What are 
the units of the slope of your graph” and “Is there a y-intercept?”), as did Allan.  Next, he di-
rected students to look at the other boards for agreement about the shape of the graphs: “Hold up 
one finger if graphs agree, two if not” – most students held up two fingers.  He then summarized 
the degree of agreement graph by graph.  There was general consensus on all the graphs except 
for one group’s F vs. r graph, for which they had depicted a negative linear relationship when it 
should have been an inverse relationship.   
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Allan next directed students to write on their whiteboards a single equation for the cen-
tripetal force that combines the information from the three separate graphs, but he also told them 
to leave the slope unspecified.  Most groups were able to derive the fundamental relation-
ship, rmvFC

2∝ , after which Allan instructed them to multiply two of the three fit constants 

they generated in “Labpro” and compare the product to the slope of the third graph.  Given that 
students had “perfect” data they found that the overall constant of proportionality was 1.  Allan 
then summarized these findings on the front whiteboard and made the connection to maFNET =  

in order to derive centripetal acceleration, rvaC
2=  (corresponding to Phase 6: Model Formu-

lation: Rational Model Extrapolation).  He next defined centripetal force as the net force that 
makes something move in a circle and thereby specified the essential feature of the central force 
particle model.  Finally, Allan passed out Unit 8: Worksheet 1 (corresponding to Phase 7: Model 
Deployment: Elementary Deployment) and gave a short lecture that addressed the perennial con-
fusion shared by many students: an object undergoing uniform circular motion is accelerating not 
because of changes in its speed but instead because of changes in its direction of motion.  How-
ever, Allan was not able to reach this point, concluding the lab and passing out the worksheet, in 
either 5th or 6th periods in part because there was far less consistency and agreement in the white-
boards for the virtual lab.  This necessitated a lot more direct questioning (e.g., about which is 
the independent variable and which the dependent variable, choice of units and scale for each 
axis, etc.) on Allan’s part to try to resolve students’ misconceptions, consequently a final resolu-
tion was left for the next day. 

 
The hot sync problem for my last day of observation concerned a uniform circular motion 

calculation.  Allan decided to have his 4th period students whiteboard the worksheet.  This is 
somewhat atypical among Modelers because worksheets, especially early in a unit, generally in-
clude the sorts of questions a teacher would ask during a whiteboard session and usually contain 
only one or two scenarios for consideration.  A typical whiteboard problem set has several prob-
lems illustrating different aspects of the model under consideration.  Allan did something else 
unusual with the assignment.  He informed the class that each student group must whiteboard the 
problems associated with the first of the two scenarios on the worksheet but that he would pick 
one board at random (by rolling dice) for which the entire class would receive a grade.  Before 
presenting their board, however, the selected group was free to consult with the rest of class and 
make any changes to their board until such time as the group indicated they were ready for their 
presentation.  Almost the entire class was enthusiastically engaged in their work and some of the 
conversations among the students were quite animated.  Allan’s only role during this period was 
to mediate the conversation because so many students were trying to speak at once.  The final 
product and presentation were nearly flawless and no one in the class ever asked what grade they 
had earned.   

 
The situation was quite different in 5th and 6th periods.  Fifth period finished up the vir-

tual lab but in this class Allan gave students the choice of individually completing the worksheet 
or working in groups to prepare a whiteboard.  My observation was that the groups seemed 
somewhat off-task until and unless Allan checked in with them, but by the end of the period most 
students either completed the assignment or had a completed whiteboard for presentation next 
class.  Sixth period also had to finish the virtual lab but they had somewhat more difficulty than 
the other periods resolving the coefficient on the final equation.  In this class students were not 
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required to whiteboard the worksheet and Allan went carefully over the first problem which was 
to create a motion map (vector diagram) for a car driving over a hill at constant speed.  He told 
me later that he was reacting to the difficulties 5th period had had with this task.   

 
Assessment 
 When he applied to the Modeling program Allan evidently was not seeking to signifi-
cantly change his practice believing that, “I had the physics instruction down pretty good.”  Fur-
thermore, in his application letter to the Modeling program Allan said that his “personal project 
this year was to establish a questioning method that would allow me quickly to probe student un-
derstanding” and that “the project has been quite successful.”  On the other hand, in his inter-
views with me Allan recounted his near-death struggles with managing classroom discourse in 
his first few years of Modeling.  I did not ask Allan about the differences between his previous 
questioning techniques and Modeling, but despite these initial challenges Allan clearly has de-
veloped a comfortable and efficient teaching style.  He pointed out to me on more than one occa-
sion that Modeling shifts the burden of work away from the teacher and on to the students where 
it belongs:  
 

I find now the students are working really hard and I'm not having to work nearly 
as hard as I used to and if I had continued teaching physics the way I had before I 
just think it's a major burnout because the students are coming in, you have to tell 
them how to do the same thing five times and, you know, when you have 20 or 30 
students coming in it just burns you out, it takes, it burns a lot of time, whereas in 
Modeling all of a sudden it's on the student to learn and so that's much better, they 
learn and it's easier on the teacher. 

 
It is interesting to note that Allan’s views on this issue seem to have evolved.  Questions 5 and 6 
on the VASS are as follows: 
 

My score on physics exams is a measure of how well: 
(a) I understand the covered material. 
(b) I can do things the way they are done by the teacher or in some course materi-

als. 
 
For me, doing well in physics courses depends on: 
(a) how much effort I put into studying. 
(b) how well the teacher explains things in class. 
 

In both cases Allan selected choice 4, the “mixed” response, which indicates that he generally 
would share the responsibility for learning more or less equally between teacher and student.  His 
remarks above, on the other hand, suggest that Allan now believes the Modeling pedagogy cor-
rectly shifts the burden of learning more onto the student.  Allan was the only subject to hold a 
mixed view on these questions.  Four of the six teachers selected choice 1 or 2 on question 5 and 
the remaining teacher selected choice 5.  On question 6, all the other teachers selected choices 1 
through 3.  Of course, Allan strongly believes that his students are learning physics better as 
well:  
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I think the students learn a lot.  The students come back, that have had me, come 
back and tell me when they go to college they’re telling everybody else how to do 
physics; they know how to do it, they remember it. 
 

Moreover, about 90% of Allan’s students pass the state physics end-of-course exam (taken in the 
junior year) and his long-term student FCI scores compare favorably with other Modeling teach-
ers, especially when one takes into account their relatively low pre-test scores.    
 

However, it was Allan who I quoted in the introduction: 
 
Scientists believe that numbers represent the truth.  Scientists get their numbers 
from measuring things and then they try, they use different techniques to evaluate 
what those numbers mean.  We do that because we can make good predictions 
with numbers that are useful to us, they enhance our health, our welfare, and so 
this is something important to study and learn about because we're interested in 
our health and welfare. 

 
This sentiment, expressed during the extended interview, would seem to be antithetical to a con-
structivist philosophy, as appears to be the case with the following comment Allan made in re-
sponse to a question about his role as a science teacher: 
 

The role of the science teacher is to provide students with an opportunity to learn 
about collecting numbers and data and applying that to a variety of situations, life 
situations or physical situations, that allow students to understand how science 
works, and to possibly give the students a career in science if that's something that 
they elect, but certainly to make them knowledgeable about science and the world 
around them. 
 

Again, there is nothing here that suggests Allan might see his role as, say, Brian does, who sees 
his students’ pursuit of scientific knowledge as a “journey” and himself as a “guide,” or like 
Frank, who describes his role as one of “helping the students make those same connections, build 
those same models.”  A careful review of Allan’s observed classroom practice confirms this am-
bivalence.  His questions were more procedural than conceptual (e.g., what is the slope of your 
graph, what are the units of the horizontal axis, etc.) and he lectured, albeit briefly, more than 
once.  Except for the once instance where, by Allan’s own admission, he deviated from his nor-
mal practice to let one class collectively prepare a whiteboard, this behavior was consistent 
across all his classes.  My sense is that Allan, despite the fact that he takes nearly three-quarters 
of the year to complete the “first semester” mechanics curriculum (or maybe precisely because of 
this), feels pressured to “move on,” and will sometimes sacrifice opportunities for deeper student 
engagement for efficiency’s sake.  Of course, the mere fact that Allan now uses whiteboards and 
questioning represents a significant departure from his previous didactic teaching style.  Allan 
made a professional decision to adopt the Modeling pedagogy, in part, because he had made a 
commitment to the Modeling program as a condition of the acceptance criteria, but also because 
he perceived it as potentially more effective than his traditional teaching style.  I conclude that as 
a result of his participation at the Modeling Workshops and his subsequent implementation of the 
Modeling pedagogy, Allan has experienced a conceptual restructuring of how students learn 
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physics and thus how to teach physics.  He did not experience such a restructuring with respect 
to his understandings of the nature of physics as a discipline.     
  

Notwithstanding the above, that Allan now is comfortable with the Modeling pedagogy is 
confirmed by the significant changes he reports in his pedagogy via the two Modeling Instruction 
Surveys he completed in 1998 and 2007.  There are fourteen “essential” Modeling activities for 
which Allan’s responses shifted from a 5 (“never”) or 4 (“seldom”) to a 1 (“regularly“) or 2 (“of-
ten”), several of which he has in common with the other two teachers for whom I have MIS data 
for both years.  The “common” activities include items 63 through 67 which relate to whiteboard 
presentations, as would be expected for Modelers.  Among the other items are: expressing vari-
ous constructs qualitatively (item 5), using agent-object notion in describing forces (item 15), 
having students figure out the relevant independent and dependent variables in a scenario (item 
43), and not assigning typical textbook problems as homework (item 51).  Allan’s very high (in 
retrospect, possibly too high) RTOP scores of 90, 84, and 96 also are indicative of his assimila-
tion of the Modeling pedagogy as is his active presence on the Modeling listserv.  
 
 
 
 



 - 40 -   

  

Brian 
Modeling 
Instruction 

Survey 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

 
 

Teacher 
1999 2007 

3-day 
RTOP 
Avg. 

% 

Baseline  
Student FCI 
(spring ‘98) 

% Pre Post Gain 
Allan 185/3.1 135/2.3 90 39.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian n/a 148/2.5 80 43.7 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley n/a 149/2.5 70 49.7 n/a n/a n/a 
David n/a 130/2.2 84 35.0 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 145/2.4 96/1.6 71 n/a 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 168/2.8 114/1.9 87 41.7 26.0 52.4 35.6 
 
Background 

For the first four years of his tenure, Brian’s assignment was physics and honors 9th grade 
physical science.  He describes his teaching style during this time as “non-traditional but not very 
progressive.”  He had contacts with other teachers in his district who were working with Jim 
Minstrell, a long-time physics teacher from the Seattle area and a co-developer of the 
DIAGNOSER physics instructional web-application (see http://www.diagnoser.com), so he 
“tended to look at things a bit differently,” but still relied on the textbook and a lecture format for 
his pedagogy.  Questions to the class were rhetorical and students did not work in groups.  He 
told me that he had had a general dissatisfaction with the way he taught, prompted in part by his 
discussions with these other physics teachers, but he did not feel “equipped” to make the appro-
priate changes.  In his application letter to the Modeling program, Brian said that “one area that 
has been the cause of some concern for me has been a feeling that my students don’t fully engage 
the material that we are studying” and “seem to be rather formula centered.”  Despite his some-
what traditional teaching style, Brian’s predisposition with respect to lab activities was clearly 
constructivist because he goes on to say, “I don’t give the students a set procedure or expected 
results, but rather tell them I would like them to investigate the relationships between several 
quantities.”  Brian’s desire to see his students actively engaged in learning physics and conduct-
ing discovery versus validation lab activities seems to anticipate some aspects of Modeling.  

 
 In 1997, Brian entered the MAEd program at the same university where he had earned 

his bachelor’s.  The program required that he take a methods course appropriate to his discipline, 
but because the university did not have anything really suitable during the summer sessions, 
Brian’s graduate advisor recommended he attend the Modeling Workshops for which he would 
receive full credit towards his degree.  Of his workshop experience Brian says:  

 
You know, it sounds really corny but I've got to say… my workshop was like an 
old-fashioned tent revival.  I went there seeking something – what, I didn't know.  
When I got there, it's like, oh my gosh, this is it, and if this isn't it, this is as close 
as I've ever seen to it, whatever it is.  I can honestly tell you that I'm not anything 
like the teacher I was before nor could I ever go back to being that person.   
 

The clincher, Brian says, was the changes he saw in his students. 
 

…but the thing that sold me and I'll remember, I can actually remember the mo-
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ment, was in studying projectiles.  I had taught projectile motion, had spent a 
couple, several weeks talking about projectile motion, I'd demonstrated projectile 
motion, I have all this equipment for demonstrating projectile motion, and I would 
give the most lucid lectures and demonstrations and everything I could about pro-
jectile motions and in the end my students didn't really seem to have that much of 
an understanding about the way projectiles move.  So, in Modeling first year, 98-
99 school year, we did Unit 6, we'd been, I'd been following through, doing the 
best I could following the practices, my students, we did the unit, the paradigm 
lab, the projectile motion and using the video camera, although at that time I did-
n't have video analysis software so we just used photographs that we'd captured, 
measured, and kids drew graphs, and this group was presenting and they go, 
“Hmm, well we got a straight line on the x-t graph, we got a curved line on the y-t 
graph, so we knew it was accelerating in the y-direction but not in the x-direction; 
well that makes sense because gravity's only acting in the y-direction and so, 
yeah, it's moving with a constant velocity in the x-direction and its accelerating 
downward in the y-direction.”  I said, “What, really?”  They said, “Yeah, we get 
that.”  I asked a couple of questions and like they really had it.  So what that really 
meant in the end was my kids got it when I modeled and they didn't get it when I 
didn't. 
 

 Brian has been “a real sort of diehard Modeler ever since.”  So much so that for the past several 
years Brian has been very active in developing and sustaining an online Modeling community of 
practice (separate from the Modeling listserv) and working with his district’s science curriculum 
coordinator to get Modeling adopted as the district’s approved physics curriculum. 
 

Brian began using the Modeling pedagogy during his fifth year at his school and it was 
not well received initially by his students or his colleagues in the science department.  Brian said 
better students felt the pace was too slow and became impatient for Brian to just tell them the 
answer – a problem he still faces.  These are the students he calls “cave kids.”   

 
…you could put this kid in a cave in September with a physics book, you could 
come back in June and take them out, and give them a test, and they probably 
could pass any test you gave them because they are already high level thinkers 
and they have the ability to process information and build models; they don't need 
my help to do it… 
 

Following the advice of a long-time Modeler from Arizona, Brian now has a “physics open 
house” early in the year to introduce parents to the Modeling curriculum and pedagogy.  The 
open house seems to have been particularly effective and Brian says the parents are very appre-
ciative. 
 

In fact, some of the hostility that I was getting from my department stopped after 
the first time I did that.  When my principal, the old principal, came here and saw 
60 parents come for a physics night, his attitude towards what I did changed.  So 
it also may have been the first time I had a chance to explain to him what Model-
ing was about. 
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Most of his departmental colleagues, then as now, were and are indifferent to whatever 

pedagogy Brian’s employs even though he has taken the time to describe Modeling and his suc-
cess with it.  “Perhaps it's even evolved to the point of we don't care and we don't want to know; 
so beyond indifference, a little bit to the rejection side.”  However, both the assistant principal 
(for instruction) and his department chair were openly hostile to Modeling, though neither indi-
vidual required that he change his practice.  Brian had even heard from a reliable source that the 
assistant principal wanted to replace him.  Most of their misgivings seemed to be of the same 
type I heard from my other subjects: student complaints that because Brian rarely directly an-
swers questions and doesn’t use a textbook, he must not be teaching.  “Neither of them had ever 
asked me about Modeling, I don't believe that either of them had any real notion what I was do-
ing, they just didn't like it, and I don't know why.”  Brian weathered that storm and, until re-
cently, has experienced the same benign neglect that my other subjects have reported.   

 
But there has been a recent thaw at Brian’s school.  Brian describes this in a conversation 

he had with the current (new) assistant principal: 
 
In one of the four school faculty meetings before we even started for the year (last 
year), we talked about some of the goals that they wanted for the school and 
things of that nature and I went up to [the AP] afterwards and said, “OK, I feel 
like I have a lot to offer here that's not being tapped.  I've been to two Modeling 
workshops for four weeks each at [a west coast university], 120 hours each, I've 
gone back to ASU,” at that point it'd been like three times, I said, “I've done a lot 
of this work and I have a lot to share, have a lot of ideas and things that I've 
learned that I think are consistent with your goals for this school, but I'm not be-
ing utilized, and I just want to tell you that I want to share, I want to help, please 
allow me to do that if I can be of any help.”  So he said, “Yeah, OK, that's fine.”  
But, nearly a semester went by where that never came up again and then in one of 
those moments that you never can predict, I stopped by his office one day, for 
what I don't know, and we sat down and chatted, and I started describing to him 
again that I really did have something I wanted to share and it's based on my 
Modeling and he asked, “Well, what was that?”  Well, that's a big mistake to ask 
me about that, so I told him, and I started describing to him what Modeling was 
and how it was used and how it's effective, I started telling him about, you know, 
things like my FCI scores pre- and post and how they compared with non-
Modeling schools and why I thought that they were consistent with the goals of 
our school and our state and, you know, anybody that's trying to educate kids, and 
that conversation lasted until nine o'clock at night, we sat in his office until nine 
o'clock at night.  From that [conversation] was born this idea, gee, how can we ac-
tually try and promote this then. 
 

The assistant principal now is an enthusiastic supporter of Modeling and aided Brian’s efforts to 
send a departmental colleague to a Modeling Workshop.  While the rest of his departmental col-
leagues still are more or less indifferent to his pedagogy (as, I suspect, he is of theirs except that 
they are not using Modeling), the support of the assistant principal as well as the district’s sci-
ence curriculum coordinator, after similar prodding from Brian, has given Brian the confidence 
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to push for widespread adoption of Modeling in his district.  Modeling is now being used in three 
of the five high schools in the district and, Brian says, “recently came very, very close to being 
approved as the district’s physics curriculum.”  The struggle continues. 
 

Brian’s high school is in a middle-class part of the city, the major metropolitan area of 
the region.  The school has about 1800 students and is noted for its academics as well as for its 
very successful athletics and music programs.  Brian even complained to me that he often has 
very small physics classes during the various state athletics championships and holiday musicals 
because so many of his seniors are either participants or enthusiastic spectators.  As reported by 
the state department of education, the student demographics for the school are 52% male, 48% 
female; 87.1% are white, 3.8% Black, 2.6% Hispanic, 4.1% Asian, and 1.6% American Indian.  
These numbers are reflective of the metropolitan area in which the school is situated.  About 
26% of students are eligible for free-or-reduced lunch and the graduation rate is 81%.  The 
demographics of Brian’s classes are nearly identical to the school’s which means, at most, one or 
two students of color in any physics class.  The ratio of males to females is at least 2:1.  For his 
10th grade science class, however, the ratio is about 3:2 females to males and more students of 
color (every student has to take 10th grade science whereas physics is an elective course).   

 
Observations 

When I observed Brian his schedule included three periods of regular physics and one pe-
riod each of “second-year” physics and 10th grade integrated science.  Second-year physics is just 
that, a second year, and Brian, the only physics teacher in the school, does not consider it an 
honors class though most of the students in the class are concurrently enrolled in pre-calculus or 
calculus and, therefore, represent a population normally associated with honors or AP-level 
classes.  The school also offers a second-year chemistry class and an AP biology class but nei-
ther AP physics nor chemistry.  All the students in the second-year courses are seniors.  I did not 
probe the school’s rationale for second-year versus AP courses, but I was told that the decision 
was deliberate.  One consequence of the second-year physics course, however, is that it affords 
Brian the luxury of time.  That is, he does not feel compelled to rush through the curriculum in 
the first-year course and takes at least three-quarters of the year to complete “first semester” me-
chanics.   

 
Brian teaches in a very traditional physics classroom with a large demonstration bench 

across the front of the room and a raised platform behind the bench and in front of sliding black-
boards.  He has also installed hooks above the blackboards and around the room for hanging stu-
dent whiteboards.  Students sit at fixed benches and little space remains around the perimeter – 
an arrangement not particularly conducive to group labs.  Brian has acquired about 10 Macintosh 
computers on rolling carts so the students can create group work areas on or around the benches.  
During one circle whiteboarding session I observed, students perched themselves on the benches 
or to one side in order that every student could view the whiteboards.  Thus, like other teachers 
in this study, Brian found various ways to accommodate his Modeling pedagogy to a distinctly 
Modeling-unfriendly physical plant.   

 
My observations began on a Monday morning during mid-third quarter by which time the 

class was about a third of the way through Unit 7: Energy.  Working in groups, students were to 
prepare a whiteboard for an assigned problem from Unit 7: Worksheet 3a completed over the 
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weekend (corresponding to Phase 5: Model Formulation: Initial Model Formulation).  This 
worksheet presents students with a variety of scenarios depicting different systems’ initial and 
final parameters (e.g., height, speed, or, in the case of some elastic component, stretch length).  
By employing the principle of the conservation of energy, students are to indicate on bar graphs 
the relative magnitudes of the various forms of energy for the initial and final states shown in the 
scenario (i.e., gravitational potential, kinetic, and elastic potential energy).  Thus, the students’ 
job really is just a bookkeeping task, that is, to balance a system’s energy accounts.  No formulas 
are required.  Student misconceptions are typically manifested in the failure to ensure that the 
system’s final energy equals its initial energy and in decoding the parameters specified in the 
scenario so as to properly apportion energy among the various categories.  

 
It took only about 10 minutes for the students to obtain, clean, and prepare their white-

boards.  During this time Brian circulated around the class checking student worksheets for com-
pletion.  He asked one student, “On a scale from 1 to 10, how prepared do you feel?”  The stu-
dent replied, “I’m not sure about one problem, so 8.”   Brian then advised two groups by asking 
them probing questions about their whiteboards.  He kicked off the whiteboard presentations by 
announcing to the class, “Let me just express the idea that there can be different ways for these 
bar graphs to look depending on how you defined your system and initial conditions.  Ask them 
questions about anything you’re not sure about.”   

 
It was clear to this observer that students were very comfortable with this mode of class-

room discourse and had a well-developed sense of the teacher’s expectations.  After the first 
group’s initial presentation the first few questions to the group were from other students.  Brian 
jumped in with a couple of probing questions which were followed by more questions from the 
student audience.  Brian closed the first presentation by reminding the class that the different rep-
resentations of the problem must be consistent with the given scenario.  There was little student 
interaction for the next problem.  Most of the discussion was dominated by probing questions 
from Brian who would wait as long as necessary for a response from the presenters, though he 
sometimes rephrased a question if a response was not forthcoming.  There was much more stu-
dent interaction with the third group, and, at one point, Brian stepped in to moderate the discus-
sion as the student presenters were trying to manage three simultaneous lines of questioning from 
the audience.  Brian’s questions then seemed to be directed at the entire class and not just the 
presenters.  The scenario is a car at the bottom of a hill with 0v > 0 that then comes to a stop 

some distance up the (frictionless) hill: 
 
S – How does it [the car] stop if there was no friction? 
T – If energy is the ability to cause change, can the car at the bottom of the hill 

and not moving experience a change in this case? 
S – No. 
T – Can we say that the initial gravitational potential energy is 0? 
S – Yes. 
T – What force is transferring energy from kinetic energy to gravitational poten-

tial energy? 
S – Gravity. 
T – What brings the car to a stop? 
S – Gravity.  
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Six of nine groups had presented by class’s end and while there were some insightful questions 
posed by a few students, Brian continued to dominate the discussion by asking both directed and 
undirected questions.   
 

The discourse in Brian’s other two regular physics classes was much the same, though 
Brian did take time to revisit the concept of the energy flow diagram that had caused some con-
fusion in the first class.  I had the sense that students were more than familiar with Brian’s style 
because it seemed to me that some of the students had settled in for the long haul (which is to say 
they were reasonably attentive but not actively participating), well aware that Brian would not 
move on until he was satisfied with the responses from the student presenters.  In none of the 
three classes did whiteboard presentations get past problem 6 out of the total of 10. 

 
I had also observed Brian’s second-year physics class, his first class of the day.  In this 

instance, each student group prepared a whiteboard for the same problem (in magnetostatics).  
Whiteboards were presented in a circle fashion and, initially at least, the discourse was among 
the students.  As in other classes I observed, Brian’s interaction with the various groups was 
strictly through questioning until the relationship between the variables in the problem was (rea-
sonably) well established.   Brian similarly used whiteboards and questioning in his 10th grade 
integrated science class in a lesson on phenotypes and genotypes (Punnit squares).   

 
The next two days’ lessons centered on a virtual lab similar to the one in Allan’s concep-

tual physics class using the “Excel” spreadsheet application.  Brian’s goals for the lesson were: 
1) to develop some sort of quantitative relationship between the gravitational potential energy 
and the consequent kinetic energy of a falling object; and 2) to introduce students to the “Excel” 
spreadsheet application (continuing Phase 5: Model Formulation: Initial Model Formulation).  
Only five or six students confirmed that they had previous experience with “Excel,” but with a 
few simple oral instructions from Brian and a quick demonstration (via LCD projector), students 
soon were generating “data.”  The thrust of the lesson was the previously constructed concept of 
the conservation of energy.  Thus, students had no apparent difficulty accepting the premise that 
the initial gravitational energy of an object released from some height is equivalent to the final 
kinetic energy the object develops just prior to hitting the ground (neglecting air resistance and 
the like).  Students entered formulas in the spreadsheet to calculate the energy stored gravitation-
ally as a function of height for 50 different heights, equated these value to the kinetic energy, 
calculated the final velocity similarly (using kinematics), and then plotted the kinetic energy vs. 
the final velocity.  Of course, the resulting graph is parabolic.  The final step was to “linearize” 
the graph by re-plotting the kinetic energy vs. the square of the velocity.  If correctly plotted and 
interpreted, students should have been able to deduce that the slope of this graph is one-half 
times the value of the (constant) mass they had entered in the spreadsheet.    

 
The following day, students completed their spreadsheets and drew both the kinetic en-

ergy vs. velocity and kinetic energy vs. velocity-squared graphs on a whiteboard and wrote an 
equation for the linear graph.  Whiteboards were presented in a circle fashion and most of the 
discussion initially was among the students but it was confined to simple descriptions of their 
choices of variables and of their graphs.  No group had derived an appropriate equation for the 
linear graph (nor, for that matter, did every group prepare a properly linearized graph).  At this 
point, Brian prompted the class by asking if everyone agreed that the kinetic energy was propor-
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tional to the square of the velocity to which there was general agreement (corresponding to Phase 
6: Model Formulation: Rational Model Extrapolation).  Most groups were consistent in using 
J/(m/s)2, that is, units of energy vs. velocity squared, for the slope of the linear graph, but Brian 
had to do the reduction from these units to kilograms (mass).  Even though it was now evident 
that the units of the slope were units of mass, no student group was able to connect this slope 
with their hypothetical mass.  Brian asked in an obviously rhetorical fashion if the slope was 
equal to one-half the mass.  Given this fact, several student groups then were able to generate the 
final equation ( 22/1 mvEk = ).   

 
Brian followed the whiteboard session with a deployment activity (corresponding to 

Phases 7 & 8: Model Deployment: Elementary and Paradigmatic Deployment).  He drew a dia-
gram on the board of a problem taken from R. Gibbs’ Qualitative Problems for Introductory 
Physics that shows two objects of equal mass at different positions up a frictionless incline.  Stu-
dents were asked to consider the gravitational potential energy and the kinetic energy of the two 
objects at t = 0 (v0 = 0), when the lower object has reached the bottom of the incline, and when 
both objects have slid down the incline and now are sliding on a frictionless horizontal surface.  
Brian initiated the discussion by saying, “Let‘s hear somebody address the initial condition.  
How many of you agree/disagree/ don’t know” (that the objects have different gravitational po-
tential energies, but equal kinetic energies)?  One student disagreed, “Don’t the objects have the 
same weight?”  Another student pointed out the first student’s confusion between force and en-
ergy.  The rest of the discussion was fruitful and mostly among the students.   

 
Assessment 

Brian is an easy-going fellow with a sense of humor and near infinite patience when it 
comes to learning – but not misbehavior.  He enjoys teaching and feels he has found his calling.  
He thinks about his practice constantly and is a true believer in Modeling.  He took an “ad-
vanced” Modeling course and has worked with the Modeling Instruction program staff develop-
ing Modeling curriculum in chemistry and biology.  Brian’s Modeling perspective influences his 
pedagogy in all his classes.  He is very aware of and sensitive to student “commonsense” con-
ceptions and is always respectful of such alternative conceptions during class discussions.  Brian 
is quite adept at asking probing questions and knows how to guide the conversation.  However, 
he does tend to dominate class discussions, but, again, only by asking questions, and he waits for 
responses to the questions.  Brian speaks passionately about Modeling and sees it as his mission 
to convert the “heathens.”  He is not a fanatic, however, and is well aware of the forces arrayed 
against his quest.  He loves to talk shop and is a mentor teacher for a new teacher at a nearby 
high school who once was a student in his class.  His mentee has had just a week of Modeling 
instruction and Brian is pushing to get the new teacher to take the full workshop sequence.  He 
also helped another colleague in the school take the workshops.  

 
Brian, like most of my other subjects, can be considered an “early adopter” of Modeling.  

He was in the third cohort of the Modeling Leadership Workshops, as were my other subjects, 
but unlike some of them he was actively looking to change his practice.  Recall that in his appli-
cation letter Brian expressed concern about the level of student engagement in his classes and 
mentioned also that he employed discovery labs.  Brian was thus purposefully seeking out a 
pedagogy that would accommodate his teaching goals and, evidently, found it.  His receptiveness 
and subsequent devotion to Modeling, therefore, come as no surprise.   
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In terms of his Modeling pedagogy as I observed it and he reported via the Modeling In-
struction Survey (MIS), Brian is less likely than my other subjects to show how a construct 
(model or part of a model) applies in different contexts, which is to say he is somewhat more 
likely to present the models piecemeal and not emphasize them as part of a larger theory of New-
tonian mechanics (MIS).  He is at the mid-point of my subjects on nature of science (NOS) ques-
tions from the MIS suggesting that his views are also mid-way between empiricist and construc-
tivist perspectives.  This was confirmed in the extended interview.  For example, in response to 
the question, “How would you define science and scientific knowledge?” Brian said, “I think that 
nature is what it is, that is, I think that there is, if you want to go with a truth with a capital “T” or 
a lowercase “t,” things are the way they are.”  But he also said,  

 
If you're asking me if I'm more of a builder of knowledge through a constructivist 
approach to scientific knowledge, or am I more of a you should just get this out of 
the book and learn what it is, (then) there's no question there, I'm not in the mid-
dle.  I have stacks of brand-new textbooks that have never even been opened.  
You need to engage and experience it, that's how you uncover it.  You uncover 
science, you don't read about it. 
 

On the other hand, Brian holds only expert views on the NOS portion of the VASS (the only sub-
ject to do so), which is consistent with his commitment to a constructivist pedagogy, as is the 
fact that he is the least likely of the subject teachers to use a textbook.  Brian scored in the mid-
dle on the Participant Experiences survey (a 2.0 average on a 1 to 5 scale, where the range of 
scores is from 1.52 to 2.43), which I consider to be an indication of his initial struggle mastering 
classroom discourse.  Brian’s student long-term FCI scores, both in terms of the normalized gain 
as well as average score, are the second highest among my subjects and compare favorably with 
scores from across the universe of Modeling teachers.    
 

I gave Brian an RTOP score of 91 on the first day of observation, noting particularly the 
clear expectation among students that he would wait as long as necessary for answers to his guid-
ing questions, his well-tuned ear for student misconceptions, but also the fact that he tended to 
dominate classroom discourse, albeit strictly through questioning.  The next day’s score was only 
a 73 because students were involved mostly in generating virtual data via an Excel-based simula-
tion in anticipation of presenting their “findings” during the following class and the only student-
directed input in the lesson was a choice of the mass of the object under test.  Thus, given the 
preliminary nature of the lesson, there were few opportunities for student-directed discourse or 
student generated hypotheses.  The third day’s score was still “only” a 77 because the simulation 
did not allow for much in the way of student exploration of alternative conceptions and problem 
solving strategies (but surely much more than would a lecture).  Moreover, many students got 
lost in their attempts to generate the quantitative relationship between the variables and never 
were able to derive it until Brian stepped in with revealing prompts.   
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Charley 
Modeling 
Instruction 

Survey 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

 
 

Teacher 
1999 2007 

3-day 
RTOP 
Avg. 

% 

Baseline  
Student FCI 
(spring ‘98) 

% Pre Post Gain 
Allan 185/3.1 135/2.3 90 39.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian n/a 148/2.5 80 43.7 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley n/a 149/2.5 70 49.7 n/a n/a n/a 
David n/a 130/2.2 84 35.0 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 145/2.4 96/1.6 71 n/a 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 168/2.8 114/1.9 87 41.7 26.0 52.4 35.6 
 
Background 
 
 Charley is a member of a local “physics alliance,” that is, a group of physics teachers, 
university professors, two-year college instructors, and industry professionals that meets several 
times during the school year to talk about all things physical.  Teachers can give and get answers 
to content questions, share or refine a lesson, get help with or ideas for demonstrations and lab 
activities, triangulate their curriculum with the two- and four-year college instructors, and even 
talk about physics education research.  It was at one such meeting in the course of his 16th year 
of teaching that Charley heard a presentation about Modeling from a teacher who had gone 
through the pilot Workshops.  One of Charley’s best friends, another physics teacher from a 
nearby district (and one of my subjects), was at the same meeting and the two of them were suf-
ficiently impressed that they decided to apply to the program.  In his Modeling Workshop appli-
cation letter, Charley said that despite the positive student comments mentioned above,  
 

…I am ready to embark upon a different approach to physics instruction.  I think 
it’s time for my students to become more responsible for their instruction and for 
the physics curriculum to become student-centered.  It seems that that the Model-
ing Theory of Instruction will provide a curriculum that will allow my students to 
be active learners utilizing new technologies and study physics by doing physics. 

 
In the same letter Charley also said, 
 

It is my hope that my students gain an understanding about the natural world in 
terms of the basic laws of physics so that they can “see” physical interactions as 
part of a whole, cogent set of rules that have been studied and systematized by 
people. 

 
These responses are particularly intriguing for at least two reasons.  First, despite Charley’s 
statement that he is desirous of a “different approach” to his instruction, his language is sugges-
tive of an empiricist perspective, i.e., physics as a “set of rules” that has been “systematized.”  
This is not to say that the content of the Modeling curriculum is not systematic, but the emphasis 
of the pedagogy is guided inquiry and developing students’ meta-cognitive skills and not about 
mastering a set of rules.  Second is the consistency in Charley’s views over time.  In response to 
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a question about the nature of science during the extended interview (and fully eight years after 
the writing of his application letter), Charley said, 
 

I would define science as an approach to doing things, it's a way of finding out 
about, really, about anything, and that, it's a process, it's just a way of doing 
things.  Scientific knowledge is something that I think has been pigeonholed and 
put into categories that are sometimes called chemistry and astronomy and biol-
ogy and so forth. 

 
I next asked Charley to expand on what he meant by “process.”  

 
It's a process of doing things, of finding out about nature, and not just how things 
work, but, at least, coming up with recipes or models or representations that can 
be used to describe the world and things physical, at least natural things that hap-
pen, and basically to codify how the world works. 

 
Recall also that Charley is the teacher I identified earlier as having given apparently conflicting 
responses on the VASS.  He leans towards the view that “physics is inherent in the nature of 
things and independent of how humans think,” but he also strongly believes that “the laws of 
physics portray the real world by approximation.”  Moreover, Charley’s “mixed view” response 
to question 11, whether mathematical formulas express meaningful relationships among vari-
ables or provide ways to get numerical answers to problems, was unique.  Four teachers strongly 
believe and one teacher leans towards the belief that formulas express meaningful relationships.   
 

Taken together then, Charley’s responses and remarks suggest that his views are not con-
flicted so much as they indicate a practical point of view.  That is, I interpret Charley’s views to 
mean that he is simply making a statement about the limitations of human knowledge and, at the 
level he teaches, Charley believes the “laws of physics” are both good enough and eminently 
useful.  One of my teacher colleagues aptly describes this pedagogical approach as “finding the 
acceptable oversimplification.”  Consequently, Charley believes it is interesting and worthwhile 
for his students to investigate physical phenomena and learn – note I do not say construct – some 
of these useful laws.  However, these views clearly are not consistent with Modeling’s construc-
tivist perspective and they do not represent a “different approach” or the “student-centered” cur-
riculum Charley alluded to in his application letter.    

 
This interpretation is supported by some other comments Charley made during the ex-

tended interview and elsewhere that also help explain why he no longer employs Modeling ex-
cept for just a few weeks at the beginning of the year.  Three things seem to have impeded Char-
ley’s implementation of Modeling: pacing and content coverage issues, dissatisfaction with cer-
tain pieces of the curriculum, and his students’ mathematics preparation.  Charley addressed his 
concerns in this response to a question about the reasons behind his decision to limit his imple-
mentation of Modeling: 

 
One, I think my students have a really hard time with the mathematics in the 
physics course, even the mathematics at the level that the Modeling involves.  In 
fact, half of my students, or even possibly fewer than half of my students, are 
concurrent in trigonometry, so they're unable to do anything involving trigonome-
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try and even some of the algebra students have a hard time with it.  The other part 
is that, unless it's changed, I was never in love with the Modeling approach to en-
ergy; I always found the energy unit to be kind of confusing and personally I did-
n't like it, so originally I would sort of move away from the Modeling around the 
energy time.  But I just found that a lot of the worksheets, particularly the work-
sheets involving Newton's laws, although they were very, very rich, absolutely 
wonderful, they took a tremendous amount of time, and I found myself having to 
sort of trade time for curriculum.  In fact, that's another big reason why I've 
moved away from Modeling, at least for the latter part of the year, is that I find it 
is so time intensive, and our school's bell schedule is such that we really don't 
meet a lot – just three times a week [which] is kind of minimal. 

 
Charley reiterated his distress with Modeling’s pacing and curriculum on several addi-
tional occasions: 
 

The very first year I did Modeling, granted it was the first year I was doing it, we 
did mechanics the entire year and I don't even think I finished mechanics. The 
second year, being more comfortable with it, I think we finished mechanics and 
only had time left for one of the units – perhaps I did electricity, I forget.  The fol-
lowing year I tried to streamline things even further and that was where I decided 
I really didn't like the energy unit.  I guess since then it's been about a quarter and 
a half of Modeling curriculum. 
 
My biggest issue is not [Modeling’s] value, but I guess I'm still of the school that 
wants to "get to rainbows."  The school year isn't long enough to do justice to any 
physics curriculum, at least I can't make it work, and I try to both teach kids how 
to do science and to also get turned on to the nature of nature. 
 
I was impressed with the depth to which the pedagogy had been developed.  It 
made sense to me, although I sometimes thought the representations for energy 
(symbols, schema, pie charts) a bit too abstract.  I felt a dedication to use the 
pedagogy as is, but in practice, the students' pace was excruciatingly slow. 
 
Furthermore, the second semester materials seemed less connected than the first 
semester (mechanics).  I didn't think my students would "get it." 

Charley’s reference to “getting to rainbows” is from a quote by one of the foremost practitioners 
of “conceptual” physics, Paul Hewitt.  The author of highly regarded high school and introduc-
tory-level college physics textbooks, Hewitt decries what he believes to be excessive instruc-
tional time spent by some teachers on kinematics (as is most definitely the case with some of the 
other teachers I observed), which he attributes to “the teachers’ love affair with graphical analy-
sis” (see http://www.conceptualphysics.com/rainbows. html).  But even though Charley might 
not be as enamored with computer technology as much as some teachers, he did express his ap-
preciation to the Modeling Workshops for this very reason: “I found the methodology of instruc-
tion more important particularly in terms of using the computers and probes to DO physics.”  
Starting off the year with Modeling, therefore, serves Charley’s purposes as it introduces stu-
dents to computer technology with its probes and graphical analysis software, tools that will be 
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valuable later in the year even if the pedagogy is not.  Evidently, like Hewitt, Charley believes 
that “most of the fascination of physics lies beyond [kinematics]” and he is not able to move past 
this seeming barrier to full-fledged Modeling.   

 
Observations 

Charley teaches in a rather cramped lab space in an annex attached to the gym that has 
not been substantially updated since its construction in 1976.  The room is oddly organized with 
the demo bench and blackboards in one corner.  Student desks are crowded in front of the demo 
bench and flanked on two sides by large work tables behind which is a narrow aisle way and then 
countertops with computer workstations.  Students fill the twenty or so desks and the overflow 
sits at the work tables.  A peculiar alcove with sinks that Charley says was once used for photog-
raphy cuts off one corner of the room.  There are lots of science posters on the walls, various 
pieces of equipment lying about the room, and a wall clock marking the time in radians – the 
room has a very lived-in feeling.   

 
The school has a block schedule: all classes meet for 50 minutes on Monday; periods 2, 

4, and 6 meet for 97 minutes on Tuesday and Thursday; and periods 1, 3, 5, and 7 meet for 93 
minutes on Wednesday and Friday – Charley, therefore, sees each class three times a week (I 
spent four days in Charley’s classroom).  Periods 2 and 6 are pre-calculus, period 4 is an AP(B) 
physics class, and periods 3 and 5 are Charley’s regular physics classes.  The AP class has 23 
students (seven girls, two non-white students).  One physics class has 25 students (nine girls, two 
non-white students) and the other has 29 students (11 girls, 3 non-white students).  One pre-
calculus class has 35 students (22 girls, 4 non-white students) and I have no data for the other 
pre-calculus class (6th period) as I did not observe it, but Charley mentioned that it also has more 
girls than boys.  Charley lamented the small number of girls in the physics classes ascribing it to 
the recent addition of a second-year advanced biology class that, together with the AP biology 
class, is attracting girls away from physics. 

 
 Since my observations began on a Tuesday, I observed Charley’s 2nd period pre-calculus 
class and his 4th period AP physics class.  Charley’s classes get off to a slow start – five to ten 
minutes may elapse before class really gets underway.  In part, this is due to the school’s peculiar 
schedule for announcements and such, but there also seems to be an expectation that an extended 
“settling time” will be tolerated, especially on the days with longer periods.  Charley has an easy 
rapport with his students and he allowed plenty of time for questions, but his delivery in both 
classes was very traditional.  In the pre-calculus class, he did some standard trigonometric deri-
vations on the front blackboard which took about 50 minutes, including a few student questions.  
He then assigned some problems from the textbook for students to work on in class during which 
time he circulated around the room to help and coach students as necessary.  With five minutes 
remaining in the period, Charley asked how many students had successfully completed the prob-
lems and assigned some homework.  AP physics was similar: Charley went over the previous 
day’s homework by asking students for their answers and affirming or correcting the answers 
and presented a formal lecture on electrostatic work for which students were expected to take 
notes. 
 

Wednesday’s 3rd period physics class opened with Charley instructing students to turn in 
a homework assignment.  He then said to the class, “Let me ask you this: when you stand in front 
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of an ordinary bathroom mirror where does your reflection seem to be?”  There were a few sin-
gle-word responses from the class (“in the mirror,” “closer,” “same,” etc.) after which followed a 
terse mini-lecture about reflection and images.  Charley compared a reflection in a mirror to a 
sound echo.  He next handed out a “Law of Reflection Activity” worksheet that states that the 
purpose of the activity is to “demonstrate the law of reflection.”  The activity is a standard one 
seen in many physics classes employing small mirrors and pins so as to line up a pin with its re-
flection to establish the angles of incidence and reflection.  The worksheet does not explicitly 
state the law of reflection, but it does have a data table in which students are to enter the “angle 
of incidence” and the “angle of reflection” and it directs students to discuss their results on the 
back of the paper.  Charley circulated around the room directing and assisting student groups as 
necessary.   

 
 In an aside, Charley said to me that this was an appropriate activity for his students be-
cause they “can’t handle the math for geometric optics.”  When I queried him about this later he 
said he meant that his students are unprepared for trigonometry.  He also expressed a concern 
about not making physics too difficult so that kids keep signing up for the course.   
 
 Most groups finished the activity within 35 minutes or so after which Charley called the 
class back to order and asked if anyone could “articulate the results of this activity.”  A student 
said, “The angles are the same” and Charley then wrote out a formal statement of the law of re-
flection on the board.  He next directed the students to summarize their results in their lab books 
in a short paragraph and then passed out another activity worksheet.  This activity involved the 
use of two plane (flat) mirrors hinged together like a door so that the mirrors could be opened to 
different angles.  The worksheet includes diagrams of the mirrors set at 90, 60, 45, and 30 de-
grees apart and asks students first to predict how many images they will see in each configura-
tion and then, after they have collected data on the several configurations, to derive a mathemati-
cal relationship between the angle separating the mirrors and the number of images.  Charley ex-
plained how to complete the diagram for the 90-degree mirrors and then circulated around the 
room while students worked on the activity. 
   

There was a great deal of confusion and frustration expressed by the students and Charley 
was kept busy answering questions.  Things calmed down once students were actually allowed to 
use the mirrors to check their predictions, but confusion about the questions on the worksheet 
and how to answer them persisted.  Most groups had not finished the activity by the time Charley 
recalled the class to order and passed out a homework assignment, but there seemed to be a clear 
expectation that time would be allotted next class to complete the activity.   

 
 Fifth-period physics opened similarly with the discussion about images in a single plane 
mirror and the associated activity.  However, before Charley had students begin the paired-
mirrors activity, he displayed a slide depicting a young woman wearing a hat with a flower in it 
holding up a small mirror behind the flower while she looks at her reflection and the reflection of 
the small mirror in another, larger mirror.  The question he posed was that if the young woman in 
the hat is two feet from the large mirror and holds up the small mirror one foot behind her hat, at 
what distance from the young woman does the image of the flower as reflected in the small mir-
ror appear to be in the large mirror?  This prompted an interesting discussion and students pro-
posed several answers, but the issue was left unresolved at this time.   
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 Friday’s classes both began in the same fashion: Charley demonstrated a situation similar 
to the girl in the mirror problem using a full-length mirror and a small, hand-held mirror.  Cast as 
a homework assignment, the objective for students was to diagram the setup to determine where 
various reflected images appear to be.  As Charley discussed his expectations for the assignment 
he posed the following question, “If mirror images switch left and right, how come top and bot-
tom don’t also switch?”  Students offered no particularly coherent answers in either class.  Char-
ley next redisplayed the slide of the girl and the mirror and again asked students for their solu-
tions.  As was the case the previous day, students still offered a range of answers (including a 
correct solution, which Charley did not acknowledge).  There was no further discussion and 
Charley moved directly to the next challenge: how tall must a mirror be for you to see your full 
length reflected in the mirror?  Again, students proposed a wide range of solutions (including a 
correct answer which, as before, Charley did not acknowledge).  Charley demonstrated this sce-
nario with the aid of a student helper and a piece of cardboard to cover up various portions of the 
bottom half of a full-length mirror.  The student was still able to see his entire image with as 
much as half the mirror covered by the cardboard.  When Charley displayed the ray diagram so-
lution for this problem he asked if anyone could recall the law of reflection, but no one was able 
to do so without consulting his or her notes.   
 
 Immediately following the resolution of the full-length mirror problem, Charley an-
nounced, “I’m just going to put some notes on the board.”  He proceeded to list definitions and 
descriptions of various aspects of reflection (e.g., diffuse vs. specular, etc.).  Most students cop-
ied the notes, but one student in 3rd period seemed to be asleep during this phase of the lesson.  
Next, Charley directed students to complete the multiple-mirror activity begun on Wednesday, 
but first he said, “Let me give you a little more guidance.”  Charley then drew a diagram for a 
mirror configuration (different than the one he diagrammed on Wednesday) on the blackboard.  
Students worked on the activity individually or in pairs with as much socializing as there was 
talk about the investigation (which I found to be typical in all my subjects classes and undoubt-
edly is just a natural consequence of the student collaboration process).  Charley circulated 
among the student groups providing guidance as requested or he deemed necessary.  With about 
five minutes left in class Charley warned the students, “I’m going to want you folks to turn this 
in today,” obviously trying to coax the students into completing the activity.  After another min-
ute or so, Charley wrote a homework assignment on the board.  Finally, just before the bell rang, 
Charley said, “Bell’s going to ring in a minute or so – you don’t have to turn this in today.”   
 
 There were a few differences in the conduct of class between 3rd and 5th periods.  Charley 
did not provide a second diagram for the multiple mirror activity as he had done in 3rd period, but 
most groups in 5th period completed the activity with time to spare.  At the close of the period, 
Charley asked, “How many of you folks feel like you got it, less so, or not at all?”  Most students 
indicated they “got it.”  Charley then asked, “What do you think the point of this activity was?”  
Student replies included “to play with mirrors,” “something about images,” “trying to see pat-
terns,” etc.  The question evidently was posed rhetorically as Charley did not acknowledge these 
responses in any way.  I suspect his intention was to prompt a little reflection on the day’s activ-
ity as students walked out the door. 
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Assessment 
 In his application letter, Charley seemed to be quite unequivocal in his desire to find a 
“different approach” to his physics instruction.  When I asked Charley about his participation at 
the Modeling Workshops he said,  
 

My experience at the Modeling Workshops was enjoyable, rejuvenating, and em-
powering.  It especially gave me the backbone to introduce computers and com-
puter-based lab experiments into my instruction.  It also helped me to recognize 
the strength of my students "preconceptions" about the natural world and how dif-
ficult in can be to replace such with better models.  I was actively engaged in the 
workshops.  I performed the labs, did worksheets and “whiteboarded” similar to 
what I was to expect from my students.  It was very valuable that I actually did 
their work.   
 

These comments suggest that with his positive experience at the Workshops, Charley should 
have been both motivated and well-prepared to begin to implement Modeling in his physics 
classes.  Moreover, as Charley implies in his responses to questions about his Modeling practice, 
he was faithful to the methodology of the pedagogy, taking as long as an entire school year just 
to get through the mechanics curriculum.  However, when I asked Charley how he would de-
scribe the theory of learning behind the Modeling pedagogy he said, 
 

Honestly?  I think I'm not as knowledgeable, comfortable understanding what the 
theory behind it is.  I like the notion of trying to reduce as many natural processes 
to as few models as possible and I think that's one of the things that the Modeling 
theory is about; I like that a lot.  So it's really hard for me to answer. 

 
Thus, in spite of Charley’s dedication to using the pedagogy “as is,” it seems that mastering just 
the “technical” aspects is insufficient.  Without a deep appreciation of the epistemological foun-
dations of Modeling, Charley simply could not see any merit in attempting to sustain the levels 
of discourse and student engagement inherent in this pedagogy.  Despite Charley’s stated inten-
tions that his instruction become more “student-centered” and his students “active learners,” he 
did not assimilate the constructivist underpinnings of the Modeling pedagogy.  At the close of 
the extended interview I asked Charley if there was anything he wanted to add:  
 

I think just a few comments about the Modeling curriculum.  I think the Modeling 
curriculum is absolutely wonderful.  I feel, and again this is mostly anecdotally, I 
feel like my students who learn using the Modeling curriculum, they learned the 
subject matter deeper, they learned it better, and it will probably stay with them 
longer than those students who get the more traditional instruction.  But person-
ally I feel so thoroughly torn in a lot of ways.  I get torn because, as I've men-
tioned before, I want my students to learn about rainbows, I really do, [and] I 
think they want to learn about rainbows.  I'd like to get to that and the Modeling 
curriculum is, at least, the amount of time I have with my students, my school 
year, is just too short, we just don't get to that.  I also feel torn because sometimes 
I feel like the Modeling curriculum, although better prepares them or they learn it 
better, and may better prepare them for a career in science, and sometimes I think 
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that some of the students are not oriented or not desirous of that approach and 
would much rather experience something that is just more experiential and defi-
nitely, I hate to admit it, fluffy, and so I kind of get torn having to try to teach all 
the different approaches.  You know, if we had 12 different sections of physics 
and I had to choose what I wanted to teach and if we could break it up into fluffy, 
experiential physics and Modeling physics, maybe a college prep or a college-
level physics, you know I'd want to do it all but, of course, I can't be in all of 
those places all at once, and maybe that's why I do it little bit of everything in 
terms of what I do here. 

 
I interpret Charley’s use of “experiential” to refer to the sorts of informal hands-on encounters 
one might have at a science center or museum, that is, experiences intended to amaze, awe, or 
otherwise pique one’s interest in the natural world and with no more intellectual responsibilities 
than appreciating the experiences for themselves – hence “fluffy.”  Charley also seems to be 
making a distinction between Modeling Instruction and “college prep” and “college-level” phys-
ics, referring to AP-type, that is, test-driven, courses, in which content coverage is paramount.  
The clear implication is that the pace of Modeling Instruction as typically presented precludes 
meeting the demands of such classes.  I reject the implication on intellectual grounds – Modeling 
covers the material to a much greater depth than a typical AP class possibly can.  But Charley is 
quite correct in terms of coverage unless special provisions are made such as class meetings out-
side the regular school day.    
 

Successful Modeling initially can be demanding on the teacher.  It usually means letting 
go of a significant percentage of one’s “traditional” curriculum, letting go of complete control 
over classroom discourse, letting your students flounder about as they struggle with their own 
thinking and learning, and, especially hard for many teachers, learning how to facilitate rather 
than direct student learning.  Modeling simply is not as “efficient” as more traditional pedago-
gies in terms of pacing, coverage, and delivery; it is slower and often proceeds in an uneven 
fashion – much more like real science than a nice, neat lecture or a cookbook lab.  Despite his 
initial willingness after 16 years of teaching to explore a new pedagogy, absent a constructivist 
perspective Charley can not quite “let go.”  His convictions about what he should teach and the 
demands he is willing to place on himself and his students preclude him from fully implementing 
Modeling.   

Charley has a relaxed and comfortable relationship with his students, he is patient and al-
lows for considerable wait time when he asks questions, he is sympathetic and responsive to stu-
dents as they wrestle with the material, and he has created an environment where, at least some 
of the time, students work collaboratively to explore fundamental principles of physics.  For 
these reasons Charley achieved an average score of 70 on the RTOP during my observations, 
above the so-called “reform threshold” of 60, but well below the scores of most of the other sub-
jects of this study.  I note also that Charley had the highest baseline student FCI scores (adminis-
tered after nearly a full year’s instruction) of any of my subjects, almost as high as Allan’s long-
term average posttest scores, so his students obviously are learning some physics.  Nevertheless, 
I must conclude that Charley has experienced no significant transformations in his conceptions 
of physics or physics instruction as a result of attending the Modeling Workshops.  
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David 
Modeling 
Instruction 

Survey 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

 
 

Teacher 
1999 2007 

3-day 
RTOP 
Avg. 

% 

Baseline  
Student FCI 
(spring ‘98) 

% Pre Post Gain 
Allan 185/3.1 135/2.3 90 39.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian n/a 148/2.5 80 43.7 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley n/a 149/2.5 70 49.7 n/a n/a n/a 
David n/a 130/2.2 84 35.0 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 145/2.4 96/1.6 71 n/a 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 168/2.8 114/1.9 87 41.7 26.0 52.4 35.6 

Background 
 In 1998, David earned his MS in Science Education through a distance-learning program.  
One of the program requirements was that David complete a science practicum in his classroom.  
David told me that as he pondered his options for meeting this requirement he knew at least that 
he was dissatisfied with certain aspects of his teaching and thus wanted to use the practicum to 
address some of these issues. 
 

I got a little tired of it myself; listening to myself drone on all day.  Have three 
sections of one class and doing the same thing over and over and over, and the 
kids sitting there trying to understand it and trying to regurgitate what I said, not 
having to do any thinking on their own, figuring out if they just follow the same 
algorithm I wrote on the board and repeated the same thing I said about the sub-
ject during the lecture that somehow they would learn physics, and they never un-
derstood it.  It was shocking to see how little they understood just in regular con-
versation.   
 

Then he just happened to discover the Modeling program. 
 
I was looking for a better way of teaching the students, and I ran across the ad for 
Modeling, I think it was in The Physics Teacher or NSTA Reports, that there was 
a new program that looked interesting.  When I did the research on it I found that 
their data supported that the results were due to the [teachers] implementing the 
information, not on their degrees, [and] that it was backed up by a test called the 
FCI that actually gave data on how significant the learning was.  I had already 
read many other articles [about] inquiry as part of my master’s program, and was 
actually implementing them the spring of that year.  [That] summer I went to [the] 
Modeling [Workshop] – I had already started changing [to] inquiry – and Model-
ing just fit it.  So, I signed up for the two summers of that, and it's been well 
worth it. 

 
When I later asked about his experience at the Workshops, David said it was “more important to 
my students understanding physics than my undergraduate education courses and tied with my 
physics courses.”    
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 When David was hired to teach at his current school, his principal gave him free rein to 
design all his curricula and even his classroom.  The principal continued to support David as he 
began implementing the Modeling curriculum but not so the assistant principal.  As has been re-
ported by many Modeling teachers, students initially are very uncomfortable when the teacher 
refuses to answer questions directly and, instead, is more likely to respond to a question with still 
another question.  In addition to this practice, to which David is relentlessly faithful, it is also 
David’s custom not to directly affirm students’ experimental findings or solutions to problems 
during whiteboard presentations.  These practices became a bone of contention between David 
and the assistant principal: 
 

The assistant principal always bothered me about why am I not giving answers: 
these kids are not comfortable, it's too hard on them not to know for sure if they're 
right when you let them sit down.  Well, if they got to sit down they can be pretty 
sure that they're right.  But [the AP] still hounded on me to give them answers, 
give them answers.  Even though I explained to [the AP] that they're like alcohol-
ics, you can't just give them one little answer, you can't give an alcoholic one little 
drink, they will just clamor for more and more and more, they have to realize they 
have to do it themselves, they have to think, they can't just take the easy way out, 
and I outlasted [the AP]. 

 
David had similar problems with the assistant principal’s successor. 
 

Then we got an assistant principal that was a shop teacher and totally linear, just 
could not understand the broader picture of it, and [tried] to get me to put objec-
tives on the board, a daily objective, what the student will be doing that day.  And 
again, toe-to-toe, spent many an hour in [the AP’s] room explaining to [the AP] 
you can't do that to these kids, they shut down.  There's too many of these kids 
that think science is nothing but a bunch of definitions.  If you put a word up on 
the board that they think that they know they are done, they think I don't have to 
worry about that, I already know what energy is or I already know that.  Even 
though they may know what the term is they have no clue what it means and how 
to use it.  So I wore [the AP] out. 

 
David said he also has had problems with parents over the years and some have even threatened 
him with lawsuits “for not teaching.”  But he said that he has received many positive comments 
as well: 
 

I've had many parents tell me about how much their kids learned, how easy col-
lege was for them, and they've been happy that the kids have gone through the 
classes with me, and I've had parents say that [mine] was the only class their kid 
was ever challenged in and for kids who want to go back East to a big college 
they need that.  That part of it, you know, you get one or two a year that really ap-
preciate what you're doing, forcing their kids, and especially the profes-
sional/science parents.  When they see what inquiry is and how their kids are do-
ing stuff and actually doing real science I get a lot of response from those parents 
in a positive way. 
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David said things at school have calmed down in large part due to positive comments from his 
students and the high scores his AP students earn on the AP test.  He even persuaded his depart-
ment chair, who also teaches physics, to attend the Workshops. 
 

As evidenced by his comments above and the classroom practices I observed, David’s 
commitment to the Modeling pedagogy is steadfast and unshakeable.  Moreover, he uses the 
pedagogy in all his physics classes, from applied through AP(C).  But he has made significant 
modifications to the curriculum over time.  Like my other subjects, David said that having a 
complete curriculum to take back to school “was very important the first year,” but he also said, 
“If the first exposure [to Modeling] was one-half time using the materials and then using the rest 
of the time developing variables for inquiry labs, the results would probably have been the same 
for me.”  Thus, David’s practice has been to “develop my own labs working backwards from 
what equation I want and figure out how to craft my variables.”  These changes have been in re-
sponse to David’s perceptions of student difficulties with labs, especially due to students’ inade-
quate preparation in mathematics.  For similar reasons, but also because state law requires that 
every student has a textbook for each class and David wanted that text to be Modeling-friendly, 
he replaces or supplements Modeling curricula with materials from the Minds on Physics series:   

 
Minds on Physics [spends a lot] of time on concept development [but] there seems 
to be a little bit of a gap in between its conceptual development and the jump right 
to hard math problems.  The students seem to have a little bit of a problem mak-
ing that jump.  I use the Modeling physics worksheets to bridge that gap and that 
makes the kids seem a little bit more successful. 

 
David heard about the series via the Modeling listserv (to which he is a regular contributor), re-
viewed the books himself, and then cajoled the powers that be to purchase the texts for him even 
though they have not been officially approved by the district’s textbook committee. 
 
Observations 
 As I indicated above, David designed his own classroom as part of the addition of a new 
wing to the school building.   The room is large, perhaps 40’ x 40’, and is well appointed with 
plenty of storage cupboards, student worktables, and lots of free space.  Student workstations are 
located along three walls of the room and each workstation comes equipped with an extensive 
inventory of probes and other experimental hardware.  Each student has his or her own laptop 
computer that has been configured to handle all data collection and analysis tasks.  Printing and 
internet access are managed via a wireless router located in the room.  Students sit at three rows 
of unfixed benches facing four full-sized sliding whiteboards which front even more storage cup-
boards.  Samples of student work and a few posters are on the walls, but what catches the eye are 
the flotsam and jetsam of past and present student projects littering nearly every free surface that 
is not a workstation.  On the other hand, lab equipment is neatly stored in numbered boxes in the 
cupboards under the workstations and, during my observations at least, students were pretty good 
at putting their equipment away at the end of class.  The students in all of David’s classes ap-
peared always to know where to go to get what they needed for whatever they might be working 
on.  Everyone seemed very comfortable in this space. 
 



 - 59 -   

  

 The school has a rotating block schedule: all eight periods meet for 43 minutes Monday, 
Tuesday, and Friday, and then the schedule cycles through four periods each on Wednesday and 
Thursday for 85 minutes each period.  School is from 7:05 am until 2:00 pm, except on Wednes-
day.  David arrives at 6:15 each morning.  A “teacher assistance” period is offered every day ex-
cept Wednesday from 1:30 to 2:00 so school gets out at 1:30 on Wednesday.  I found the bell 
schedule to be convoluted and confusing – classes seem to begin and end at random times – but I 
suppose the residents are accustomed to it.  Teachers teach six of the eight periods: David’s 
schedule was AP(C) 1st period, honors physics 3rd, 5th, and 7th periods, and applied physics 4th 
and 6th periods.  The school also offers a class designated simply as “physics,” but David’s 
“honors” physics course aligns better with the physics courses of my other subjects in terms of 
prerequisites and content.  The demographics of David’s classes are: 1st period AP(C) – 13 stu-
dents, all male, three or four Caucasians, one African American, at least one Hispanic, the rest 
Asian/Pacific Islander; 3rd period honors physics – 17 students, two girls, a diverse mixture of 
ethnicities; 5th period honors physics – 16 students, six girls, about nine Caucasians; 7th period 
honors physics – 11 students, one girl and one Asian male; 4th period applied physics – 23 stu-
dents, four girls, about ten Caucasians; and 6th period applied physics – 18 students, four girls, 
about six Caucasians.  I have to admit I had trouble identifying the ethnicity of quite a few stu-
dents – perhaps a consequence of the locale? 
 

My observations began on a Wednesday morning with David’s 7th period honors physics 
class (an 85-minute period).  The class was very small: eight students, only one girl (David said 
three students were absent).  The students were beginning a lab activity in Unit 7 – Energy.  
They had previously completed a simple Hooke’s Law paradigm lab activity (various known 
masses hanging from a spring-scale), including whiteboard presentations. They also had pre-
pared “pre-lab” write-ups that describe the experimental setup and procedure to be used for the 
lab as well as specifying the relevant independent and dependent variables.  The lab is intended 
to connect the physical work done in stretching a spring (i.e., the elastic potential energy stored 
in the spring) and the kinetic energy imparted to a connected cart rolling on a low-friction track 
after the spring is released (corresponding to Phase 5: Model Formulation: Investigation and Ini-
tial Model Formulation).   

 
As the students arrived, they went immediately to their workstations and started setting 

up the lab with no direction from David.  (I commented on their apparent efficiency and David 
said that it had taken them quite some time to achieve this level of proficiency.)  The experimen-
tal setups were essentially identical among the student groups – a very typical situation in high 
schools due to the limited availability of lab equipment.  As students worked on the lab, David 
circulated among the groups asking guiding questions and providing some assistance with the 
physical setup.  The lab procedures were such that students measured the force on the spring as a 
function of the distance stretched with a force sensor and the subsequent speed of the cart with 
an ultrasonic motion detector, the data for which were recorded on students’ laptop computers.  
Using the graphing functions of the software, students simultaneously generated graphs for F vs. 

x∆ and v vs. t∆ .  The class had previously constructed models for work and kinetic energy so 
most of the groups were attempting to find a quantitative relationship between the work done on 
the spring (as the area under the F vs. x∆ graph) and the maximum velocity of the cart.  One 

group was struggling with some confusion between the general formula for work, xFW
rr

∆⋅= , 
which apparently they had read about somewhere (not in this class according to David), and the 
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work done on a spring, xFWS

rr
∆⋅= 21 , but they finally agreed that the relevant parameter was 

simply the area under the F vs. x∆ graph.  I also observed intra-group conversations, most of 
which were focused on the lab – more so than I had observed in my other subjects’ classes.  In 
addition, I noted that the lone girl in the class seemed merely to follow the lead of her male part-
ner.  He handled the equipment and told her which data to record.  To be fair, however, other 
students sought out his “advice,” as well.  These behaviors may have stood out more in this class 
simply because of its small size.  On the other hand, despite their relatively low numbers, most of 
the girls in David’s classes held their own during labs and whiteboard presentations and seemed 
as comfortable in class as their male colleagues. 

 
Students worked on the lab activity for about an hour and started to clean up on their 

own.  They then moved to the student benches to generate fitted MAXv  vs. W graphs on their lap-
tops and, shortly after the students began this work, David announced, “OK, you have 20 min-
utes to get your data for whiteboarding tomorrow.”  As they worked, there was considerable dis-
cussion among and within the groups as to the various quantitative relationships.  Most students’ 

MAXv  vs. W graphs indicated that MAXv  increased as the square root of the work done on the 
spring.  Standard practice in the Modeling pedagogy is to have students create linear graphs to 
test for the appropriate power fit.  That is, if students’ data are correct, the graph of the square of 

MAXv  vs. W should be linear (i.e., )2 bmWvMAX += .  The students struggled with a couple of 
conceptual challenges with their graphs.  First, there was some confusion between the work done 
on a spring and the work done by a spring.  By convention the first is a positive quantity and the 
second is negative (because the force exerted by a spring is opposite to the direction of stretch).  

Plotting 2
MAXv  vs. W in the second instance gives a graph in the second quadrant with a negative 

slope and is much harder for the students to interpret.  The second problem was resolving the 

units of the slope of the graph ( kgsmkgsm 1)()(
22 = ) and then connecting the slope to the 

mass of the cart.  I saw most of the possible iterations on students’ whiteboards. 
 
David’s 3rd period honors physics class got off to a slower start, perhaps because it is a 

larger class – 17 students (but only 2 girls).  David did not interact as much with the class be-
cause he was busy grading students’ pre-lab write-ups.  He returned them to students because he 
includes guiding feedback on the lab itself that they might need during class.  As time wound 
down, it seemed to me that this class had not progressed quite as far as the earlier class. 

 
The 5th period honors physics class (Thursday morning) proceeded similarly to the other 

two classes, but in this class I observed a 10-minute conversation between David and a student 
who had misidentified the independent and dependent variables on his pre-lab write up.  David 
was very patient with this student, only asking questions, but I got the impression that the stu-
dent’s confusion was unresolved.  I suspect that David was satisfied that he had asked suffi-
ciently pointed questions that the student should have been able to properly identify the variables 
on his own, but I did not ask him about it. 

 
Friday’s 3rd period physics class opened with David passing back a quiz on momentum 

that the students had completed a few days before.  This means that David’s curriculum has the 
unit on momentum immediately preceding the unit on energy, which is the order in the Minds on 
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Physics text.  This is not an atypical sequence in high school physics, but the Modeling curricu-
lum sequence is energy (Unit 7), followed by uniform circular motion (Unit 8), and lastly mo-
mentum (Unit 9).  I have heard that other Modeling teachers make similar adjustments to the se-
quence for various reasons, so I am merely taking note of the difference.  In any case, about 10 
minutes into the period David announced, “Whiteboards need to be ready to go.”  Shortly there-
after the first group trooped to the front of the class.   

 
The first group was unprepared both in terms of their whiteboard and their ability to ex-

plain the lab.  These facts were made apparent with the first student question about the units of 
the slope of the graph; the indicated units were incorrect.  David followed up with three ques-
tions about the units of the variables and finally asked the group, “What’s the model behavior?”  
(An acceptable response would have been something to the effect that the square of the cart’s 
maximum velocity increases with the work done on the spring).  The group was not able to ar-
ticulate the model and David asked them to take their seats.   

 
I should mention here that after just a couple of presentations it was clear to me that 

David had trained his students in asking the structural sorts of questions associated with white-
board presentations in the Modeling pedagogy, e.g., about the slope of the graph, the significance 
of the y-intercept, the choice of units, connecting the shape of the graph to the observed behav-
ior, the mathematical relationship (equation) between the variables, etc.  When I queried him 
about this during the extended interview, he said, 

 
Well, it's the old Skinnerian thing where you reward the behavior you want, so 
15% of their quarter grade is for asking these questions.  At the beginning of the 
year they're just pointed towards trying to get points, but after they realize for a 
while that they are learning stuff it just becomes part of their nature to ask those 
questions and learn from them. 

 
David also said that students learn to ask appropriate questions mostly by listening to the ques-
tions he asks and that he does make allowances for those few students who are just too shy or 
unsure of themselves to ask questions.   
 
 The second group moved forward and, just as I have indicated, the first question was 
from a student about the units and meaning of the slope.  A member of the group responded, cor-
rectly, that the units of the slope were 1/kg.  David then asked, “What is the significance of the 
size of the slope versus the mass of the cart?”  (The coefficient of the slope must be some func-

tion of one-half the mass, i.e., 1)2( −m ).  This group, as did others, confused the variables with 
the units, that is, the slope was depicted as 1/2 kg rather than 1/(m/2), substituting the units of the 
variable for the variable itself.  The group was not able to answer David’s question so he said, 
“Let’s try another group.  Thank you.”  There was polite applause from the audience and the 
group sat down. 
 
 Groups 3 and 4 also had problems resolving this issue with the slope.  Finally, David 
asked group 4, “What would be the general equation with just variables?”  With a bit of coaching 

from David and the class, a group member wrote 1)2( −m PE = 2v , (where PE is the elastic po-
tential energy stored in the spring and is equivalent to the work done on the spring – concepts 
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developed in a previous class).  David told the group to solve for PE and they wrote 1/2 m 2v = 
PE.  David then asked the group, “What do we call 1/2 m 2v ?”  A student responded, “Kinetic 
energy.”  The fifth and final group then presented and all the questions were from students.  The 
questions more or less reinforced what had just been established with group 4. 
 
 The discourse in David’s 5th period honors physics classes evolved quite differently.  The 
first group to present was immediately challenged by the student audience to reconcile the evi-

dent confusion between units and variables in the equation for their 2
MAXv  vs. W graphs.  The 

ensuing discussion continued for some 24 minutes with no intervention from David.  Eventually 
the students managed to resolve the issues.  Since the relationship between the variables had 
been properly established, the questioning was more probative than in 3rd period.  The questions 
focused more on how the shape of the graph reflected the physical behavior of the system and on 
the influence of the various parameters.  One particularly insightful student asked a group how 
the slope of the graph might change if the spring’s stiffness were to change (it would not).  This 
prompted another series of interesting exchanges.  In the end, three groups were able to present 
their whiteboards.  David asked only one question (addressed to the second group) and students 
asked a minimum of twenty questions. 
 
 Seventh period faced the same issues as 3rd and classroom discourse mostly remained fo-
cused on the units vs. variables problem.  Four groups managed to present their work and stu-
dents asked a few more questions than David.  In this period, however, the formal relationship 
between the elastic potential energy in the spring and the kinetic energy of the cart was never 
fully developed.  This apparent lack of closure did not appear to discomfit anyone and there 
seemed to be an expectation that the issue would be dealt with appropriately in a subsequent 
class. 
 
 As a matter of course, I also observed David’s AP(C) and applied physics classes.  The 
AP class (13 boys; all seniors who have taken at least one year of physics, but for some this is 
their third year of physics with David) had just finished a lab in rotational mechanics for which 
they now were presenting whiteboards.  The applied physics class was finishing up a mousetrap 
car competition and moving on to some activities demonstrating the interference of sound waves 
for which they also had to present whiteboards.   
 
 Two things stood out in the AP class.  First was the poor quality of the students’ white-
boards; they were nearly impossible to read unless you knew precisely what to look for.  Second 
was the intellectually sophisticated classroom discourse and that almost all of it was just among 
the students.  The give and take was similar to what I experienced in my graduate courses in phi-
losophy and education (note I do not say physics!).  It was obvious that this was expected behav-
ior, but most of the students seemed genuinely to enjoy it.  It was quite exciting.   
 

The applied physics classes (18 and 20 students, respectively, 4 girls in either class, 
mostly sophomores) struggled valiantly to get mousetrap-powered cars to roll a set distance – the 
closer to the mark, the higher the score.  Students were permitted as many practice trials as they 
wished and after each one they were free to modify their cars as they deemed necessary.  How-
ever, once a student announced that the next run was for a score, no subsequent runs could be 
scored.  Most of the students were actively engaged, but a few of them seemed to have lost the 
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will to compete, possibly because their cars did not roll accurately or reliably.   
 
On the next day of my observations in applied physics, David set up two speakers at the 

front of the classroom to demonstrate sound wave interference.  That is, the sound waves from 
the two speakers will interact in such as way as to create loud zones (“antinodes”) and quiet 
zones (“nodes” – but these are harder to perceive), similar to the interaction of the crests and 
troughs of waves in a pond.  He played a 200Hz tone and instructed the students to “Grab a me-
terstick and move around till you find a loud spot.  We’ll see what it looks like when everybody 
finds a spot.”  After they had done so he directed students to move to another loud spot and 
measure the distance between the two spots.  He then repeated the procedure with a 400Hz tone 
and told students to make other relevant observations about the distribution of student-observers 
around the room.  Finally, he instructed the students to get back into their groups (which must 
have been assigned in a previous class), talk about their observations, and prepare whiteboards.  
While students were working on their whiteboards, David circulated around the room checking 
off a mechanical-waves vocabulary assignment students were to have completed prior to class 
(the mousetrap cars must have been an insertion activity and some discussion of the characteris-
tics of mechanical waves must have occurred in a previous class).   

 
The most interesting thing about the whiteboard presentations was the sophistication of 

students’ questions and the complete inability of the student-presenters to answer them.  Students 
asked about the importance of the relative positions of the speakers, the number of speakers, the 
distribution of student-observers during the experiment, and others.  This phenomenon did not 
seem to upset anyone and the presentations proceeded with just a few questions from David.  
One student-presenter, however, was able to correctly specify the relationship between the dis-
tance between loud spots and the frequency of the sound.  That is, the wavelength of a sound 
wave is inversely proportional to its frequency, so as the frequency of a wave increases the dis-
tance between zones of interference decreases.  

 
T – So, what are you assuming when you say higher frequency means shorter wave-

length? 
 S – Wave speed is the same. 
 T – What in your experience suggests this is true? 
 S – Concerts.  
 
If the speed of a sound wave were dependent on its frequency, i.e., its “pitch,” then the sounds 
from the instruments in an orchestra, all plucked, struck, bowed, or blown at the same instant, 
would reach an observer at different times and sound out of synch.  That they do not is evidence 
that sound waves travel at the same speed in a given medium regardless of frequency, a fact this 
student seems to have learned.   
 

The biggest conceptual obstacles seemed to be a persistent confusion between transverse 
and longitudinal waves and about which type are sound waves.  Imagine a quick push (or a series 
of pushes) is applied to one end of long spring such as a Slinky® lying stretched out on the floor 
and held in place at the opposite end.  Such “pulses” will compress and decompress the spring 
coils as they travel down the length of the spring.  This is an example of a longitudinal wave, as 
is sound.  In air, sound waves manifest as a series of alternating high pressure regions, as air 
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molecules are forced closer together by collisions with other air molecules, and low pressure re-
gions, created by the lower density of air molecules in the regions vacated by the molecules that 
had been forced closer together.  For a transverse wave, on the other hand, imagine moving one 
end of the Slinky® in a side-to-side motion perpendicular to the length of the spring.  Students 
seem able to envision longitudinal waves only with difficulty because most “everyday” examples 
of wave phenomena are transverse waves such as a flag flapping the breeze or the crests and 
troughs of water waves. 

 
One student question about the speed of sound in media other than air prompted David to 

adjourn the class outside next to a long metal stair rail.  David directed the students to compare 
the timing of the sound of a (distant) student’s tap on the rail to a second tap while they listen 
instead with their ears on the rail itself.  The rail was long enough that students were able (so 
they said) to perceive such a difference.  Class reconvened and David closed the lesson with a 
brief discussion of constructive versus destructive interference using two pieces of corrugated 
plastic roofing material as a visual aid. 

 
Assessment 
 David has a dry, generally unflappable demeanor and a wickedly droll sense of humor.  
He never once raised his voice or, for that matter, changed his delivery at all, but from time to 
time he would drop a subtly sarcastic remark that would take students a few minutes to absorb 
and react to – which they did with uproarious laughter.  David is also deeply committed to in-
quiry-based teaching.  He demonstrates this quite clearly in his classroom practice, as I have 
shown. 
 

 What is the genesis of this commitment?  Recall that David was twenty years in con-
struction before getting his undergraduate degree and seven years teaching AP physics, a decid-
edly inquiry-unfriendly curriculum at the time, before entering his graduate program and attend-
ing the Modeling Workshops.  I maintain that David arrived at this position, in part, as a result of 
his experiences teaching physics to struggling students, but more directly from the reading and 
research he conducted during his graduate studies.  Evidently, his undergraduate education pro-
gram did not promote inquiry-based science teaching.  David mentioned to me that he read many 
articles about inquiry-based teaching for his graduate program, including various journal articles 
about Modeling, an assertion he includes in his application letter to the program.  He writes fur-
ther that he had already “(since fall ’97)” instituted some of the techniques encompassed by the 
Modeling pedagogy such as whiteboards and “peer review of labs” – activities also probably in-
spired by his graduate work.  As a consequence he has become a believer: Students learn science 
by doing science. 

 
The role of a science teacher is to help their students learn how to behave like sci-
entists, to be critical of information.  Just because one of your peers put something 
up on whiteboard to explain to the rest of the class doesn't make it correct, doesn't 
make it wrong either.  They have to be able to decide amongst themselves with a 
critical eye about what is real and what isn't and how it fit their own data and 
work it in.  Teacher' s got to stop being the sage that everybody turns to and looks 
for the answer; the kids have to be able to think for themselves and, not only in 
science, all the way through their life: politics, everything down the line they have 
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to be able to analyze information critically and come up with a valid conclusion.  
Without being given the opportunity in science there's not very many other oppor-
tunities for a student to learn that critical thinking. 

 
David’s decision to learn and implement the Modeling pedagogy, therefore, was influenced by 
his graduate work, but most strongly by the Modeling program’s published research. 
 

So many things in education are just sound-good, feel-good fixes, there is no data, 
and if there is any data it was that one person that developed it and it never trans-
fers across.  The Modeling data shows that it transfers to whoever uses it; it's the 
method.  The teacher's part of the loop and the teacher does get better over time, 
but the method of inquiry, of putting the load on the students to where they learn 
for themselves and become complete humans that way is the most impressive 
thing about it. 
 

David was not the only subject to mention FCI data as a factor in his decision to implement 
Modeling, but he was the most forceful about it in that it provided him justification for his con-
tinuing efforts with the pedagogy even though his students’ first post-Work-shop scores were the 
same as the baseline scores.   
 

With this experience and my novice approach to Modeling, my first year Model-
ing FCI score was the same as my previous year.  [But] because of this experience 
I was not shocked by the curriculum and looked forward to using it the next year.  

 
His years of practice since attending the Workshops have served to reinforce his constructivist 
perspectives. 
 

A focus on student learning data continues to inform David’s teaching as evidenced by 
his constant refining of his curricula to make the material as accessible as possible, as well as his 
analysis of students’ FCI scores to identify their conceptual difficulties.  

 
I do a quick look at them [FCI scores] and most of the time it's the [Newton’s] 
third law stuff that's always driving them crazy; it's so hard to get them past that 
third law.  They do revert and you always have to loop back to that third law all 
year long, even when we get into electric forces and stuff about which one’s pull-
ing and which one’s pushing.  You still revert back to that third law and it takes a 
long time to cure that. 
 

As I reflect on watching David in his classroom and conversing with him, I am reminded of a 
manufacturing management technique I practiced as a quality assurance engineer, “continuous 
quality improvement.”  As the term implies, the object is to use real-time manufacturing process 
data to identify and target problem areas and to make incremental changes in the process with the 
ultimate goal of producing defect-free product.  This is distinctly different than the (at the time) 
more traditional warranty-returns analysis (product returned by customers for repair or replace-
ment) and is not dissimilar from the equally traditional waiting for end-of-unit test results to as-
sess one’s teaching.  Perhaps David is incorporating some “quality conscious” management 
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strategies from his past life as a construction manager.  Of course, it may just be that he did a lit-
tle reading about formative assessments.   
  
 David said, both in his application letter and eight years later to me, that he would have 
pursued some sort of inquiry-based pedagogy whether or not he had been able to attend the 
Modeling Workshops.  Of course, Modeling now “just fits,” as David put it, and he finds the 
pedagogy “invigorating” and “well worth it.”  But besides such subjective measures, as heartfelt 
as they may be, David finds more potent validation in actual student achievement: 
 

One really reassuring thing is because I have three different levels I give the post-
test, the FCI, at the end of the year.  When the kids come back to the next level 
they take that [pretest] FCI again, and on average, over the summer, the kids that 
come back to me their score goes up one full point, which to me means that once 
you teach them how to think they don't stop thinking, they keep working it, every-
thing they see reminds them of the physics.  Because they're used to thinking 
about the physics for themselves it's an added benefit that they keep learning it, 
once they learn how, and that's fun. 

 
Despite the 84 I report as David’s three-day average RTOP score, he actually scored 

much higher on an item-by-item basis.  That is, there were some items for which I was not able 
to give David a score because they simply did not apply to the day’s lesson and the RTOP does 
not provide for “not applicable.”  In fact, on my last day’s observation, I scored David at 92 – he 
achieved the top measure of 4 on all but four items.  On that day for example, his lesson did not 
“make connections with other disciplines” neither were “real world phenomena explored and 
valued,” and David reports on the (2007) MIS that he generally does not make much of an effort 
to do so.  On the other hand, we do see him make just such a connection in the applied physics 
class in the whiteboard discussion about sound waves and concerts.  David also reports that he 
seldom expresses to students the qualitative relationship between variables in a model or expects 
them to interpret a mathematical model qualitatively.  This behavior is consistent with his re-
sponse to question 21 on the VASS in which he indicates his belief that the laws of physics are 
independent of how humans think.  But these self-reports of his practice appear to contradict the 
classroom behavior I observed.  Consider his question to one group in 3rd period honors physics, 
“What is the model behavior?” or his use of the conceptually-oriented Minds on Physics and 
Modeling textual materials.  I suspect that David is telling us merely that he emphasizes the 
quantitative aspects of the subject.  This may well be a consequence of his years of teaching AP 
physics where the focus of the curriculum is precisely that, but it may also be inhibiting his stu-
dents’ complete assimilation of the material as is suggested by the essentially flat trend in his 
students’ FCI scores.    
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Edward 
 

Modeling 
Instruction 

Survey 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

 
 

Teacher 
1999 2007 

3-day 
RTOP 
Avg. 

% 

Baseline  
Student FCI 
(spring ‘98) 

% Pre Post Gain 
Allan 185/3.1 135/2.3 90 39.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian n/a 148/2.5 80 43.7 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley n/a 149/2.5 70 49.7 n/a n/a n/a 
David n/a 130/2.2 84 35.0 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 145/2.4 96/1.6 71 n/a 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 168/2.8 114/1.9 87 41.7 26.0 52.4 35.6 
 
Background                                                                                                                                                                                            
 Edward stumbled into Modeling while surfing the Internet sometime in 1997, looking for 
project-based lab activities.  It so happened that he was doing a unit on uniform circular motion 
at the time and took the opportunity to “try out” the Modeling curriculum by downloading mate-
rials from the Modeling website.   
 

I tried it and I liked it and I started trying to adapt it.  The thing that I really liked 
was just before I started looking at Modeling I had started doing a lot of project-
based labs and open-ended labs and making my students come up with their own 
procedures and writing them up.  I was fascinated by the fact that unlike labs that 
I had given them, cookbook labs, which they just turned in, “Like, well, okay, 
that’s what the numbers were,” I noticed when they designed their own labs, if 
something went wrong that they would work and work and work at it to try and 
make it better.  I think that's one of the reasons, somewhere in there, Modeling 
popped up and I saw that as a way of doing more of an open- ended inquiry-based 
labs. 

 
Recall also that Edward is a member of the same physics alliance as Charley and that the two of 
them heard a presentation about Modeling at one of the meetings.  It was then they decided to 
apply to the program and go together if accepted, which, of course, they were.  In his letter of 
application to the Modeling program, Edward summarizes some of the major reasons many 
physics teachers have sought out this pedagogy: 
 

My first seven years, I taught as I was taught.  My science education consisted 
mainly of traditional lecture and weekly labs.  While the method was successful 
with me, I have found it less than desirable with the majority of my students.  
First, I do more work than they do.  Second, students become very algorithm 
bound and do not understand the underlying principles.  Third, students quickly 
forget recent material; they do not internalize their understanding of the physics 
taught to them.  Fourth, traditional cookbook labs make little connection between 
the material being studied and the design of these labs frequently allows little 
cognitive thought on the part of the student.  When the data doesn’t correspond or 
varies greatly from accepted values, students forge ahead and blame the lab de-
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sign or the teacher without thinking of the underlying systematic or experimenter 
errors that caused the deviation. 
 

With this eloquent indictment of his own practice, as well as his anticipatory foray into Model-
ing, Edward was obviously announcing his intention to find a new pedagogy.  Of his experience 
at the Workshops, Edward said that he was an “enthusiastic participant” and that “Modeling 
methods have added to my teaching in a positive way and make the daily grind of teaching much 
more enjoyable for me (and I hope my students as well).” 
 
 Edward was the science department chair when he completed the Modeling Workshops 
so he faced no obstacles to implementation in that regard.  Edward says also that his administra-
tion has always been very supportive, since, as he put it, “I just did it, I didn't ask for permission, 
and I never had to ask for forgiveness, so it's worked out okay.”  On the other hand, like most of 
my other subjects, Edward did experience some disgruntlement from students early on. 
 

It was brutal at the beginning.  Students went one way or the other and either they 
really liked it or they didn't like it.  The most interesting thing to me was the stu-
dents who were the most successful in school were the ones who liked it the least 
– tell me the answer, tell me the answer.  I think students expect it now, I think 
the reputation is there; they talk to each other. 

 
However, Edward also described for me a fairly recent occasion where he ran afoul of certain 
students and their parents:   
 

I had quite a blow out a few years ago with some young ladies that always got A's 
and B's in their classes – “But they're getting a D in your class, what's wrong with 
you?”  That's the only time the Modeling method has been challenged, but at that 
point I'd been doing it long enough that nobody said, “You really can't do that 
anymore.”  So they dropped the class.  The most amazing thing to me was the 
question of “What's wrong with you?”  Why does it always have to be the 
teacher?  It was actually one of the worst professional experiences of my life; 
these are real powerful people, they were talking to the board, they were talking to 
the administration. 

 
Edward said that other than this one unfortunate incident he has not had any problem with par-
ents.  As do many teachers, Edward describes his Modeling curriculum and pedagogy at a “back 
to school night” event for parents held early in the school year.  He reports that most parents 
have been very accepting of Modeling – especially the parents with scientific careers.   
 
 Over the few days of my observations, Edward several times expressed his concerns 
about the relatively slow pace of the Modeling pedagogy and the limited content coverage it al-
lows.  In particular, for the last two or three years (it’s unclear) the state of California has de-
creed that in whichever science class a student might be enrolled during their freshman, sopho-
more, and junior years, he or she must sit for a performance assessment in that subject.  Thus, 
Edward frets about the juniors in his regular physics class who must take the physics examina-
tion because he is not able to cover much electricity and magnetism, optics, or thermodynamics – 
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typical second semester content.  Consequently, Edward worries that he sometimes rushes the 
Modeling process, to the detriment of student learning, so that he might have more time for con-
tent beyond mechanics.  Despite this fact, however, Edward’s regular physics students do fairly 
well on the examination, though a few students score “below basic” each year (I found no scores 
for physics before 2006 on the state test website).  Edward’s Juniors in AP do even better, as one 
would expect.  Edward also said that the state test requirement was the reason his school dropped 
his 9th grade “physics first” class since the test does not distinguish between developmental lev-
els of a subject – if “physics” is in the course title, students must take the physics test regardless 
of their level of preparation. 
 

Another issue of some concern to Edward is that he feels somewhat isolated as a Mod-
eler.  He is the only physics teacher in the school and his good friend and Modeling Workshop 
classmate, Charley, does not really Model much any more.   

 
Because I'm in a vacuum here, I don't have any feedback.  But I miss that interac-
tion, and that's why I like the Modeling Workshops themselves.  It was difficult to 
learn how to question and I think I've tried to do a good job, but I don't know, 
sometimes I just want to get through stuff, so I feel like sometimes I give it short 
shrift on that. 
 

This situation is one of the reasons Modeling program staff set up the Modeling listserv.  The 
listserv is a venue where Modeling teachers can communicate with one another, albeit virtually, 
to give one another the kind of feedback and support Edward seems to be craving.  Of course, 
these virtual interactions typically lack the immediacy and the intimacy of face-to-face meetings 
such as at workshops.    
 
Observations 
 Edward’s classroom is not unlike Allan’s in that it is rather long and narrow, but it is per-
haps only half the size and feels quite cramped.  Three-quarters of one long wall is floor-to-
ceiling windows, though the windows face north and trees and bushes are close to the windows.  
Student desks are close-packed in the front, opposite a small demo bench behind which are two 
whiteboards.  Eight well-equipped chemistry lab benches set back-to-back in two rows com-
pletely fill the rear of the room.  Power Macintosh computers and probe interface boxes perch 
precariously on a high shelf at each bench.  Obviously, both physics and chemistry labs are per-
formed at the lab benches.  Little wall space exists because of windows on the one side and stor-
age cabinets on the other, but Edward does have a few posters up as well as some humorous fly-
ers intended to recruit new physics students from among his chemistry classes.  The room is well 
kept and neat except in front at the demo bench and near the teacher’s desk – that is where Ed-
ward “lives,” after all.   
 
 Edward’s schedule is three periods of chemistry (mostly sophomores and a few juniors) 
and one period each of regular and AP(B) physics (juniors and seniors).  I recorded the demo-
graphics for only one chemistry class (3rd period): 21 students: ten girls, and five Hispanic stu-
dents.  Edward’s regular physics class (4th period) also has 21 students, but only eight girls, one 
African-American student, and two Hispanic students.  The AP class (2nd period) has 19 students 
including seven girls and two Hispanic students.  The school runs on a block schedule: all classes 
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meet Monday, Tuesday, and Friday for 51 minutes; periods 1, 3, and 5 meet on Wednesday and 
periods 2, 4, 6 on Thursday for 111 minutes each.  I visited Edward’s classes near the end of 
third quarter on a Thursday, Friday, and Monday so I was able to observe each of his physics 
classes three times.   
 
 Thursday’s AP class opened with a 45 or 50-minute PowerPoint lecture on electric forces 
and electric fields that was tightly scripted to match the textbook and AP test conventions.  The 
format of this presentation was nearly identical to what I had observed in Charley’s AP class, so 
I suspect the two friends must be sharing teaching tips (this is just Edward’s second year of 
teaching AP).  Edward addressed several questions to the class and waited for a response to each 
question, but any subsequent discussion was limited.  Edward next reviewed the results of a 
“sticky tape” electrostatics activity students had completed previously.  By investigating the be-
havior of pieces of cellophane tape that had first been adhered to one another and then quickly 
pulled apart, thereby becoming respectively attractive and repulsive to a third piece of tape, stu-
dents verified the bipolar-charge model for electricity.  A more comprehensive version of this 
activity is an integral part of the Modeling unit on electrostatics, but since it can be performed 
quickly Edward uses it in his AP class as a paradigm exercise.  Edward then conducted a “per-
sonal response” activity.  He passed out sets of four cards, each labeled “A” through “D,” and 
displayed several PowerPoint slides with multiple-choice questions in electrostatics such as 
might appear on the AP exam.  As each slide was displayed, students held up cards correspond-
ing to their responses to each question.  Edward then asked for volunteers to explain their selec-
tions.  There were few disagreements among the students, but other students were quick to point 
out obvious conceptual errors or otherwise correct their classmates.  Students seemed to enjoy 
the exchanges as they exhibited no hesitation in responding to a question or defending their se-
lections.  (I observed no such interactions in Charley’s AP class).  This activity lasted about 25 
minutes.  The remainder of the period, about 15 minutes, was reserved for working on home-
work, including online assignments.   
 
 Edward’s regular physics class started off with a review of the classic “exploding carts” 
momentum lab (Unit 9: Momentum) students had completed in a previous class.  In this para-
digm lab, a compressed spring is placed between two carts on a low-friction track.  When the 
spring is released, the carts “explode” apart moving in opposite directions.  Students measured 
the carts’ velocities and, using the previously measured masses of the carts, calculated and com-
pared their resulting momentums.  Several trials were performed by changing the mass of the 
carts.  Since the carts initially were stationary, the initial momentum is zero and, thus, so should 
be the final momentum (after taking experimental error into account, of course).  Edward’s re-
view consisted of reminding students about their findings and the formula for momentum, p = 
mv.   
 
 The focus of the day’s lesson was to establish the impulse-momentum theorem, which 
Edward did via what I would describe as a highly interactive lecture.  That is, Edward set up a 
demonstration, complete with data probes and software, and guided a step-by-step investigation 
to identify the salient relationships in the system under consideration.  In fact, a demonstration of 
this sort rather than a student lab activity is recommended by the Modeling curriculum guidelines 
for this unit probably because the conceptual leap from Newton’s second law to the impulse-
momentum theorem is difficult to bridge and hard to motivate without the mathematical formula-
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tion already in place.  Edward did say later, however, that he would rather the students had per-
formed the lab themselves, but the unit paradigm lab had taken four class periods to complete, 
including the whiteboard presentations, and he felt pressed for time.  Inasmuch as students are 
not asked to develop their own models and given that this activity comes after the paradigm lab, 
this demonstration corresponds best to Phase 7: Model Deployment: Elementary Deployment. 
 

  The system in this case consists of a cart on a low-friction track.  Aboard the cart is a 
force probe with a spring attached to the probe’s sensor hook.  A string is tied to the other end of 
the spring and then to one end of the track.  The cart is given a push and after it is released it 
moves at a constant speed until it has traveled the length of the string.  At this point the string 
becomes taut and the spring begins to stretch, first slowing the cart to a stop and then pulling it in 
the reverse direction until the spring returns to its relaxed length.  The cart will once again roll at 
a constant speed approximately equal to its initial speed until it is recaptured.  An ultrasonic mo-
tion detector is used to collect position and velocity vs. time data for the cart.  (Recall that 

David’s students used a nearly identical setup to conduct their investigations of energy: 2
MAXv  

vs. W ).   
 

 Edward began the interactive lecture/demonstration by incorrectly deriving the impulse-
momentum equation from Newton’s second law.  That is, Edward wrote  F = ma  and 

tva ∆∆= , so tmvF ∆∆= , and consequently mvtF ∆=∆ .  Edward “justified” the mv∆  by say-
ing that mass changes at very high velocities (a fact Newton was certainly not aware of, neither 
was he familiar with the changing mass of rockets).  However, in the Newtonian formulation 
mass is always treated as a constant, so the formula is properly tvmF ∆∆=  and thus 

vmtF ∆=∆ , which is the form Edward used during later phases of the demonstration.  In any 
case, Edward proceeded to run the demonstration a few times, all the while asking students to 
describe and explain the behavior of the cart (e.g., when does the cart move with constant speed, 
why does the cart slow down, why does the cart speed up in the opposite direction, what is the 
momentum of the cart, what happens when the spring goes slack, etc.).  Several students, mostly 
boys, were actively engaged during this discussion and exhibited no difficulties in properly ex-
plaining the cart’s motion.   
 
 Edward next summarized the cart’s behavior by stating, “So, the cart changes momentum 
as the spring brings it to a stop and pulls it back.  We’ll use this to explore the impulse-momen- 
tum relationship,” which he specified thusly:tF∆ = Impulse = )( 01 vvm − . Edward directed the 

students to draw predictive v vs. t graphs over the range of the cart’s motion.  He then redrew 
students’ graphs on the front whiteboard while asking for critiques of each graph from the audi-
ence.  Students were happy to offer suggestions and corrections until a consensus was reached 
about the most likely shape of the graph.    
 

The next step was to collect actual data from which to make calculations so as to compare 
the magnitude of the impulse provided by the spring to the change in momentum experienced by 
the cart.  To this end, Edward displayed simultaneous computer-generated F vs. t, x vs. t, and v 
vs. t graphs.  The impulse was determined by using the computer software to find the area under 
the F∆t graph.  Similarly, the change in momentum was calculated automatically by the software 
using the formula, )( 01 vvm − , that Edward had set up previously in the application.  The results 
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appeared to be sufficiently close (F∆t =  –.5380 kgm/s vs. )( 01 vvm −  = –.5488 kgm/s) to per-

suade students of the validity of the relationship.   
 

  Edward revised the situation by adding mass to the cart and asked the students how this 
change should affect the critical variables.  The gist of students’ comments was that the funda-
mental relationship tF∆ = )( 01 vvm −  would remain unchanged, but the magnitudes of the im-

pulse and change in momentum would be greater according to the increase in mass – as indeed 
they were.  Then Edward changed the spring to one with a stiffer spring constant and again asked 
students about the effect this should have on the critical variables.  The students quickly agreed 
that a stiffer spring must make ∆t shorter and, consequently, F larger.  As before, their prediction 
was rewarded by a successful outcome.  Edward closed the demonstration by reviewing the sev-
eral F∆t graphs and pointing out, “So we’re going to talk about average forces, not necessarily 
the maximum forces.”  I also noted that most of the student discourse during the demonstration 
was dominated by three or four male students and, judging by the apparent passivity of most of 
the other students, this was not atypical – an observation Edward later corroborated.  This activ-
ity consumed about 25 minutes of the period. 
 
 Edward moved on to a second deployment activity (also corresponding to Phase 7: Model 
Deployment: Elementary Deployment) utilizing a series of short video excerpts from popular 
“action” movies.  His purpose was to show students how to use “data” extracted from a video 
clip and the impulse-momentum formula to explicitly calculate the requisite forces to produce 
the action depicted in the scene and thereby judge its credibility (which students must do them-
selves during the next class).  The first clip was a scene from Superman in which the “man of 
steel” flies to the rescue of a falling Lois Lane.  Using the video software’s frame counter func-
tion as a timer, Edward was able to estimate the duration of Lois’ fall, from which he calculated 
her initial velocity, and the duration of Superman’s catch – from initial contact to a final stop – 
which gives ∆t.  Edward exercised the impulse-momentum formula to show that Superman ex-
erted a force of about 2200 N (494 lbs) over a period of 2 seconds to stop Lois’ fall.  This is a 
“reasonable” result in that a “real life” person could have survived it, unlike in the clip Edward 
ran next.  In a similar scene from The Matrix, the hero plucks his beloved out of midair, but in 
the merest fraction of a second – too fast even to estimate the timing.  The unfortunate conclu-
sion is that the heroine would have been obliterated had the situation occurred in a Newtonian 
universe.  The students obviously enjoyed this activity because they asked many questions about 
the specific details of these “rescues” (e.g., will it break her back, would her arms be ripped off, 
etc.).  Edward told me later that students often will prod him to show a video clip or “bring out 
the toys.”   
 
 Edward returned to his review of the exploding-carts lab the students had previously 
completed to formalize the relevant mathematical relationships.  For this lab, Edward had had his 
students create a graph of the ratio of the carts’ speeds versus the ratio of their masses (i.e., 

BA vv  vs. AB mm ) – an intriguing variation I had not seen or heard of before.  The graph is lin-
ear and the slope of the best-fit line is essentially 1, from which students (apparently) concluded 
that BA vv = AB mm and thus, BBAA vmvm −= , ( Av

r
 and Bv

r
 are in opposite directions and so 

have opposite signs) or, equivalently, 0=+ BBAA vmvm .  Edward explained that this shows that 
the total momentum of the carts after the “explosion” is the same as the total momentum before 
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the “explosion,” namely, zero, and thus, we have demonstrated the principle of the conservation 
of momentum, 01 pp =  (read “p-final equals p-initial”).  Edward then wrote out a standard 

mathematical expression for the conservation of momentum of two bodies interacting in one di-
mension (such as in this activity): BBAABBAA vmvmvmvm 0011 +=+ .  Students seemed comfort-

able with this formulation; at least there were no questions about it.  Edward asked the class how 
this concept applies to the proverbial “bug hitting the windshield” and several students were 
quick to reply that the bug and windshield both experience the same impulse and consequently 
the same change in their momentums.  Edward then rederived the conservation of momentum 
expression starting from the equivalence of coincident impulses, i.e., BA II −= , and thus, 

)()( 0101 BBBAAA vvmvvm −−=− , etc.  About forty minutes remained in the period at this point. 

 
 Edward passed out Unit 9: Worksheet 1 (continuing Phase 7: Model Deployment: Ele-
mentary Deployment) and instructed students to start working on the problem associated with 
their (previously assigned) group number.  The worksheet requires that students utilize the im-
pulse and momentum formulas Edward had just developed but not the conservation of momen-
tum.  Edward circulated among the student groups mostly asking guiding questions, but he did 
provide a few direct answers to students’ questions about which formula was appropriate to the 
group’s problem.  Edward commented to me later that because this content is somewhat more 
abstract than in previous units, students often get stuck on the worksheets because they attempt 
to apply formulas indiscriminately:  
 

One of the things that's happening in my classroom is that the students are taking 
the equations that they've used in other solutions and plugging them in as if they 
were going to work every time.  So we talk a lot about first principles and going 
back to what I'm now going to call the “gateway” equations. 
 

Most students appeared to be working collaboratively on their assigned problems; however, 
some groups finished quickly and started to socialize.  Edward reminded the class that each stu-
dent must individually submit a completed worksheet and students returned to work.  About 10 
minutes before the end of the period Edward instructed students to prepare whiteboards of their 
assigned problems for presentation during the next class. 
 
 The next day I observed Edward’s 2nd period AP physics class, his 3rd period chemistry 
class, and his 4th period physics class.  The day’s classes were 5 minutes shorter (46 minutes) 
than normal because of a school-wide assembly.  The AP class took a period-long test.  Prior to 
the test, however, students placed 2’ x 2’ pressboard partitions between each occupied desk, es-
sentially creating little study carrels (I had never seen such a thing before).    
 
 Edward’s 3rd period chemistry class opened with a quick review of a worksheet problem 
in stoichiometry and then adjourned to prepare whiteboards for the rest of the problems on the 
worksheet.  (Edward has adopted the Modeling pedagogy in chemistry to a limited extent and 
uses some of the curriculum but he has not yet taken a Modeling chemistry workshop – although 
he mentioned he might next summer.)  It took little time for students to get their whiteboards 
ready since they had completed the worksheet problems in advance of the class and seemed to 
know exactly what was expected for a properly prepared whiteboard.  The chemistry Modeling 
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curriculum uses a “bookkeeping” technique for chemical reactions they call Before-Change-
After (BCA).  The emphasis of BCA is to track the number of moles of reactants and products 
before, during, and after a reaction has occurred.  It is then an easy matter to calculate masses or 
volumes afterwards.  That is, the focus of BCA is “how many” rather than “how much.”  What 
stood out for me in this class, however, was that Edward did all the questioning, both procedural 
and conceptual, leaving no opening for student questions.  The student-presenters, nevertheless, 
appeared to have no difficulty answering Edward’s questions.  It may be the case that since Ed-
ward had not fully implemented Modeling in chemistry, he had not yet cultivated a discourse en-
vironment entirely suited for Modeling.   
 
 After just a few minutes of “touching up” their boards, the students in Edward‘s 4th pe-
riod physics class quickly proceeded to the whiteboard presentations of Unit 9: Worksheet 1.  
Unlike in the chemistry class, the first question for the first group of presenters was asked by a 
student.  The question seemed to me to be purposefully trivial (“Is momentum proportional to 
mass?”).  The worksheet problem asks students to compare the momentums of two objects with 
identical velocities but different masses, so the student’s question merely recapitulated the work-
sheet.  The remainder of the questions for the first group, perhaps two or three, were from Ed-
ward.  This same student asked the first question for the second group and, again, the question 
was a paraphrase of the worksheet problem, but the group struggled with the phrasing of the 
question.  The worksheet problem asks students to compare the momentums of two objects that 
have identical masses but different velocities; specifically, one object has twice the velocity of 
the other (and, therefore, twice the momentum).  The student’s question was whether the product 
2mv is identical to m(2v).  As the group pondered a response, another member of the student au-
dience attempted to rephrase the first student’s question, but as this did not seem to prompt a 
meaningful reply from the group, Edward rephrased the question yet again.  This time the group 
was able to provide a correct response.  When I queried Edward about these exchanges later he 
told me that this student is “very exuberant and likes to interact” and often asks good questions, 
but sometimes does so to the point of distraction.   
 
 Edward did all the questioning of the 3rd and 4th groups and, given that the problems were 
simple calculations, Edward’s questions were similarly simple.  I did find it interesting, however, 
that the three members of group 4 had arranged to alternately recite the various steps of their so-
lution.  I also observed members of the audience copying these solutions onto their worksheets, a 
practice I have witnessed in my own classes with some disapproval.  Edward did not seem to no-
tice it. 
 
 Group 5’s problem concerned the impulse delivered to a baseball struck by a bat. The 
“exuberant” student described above jumped in first again with a question about whether the an-
gle at which the ball is struck could affect the answer (not directly).  A second student asked the 
group to clarify their numerical solution (it was a little hard to read).  For the sixth group the 
challenge was to extend the work of group 5 by solving for the force of the ball on the bat, which 
they did correctly, i.e., the force of the ball on the bat must be equal in magnitude but opposite in 
sign to the force of the bat on the ball.  Edward then posed a more conceptually-oriented question 
than he had done for any of the previous groups, undoubtedly anticipating the upcoming lesson 
on collisions.  He asked, “Since we now know that the magnitudes of the forces are equal, what 
is the effect of the mass of the ball and bat on their acceleration during the impact?”  The group 
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handled the question well; correctly pointing out that the much smaller ball must experience a far 
greater acceleration than the bat.  A student in the audience asked about the sign of the force of 
the ball on the bat and a group member responded that the sign must be opposite the force of the 
bat on the ball in accordance with Newton’s third law.   
 

The seventh and final group of the day was tasked with calculating the length of time a 
rocket’s engine must fire for the rocket (constant mass) to attain a particular speed.  The problem 
requires that students first draw a force diagram for the rocket.  This step helps students realize 
that they must find the net force on the rocket (the rocket’s thrust minus the force of gravity on 
the rocket) to find the correct solution to the problem.  I was a little surprised that Edward did not 
take this opportunity to revisit his original formulation of the impulse-momentum theorem, F∆t 
= ∆mv.  This would have been a good time to discuss the constant mass constraint on the ele-
mentary form of the theorem and, at least, introduce the “rocket equation” which incorporates the 
time rate of change of the rocket’s mass as it burns up its fuel.  As it was, the group properly in-
cluded the relevant forces acting on the rocket to solve the problem.  At this point, about nine-
teen minutes remained in the period.  

 
 Edward next showed another video clip, this time from a James Bond movie, for which 
he provided students with a worksheet.  In this scene, our hero, suspended by a bungee cord, 
jumps from the top of a dam to fall some 722 feet.  At the bottom of his fall, just before the cord 
begins to retract, he shoots a roped piton into a building located beneath him and pulls himself 
down.  Obviously, the students’ task was to calculate the impulse acting on Bond that makes a 
soft landing possible.  There was a brief exchange between a couple of students and Edward re-
garding the effect of air resistance and whether Bond ever reaches terminal velocity (he does and 
this must be taken into account).  Solving the problem also requires that students dredge up pre-
viously learned kinematics and conservation of energy models, so it is more sophisticated than 
simply entering numbers into the impulse-momentum equation.  Students worked in pairs for the 
remainder of the period. 
 
 Monday’s AP class was much like the previous class with the same interactive lec-
ture/demonstration format.  Edward started off with a PowerPoint presentation on electrostatics, 
punctuated with many challenges to the student audience to explain aspects of electrostatic be-
havior depicted in the slides or demonstrated with various props.  After the lecture Edward 
showed a short video clip, circa 1959, on electric lines of force from “Physics Video Classics.” 
 
 The students in Edward’s 3rd period chemistry class moved immediately to the lab  
benches in order to complete an activity they had begun a few days earlier.  They had been wait-
ing for the filtered precipitate from a double-displacement reaction to dry out so they could 
weigh it and add this datum to their data tables.  This datum also provided them with the last bit 
of information they needed to complete whiteboards for the lab.  This process took about 20 
minutes after which the whiteboards were set aside.   
 

Edward then proceeded to work through the combustion of octane (gasoline): C8H18 + O2 
→  CO2 + H2O.  As seems to be his practice, Edward constantly sought input from the students 
to motivate and justify each step of the derivation.  Edward uses this particular reaction for a few 
reasons.  First, it is a little more difficult to balance this reaction than the simpler single- and 
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double-displacement reactions with which students are familiar.  Second, it is personally relevant 
to students since this is the basic reaction that powers their cars.  Third, the balanced equation, 
2C8H18 + 25O2 →  16CO2 + 18H2O, reveals the large amounts of greenhouse gases produced in 
the burning of fossil fuels.   

 
For the final 20 minutes of class, students were split into groups to work on a “March 

Madness” chemistry challenge.  This was a worksheet setup like the annual NCAA basketball 
tournament brackets.  Different chemical compounds (reactants) sit on “opposing” brackets and 
the “winner” is the product of the reactants.  This product then becomes a reactant in a new reac-
tion and so on until the final product is revealed.  Some students instead worked on the lab or the 
worksheet from the previous class. 

 
Edward opened his 4th period physics class with another review demonstration of the ex-

ploding-carts paradigm lab (this was a Monday, after all).  The difference in this review, how-
ever, was that Edward acknowledged that there was, in fact, an impulse delivered by the spring 
to the two carts which was not directly investigated in the lab.  (My data do not indicate that Ed-
ward said anything about internal versus external forces in such cases but he should have.  An 
important constraint on the principle of the conservation of momentum is that it holds only in 
“closed” systems, i.e., systems to which no external forces are applied.  Since the spring is inter-
nal to the system, the conservation of momentum is perfectly applicable.)  Edward continued his 
practice of asking students to name, describe, and explain each aspect of the carts’ behavior as he 
performed the demonstration.  He also paraphrased students’ comments using more appropriate 
vocabulary so as to reinforce proper use of the new terminology (e.g., “impulse,” “initial mo-
mentum,” “final momentum,” etc.).  I noticed that a few students did not appear engaged in this 
lesson as they had been during the two previous reviews. 

 
After the review, Edward moved on to a series of “pre-lab” demonstrations involving col-

lisions (students will perform this lab during the next class).  The apparatus was essentially the 
same one as described above but with two simple modifications.  Edward alternately installed 
Velcro strips on each cart to demonstrate inelastic collisions (the carts stuck together) and then 
similarly polarized magnets to demonstrate elastic collisions (the carts “bounced” off one an-
other).  As before, Edward asked for student input during the demonstrations, but he expanded 
his focus to include energy considerations (recall that in the “standard” Modeling curriculum en-
ergy, Unit 7, precedes momentum, Unit 9).  When Edward asked about the system’s total energy, 
students were quick to respond that total energy is always conserved.  “What about kinetic en-
ergy,” Edward asked, “is kinetic energy always conserved?”  Students’ responses now were not 
so quick and Edward had to provide prompts such as asking students to consider what happens 
when the pieces of Velcro stick together.  However, Edward did not directly answer the question 
about kinetic energy, leaving it unresolved for now.   

 
I was particularly struck by the near constant dialog between Edward and his students but 

also by the fact that there were no side discussions among students, though this format perhaps 
made it difficult for attentive students to do so.  Edward closed this phase of the lesson with a 
demonstration using “happy” and “sad” rubber balls – one has an excellent bounce (happy), the 
other just thuds on the table (sad).  Edward asked students to ponder this result.  About fifteen 
minutes remained in the period. 
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Edward, obviously reacting to what he had observed of students’ work on Worksheet 1, 
said, “I noticed you guys were using old equations that worked under other conditions.  I want 
you to start from first principles – the conservation of momentum will always work.”  He then 
passed out Worksheet 2 and directed students to get together in their groups and get to work; he 
said, “As always, work wisely.”  Worksheet 2 presents students with a series of problems that 
invoke the principle of the conservation of momentum, so I was somewhat surprised that he as-
signed it in advance of the lab, that is, prior to students’ own experimental investigations in-
tended to develop the principle.  When I queried him about this later, Edward said,  

 
Since the computers are going to measure the velocities, they're going to have all 
those quantities; they're going to measure the mass, they're going to measure the 
velocities.  However, I do see the conservation of momentum, the use of that 
equation, as a segue into collisions and what's going on with collisions. 
 

Edward circulated around the room as students worked and responded to students’ questions 
with guiding questions of his own, though he did sometimes confirm or rephrase students’ solu-
tions.  Most students seemed to be on task. 
 
Assessment 
 Edward is something of an enigma.  During my three days in Edward’s classroom, I did 
not observe what I would call ideal Modeling.  There was lots of talk, but it was almost exclu-
sively between Edward and his students.  What little talk there was among students was confined 
to a few brief exchanges as students worked together on whiteboards or worksheets – the same 
sort of talk one might hear in any busy classroom.  This may be due to several factors.  As I men-
tioned above, the Modeling curriculum guidelines suggest an interactive lecture/demonstration 
for developing the impulse-momentum relationship because of its comparatively abstract nature.  
The underlying conceptual challenge for students, of course, is Newton’s third law, which stu-
dents investigated somewhat back in Unit 4: Free Particle Model.  Unfortunately, several student 
misconceptions are associated with this law that are resilient to instruction, sometimes even 
Modeling instruction, and make the law easy to misconstrue.  The most familiar of these miscon-
ceptions, for example, is the belief that objects with larger mass exert more force than objects 
with smaller mass.  My point is that the impulse-momentum relationship is distinctly counterin-
tuitive for many students and thus it can be difficult to devise a paradigm lab in which students 
could identify the relevant variables themselves.  Therefore, “giving” the students the impulse-
momentum equation, as Edward did (but, again, not without their active participation), may have 
been appropriate.  Edward’s obligation then was to ensure that students had ample opportunity to 
engage in meaningful discourse about this new idea, but this he did not fully accomplish, as de-
scribed above.  Moreover, the algorithmic nature of the worksheet/whiteboard problems makes 
their usefulness in this regard somewhat problematic.  In any case, student learning would have 
been better served if more of the questioning had been student initiated.   
 

Edward, like Allan, also mentioned several times feeling pressed for time:   
 
Time, time, I don't have enough.  I'm constantly pulling things together at the last 
minute.  I saw this interesting video on teachers; it was a parody, satire of teach-
ers, and they were asking different teachers what they do, and this one person said 
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that when I become a teacher I'm going to teach one year 25 times.  I see people 
around me do that.  I've never been able to do that.  I've had a lot of jobs, as I 
mentioned, I never had a job that wears on me like this one does because I'm al-
ways thinking about what I could do differently, I always know I could do some-
thing better, and as a result I'm constantly redoing things.  In some ways that 
keeps me sane because I'd go crazy if I had to do the same thing, but I think the 
biggest limitation on me is just the time I have to teach. 
 

Now it is late in the third quarter and if his juniors are to get any exposure to physics beyond me-
chanics before the state test, time is of the essence.  Given this pressure, Edward’s desire to move 
things along clearly helped write the script for these last few days.  Notwithstanding this last 
comment, the conduct of class was a carefully orchestrated sequence designed to maximize stu-
dent engagement under the circumstances and I was impressed with the scope and pacing of the 
activities.   
 

The other half of the enigma is that Edward’s students exhibited few procedural or con-
ceptual difficulties with the material during lecture/demonstrations or whiteboard presentations.  
With very few exceptions, every student whiteboard in both his physics class and in the one 
chemistry class I observed displayed a proper solution to the assigned problem and every group 
successfully explained their solution.  It is true, as I point out, that Edward did some coaching 
while students prepared their whiteboards, but so does every Modeler I have observed.  It may 
also be the case that each group had at least one able student and it was he or she upon whom the 
other students relied – also not atypical for a high school physics class.  The situation may have 
been similar with respect to student participation during Edward’s lecture/demonstrations as well 
– the most capable students may have monopolized the student half of the dialog.  On the other 
hand, Edward may have sufficiently prepared his students, via Modeling, that they were now 
able to assimilate the information as presented.  However, without more robust evidence of class-
room discourse, I find it difficult to judge the full extent to which Edward has implemented the 
Modeling pedagogy.   

 
To be fair to Edward, I only observed a brief moment of his curriculum, but I did have 

the opportunity to speak with him about his teaching.  Among other things, I asked Edward what 
he thought was the philosophy behind the Modeling pedagogy:   

 
I think one of the things that it really establishes in a Modeling classroom is dis-
course, that it really is the conversations that the students have with themselves, 
[that] the students have with me, and that I have with them.  I think that's really an 
inherent aspect of Modeling.  It's not something that's in the traditional class.  You 
know, you certainly get the give-and-take with a class or with a student but, nev-
ertheless, I think in those situations, and I'm as guilty as anyone when I was a stu-
dent, I knew what the right thing to say was, but I didn't necessarily know why it 
was right.  But I could tolerate that sort of conflict.  I don't think that's a sign of a 
good student.  In fact, I think a good student is one of those folks who come at 
you and at you and at you because they don't understand something.  But I think 
that the philosophy of Modeling is to get students to use the vocabulary, talk 
about what they are doing, what they think is happening, what they think should 
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happen. Out of that either they encounter problems with that and fix it on their 
own or, with careful listening, which is part of being a good Modeling teacher, 
you can draw those things out and let them see them [the problems] themselves 
rather than tell them how this is wrong, this is what you should think.  I think you 
really let them work a lot of things out on their own.  It's one of the reasons I'm 
sort of hands off in the beginning and get more hands on towards the end of a 
unit. 
 

This response suggests that Edward has assimilated the theory of learning that undergirds Model-
ing, that the purpose of Modeling is to create just such an environment as Edward describes to 
facilitate students’ self-construction of scientifically-aligned conceptions of physical phenomena.  
Edward also mentioned that he had attended other programs of professional development for 
physics teachers (Amusement Park Physics and Comprehensive Conceptual Curriculum for 
Physics) before going to the first Workshop.  Considering that he does not use much of the cur-
ricula he acquired from these programs, I asked him why, after eight years, he still keeps Model-
ing: 
 

I like it, I like it a lot.  It's a much more interesting way to teach, I find that stu-
dent interest is much higher; they're up there out of their seats, they're moving 
around.  I don't think you've seen that as much as it actually happens in here just 
because of the timing of all this, but they like it.  I mean they love to get up and 
whiteboard – they're all hams and they want to get up on stage.  But I guess the 
real reason I like it is that it allows me to engage the kids in a different way.  That 
is, they are curious [and] they do want to know how to do it right, so we have 
conversations about what that process is all the time without me being, well, I 
suppose I am the expert in the room, but I feel like I'm just another resource in the 
room rather than the sage that's up there to tell them what's going on.  I find the 
interaction with the groups to be the most powerful.  You know, it's almost like 
being able to tutor these guys in class because you can go around from board to 
board and look at what they're doing, I can ask questions and you can deal with 
that in a much more informal setting and I find that really powerful. 

 
This language also is consistent with the Modeling philosophy, but I decided to probe a little 
deeper.  I asked Edward how he knows his pedagogy is effective: 
 

There we get some Modeling.  I know because they remember it.  I know because 
they've come back to me and told me that.  I had a kid who's an aeronautical engi-
neer now tell me, “Thanks for the force diagrams, I'm still using them, you 
know.”  I thought that was real interesting, and I made him come in, he was out in 
the hall, and tell my physics class just to stop them complaining about doing force 
diagrams.  But I find that they seem to internalize it more, they do remember what 
it is that they've discovered in the lab better or the discussions we've had here than 
they did when I just told them the way it was.  And I when I gave the FCI to my 
AP class last year, the Modeling kids smoked them, and yet in terms of who is in 
those classes, you know, they shouldn't be scoring higher.  I thought that was in-
teresting. 
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Edward’s last comment about the FCI, in particular, would seem to indicate that he has indeed 
been successful with Modeling.  But in order to ascertain the extent to which Modeling has tran-
scended mere technique, as it is for Charley, to become a teaching philosophy, I asked Edward 
how the Modeling pedagogy is important to his teaching: 
 

I think it fits my style better.  I mean even though I thought I was a very good lec-
turer, I'm fairly low-key in my classroom, I try not to be a real dominant force, I 
try not to be a real dominant person, and be approachable.  So it allows me to be 
part of a seminar in here rather than a real traditional sort of class.  And I like ex-
perimenting, I like to play, that's why I'm a scientist, you know, I mean that's what 
I did.  So I feel like although I don't know all the answers, I know the answers that 
they are trying to derive here, it's still kind of fun to work out problems and figure 
out ways to do it.  I still try to come up with new ways to do some of the labs and 
so in that respect the pedagogy really suits me. 

 
I am convinced that the sentiments expressed above can best be attributed to a teacher who has 
experienced a genuine reconceptualization of his role as a physics teacher. 
 
   Significantly, Edward did not complete extensive course work in physics.  Most of his 
background was the work he did preparing to teach and in teaching physics the six years prior to 
attending the Modeling Workshops (plus the enrichment activities described above). This limited 
background might have made Edward susceptible to the empiricist perspective and such a view 
is suggested by his responses on the VASS.  He was the only subject to present the folk view on 
questions 21 and 22, that is, that the laws of physics are independent of how humans think and 
portray the real world exactly the way it is.  However, Edward also indicated a certain ambiva-
lence on the other nature of science questions on the VASS that suggest his beliefs were not so 
hard and fast.  For example, he positioned himself equally between the statements that Newton’s 
laws of motion “will always be used as they are” vs. “could eventually be replaced by other 
ideas” (question 24).  In contrast to these scores is Edward’s statement that he “was always inter-
ested in alternative methods of teaching” and the fact that he had already experimented with 
Modeling curriculum before attending the first Workshop.  Thus, I believe that with respect to 
the VASS, Edward was revealing his inexperience with physics rather than any particular epis-
temology.  Now that he has had the benefit of the Workshops and eight years practice as a Mod-
eling teacher, I think Edward’s scores would be very different today. 
 

Edward’s 3-day RTOP average was a relatively low 71, mostly because of the lack of 
hands-on activities and student-to-student discourse I have described.  As Edward points out, 
however, this may have been more a timing issue than a true reflection of his pedagogy.  Ed-
ward’s score is still well above the “reform threshold” of 60 and is due primarily to his relentless 
questioning during interactive lecture/demonstrations and the variety of activities in which stu-
dents were engaged.  Furthermore, unlike David, for example, Edward made a point of having 
students apply their new knowledge to situations outside the classroom that they might see its 
ramifications in the real world (video clips).  Finally, the few physics foibles that Edward com-
mitted, though mistakes no physics major would have made, are not directly addressed in the 
Modeling curriculum notes or student materials and, hence, are forgivable.  Given all this plus 
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his comments during the post observation and extended interviews, his lowest score on the Mod-
eling Instruction Survey (a 1.6 average on a 1 to 5 scale, where the range of scores extends up to 
2.5), and his students’ highest average gains on the FCI, I conclude that Edward did experience a 
significant transformation in his conceptions of physics learning and teaching at the Modeling 
Workshops. 
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Frank 
Modeling 
Instruction 

Survey 

Long-term Student 
FCI Averages 

% 

 
 

Teacher 
1999 2007 

3-day 
RTOP 
Avg. 

% 

Baseline  
Student FCI 
(spring ‘98) 

% Pre Post Gain 
Allan 185/3.1 135/2.3 90 39.3 24.4 50.3 33.9 
Brian n/a 148/2.5 80 43.7 35.8 66.4 47.7 
Charley n/a 149/2.5 70 49.7 n/a n/a n/a 
David n/a 130/2.2 84 35.0 37.8 65.8 45.0 
Edward 145/2.4 96/1.6 71 n/a 30.4 72.0 59.8 
Frank 168/2.8 114/1.9 87 41.7 26.0 52.4 35.6 
 
Background 
 At the end of Frank’s first year at the school, he was asked if would teach a physiology 
class for next year’s seniors.  Instead, he persuaded the administration to let him create a physics 
class as physics was not offered at that time.  Frank designed the class himself and, the following 
year, was able to expand enrollment to include juniors because, as he said, “I really prefer them 
to have physics before chemistry.”  However, the administration decided not to continue this se-
quence for the upcoming school year preferring to reserve chemistry for juniors and physics for 
seniors since that was the conventional progression.  This meant Frank would not be teaching 
physics the next year, all the juniors having already taken his class, and he decided to seek em-
ployment elsewhere.  Now that he had his credential, Frank hoped to find a position at a public 
school since the pay would be better.  Frank’s tenure at this school had lasted four years. 
 
     Frank next moved not too far away to a large public high school that had a highly re-
garded science program.  His daily schedule was three 90-minute periods of senior physics.  
Frank said this school was a wonderful place to teach; the students were all college-bound and 
the curriculum was the renowned “Project Physics” with its unique emphasis on the history of 
physics.  Moreover, with 90-minute periods, Frank was able to get through almost the whole text 
over the course of the year.  Frank said the entire school was very proud of the reputation of the 
science program and he would be there still except a family crisis compelled him to move to 
New England.  Frank was at this school for three years. 
 
 After his relocation to New England, Frank spent one year at one school and two years at 
another.  Frank said he was very unhappy at the second school because the administration made 
programmatic changes that swelled the enrollment of special education students in the 9th grade 
physical science classes he was teaching, but they stopped providing instructional assistants to 
help with the students.  He left that school and moved to a third school where his assignment was 
“all physics, all the time.”  He was very happy at this school and remained there 12 years until he 
decided to remove his family to the desert Southwest so his child could attend a public high 
school for the performing arts – where Frank also now teaches.  It was Frank’s first year at this 
school when I observed him. 
 
 In 1996, Frank’s roommate from his graduate school days, whom he had first met as an 
undergraduate and by this time was a physicist at Los Alamos, sent him the first pages of several 
articles from the American Journal of Physics, including “A Modeling Method for High School 
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Physics Instruction” (Wells, Hestenes & Swackhamer, 1995).  Intrigued, Frank asked his friend 
for the rest of the paper.  After reading the article, Frank applied to the program but had to post-
pone his participation for a year because of the birth of his child.  Thus, Frank attended his first 
Workshop in 1998 following his 14th year as a teacher.   
 
 Frank was by no means new to inquiry-based physics instruction, however.  Frank told 
me that during his time at the girls’ school he had been actively involved with a local “teachers’ 
institute” that promoted a very hands-on approach to science teaching.  Furthermore, in his letter 
of application to the Modeling program, he wrote that this experience had been “an invaluable 
resource in developing my abilities to teach the concepts of physics in a way which was accessi-
ble to most students, but their misconceptions persisted throughout the course and seemed to 
change only minimally by the end of the academic year” (italics added).  Frank goes on to say 
that he had become aware of physics education research in 1990 when he read A Guide to Intro-
ductory Physics Teaching by Arnold Arons.  In reading this book, Frank says he found “that 
many of the issues I was confronting were the subject of current research and debate.”  In the 
same letter, Frank wrote that a few years later he had the opportunity to “conduct hands-on ex-
periments using computer-based motion detectors” and that “the experience convinced me that 
this was one of the most effective teaching tools I’d ever seen and that, properly used, it could 
help students to confront their misconceptions about the differences between velocity and accel-
eration.”  Finally, Frank says that after reading “A Modeling Method for High School Physics 
Instruction” he “recognized that Malcolm Wells and David Hestenes had developed a program 
that addressed virtually all of the shortcomings I had perceived in my own methodology.”  Thus, 
in the space of a paragraph or two, Frank had laid out the evolution of his conceptions of teach-
ing that eventually led him to the Modeling Workshops. 
 
 When I asked Frank about his experience at the Modeling Workshops he had this to say, 

It was, without a doubt, the best professional development experience of my ca-
reer.  Our entire group of 24 participants took to behaving like students so well 
that we had to institute a 25-cent fine system to penalize those who said some-
thing so outrageous that even our most clueless student would have been embar-
rassed.  It paid for a really nice party at the end of the workshop, too!  [But] the 
pedagogy was really the hook for me.  I knew the content already but was looking 
for a method of teaching that would work better for my students.   

 
I asked Frank what it was about the Workshop that made such an impression on him: 
 

The Workshop was different than any other workshop I'd ever been to.  For one 
thing was a lot longer.  But the difference was that it wasn't a workshop where 
somebody just told you how to do stuff; it was a workshop where you did the 
whole mechanics curriculum in four weeks.  Usually when you go to a workshop 
you get a sample of something, a little bit of this and little bit of that, but you 
don't do the whole thing.  And you also don't get a chance to practice it.  We did 
everything.  The nice thing about it was you could just sit there and over the 
course of the four weeks it was like, “Yeah, this will work a lot better than what 
I'm doing”; you could really see the value of what was happening. 
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I was intrigued by his last comment, so I asked him what it was that he saw there that he thought 
was of such great value compared to what he had been doing prior to attending his first Work-
shop: 
 

A lot of it was the whiteboarding.  It's like I get a chance to see inside my kids' 
heads, my students' heads, which I don't get any other way.  I think the other piece 
was the way it's organized, the way the curriculum, the way the method’s organ-
ized makes sense to me.  You start with the experiment because, I forget who said 
it, but physics at its heart is an experimental science.  Without the experiment then 
you have all these great theories, but if you never test them.  It goes back to what 
science is and what scientific knowledge is.  You start with the experiment and 
then you try to explain it and then maybe that explanation generates a new ex-
periment. 
 
With respect to implementing Modeling in his classroom, which, of course, he did first at 

his previous position in New England, Frank said he has faced no obstacles at either school from 
any constituency – not even from students:   

 
I'm very up front with them.  When they walked in at the start of year, I was very 
up front.  I said, “I'm going to do something different from what you're used to 
but it works and I've got the proof that it works.  So you're going to be asked, 
you're going to be doing these things differently, you're going to be up here, 
you're going to be talking. The only way it's going to work is if you share with me 
what you're thinking because that's the key piece.  If I know what you're thinking 
I can help you get to where I want, what I want you to be thinking.  But if you 
don't share it with me don't complain to me later when you don't get it because if 
you're not letting me know what you're thinking I can’t help you.”  My admini-
stration was very supportive, they provided computers and money for sensors. 
 
I have always considered myself extraordinarily lucky.  The principal at [the 
school in New England] said, I had both of his kids in class, you know, he said, 
“You do it, you do what you think's best, just tell me how I can support you.”  
One of the things I think that really helped was on open house night to have dif-
ferent experiments set up and whiteboards, different experiments set up for the 
parents to see what the kids were doing.  A lot of the kids would come with their 
parents on that night and they would come in and they would say, “This is what 
we're doing and it's really cool, we get to do this stuff and we’re playing with the 
computers.”  The parents that were professional engineers and scientists came in 
and said, “You know, this is the way it should have been like when I was in high 
school.” 

 
I also asked Frank about his initial experiences with the new pedagogy: 
 

It was a huge change when I went from 75-80% lecture presentation of material to 
95% not lecturing and it still remains that way.  The first couple of years were 
really slow, but I worked through that.  I still go through the first units on motion 
pretty slowly because I think they're really important and basic; if the kid doesn't 
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get acceleration, the rest of year is pretty much not going to work for them.   
 

Like David, Frank has made substantial revisions to the Modeling curriculum materials, 
including, he said, completely rewriting Unit 4: Free Particle Motion.  His motivations, however, 
are different.  Frank has been a Modeling Workshop instructor since the first summer after com-
pleting the Workshops himself (2000).  In addition, he is an assiduous reader of physics educa-
tion research.  These two unique sources of information have proven invaluable to Frank in terms 
of provoking new ways of thinking about his curriculum, such as the lesson I observed, but al-
ways within the context of the Modeling pedagogy.   

 
A lot of it is learning from people that already know the physics, but, they're 
learning to teach this new way, too, and they have ideas.  They say, “Oh, what 
about this, this might work better for my students,” things like that, and so there's 
going to be new ideas.  The other thing is, I think it was back in 2002, somebody 
at the ___ University started a physics alliance up there but that was too far for me 
to travel, an hour and a half each way, and I thought why can't we have one in 
near where I live?  So I got some money from ___ College, which is in the city 
right across the river from where I taught, to actually pay teachers to come to a 
monthly meeting and talk about physics.  We got dinner and 50 bucks for show-
ing up, that kind of stuff, and actually everybody had a copy of Arons, and so that 
started in January, 2003 and I don't think I ever missed a meeting; it was a good 
opportunity. 

 
Observations 
 The main facility of Frank’s school is a converted single-story Spanish-style office build-
ing located just outside the downtown area of the city.  The school faces onto grassy lot and has a 
pleasant courtyard between its two parallel wings.  Additional classrooms are leased from a 
church across the street.  Frank’s classroom occupies the space vacated by an ambulance service.  
The space is comprised of three or four small offices and rooms that Frank uses for a personal 
office, equipment and chemical storage, and a quiet study area for students; a larger room, per-
haps 25’ x 35’, that serves as his classroom; and a restroom.  Student tables fill two-thirds of the 
larger room, surrounded on two sides by counters with storage space below and work space on 
top, including a couple of sinks.  Six or seven computers of various vintages sit on the counter-
tops and Frank has a full compliment of PASCO interface boxes and probes.  The room is small 
enough that the student tables must be moved to allow easy access to the computers and the ta-
bles themselves are often used during labs.  A screen, a large whiteboard, bookcases, bits of 
equipment and assorted paraphernalia, plus Frank’s teacher desk and computer fill the remaining 
third of the room.  A bank of windows along Frank’s third of the room and a glass door provide 
some natural light.  However, the room has only 7-foot ceilings and it seemed somewhat dark.  
Walkie-talkies comprise the intra-school communication system. 
 

Core classes are conducted only in the morning, four periods per day, from 7:45 until 
12:15.  Classes are usually 60-minutes long, but the schedule rotates to provide for two 90-
minute periods plus one 60-minute period on Wednesday and Friday.  The rest of Frank’s day is 
spent meeting with his grade-level team and, during third quarter, working with students prepar-
ing for their senior project presentations.  I observed Frank’s classes over a four-day period, 
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Monday through Thursday, near the end of third quarter.  Frank teaches two periods of physics, 
1st and 3rd periods, and two periods of chemistry, 2nd and 4th periods.  Due to scheduling re-
quirements Frank’s physics classes are tracked according to students’ math level placements.  
First-period physics has 20 students, including six boys and one non-Caucasian; 3rd period phys-
ics has 18 students, including six boys; 2nd period chemistry has 16 students, including three 
boys; and 4th period chemistry has 20 students, including seven boys.  Except for the single non-
Caucasian student in 1st period, all Frank’s students are white.   

 
When I observed Frank’s physics classes he was just starting on Unit 5: Constant Force 

Particle Model, though he had already done projectile motion which is normally part of Unit 6: 
2-Dimensional Particle Models.  Frank said he is “way behind” in his curriculum compared to 
previous years, in part because this is his first year at the school, but also because the non-
academic demands on students’ time are so extensive that he has had to slow down to give stu-
dents more time to stay caught up on homework.  I arrived in Frank’s classroom in time to watch 
his physics classes begin an investigation of Newton’s third law (corresponding to Phase 5: 
Model Formulation: Investigation and initial model formulation).  As the attentive reader should 
have surmised by now, Newton’s third law is a particularly difficult concept for students to as-
similate and a source of frustration for conscientious physics teachers, myself included.  It was 
with more than usual interest, therefore, that I observed the proceedings.  We begin at 7:45 on a 
Monday morning in Frank’s 1st period physics class, which he described as his “higher math-
level class.” 

 
Frank passed out a very detailed worksheet he had prepared outlining six activities ex-

ploring Newton’s third law in different situations.  Frank told me later that he designed the ac-
tivities based on work of Bao, Hogg & Zollman (2002) that identifies the contextual nature of 
students’ misconceptions about Newton’s third law.  The authors isolated four themes in their 
analysis of student reasoning in problem-solving situations involving Newton’s third law: veloc-
ity, mass, “pushing,” and acceleration.  For example, some students believe that in a collision of 
two objects with the same mass, the object with the greater initial velocity will exert the greater 
force.  Similarly, students believe that in a collision of two objects with different masses, the ob-
ject with greater mass will exert the greater force or if one object is pushing another object, the 
object doing the pushing exerts the greater force.  And, finally, if one object has an initial accel-
eration, the accelerating object will exert the greater force.  In these last two cases, the objects’ 
masses are assumed to be equal.  Thus, the activities on the worksheet give students the opportu-
nity to investigate the interaction between two objects in each context.  A critical feature of each 
activity is a force sensor of some type constantly measured the forces exerted by each object dur-
ing their interaction, which was displayed on a computer-generated F vs. ∆t graph.  In most cases 
the sensors are force-probes mounted on dynamics carts or battery-powered toy vehicles, but one 
exploration has students pushing off one another with force plates (bathroom scale-sized force 
sensors with handles).   

 
To start the activity, students first must have answered a “focus” question on the work-

sheet that asks them to predict which object in the given scenario will exert the greater force and 
to provide an explanation for their predictions.  The worksheet includes space for students’ pre-
dictions, observations and data, force diagrams, and conclusions (as well as a photo of the setup 
for each activity – it was clearly the product of several hour’s work).  For this class period, stu-
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dents were required to record their predictions, data, and observations, and to start answering the 
five questions in the conclusion.    

 
Students worked in groups of three or four and progressed sequentially through the sta-

tions, each group starting at a different station.  Frank was constantly circulating around the class 
and kept students on a schedule of six or seven minutes for each activity, which seemed to be 
adequate, though Frank did have to attend to a couple of computer glitches along the way.  I 
overheard some wonderful exchanges among the students as they argued about their predictions, 
voicing every misconception Bao, Hogg & Zollman (2002) had described; the negotiating and 
bantering; and registering shock when the F vs. ∆t graphs were always nearly identical.  I ob-
served very little off-task behavior.  Frank closed the class by telling students, “Think about what 
forces are acting, starting with your first activity.”   

 
  Events in 3rd period physics proceeded similarly except Frank spent more time on his 
introductory remarks (this is his “lower-level” class). He went over the worksheet and proce-
dures and emphasized that students should carefully read the focus questions as well as the ques-
tions in the conclusion before starting an activity.  He also told students there was no need to do 
force diagrams at this time.  After the last rotation through the activities, Frank settled the class 
and responded to some students’ concerns about the small disparities in the F vs. ∆t graphs for 
any given activity, ascribing them to subtle differences in the sensors’ calibrations and sensitivi-
ties.  As any science teacher will attest, if the teacher proposes that two quantities are the same 
based on measurements, some students will insist that the quantities be absolutely identical and 
look askance at arguments about the inherent uncertainties in any measurement.  However, stu-
dents seemed to accept Frank’s explanation.  Frank closed the class by exhorting students to, 
“Think about what forces were acting on the objects and what their motions were like.  What 
were the other forces (e.g., gravity, friction, and normal force) that were acting?  Also think 
about a force diagram for this situation.” 
 
 Frank’s 2nd and 4th period chemistry classes were kept busy doing a lab demonstrating the 
conservation of matter. 
 
 Frank opened Tuesday’s 1st period physics class by immediately setting the tone: “I want 
to start on the force diagrams today, but first what did you find out in the activities?  Speak, call 
on one another.  [Student] you go first.”  The conversation proceeded as follows:  
 

S – The forces were equal. 
T – Let’s talk about which forces we’re talking about. 
S – Gravity and support forces canceled so the rest must be the forces between 

objects which also were equal. 
T – What do the rest of you think?  I’m not calling on people, just speak if you 

have something to say.   
A – A few murmurs of agreement from student audience (A). 
T – [to S] Draw a picture, include the forces. 
S – [Went up to whiteboard and drew a picture of the setup – a man, “Bob,” push-

ing a car] 
T – Can you draw some of the forces? 
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S – [Force diagram mostly correct, except did not show equality of action/reaction 
forces] 

T – Which two forces did we measure? 
A – The action/reaction forces. 
S – [Adjusted diagram to show action/reaction forces equal] 
T – So these forces (pointing to the action/reaction pair) are equal and opposite.  

But what about the motion of the objects?  Do they always have to be the 
same? 

A – No. 
 
Frank continued asking undirected questions specifically trying to get students to say that the ac-
tion and reaction forces act on different objects.  That is, forces do not exist except as coincident 
pairs – if an object experiences a force of any kind then it must be exerting an equal and opposite 
force on the agent.  Students seemed to be struggling with the terminology.  I noted also that 
boys monopolized most of the discussion. 
 

Frank next directed students to talk in their groups and come to a consensus on the an-
swers to the worksheet questions.  After about 10 minutes, Frank said, “Let’s summarize what 
you’ve concluded.  I’ll write it down, but you do the talking.”  One student offered his conclu-
sion which Frank paraphrased: “The forces are equal in size and they act in opposite directions.”  
To this he added a comment from a second student: “They do not ‘balance’ because they don’t 
act on the same object.”  Frank reiterated this last point saying that the term “balanced” is used 
when then the sum of forces on a single object is zero.  Frank then summarized the relationship 
between action/reaction forces yet again, but this time he made a distinction between internal 
forces, which act on a single object, and forces acting on separate objects.  Frank closed the class 
with a brief demonstration on drawing force diagrams for interacting objects.  He instructed stu-
dents to complete a diagram for each of the activities and prepare a whiteboard diagram for one 
of the activities to present during the next class. 

 
As in the previous day’s 3rd period class, Frank did a lot more talking than in 1st period: 

“What we’re going to do today is talk about the results you found yesterday, what was confusing 
about it, and how to resolve that confusion.”  He then summarized the six cases with respect to 
the relative motion of the objects: stationary, constant velocity, accelerating, pushing, or pulling.  
Frank next solicited students’ observations about the activities and directly questioned individual 
students so as to elicit a more precise description (e.g., which forces were equal, how do you 
know the forces were equal, how did the objects behave, etc.).  After one such exchange Frank 
asked, “Are these activities examples of the same situation as, say, a book resting on a table?  At 
this point this should be something of a mystery to you, that the forces are the same independent 
of the motion of the objects.”  The conversations between Frank and each of the groups contin-
ued for a few more minutes.  Frank waited patiently for responses to his questions.   

 
In the next phase of the lesson, Frank asked students to summarize their conclusions for 

the activities: 
 
T   – Let’s go through the questions.  What did you find out?  Let’s write those 

things down. 
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S1 –  Isn’t this Newton’s third law? 
T   – Hey, somebody’s been reading, doing research for their…. 
T   –  [Listing student comments on whiteboard] Forces always come in pairs, 

equal in size, in opposite directions 
S1 – Why are the forces equal when the masses aren’t? 
T   – We don’t know why, but we know that they are.  This is not a cause and ef-

fect relationship.  We have both forces or none – immediately. 
 Who will draw a force diagram for their activity? 
S2 –  [Same example as 1st period.  Initial force diagram syntactically correct, but 

force vector magnitudes incorrect] 
T   –  Anybody have questions about the size of the forces? 
S1 –  Shouldn’t there be the force of Bob on the car [on Bob’s diagram]? 
S2 – No.  The force of Bob is on the car’s diagram. 
S2 –  [Coached by another student, S2 has amended the drawing to indicate con-

gruence of the action/reaction forces, but did not change lengths of force 
vectors] 

T   –  [Corrected S2’s drawing] 
S3 –  Since the objects are connected, couldn’t we treat them as one object? 
T   – Ooh!  Good question!  Sure, but how would we change the force diagram 

for the combined object? [Brief discussion about internal forces followed] 
T   –  This is known as Newton’s third law, as [S1] said, but since I never named 

the other two… 
 
I noted that a few students were not fully engaged during much of the discussion.  Moreover, as 
the text above indicates as well as other student comments I do not include, some students ap-
peared to have a tenuous grasp of these concepts.   
 

Frank closed this class as he had 1st period by demonstrating the steps for drawing a force 
diagram, but solicited student input at each step (e.g., “What forces are acting on Object A, etc.).  
His final words were, “What I want you to do for next time is draw [force] diagrams for each 
situation.  Use the grid (on the worksheet).”   

 
Frank’s chemistry classes presented whiteboards for the lab they had completed during 

the previous class.  Like Edward, Frank uses some of the Modeling chemistry curricula, but he 
has not yet taken the Workshop, and student whiteboards were prepared in the Before-Change-
After (BCA) format I had seen in Edward’s chemistry classes.  Also like Edward, Frank con-
ducted all the questioning himself.  Unlike Edward, however, Frank asked few procedural ques-
tions but instead asked conceptually-oriented questions clearly intended to reinforce the principle 
of the conservation of matter (e.g., what was the limiting reactant, what if there had been 
more/less of this or that reactant, what quantities are/are not conserved during the reaction, etc.).   

 
On Wednesday, Frank’s first two periods were his chemistry classes.  Frank had previ-

ously assigned readings from The Making of the Atomic Bomb by Richard Rhodes to give stu-
dents an historical perspective on models of the atom.  (Perhaps the “Project Physics” approach 
still influence’s Frank’s teaching?)  Frank proceeded to present a lecture, without electronic vis-
ual aids, about the evolution of scientific models of the atom (e.g., J. J. Thompson’s “plum pud-
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ding” model, Ernst Rutherford’s nuclear model, Niels Bohr’s “solar system” model, etc.), punc-
tuated with questions to the student audience about the evidence for and against the different 
models.  The students did not appear to be well engaged and were somewhat unresponsive to 
Frank’s questions in both classes.   

 
Wednesday’s third period was Frank’s 1st period physics class.  Students’ first task was to 

prepare whiteboard force diagrams for the Newton’s third law activities completed in the previ-
ous class.  Frank told students, “Concentrate on the following: Label all forces agent/object, label 
each object separately, and force arrows should be proportional, that is, forces of the same mag-
nitude in different directions should be more or less the same.”  As students got to work, Frank 
reminded them, “Remember, force diagrams should correspond to the motion of the objects.”  
About five minutes later, Frank, clearly reacting to what he had seen on one group’s whiteboard, 
announced, “Be sure you indicate which is which.  Draw a little picture [of the scenario].”  
Twenty-three minutes into the period, by which time a few groups had been ready for some time 
and were starting to socialize, Frank said, “Let’s get started.  Let’s experiment – put the tables in 
a circle.”  This statement suggests that Frank had not previously asked students to arrange the 
tables this way, so I suspect my presence may have had some influence.  However this may be, 
this format proved to be effective for both physics classes in terms of student participation.  
When I queried Frank about this later he said that he had just wanted to try something different, 
but he, too, was impressed by the level of student engagement. 

 
The first group to present had the case of a person pushing against a wall (actually, push-

ing on a force sensor attached to the wall with another force sensor).  Their force diagram in-
cluded the force of the agent (person) on the wall in the person’s own force diagram (a force or 
“free body” diagram properly includes only the forces acting on the object and none of the forces 
the object may be exerting).  A student in the audience immediately challenged the group on this 
point.  The conversation proceeded as follows: 

 
T   – Let’s pick one diagram [each whiteboard has two diagrams, one for each ob-

ject] and look at those forces.  Are there any forces that trouble anyone? 
S1 –  The person’s diagram has the force of the person on the wall. 
S2 –  What force opposes that force? [i.e., the force of the person on the wall – 

this student has not yet realized that this force is shown incorrectly] 
T   – You guys need to resolve this for yourselves. [More discussion among stu-

dents focusing on the (improperly shown) action/reaction forces and that the 
force of friction on the person and the wall must be the same since neither 
object is accelerating] 

T   – Every force that acts on an object should end with the label for the object 
[e.g., the force of friction on the person is written FF/P].  Are all four hori-
zontal forces the same? 

A  –  Yes. 
T   –  Why? 
A  –  Because the acceleration is zero. 
T   – We measured it, they’re always equal! 
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The second group had no problems with their whiteboard, but Frank asked the group if 
their “force of road on car” was meant to indicate the force of friction (as opposed to the normal 
force – it was).  The third group had a minor problem not indicating the equality of forces (with 
congruency marks drawn on the force vectors), which they corrected after Frank asked them, 
“So, what’s equal in your diagram?”  The fourth group’s force diagrams were correct, but a stu-
dent in the audience asked them, “Are the friction forces equal?”  The answer is not immediately 
obvious in this case (a powered vehicle pushing an un-powered vehicle), because the force of 
(rolling) friction depends on the mass of the vehicle as well as the coefficient of friction between 
the tires and the ground.  The conversation proceeded as follows: 

 
G – [Frank] said we’ll get to it later.   
T – Does it matter? 
G –  [Shrugs and mumbling] 
T –  Can you explain how this corresponds to the motion? 
G –  [Adequate response] 
T –  Who’s accelerating?  How does the force diagram show this? 
G –  They both are during the push; the force of the push is larger than the force 

of friction. 
T –  What happens after they stop pushing? 
G –  Friction will slow them down. 

 
The fifth and last group of the day had a similar series of exchanges. 
 

Thursday’s schedule also began with the two chemistry classes, but this day they were 
only 60 minutes long.  Students finished their whiteboard presentations and Frank wrapped up 
this phase of the unit by listing the results (the ratio of products to reactants, plus error) the vari-
ous groups had gotten for the lab.  The ratios ranged from .974 to 1.138 and everyone seemed 
satisfied that matter was, in fact, conserved during the reaction. 

 
Third-period physics was Frank’s first physics class of the day.  Since this class had not 

met the previous day, the students’ task was to prepare whiteboard force diagrams for the work-
sheet activities.  Frank had assigned the force diagrams as homework, but it was apparent very 
few students had completed them in advance of class.  As students worked on their whiteboards, 
Frank did a lot more coaching and asking guiding questions in this class than he had in 1st period.  
He reminded the class that their force diagrams depict a “snap shot” of the forces acting on the 
objects at the instant of their interaction (i.e., a collision or push).  The whiteboard presentations 
proceeded more or less as they had in 1st period, but I noted that Frank did most, but not all, of 
the questioning.  I also had the sense that Frank’s coaching was more overt than in 1st period be-
cause the students seemed better prepared than I expected based on my two day’s observations.  
In any case, what stood out during this class was Frank’s reemphasis of the principle that, “We 
know the action/reaction forces are equal because we measured them so.”  This was the first time 
I had heard Newton’s third law so emphatically expressed as a purely empirical relationship 
rather than simply as an “axiom” inherent in the Newtonian world view.  Recall that Frank had 
told his students, referring to the equality of action/reaction forces, “We don’t know why, but we 
know that they are.”  He is absolutely correct.  I sometimes ask my own students, however, to 
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consider how things might be different if action/reaction forces were not equal, but this approach 
may presume they already have an intuitive grasp of the relationship they often do not. 

 
First-period physics, Frank’s fourth period of the day, finished up with the last white-

board presentation (colliding vehicles).  Frank used the occasion to lead a discussion carefully 
comparing the behavior of the vehicles to the force diagram and the F vs. ∆t graph.  Frank then 
directed students to work on a set of review questions in anticipation of whiteboarding one prob-
lem for presentation next week and a unit test the following day.  The review questions were 
highly quantitative and require that students decompose force vectors in two dimensions (e.g., a 
mass sitting on a frictionless wedge connected by a rope that passes through a pulley secured to 
the top of the wedge to a second, hanging mass).  The questions were very different from any-
thing I had seen in class.  I did not ask Frank how he had prepared his students to solve these 
problems. 

 
Assessment 

Frank utilized alternative, hands-on teaching techniques early in his career.  Though these 
techniques helped make physics more “accessible” to his students, they often were not able to 
overcome the resilient nature of his students’ misconceptions.  A few years later, Frank became 
aware of the relatively new field of physics education research and saw discussed and dissected 
in print many of the frustrations he faced daily in his classes.  But the true epiphany came when 
he had the occasion to read the full text of “A Modeling Method of High School Physics Instruc-
tion” and attended the Modeling Workshops.  In a scholarly work such as this dissertation, it is 
sometimes difficult to put into words the true depth of feeling with which a subject may express 
himself or herself.  As you read the following passage from my extended interview with Frank, 
please understand that at times he struggled with his emotions.  I had asked him why he decided 
to apply to the Modeling program: 

 
I'd been unhappy for a little while about what I thought students were learning.  I 
was looking for something that would work better than what I was doing.  I don't 
know if I knew what I was looking for, but I think I knew when I found it or at 
least it was worth looking into something that seemed to make sense to me after 
reading the article about Malcolm Wells and how he taught.  That was really kind 
of the inspiration for that.  I think probably when I was getting ready to move, 
when I was cleaning out my classroom back in [New England] at the end of last 
year, oddly enough I came across that first page of the article that my friend, liter-
ally the page that he sent me, it was in something.  I know I still have it because I 
put it aside. [Long pause]  I remember pulling it out and saying this changed my 
life because now I'm taking my family, moving across the country, and the reason 
I'm doing it is because of what I learned, you know, from learning this method.  If 
that hadn't happened I never would've heard about this school, I never would have 
had that opportunity for my son when he comes here, and literally a life-changing 
experience for me and for my family.  It was such a moving experience to find 
that in my papers, just that, you know, that that was it, you know, it was like one 
sheet of paper can change so much... 
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Frank’s response is very similar to Brian’s, but the sentiment is probably shared by most of my 
subjects (and many other teachers, as well, as reported by Modeling program staff).  Frank was 
casting about for a better way of teaching physics, but he did not quite know what it should look 
like.  After reading the article about Malcolm Wells, he was primed for his experience at the first 
Modeling Workshop and has since become a Workshop leader.  That Frank has now fully em-
braced Modeling is indisputable.  What can we say about his practice? 
 
  Frank is conscientious is in his implementation of the Modeling pedagogy and adheres to 
the Modeling Cycle with great fidelity, as I have shown.  For the lesson I observed, he closely 
followed the sequence in the Modeling curriculum guidelines but he also enhanced and enriched 
the experience for his students by extending the lesson to include other activities meant specifi-
cally to address persistent misconceptions identified in the physics education research literature.  
This is not to say that my other subjects ignore this important source of information, rather Frank 
is more deliberate in accessing and applying it and has even contributed to the literature himself.     
 

I think one of the things that had the most impact on me was getting to know the 
research that was out there, the physics education research; that's really been a big 
piece.  Every month when the Physics Teacher comes or the AJP comes my wife 
knows that I'll be gone reading somewhere for the next hour or so to see what's in 
there.  It's really influenced my teaching because I think, I mean right away I 
started using the FCI, things like that, but more recently using the Lawson test 
[Classroom Test of Scientific Reasoning] to try to find some connections between 
the student’s skill set when they come into the class and how they're going to do; 
can I find some connections or something I can do to help the students along 
while they're in my classes or something I can maybe do to help them before they 
get here.  One of the reasons I'm here is that they were open to the idea of trying 
some of the work of Philip Adey and Michael Shayer in the sixth, seventh, eighth 
grade here using the “Thinking Science” [curriculum]. 

 
Frank is also similar to Brian in his delivery.  He rarely does other than ask questions and 

his questions emphasize the conceptual over the technical or procedural aspects of an activity or 
whiteboard presentation.  His questioning style is very patient and non-judgmental, but I noticed 
that boys tended to monopolize student discourse even in a classroom full of girls.  Whether this 
says more about girls, boys, or physics instruction is unclear to me.  Frank, however, is the only 
one of my subjects to have taught in an all girls’ school, though it was several years in the past.   
Frank is also new to the school this year and this may have had some affect as he has not had the 
time to establish his reputation with the students and staff.  Nevertheless, from what I observed, 
Frank is well-regarded by his students and they were comfortable in his classroom.  Recall that 
this is a performing arts school with twice as many girls as boys, so perhaps the reader can imag-
ine the occasional singing, posing, and drama that occurred and must occur regularly even in sci-
ence classes. 

 
Frank had been teaching physics for about 12 years before he attended the first Modeling 

Workshop and took the VASS, so one should expect him to have a reasonably “expert” perspec-
tive, which he did.  Only on questions 18 and 21 does he present a “mixed” view.  Question 18 
reads, “How well I do on physics exams depends on how well I can: (a) recall material in the 
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way it was presented in class vs. (b) solve problems that are somewhat different from ones I have 
seen before.”  Frank’s response to this question surely has evolved since attending the Modeling 
Workshops: 

 
What I'd like for them to bring away from [my class] is just a way of thinking, 
you know, maybe nothing particularly about physics, but a way of evaluating 
whether something makes sense – does that pass the straight face test. 

 
Question 21 asks the respondent whether he or she believes the laws of physics are “inherent in 
the nature of things and independent of how humans think” or “invented by physicists to organ-
ize their knowledge about the natural world.”  Frank was my only subject to select the “mixed” 
option, but I maintain that his choice is a truer reflection of what all my subjects actually believe 
about the character of physical laws.  It would be interesting to see if Frank’s views on this issue 
have changed. 
 
 Frank’s 3-day RTOP average was 87, second highest among my subjects.  Frank was es-
pecially well-attuned to students’ misconceptions however presented, effective at asking ques-
tions that “triggered divergent modes of thinking,” and provided a variety of means for students 
to explore phenomena illustrative of Newton’s third law.  The post-activity questions and white-
boards were crucial in promoting students’ self-reflection about their own learning and student 
questions and comments often determined the focus and direction of classroom discourse.  These 
observations are entirely consistent with Frank’s self-reports of Modeling practice on the MIS.  
The 54-point change in scores between the 1999 and 2007 surveys are primarily due to his fully 
exploiting whiteboard sessions, following the Modeling curriculum, and emphasizing conceptual 
understanding of models.     
 

What is difficult to reconcile with this glowing recitation of Frank’s Modeling pedigree 
are the relatively low average FCI gains of his regular physics students (second lowest among 
my subjects).  Moreover, the contrast with his honors students is striking; about a 15% difference 
on average but as high as 30% in 2006 at his school in New England.  The consensus opinion in 
the Modeling community is that students’ preparation in mathematics and the corresponding de-
velopment of their cognitive reasoning skills accounts for a significant percentage of the variance 
in students’ scores (an opinion with which Frank concurs), but I have not tested this hypothesis.  
I am happy to report, however, that Frank’s newest students realized a substantial improvement 
in average gain compared to all previous years, a result Frank is tentatively attributing to their 
music training (the 8% difference in average gain between his 1st period, “higher level” class, 
and his 3rd period class is not statistically significant).   The fact that many of Frank’s students 
are comfortable in front of an audience may be a contributing factor, as well. 
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Conclusions 
 

 By the time they attended their first Modeling Workshop, the teachers in this study, all 
within the 45 to 64 age bracket, had been teaching for 22, 4, 16, 7, 9, and 13 years, respectively, 
and came to their profession via distinctly different routes.  None of these teachers has a degree 
in physics, though three of them have degrees with a physics emphasis, and only two of them 
have been teachers their entire professional careers.  Thus, among physics teachers they repre-
sent a fairly broad cross-section of background and experience (except for race, gender, and 
age!).  But how they became physics teachers is peripheral to this study.  I wanted to understand 
how they became Modeling physics teachers and why, after eight years of practice, five of the six 
are still devoted to this pedagogy and why the sixth is not.  I also wanted to understand and ac-
count for the differences in their practice; why, despite the same training, the students of some of 
these teachers realize significantly higher learning gains than others.   
 

The three questions that guided this inquiry were: 
 

1.  How and to what extent does the design of the Modeling pedagogy induce conceptual change 
in teachers’ conceptions of physics content and pedagogy? 

2.  What factors, including teachers’ beliefs and background as well as their participation in the 
community of discourse embodied by the workshops and the Modeling program generally, 
influence their implementation of the Modeling pedagogy in their classrooms?  

3. How might the program be redesigned to increase the number of high performing teachers 
and, similarly, how might teachers be supported after completing a workshop so as to reach 
high levels of implementation?   

 
1.  How and to what extent does the design of the Modeling pedagogy induce conceptual 

change in teachers’ conceptions of physics content and pedagogy? 
 
Conceptual Change and Modeling Theory 
 The central proposition of the conceptual change theory of learning is that before a new 
conception can be accommodated there first must be dissatisfaction with a current conception.  
Consequently, a major premise of this project has been that some physics teachers’ dissatisfac-
tion with the persistent ineffectiveness of their traditional, didactic style of teaching in promoting 
student learning of elementary physics concepts should induce in them a cognitive dissonance 
between how they teach and what students learn.  Typically, this dissonance has been mitigated 
by laying the failure to learn at the feet of the students and not on the pedagogy.  I hypothesized, 
on the other hand, that for many teachers attending the Modeling Workshops this teacher-as-
transmitter/student-as-receptacle conception of teaching and learning was overturned.  As teach-
ers were exposed to and practiced an alternative pedagogy they began to realize that what stu-
dents learn depends most on how they learn.   

In particular, the Modeling pedagogy is built on a constructivist theory of learning most 
closely associated with the work of Bruner (1960) in which learners “construct” new ideas and 
concepts based on current and prior knowledge.  A key element of constructivist theory is that 
the cognitive structure of human knowledge is in the form of mental models.  A contribution of 
physics education research to this theory of learning has been that one consequence of human 
cognition is that many of students’ mental models about physical phenomena are invariably mis-
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aligned with the scientific world view.  Moreover, these “misconceptions” interfere with student 
learning and often are resilient to instruction, especially didactic instruction.   

I hypothesized, therefore, that by attending Modeling Workshops teachers experienced, 
first and foremost, a change in their conception of how students learn physics towards a more 
constructivist perspective.  The inevitable corollary to this hypothesis is that teachers also ex-
perienced a concurrent change in their conceptions of how to teach physics.  Thus, I proposed 
that the immediate cause of this conceptual change was teachers’ apprehension that learning and 
teaching in physics are fundamentally concerned with constructing scientifically aligned concep-
tual models of physical phenomena.  This realization comes to many Workshop teachers almost 
as a revelation handed down from on high.  It restructures the way they think about their stu-
dents, their practice, and physics itself.  I review the evidence supporting these propositions be-
low after I describe the context in which this alleged conceptual change takes place. 

 
Modeling Workshops Scaffold and Reinforce Teachers’ Conceptual Change 

If we concede that teachers have assimilated the core Modeling principle, it is a relatively 
straightforward process for them to accept, as an effective strategy for promoting this sort of 
learning, a student-centered, discourse-oriented pedagogy in which students are actively and col-
laboratively engaged in their own learning.  Much of the impetus for this pedagogy comes from 
the practice of science itself, but even more is from empirical research conducted by Malcolm 
Wells for his Ph.D. dissertation and later by others as they worked to refine the pedagogy (Wells, 
Hestenes & Swackhamer, 1995).  Thus, the Workshops were designed intentionally to incorpo-
rate the very principles as well as the pedagogy it was hoped teachers would emulate in their 
own classrooms.  Wells, Hestenes, Swackhamer, and others who contributed to the format of the 
Workshops were convinced that teachers could not be expected to passively absorb a pedagogy 
diametrically opposed to traditional physics instruction via the same didactic teaching style the 
Modeling Method was meant to replace.  Teachers must be “immersed” in the same environment 
intended for their students, collaboratively constructing the same models utilizing the same dis-
course as they collaboratively construct new conceptions of teaching and learning for them-
selves.  They must have a visceral experience with the same sort of active learning they hope to 
promote when they get back to school.   

 
I have proposed that teachers attending Modeling Workshops experience conceptual 

change that transformed their conceptions of teaching and learning in physics.  I have also de-
scribed how the pedagogy of the Modeling Workshops scaffolded and reinforced this conceptual 
change by engaging teachers in the same process of collaborative model building as is intended 
for their students.  I now review the evidence for these propositions. 

 
Teachers’ Experiences at Modeling Workshops 

When I asked my subjects what about their experiences at the Workshops prompted them 
to drastically reform their teaching, their responses were varied but consistent.  Allan said most 
valuable to him was “participating as a student.”  For Brian, the Workshops “changed the way he 
thought about teaching and learning” so as to change his focus from teacher-centered to student-
centered instruction.  Charley said, “It helped me to recognize the strength of my students ‘pre-
conceptions’ about the natural world and how difficult it can be to replace such with better mod-
els.”  David’s response was similar to Allan’s: “We jumped at the opportunities to experience 
what our students would from inquiry labs to whiteboarding homework.”  Edward’s reply was 
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particularly thoughtful: “I [was] very impressed with the storyline and simple models developed.  
I think most teachers have the long view that Modeling offers.  The difference is that students 
[will] also get explicit exposure to ideas that took those of us taught in a more traditional style 
years to ‘see.’”  Frank had a different take: “A lot of it was the whiteboarding.  I get a chance to 
see inside my students' heads which I don't get any other way.  I think the other piece was the 
way it's organized; the way the method’s organized makes sense to me.”   

 
The Modeling pedagogy has three essential components: the models, the Modeling cycle, 

and classroom discourse.  Undergirding these three is the foundational principle that students 
must be actively engaged in their own learning.  Each of the teachers’ comments above suggests 
which of these facets was most resonant for them at the Workshop (though these recollections 
are eight- or nine-years old).  Allan, Brian, and David responded to active student learning; Char-
ley and Edward to the models; and Frank to the Modeling cycle and classroom discourse.  For 
myself, it was the Modeling cycle (like Frank) and the overarching storyline connecting the 
models (like Edward).  I have a Master’s degree in physics, but the Workshop was the first time I 
saw Newtonian mechanics presented in a single, coherent framework rather than as a series of 
disjointed factoids and formulas.  Of course, it is difficult to untangle any one component from 
the others as they are really a connected whole.  Because any successful theory of learning must 
presuppose a correct theory of knowing, the essential power and appeal of the Modeling peda-
gogy lie in Wells and Hestenes’ insight that since humans make sense of the physical world via 
models so should teaching about the physical world.  I have explained how teachers’ participa-
tion in the Modeling Workshops initiated the conceptual change process but what sustained it?   

 
Modeling Workshops Promote Professional Community 

Besides the content, two characteristics distinguish the Modeling Workshops from many 
other, more typical programs of professional development.  The first is the aforementioned “im-
mersion” format.  The second is the duration: four-week, fulltime sessions over two consecutive 
summers.  Moreover, since many, if not most, of the participants came to the Workshops from 
distant locales, they required housing, typically in college dorms vacated for the summer.  In ad-
dition, the Workshop leaders ensured that teachers engaged in various team-building and extra-
curricular group activities such as outings to local recreational venues, museums, restaurants, and 
the like.  In these respects, as well as in others, the Workshops were not unlike “summer camp.”  
The picture should be clear: about twenty veteran physics teachers, each of whom has chosen to 
attend the Workshop with at least some intention of improving his or her craft, working collabo-
ratively and interacting socially several hours a day to learn an entirely new pedagogy.  The in-
escapable conclusion is that the Workshops are, indeed, examples of “professional community” 
(e.g., Lieberman, 1990; Westheimer, 1998; and Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002) – that is, a 
collaborative group of teachers intentionally created with an overarching mission to support in-
creased student learning.   

 
The community thus created performed two vital functions with respect to the Modeling 

program’s mission.  First, it supported and reinforced teacher learning by providing opportunities 
to collaboratively practice the new pedagogy and thereby expanded teachers’ “enactment zones” 
(Spillane, 1999) so as to “enable teachers to adopt perspectives outside their own bounded prac-
tice” (Gallucci, 2003).  Such communities “promote shared ways of doing things, allow for the 
rapid flow of information, create mutually defining identities, and provide a venue for local lore 
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and shared stories” (Gallucci, 2003).  Second, membership in the community encouraged “inter-
nal accountability,” that is, “the set of processes whereby teachers apply shared expectations to 
their own work and to that of their colleagues” (Newmann, King & Rigdon, 1997). This internal 
accountability undoubtedly was evident during the Workshops.  Peer pressure alone saw to that.  
But I believe it extended further still, to teachers’ own classrooms, especially during the induc-
tion period when the novice Modelers struggled most with the pedagogy.  Despite various obsta-
cles, not the least of which was adopting a radically different pedagogy, these teachers soldiered 
on even though no external mandate for reform had been imposed.  Teachers’ personal integrity, 
their abiding faith in the ultimate effectiveness of the pedagogy, and the sense of allegiance to 
the community of Modelers instilled at the Workshops all sustained them through the induction 
period.   

 
The Role of the Virtual Community 

The internal accountability within the community of Modelers diminishes with time, dis-
tance, and experience.  The bond between teachers, though still collegial, inevitably weakens 
without continuous reinforcement.  Also, as teachers become more experienced and, presumably, 
expert with the pedagogy, they will naturally tend to rely more on their own judgment and refer 
less often to the curriculum manual, the Modeling website, or other external sources of support.  
Nevertheless, both the Modeling website and the Modeling listserv play critical roles in main-
taining the community across time and space.  The Modeling website serves as an information 
clearinghouse, but the listserv is an example of what Rheingold (cited in Ellis, Oldridge & Vas-
concelos, 2004) calls a “gift culture where information is the gift.”  That is to say, subscribers to 
the listserv are “members of a virtual community [who] provide information freely to the com-
munity, not in the expectation of immediate reward but in the expectation of diffuse reciproca-
tion.”  Subscribers know that if they post a question about Modeling, a lab activity, a worksheet, 
or what have you to the listserv someone will respond.  In turn, he or she may eventually return 
the favor.  All manner of queries and bits of information are posted to the listserv from employ-
ment opportunities to threaded discussions about physics education research. Thus, active par-
ticipation in the virtual community can reinforce teachers’ self-identities as Modelers.  Four of 
my six subjects report that they are “active members” of the Modeling community.  They consult 
the website regularly for updated curriculum materials and to stay current with the “state of the 
art.”  They are subscribers to the listserv as well and read the postings on a daily basis.  All four 
have posted to the listserv in recent months, though some more often than others. 

 
Modeling Curriculum Materials  

It is also crucial not to underestimate the importance of the well-developed and complete 
first-semester Modeling curriculum manual each teacher received at the Workshop.  Other fac-
tors notwithstanding, all my subjects said that it would have been difficult to impossible to im-
plement the Modeling pedagogy without these materials.  Some of my subjects have made sub-
stantial revisions to the materials since the Workshops, but, as Brian puts it, “the chances of slip-
ping back into old, familiar ways would have been much greater” without them.   

 
Charley: The Exception 

None of this, however, was quite enough for Charley and he has mostly, but not entirely, 
forsaken Modeling.  In the end, it is how Charley perceives his role as a physics teacher that, de-
spite a good-faith effort on his part, finally convinced him to “slip back into old, familiar ways:”   



 - 99 -   

  

My biggest issue is not [Modeling’s] value, but I guess I'm still of the school that 
wants to "get to rainbows."  The school year isn't long enough to do justice to any 
physics curriculum, at least I can't make it work, and I try to both teach kids how 
to do science and to also get turned on to the nature of nature. 

 
So much of physics, even elementary physics, lies “beyond mechanics” and Charley wants his 
students to see as much of it as he can show them.  There may be other issues at play here, how-
ever.  For example, why did it take Charley an entire year to get through mechanics his first year 
Modeling?  Or, if he found the mathematics of the unit on projectiles (Unit 6: 2-D Particle Mod-
els) too difficult for his students, why did he not ameliorate it?  After all, one can solve some 
projectile motion problems without the use of trigonometry.  Finally, if he did not like the way 
energy is presented in the Modeling curriculum, why did he not revise it to his liking?   
 

There are always alternatives to specific elements of the Modeling curriculum and many 
teachers have made such refinements.  What must not change, of course, is the pedagogy.  I 
sense an inflexibility in Charley’s approach to Modeling which I suspect rendered it awkward 
and difficult for him.  Much of Modeling is about adapting – adapting to what students reveal 
about their learning, to the ebb and flow of classroom discourse, and oneself to become a facilita-
tor of student learning.  Perhaps, after 16 years of teaching, Charley could not adapt. 

 
2.  What factors, including teachers’ beliefs and background as well as their participation 

in the community of discourse embodied by the workshops and the Modeling program 
generally, influence their implementation of the Modeling pedagogy in their class-
rooms?   

 
Unpacking the Pedagogical Content Knowledge Construct 
 I have demonstrated that five of my six subjects experienced profound changes in their 
conceptions of teaching and learning in physics as a direct result of attending the Modeling 
Workshops.  Consequently, their physics pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) was dramati-
cally transformed as evidenced by the complete overthrow of their previous practice in favor of 
the radically different Modeling pedagogy.  How, then, do we account for differences in their 
practice?  Can they be reduced to mere differences of personal style or are there deeper sources?   
  

The answer to these questions lies in discerning the ways in which teachers’ PCK has 
metamorphosed.  To conduct this analysis, let us reconsider Carlsen’s (1999) four components of 
PCK in science: knowledge of students’ common misconceptions, knowledge of specific science 
curricula, knowledge of topic-specific instructional strategies, and knowledge of the purposes for 
teaching science, and ask how and to what extent each of these components has been modified.   

 
Students’ Common Misconceptions in Physics  

Enhancing teachers’ knowledge of students’ common misconceptions in physics is an in-
tegral part of the Modeling Workshop pedagogy.  Lists of students’ misconceptions compiled by 
Halloun, Hestenes, and Wells as well as by other physics education researchers (e.g., McDermott 
& Redish, 1999), and even by Workshop attendees, are examined and discussed.  More impor-
tantly, misconceptions specific to each instructional unit and how they are manifested in student 
discourse and other student work are thoroughly elaborated.  In fact, one of the more dubious 
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pleasures of participating in Modeling Workshops is the opportunity for teachers to behave like 
their students and “model” student misconceptions so that other teachers might practice their So-
cratic questioning.  

 
 In any case, teachers’ knowledge of students’ common misconceptions is vastly im-

proved, if initially only on a theoretical level.  My subjects all report that it took and still takes 
time to learn to recognize and appropriately respond to students’ misconceptions, but they all 
agree that their knowledge of students’ misconceptions was greatly enlarged at the Workshops.  
Furthermore, the Modeling program staff reports, anecdotally, that some of the most effective 
Modeling teachers seem to have a profound awareness of individual student’s misconceptions. 

 
 Brian, David, and Frank demonstrated a sound grasp of students’ misconceptions based 
on the kinds and frequency of questions they asked during student whiteboard presentations.  
David had trained his students to ask many procedural questions, which allowed him to concen-
trate on the more conceptually-oriented questions and Frank had completely revamped a lab ac-
tivity specifically incorporating physics education research on student misconceptions.  Both 
Allan’s and Edward’s questioning tended to be more focused on students’ procedural rather than 
propositional knowledge.  Consequently, I am less sure about the depth of their knowledge of 
students’ misconceptions.  
 
Teachers’ Knowledge of Science Curricula 
 Teachers’ knowledge of specific science curricula – in this case, coherent, comprehen-
sive, and scientifically-aligned models of physical phenomena embedded in a well-defined theo-
retical framework – is at the core of the Workshop pedagogy.  It is all about the models.  I need 
not recapitulate the details about the models in the Modeling curriculum or how Workshop 
teachers acquire this knowledge base, but we can ask whether teachers are explicit in their devel-
opment of the models in their own pedagogy.   
 

Unfortunately, I do not feel I observed teachers long enough to form a complete judg-
ment on this issue.  I did, however, observe each Modeling teacher progress instruction at least 
through Phases 5 and 6 (Model Formulation) of a Modeling cycle (David and Frank), and three 
teachers (Allan, Brian, and Edward) got to Phase 7 (Initial Model Deployment).  Each teacher 
did indeed have students employ the multiple representations (graphs, vector diagrams, mathe-
matical formulas, and verbal descriptions) that constitute the conceptual model, but I have no 
data (or recollection) indicating that any teacher, with the lone exception of David, ever even 
used the word “model” in class.  I suspect also that few teachers have time to explicitly validate 
the models developed in class (i.e., to specify the domain and range over which a model is appli-
cable – corresponding to Phase 9: Paradigmatic Synthesis).  Therefore, I tentatively conclude 
that although the teachers are reasonably conscientious about having students develop a complete 
model specification, they are less careful about labeling the construct so developed a model and 
delineating its operational limitations.  This practice may leave students in much the same situa-
tion they were prior to instruction with a “naive physical causality consist[ing] of a rich system 
of elements that are organized only in a limited degree” (diSessa & Sherin, 1998).  Reaching the 
validation stage was not stressed in the early Workshops (1995 – 1999), but I am told that this 
deficiency in the Workshop pedagogy has since been addressed by the Modeling Instruction pro-
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gram staff.  However, my subjects may need additional professional development in this aspect 
of the pedagogy. 

 
Teachers’ Knowledge of Topic-Specific Instructional Strategies – Modeling Discourse 

Here, I restrict my discussion of teachers’ knowledge of topic-specific instructional 
strategies to the issue of classroom discourse management as most other strategies will be com-
mon to any physics classroom.  We are now at the very heart of Modeling and I have described 
this defining attribute of the pedagogy as well as the classroom discourse practices of my sub-
jects in detail.  Classroom discourse management is the skill most critical to student learning in a 
Modeling classroom (Wells, Hestenes & Swackhamer, 1995; Desbien, 2002) and the one in 
which the most conspicuous differences appeared among my subjects.  Since each teacher was 
similarly instructed in classroom discourse management at the Workshops, the differences in 
their practice must come in large part from the depth of teachers’ apprehension of the essential 
purposes of classroom discourse in the Modeling theory of learning.  Classroom dynamics play a 
role as well, of course, but this is controlled for to some extent by the similar demographics of 
the subjects’ classes.  Wells, Hestenes & Swackhamer (1995) explain the purpose of classroom 
discourse thusly:    

 
As students are led to articulate their reasoning in the course of solving a problem 
or analyzing an experiment, their naive beliefs about the physical world surface 
naturally. Rather than dismiss these beliefs as incorrect, Malcolm learned to en-
courage students to elaborate them and evaluate their relevance to the issue at 
hand in collaborative discourse with other students. In the context of modeling ac-
tivities students have a framework for testing and correcting their own ideas, es-
pecially in regard to relevance and coherence with other ideas.  [Emphasis in the 
original.] 
 

Students need the immediacy of conversation; it provides vital, real-time feedback for students as 
they construct their understanding.  This goes beyond simply evoking students’ prior concep-
tions; it allows them to pose questions from their unique, evolving perspectives and challenge 
others’ assertions as they struggle to make sense of the concept under consideration.   
 

Two key features must be present to support this sort of intellectual engagement in the 
classroom.  First, the teacher must create a learning community that promotes scientific inquiry 
and the public sharing of ideas.  There is an anticipatory excitement to authentic inquiry that can 
stoke the interest of almost any student.  As David said, “It's as much a real science as anybody 
else does and it as new to them as any other new science is to a professional.”  Of course, emu-
lating a scientist also means presenting one’s ideas in a public forum.  It is during this teacher-
mediated discourse, via Socratic questioning, that students’ misconceptions are elicited, con-
fronted, and, hopefully, resolved.  However, many high school students are uncomfortable per-
forming in front of their peers.  The very idea of appearing wrong or foolish can silence them as 
can few other forces.  Thus, they need “a climate of respect for what others [have] to say” 
(RTOP item 20).  Several of my subjects report difficulties with shy or reticent students, but they 
also report that their more able students have no qualms with intellectual risk-taking and look 
forward to whiteboard sessions.   
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The second key feature is ensuring a high proportion of student-to-student discourse.  On 
one level, this is a built-in characteristic of the Modeling pedagogy.  As students work collabora-
tively on lab activities and whiteboard preparation, much of their discourse will be directed at 
jointly constructing the model under consideration.  They need this “safe place” because many 
students are much more likely to take intellectual risks with their peers in small groups than in 
front of the class.  More difficult is engaging students in the public debate, but it is just as cru-
cial.  Indeed, the teacher may mediate the discussion and conduct some questioning, but ideally 
students should be active interrogators for it is in such discourse that learning becomes “an inter-
individually triggered process of convergent conceptual change” (Duit, 1988).  In the end, how-
ever, the teacher is the final arbiter of the “truth” because the conversation concludes only when 
the teacher is satisfied that student representations have been reconciled with the model specifi-
cation.  

 
 To be fair to all my subjects and to mitigate somewhat the comments that follow, there 

was considerable between-student discourse during lab activities and whiteboard preparation in 
all the Modeling classes I observed.  These are important venues for student discourse that I did 
not always get to observe closely.  Therefore, the following observations and conclusions apply 
only to whole-class discussions. 

 
  Allan reported that his teaching has radically changed since attending the Workshops 

and that he adheres faithfully to the Modeling methodology.  However, his Socratic questioning 
focused more on the procedural and he has not created a genuine learning community that sup-
ports public student discourse.  That the potential for such a community is there was aptly dem-
onstrated on the occasion when one entire class was to receive a grade based on a single, ran-
domly selected whiteboard.  Brian’s questioning is much more conceptually oriented that 
Allan’s, but he, too, does not seem to have created a learning community.  I heard very little pub-
lic student discourse in his class as almost all the dialog was between Brian and student-
presenters.  The situation was similar with respect to student discourse in Edward’s class, but the 
lesson format did not allow for many opportunities.  All of David’s classes and Frank’s two 
physics classes had active public discourse.  It was particularly interesting that the whole-class 
discussions in Brian’s second-year physics class as well as in David’s AP and conceptual physics 
classes (all Modeling classes) were much more animated and enthusiastic than in any of the 
regular physics classes (except for the single instance in one of Allan’s classes, as described 
above).  As I noted above, David has gone to some lengths to train his students in Socratic ques-
tioning and participation is part of their grade.  As members of a performing arts community, 
many of Frank’s students are perfectly comfortable in front of an audience, but I observed also 
that in Frank’s two physics classes boys tended to dominate the discussion despite being a small 
minority in either class.  David’s deep-seated constructivist convictions and Frank’s familiarity 
with physics education research (and the fact that he is a Modeling Workshop leader!) may well 
account for their appreciation of the role of discourse in a Modeling physics class. 

 
The problem of overbearing boys and reticent girls has been a long-standing concern in 

the physics education community and the subject of considerable research (for an overview see 
McCullough, 2002).  Though the Modeling pedagogy makes no attempt to address this issue di-
rectly, the mandate of the learning community surely must extend to ensuring an equal opportu-
nity for participation in every phase of a Modeling cycle.  Simple strategies, such as the circle 
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whiteboard sessions that so impressed Frank, may do much to alleviate students’ anxiety during 
whole-class discussion and encourage engage-ment.  Some Modeling teachers form students in 
single-sex and even same-language groups for similar reasons.  Other teachers spend time early 
in the year developing the learning community with various team-building activities.  In each 
case the goal is the same: increasing students’ comfort level to foster full participation in the 
learning process. 

 
There is another message here, as well.  At best, creating a learning community is a diffi-

cult undertaking for most teachers.  Moreover, allowing students the full measure of time they 
need to digest and discuss every fine point may be asking the impossible given the typical con-
straints on a high school physics class.  Under these conditions, getting “beyond mechanics” in a 
single year might be as elusive as finding the proverbial pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.  
This is the essential “less is more” tension Modeling teachers face: is it better that students have 
a deep understanding of relatively few concepts or should students at least be exposed to the 
broad array of topics they will see in a typical college survey course?  Modeling teachers’ em-
phasis on mechanics seems to stem mostly from their belief in the primacy of mechanics as the 
foundation for student learning in physics, but they also report that the Modeling curriculum in 
this area is better developed than for “second” semester topics.  Coincidentally, some support for 
this emphasis can be found in the work of Sadler & Tai (2001).  In a study of 1,933 randomly 
selected introductory- level college physics students, they found that in terms of preparing high 
school students for success in college physics “covering a limited set of topics, dealing primarily 
with issues in mechanics, appears to be beneficial.”   

 
The Purposes for Teaching Science 

The last of Carlsen’s (1999) components is knowledge of the purposes for teaching sci-
ence, which in this case means physics.  Most physics teachers teach physics presumably be-
cause they believe that physics provides a fascinating and fertile perspective on the natural 
world.  However, Sadler & Tai (2001) cite a finding from a 1996 National Center for Education 
Statistics report that indicates 89% of high school physics teachers also “feel ‘preparing students 
for further study in science’ is a moderate to major emphasis in their courses.”  Allan, Brian, and 
Frank each mentioned this during our extended interviews, as did Charley, but more important to 
them and to the other two teachers was teaching students to think critically.  Of course, it is also 
true that many physics teachers think “physics is phun” and the fact that physics has social value 
is just a happy coincidence.  However this may be, let us assume that physics teachers find their 
profession worthwhile and want to be effective.  The issue for them then becomes one of deter-
mining the best physics pedagogy and that judgment, in turn, depends on the teachers’ views on 
science education and their conceptions of teaching and learning and their roles as science teach-
ers.  As mentioned earlier, some science education researchers (e.g., Tsai, 2006) believe these 
views are strongly influenced by the teachers’ views on the nature of science, but I have shown 
that this is not necessarily the case.  For example, Allan believes that “numbers represent the 
truth” and that his role as a science teacher is “to provide students with an opportunity to learn 
about collecting numbers and data.”  Despite this evidently empiricist perspective, Allan is a 
committed Modeler.  Ultimately, most teachers are practical creatures and want to do what 
“works best.”  This sometimes allows them to follow the prescriptions of a pedagogy without 
completely embracing the underlying theory of learning.  Without that underlying perspective, 
however, their effectiveness must be limited.   



 - 104 -   

  

Table 5, below, is a very informal assessment of teachers’ observed Modeling behavior in 
the context of the four-component pedagogical content knowledge construct:   Student miscon-
ceptions: the relative frequency of conceptual vs. procedural questions; Explicit models: the ex-
tent to which a teacher was deliberate in the development of a conceptual model as a model; 
Discourse management: a learning community was present that supported a high proportion of 
public between-student discourse as well as small group discourse; Role of teacher: extent to 
which the teacher demonstrated an integrated understanding of the Modeling theory of learning 
via classroom practice. 

 
       Table 5      

         Indications of Modeling Behavior  
 

 
Teacher 

Student 
Misconceptions 

Explicit 
Models 

Discourse 
Management 

Role of  
Teacher 

Allan +/–  – +/– +/– 
Brian + – +/– + 
David + + + + 
Edward +/– – +/– +/– 
Frank + – + + 

+ Strong indication +/– Some indication – Weak indication 
 

3. How might the program be redesigned to increase the number of high performing 
teachers and, similarly, how might teachers be supported after completing a workshop 
so as to reach high levels of implementation?   

 
 I have identified a few areas in which the subjects of this study could have benefited from 
more robust instruction and/or practice at the Workshops: model validation, creating learning 
communities that promote public student discourse, and a deeper understanding of the theory of 
learning behind the Modeling pedagogy.  Most of these issues have been addressed by Dwain 
Desbien (2002) in research he conducted for his own Modeling-based Ph.D. dissertation entitled 
“Modeling Discourse Management Compared to Other Classroom Management Styles in Uni-
versity Physics.”  Though Desbien conducted his research at a two-year college, I believe his 
findings are generally applicable to the high school environment with little modification.  Des-
bien identifies seven essential components to Modeling Discourse Management: deliberate crea-
tion of a cooperative learning community, explicit need for the creation of models, creation of 
shared inter-individual meaning, “seeding,” intentional lack of closure, inter-student discussion, 
and formative evaluation.  The reader should be sufficiently versed in the Modeling theory of 
learning to have a good sense of what is implied for teachers’ practice by most of these compo-
nents, but a few of them merit further explication.  
 

Seeding occurs when “the instructor seeds a small collaborative group with a question or 
a hint” during whiteboard preparation that then arises naturally during whole-class discussion.  
For Desbien, seeding is a very deliberate act that requires the instructor have an “agenda” for the 
whole-class discussion in terms of his or her instructional goals for the lesson.  By intentional 
lack of closure, Desbien means issues and questions raised during whole-class discussion may be 
left unresolved at the end of class so that “students continue to wrestle with the issues outside 
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class and return with new ideas to share.”  Finally, formative assessment does not refer directly 
to student learning but rather to the teachers’ practice.  Desbien recommends teachers take “co-
pious” notes during class and use them to reflect on the evolution of the lesson.  He suggests 
teachers ask themselves questions such as “Did I intervene too much during discussion?” and 
“What ideas surfaced that I was not prepared for?”   

 
With the exception of an intentional lack of closure, formative evaluation, as he defines 

it, and the possible exception of seeding, Desbien’s components are explicit in the Modeling 
pedagogy and the others are, at least, implicit.  I observed each of these behaviors to one or ex-
tent or another during my field research for this study.  David’s practice, perhaps, came closest to 
Desbien’s conception of Modeling Discourse Management.  The operative word for Desbien is 
“deliberate” and it is this deliberateness that is missing from the classroom discourse practices of 
most of my subjects.  I am not sure of the degree to which Desbien’s recommendations have 
been incorporated into the Modeling Workshop pedagogy, but the findings of this study clearly 
support their inclusion.   

 
What about teachers, such as the subjects of this study, who will not have received the 

benefit of Desbien’s research?  Students’ FCI scores rise for the first two or three years after my 
subjects completed the Workshops and the trend then plateaus.  Perhaps their practice can be re-
invigorated by some professional development focused specifically on Modeling Discourse 
Management.  Though Desbien’s dissertation has been posted on the Modeling website, the in-
formation has yet to be formatted so as to be easily accessible to teachers.  I recommend creating 
an online professional development course in Modeling Discourse Management for graduate 
Modelers.  Since they have had training in and practice with the Modeling pedagogy, they have 
the conceptual tools that will enable them to assimilate the information and incorporate it into 
their own practice.  The Modeling listserv can continue to perform its role as a venue for ques-
tion and feedback in support of the professional development course. 

 
Implications  
 In many respects this project has been a confirmatory study.  It confirms the utility of 
Carlsen (1999) and others’ schemes for categorizing teachers’ knowledge domains as a means of 
understanding teachers and teaching.  Especially useful has been the construct of pedagogical 
content knowledge.  Parsing teacher knowledge in this way enabled me to consider the impact of 
different aspects of the pedagogy of the Modeling Workshops and the Modeling pedagogy itself 
on teachers’ conceptions of teaching and learning.   
 

This study confirms the applicability of the conceptual change theory of learning towards 
understanding the motive forces that provoke and promote changes in teachers’ conceptions of 
their profession and in their core practices.  For most of the teachers that were the subjects of this 
study and for many other teachers as well, attending the Modeling Workshops induced a trans-
formation that was sudden, profound, and permanent.  They did not just learn a new pedagogy; 
they re-conceptualized their self-identities as teachers.  This does not mean that every program of 
professional development must or even should seek to induce this sort of conceptual change.  I 
would argue, however, that if the goal of a program of professional development is to promote 
lasting changes in teachers’ core practice, whether as part of a systemic reform initiative or just 
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for a relative handful of teachers, the program designers would be well advised to consider the 
results of this study.   

 
Conceptual change theory also helped shed light on what might inhibit such transforma-

tions.  Charley actively participated in both Workshops and practiced Modeling for almost three 
years before “slipping back into old, familiar ways.”  Modeling did not become the self-defining 
professional characteristic for Charley as it has for my other subjects because his experiences 
with the pedagogy could not overcome his long-standing and deeply-held beliefs in his role as a 
physics teacher.   

 
This study confirms the empirical and theoretical work of teacher educators who research 

and design programs of professional development for math and science teachers such as Loucks-
Horsley et al (2003).  Their advocacy especially of “immersion experiences” and building “pro-
fessional culture” (professional community) are completely validated in this project and should 
be taken to heart by other designers.  Of course, in the same non-mandated context in which 
Modeling Instruction is offered, neither immersion nor building professional culture can succeed 
if teachers do not accept the fundamental premise of the program. 

 
Finally, this study confirms much about Modeling and Modeling teachers with which the 

Modeling program staff is already familiar.  They have, of course, observed Modelers in their 
classrooms over the years and many teachers are not the least bit shy about sharing their trials 
and travails via the Modeling listserv and at other venues where Modelers might congregate.  I 
hope, however, that I was able to bring new insight via my application of the pedagogical content 
knowledge model and the conceptual change theory of learning that they might better target their 
efforts to further enhance teachers’ learning experiences at future Workshops.   
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Future Research 
 

 This project was just one of spate of recent Ph.D.’s written about Modeling by current 
and former Modeling teachers (see http://modeling.asu.edu for a complete listing).  Most of the 
other dissertations have quite logically focused on the effects of Modeling on student learning, 
but one investigates the effect of Modeling’s constructivist perspective on teachers, and another 
promotes reform in Modeling teachers’ classroom discourse management.  Though none of us 
have reached the bar set over twenty years ago by Malcolm Wells, who, after all, developed the 
pedagogy, the impact of Modeling on us, our practice, and our careers has been…transfor-
mational.  What does this say about physics teachers that their perceptions of teaching and them-
selves as teachers could be so overturned by a couple of four-week workshops?  Perhaps the 
reader now begins to understand why some Modeling teachers so aggressively proselytize the 
pedagogy when given the chance; they are “born again” converts.  Modeling has spread to chem-
istry, physical science, and even biology – no science class has been spared.  What this all sug-
gests is the need for a deeper investigation into the cognitive science aspects of science and sci-
ence education just as has been proposed by David Hestenes (2006) in his paper “Notes for a 
Modeling Theory of Science, Cognition and Instruction.”  I would also be interested in replicat-
ing the cognitive and motivational research of Kang, Scharmann, Noh & Koh (2005) with Mod-
eling teachers to possibly develop a predictive model of a teachers’ potential for effectively man-
aging classroom discourse.  Lastly, I would like to observe those few teachers who the Modeling 
program staff have identified as able to complete the full year’s Modeling curriculum.  How do 
they do it and how do their students do on the FCI? 
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Appendix 1 
Modeling Method in Physics Instruction Curriculum 

 

1st semester curriculum – Mechanics 

Scientific thinking in experimental settings 

Constant velocity particle model 

Uniform acceleration particle model 

Free particle (FP) model 

Constant force particle (CFP) model 

Particle models in 2 dimensions 

Energy 

Central force particle model 

Impulsive force particle model 

 

2nd semester curriculum – Waves, Sound, Light, Electricity & Magnetism 

Mechanical waves: 
 Oscillating particle model 
 Mechanical waves in 1 dimension 
 Longitudinal waves and sound 
 Mechanical waves in 2 dimensions 

Particle, wave, and photon models of light 

Microscopic (charge) model of electricity and magnetism 

Modeling-modified CASTLE (Capacitor Aided System for Teaching Electricity) curriculum 
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Appendix 2 
 

Sample Syllabus for 4 Week Immersion Course - Mechanics 
 

Prepared by Jane Jackson, Modeling Workshop Group, Arizona State University 
 

Syllabus/Agenda 
Week 1 

 
Tue   

 
Day 1 

 
 
 
 

 
(am)  Welcome, Introduction of participants, Schedules, Workshop description, 

goals, ASU grading parameters, FCI overview, Pre-testing:  FCI  
(pm) Unit I: Scientific Thinking in Experimental Sett ings Pendulum lab, 

Graphical Methods, lab report format, grading of lab notebook 
 
Reading: Hestenes, “Wherefore a science of teaching” (on modeling website)  

 
Wed   

 
Day 2 

 
 
 
 

 
(am)  Discussion of reading, clarification if Unit I lab. lab write-ups, work-

sheets/test unit 1, 
(pm) white boarding, presentation criteria, discuss unit materials Unit II:  Par-

ticle with Constant Velocity,  Battery-powered vehicle lab, post-lab dis-
cussion, motion maps, deployment 

 
Readings: McDermott, "Guest Comment: How we teach…" 
Arons, ch 1 (special attn: sections 8, 9, 11, 12) 

 
Thu   

 
Day 3 

 
 

 
(am)  Discussion of readings, problems, worksheets/presentations 
(pm) Introduce ultrasonic motion detector and video analysis, Unit II Test, dis-

cussion of adaptations 
 
Readings: Hake, "Socratic Pedagogy in the...",  Arons 2.1-2.6  

 
Fri    

Day 4 

 
(am) Discussion of readings, Unit III: Uniformly Accelerating Particle 

Model, ball-on-rail lab, white board results 
 
 
Readings: Hestenes, "A Modeling Method for HS Physics Instruction." 
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Week 2 
 
Mon   
Day 5 
 
 

 
(am) Discussion of readings, post-lab extension: instantaneous velocity, accelera-

tion, motion maps, model deployment lab, and deployment work-
sheet/white board 

(pm) Intro to Graphs and Tracks, instructional comments, descriptive particle 
models, more deployment exercises. wrap up unit III materials, test, free 
fall w/ picket fence, video analysis or motion detector;  

 
Reading: Arons 2.7-19, Mestre, "Learning and Instruction in Pre-College..."  

 
Tues   
Day 6 

 

 
(am) Discussion of reading, Unit IV: Free Particle Model-inertia & interac-

tions inertia demo (Newton 1), the force concept, force diagrams, statics 
lab, the normal force demo questioning strategies 

(pm) Tension forces, spring scales, force probes, paired forces, turn in journals 
(expected to include formal presentation of labs, article reflections 
and material adaptations to educational environment) 

 
Reading: Minstrell, “Explaining the at rest condition…”, 

 
Wed   
Day 7 
 
 

 

 
(am) discussion of readings; deployment worksheets/white board,  
(pm) Discussion of reading, more deployment exercises unit IV materials, test 
 
Reading: Beichner:  Tug-K article and test 

 
Thu   
Day 8 

 

 
(am) discussion of readings; Unit V: CDP Model-force and acceleration, 

weight vs. mass lab, lab write-up modified Atwood's machine lab (com-
pare different equipment) 

(pm) white board results of previous days labs, post-lab extension: derivation of 
Newton 2, lab write-up 

 
Reading: Arons 3.1-4, Camp and Clement introductory reading 

 
Fri   
Day 9 

 
(am) discussion of readings; Newton 3, critique activities, deployment work-

sheets/whiteboard 
 
Reading: Arons 3.5-9, Hammer, “More than misconceptions…” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 - 115 -   

  

Week 3 
 

Mon  
Day 10 

 
(am) Discuss reading, Finish whiteboarding, Unit V test 
(pm) friction lab:  pre lab and data collection, white board. Model development 
 
Reading: Arons 3.15-24, Biechner, “Video based labs ….” 

 
Tue   

Day 11 

 
(am) Discuss reading, deployment activities, alternative tests, unit test 
(pm) Unit VI: Particle Models in Two Dimensions, combinations of FP and 

CDP models, deployment, turn in journals 
 
Reading: Arons 3.10-14;  

 
Wed  

Day 12 
 

(am) worksheets/whiteboard, projectile motion lab,  
(pm) explore use of Video Technology, alternative tests, Test 
 
 
Reading: Arons 4.1-5;  

 
Thu   

Day 13 

(am) Discuss Readings, Unit VII:  Work, Energy, & Power, Stretched spring 
lab, work on lab notebooks, graph, whiteboard prep & practice critiques. 

(pm) finish critiques, worksheets,  
 
Reading:  Making Work Work, by Gregg Swackhamer (on modeling webpage) 

 
Fri   

Day 14 

(am) discuss readings, Gravitational potential energy, work-kinetic energy lab, 
 
Reading:  Arons 4.8-9, Hestenes: Modeling Methodology for Physics ..." 
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Week 4 
 

Mon  
Day 15 

(am) Further discussion of working/heating as means of changing internal en-
ergy of system; discussion of readings 

(pm) Unit VIII: Central Force Model , uniform circular motion lab, col-
lect/analyze data;  

 
Reading:  Arons 5.1-4 

 
Tue   

Day 16 

(am) discuss reading, deployment worksheets, instructional comments 
 
(pm) central force applications, and extensions.  Turn in journals 

 
Reading:  Arons, 5.5-6 

 
Wed  

Day 17 

 (am) discuss readings, circular motion lab practicum. Alternative tests and test-
ing.  FCI posttest 

(pm) Unit IX:  Impulsive Force Model, conservation of linear momentum lab, 
use of air tracks, PASCO carts and video analysis, collect data, plot prfi-
nal Vs pinitial, submission of lesson plans for those contracting for an 
A grade 

 
Reading:  Hestenes, Wells, and Swackhamer, “Force Concept Inventory” 

Thu 
Day 18 

(am) discussion of readings, deployment worksheets, instructional comments.  
 
(pm) worksheets/tests on Impulsive force.  
 
Reading:  Hake, “Interactive engagement vs. traditional methods…” 

 
Fri 

Day 19 

 
(am) MBT test and discussion, implementation discussion, look at 2nd semester 

models  
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Appendix 3 

Modeling Workshop II 

Survey of Participant Experiences 

Academic Year 98-99 
 

Name: ______________________________________ 

 
This survey is intended to assist the staff of the Modeling Instruction project in the evaluation of the pro-
ject as required by the National Science Foundation.   Most of the survey consists of multiple choice 
questions, with opportunities to comment following each section of related questions.  The final section is 
a series of short answer questions; space for general comments is provided at the end.    

Please answer all questions based on your experience during the academic year 98–99.  

Please write N/A next to any question that does not apply to your situation. 

If there are issues related to a given section that you would like to comment on, please write your com-
ments in the provided space, and continue on the back of the respective page if necessary.  

Your cooperation is greatly appreciated.  
 

Method (Modeling Cycle): 
  1. How often do you ask students to work in 

groups in your physics class? 

 

Regularly SeldomFrequently   Som etim es Never

1 2 3 4 5

 
  2. How often do you ask different groups to 

debate their ideas in class? Regularly SeldomFrequently   Som etim es Never

1 2 3 4 5

 

  3. How often do you use whiteboards? 
Regularly SeldomFrequently  Sometimes Never

1 2 3 4 5

 
  4. How often do you lecture? 

Regularly SeldomFrequently  Sometimes Never

1 2 3 4 5

 

  5. How often do you use handouts provided in 
last summer’s workshop? Regularly SeldomFrequently  Sometimes Never

1 2 3 4 5

 

  6. How often do you use a standard physics 
textbook? Regularly SeldomFrequently  Sometimes Never

1 2 3 4 5

 

  7. How often do you follow the modeling cycle 
phases of model development and deployment? Regularly SeldomFrequently  Sometimes Never

1 2 3 4 5

 

  8. How do you rate your own understanding of 
the instructional modeling cycle? Very good Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5

 
  9. Which of the modeling cycle components 

referred to above are most helpful for your 
students (check all that apply)? 

1 2 3 4 5
Group 
work

Whiteboards OtherHandoutsModeling 
phases  

10. What is your students’ overall reaction to the 
modeling cycle? 

1 2 3 4 5
Very 

favorable
Favorable Neutral Not that 

favorable
Not favorable 

at all  
11. How do you rate your overall implementation 

of the modeling cycle? Very good Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5
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12. In your opinion, and with respect to its impact 
on your students’ understanding of the course 
materials, how does the modeling cycle 
compare to traditional lecturing?   

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

13. By comparison to what you originally 
expected, how good was the impact of the 
modeling cycle on student understanding of 
physics? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

Comments: 

 

 

 

Technology: 
14. Is there standard laboratory equipment in your 

regular classroom? 

 

YES NO

1 2

 
15. Is your classroom or laboratory equipped with 

MBL or CBL materials? MBL CBL Neither

1 2 3

 
16. How many computers do you regularly have 

access to in your classroom/laboratory? 
1 2 3 4 5

8 or more 6 or 7 4 or 5 1 to 3 None  
17. How many students work at each laboratory 

station (check all that apply)? One Two Three Four Five or more

1 2 3 4 5

 
18. How often do you use computers or graphing 

calculators in your teaching? Regularly SeldomFrequently    Som etim es Never

1 2 3 4 5

 
19. How often do you engage students in 

experimental activities? Regularly SeldomFrequently    Som etim es Never

1 2 3 4 5

 
20. What is your students’ reaction to the use of 

computers/graphing calculators in their 
activities? 

1 2 3 4 5
Very 

favorable
Favorable Neutral Not that 

favorable
Not favorable 

at all  

21. In your opinion, and with respect to its impact 
on your students’ understanding of the course 
materials, how do MBL/CBL activities 
compare to traditional laboratory activities?   

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

22. By comparison to what you originally 
expected, how good was the impact of MBL or 
CBL on student understanding of physics? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

Comments: 

 

 

 

Model-based Content: 
23. How well was the Mechanics part of your 

course structured around basic models? 

 

Very well Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5
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24. How do you rate your own understanding of 
models and modeling in Mechanics? Very good Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5

 
25. How well were parts of your course other than 

Mechanics structured around basic models? Very well Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5

 
26. By comparison to last year, how much 

material were you able to cover this year? 
1 2 3 4 5

Much more More About the same Less Much less  
27. By comparison to year, how deep was your 

coverage of the same materials this year? 
1 2 3 4 5

Much more More About the same Less Much less  
28. What is your students’ reaction to structuring 

the content of your course around models 
instead of using the traditional sequence of 
materials? 

1 2 3 4 5
Very 

favorable
Favorable Neutral Not that 

favorable
Not favorable 

at all  

29. In your opinion, and with respect to its impact    
on your students’ understanding of the course 
materials, how does model-based content 
compare to traditional course content? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

30. By comparison to last year, how good was the 
impact of model-based content on student 
understanding of physics? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

Comments: 

 

 

 

 

Assessment: 
31. By comparison to last year, how did your 

students do on your exams this year? 

 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

32. By comparison to last year, how well did your 
students do this year on national, state or other 
regional exams? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

33. How often do you assign practicums or special 
long term projects? Regularly SeldomFrequently  Sometimes Never

1 2 3 4 5

 

34. If applicable, how did students do this year on 
such projects by comparison to previous 
years? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

35. How often do you use non-traditional 
assessment means like journals or portfolios? Regularly SeldomFrequently  Sometimes Never

1 2 3 4 5

 

36. If applicable, how did students perform this year 
on such means by comparison to previous years? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

37. How serious are your students in taking the 
FCI?  Very 

serious
Serious 
enough

A  little 
serious

Not serious 
at all

I do not 
know

1 2 3 4 5
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38. How serious are your students in taking the 
VASS?  Very 

serious
Serious 
enough

A  little 
serious

Not serious 
at all

I do not 
know

1 2 3 4 5

 

Comments: 

 

 

Classes: 
39. What type(s) of physics courses did you teach 

this year? 

 

1 2 3 4 5
Regular Honors AP Technical Other  

40. If applicable, which of these courses benefited 
the most from the modeling approach (check 
all that apply)? 

1 2 3 4 5
Regular Honors AP Technical Other  

41. By comparison to last year, how was the level 
of competence your students started at this 
year? 

1 2 3 4 5
Much better Better About the same Worse Much worse  

Comments: 

 

 

 

 

School Environment: 
42. How supportive is your school administration 

of the modeling approach?  

 

Very well Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5

 

43. How supportive are your peers at school of the 
modeling approach?  Very well Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5

 

44. How good is the cooperation among physics 
teachers in your school district?  Very good Good Fair Poor Nil

1 2 3 4 5

 

45. Did you have any class interruption this year? 

    If so, please explain in comments below. 
YES NO

1 2

 

Comments: 
 

 

 

 

46. Which of the following three categories best 
reflects the socioeconomic status of your school? 

 

 

Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  1   2   3 

Upper Income/ 
Advantaged 

Middle Income Low Income/ 
Disadvantaged 
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47. Which of the following three categories best 
reflects the socioeconomic status of your students? 
 

 

Comments: 
 
 
 
 

 

48. Which of the following best describes your approach to grading students with respect to on-going 
assessment and feedback (homework grades, lab grades, etc.)?        (please circle) 
(a) Grades maximally distinguish student performance (e.g. grading “on a curve”). 

(b)        Grades reflect a pre-set level of performance (e.g. all students could receive an “A” if their 
work meets a certain standard). 

(c) Other approach;  Please explain below. 
 
 
Comments: 
 
 
 

 

48. Which of the following best describes your approach to grading students with respect to semester/ 
final grades and major examinations?        (please circle) 
 
(a) Grades maximally distinguish student performance (e.g. grading “on a curve”). 

 
      (b)       Grades reflect a pre-set level of performance (e.g. all students could receive an “A” if their 

work meets a certain standard). 

 
      (c)       Other approach;  Please explain below. 
 
 
Comments: 
 
 
 

 

 
Optional: 

Additional comments regarding your teaching 
experience 

 during the 98-99 academic year 

  1   2   3 

Upper Income/ 
Advantaged 

Middle Income Low Income/ 
Disadvantaged 



 - 122 -   

  

Graph of FCI vs. PE 98-99 goes here. 
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Appendix 5 
 

Interview Protocols  
 

The following interview questions will guide interviews with teachers involved in Modeling instruction 
(this interview will take place after all classroom observations and subsequent interviews have been com-
pleted): 
 
Basic background information: college major, years teaching physics, years since Modeling Workshop, 
classes taught, student demographics, etc.   
 
How would you define science and scientific knowledge?   
 
How would you describe the role of a science teacher? 
 
What do see as the critical factors that affect your teaching practices? 
 
Please describe your typical approach to teaching physics. 
 
Why did you decide to attend a Modeling Workshop? 
 
Has your teaching practice changed as a result of attending a Modeling Workshop?  How? 
 
What do you think it is about Modeling that prompted you to change your teaching practices? 
 
In what ways is the Modeling pedagogy important to your own teaching?  Why (or why not)? 
 
How would you describe the theory of learning behind the Modeling pedagogy? 

o Where do you think this philosophy comes from? 
 

What do you see as the desired outcomes for Modeling instruction? 
o Short term?  
o Long term? 
 

How do you measure the effectiveness of your instruction? 
 
How have your curriculum and/or pedagogy evolved over the years since you returned to the classroom 
following the Modeling Workshop?  Why?  What about pacing and coverage? 
 
How have others responded to your efforts to implement Modeling Instruction? 

o Your departmental colleagues?   How closely aligned is your approach with those of your 
subject/departmental colleagues? 

o Your department head? 
o The school administration? 
o Students? 
o Parents? 
o Others? 

How, if at all, does the school, district, or state context impact your implementation of Modeling?  
o What role does the school’s leadership structure play? 
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o What influence do district or state education policies have, e.g., the state’s subject learn-
ing standards and/or student assessments, and/or the district’s grade level expectations?  

 
The following questions are for the interview immediately following a classroom observation 
(see Appendix 6 for the classroom observation protocol).  The intent of these questions is to elu-
cidate a teacher’s perspective on the extent to which the lesson just observed is aligned with the 
teacher’s learning goals.   
 
1. What were your specific student learning goals for this lesson? 
2. Which activities supported each of your student learning goals? 
3. How did these particular activities support your student learning goals? 
4. To what extent do you feel you achieved your student learning goals? 
5. In what ways did anything interfere with your student learning goals? 
6. What was particularly effective about the lesson?  In what way was it effective?  
7. Was there anything you felt was ineffective about the lesson?  In what way was it ineffec-

tive? 
8. How would you characterize your students’ response to the lesson?   
9. How will you assess student learning for this lesson? 
10. How has your presentation of this material changed since your attendance at a Modeling 

Workshop? 
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Appendix 7 

 

Modeling Instruction Survey 

97–98 academic year 

 
 

This survey is intended to: (a) identify aspects of the modeling approach that help students learn 
physics meaningfully, and (b) evaluate the project as required by the National Science Founda-
tion.  

 

Please: 

• Allocate enough quality time to fill out this survey with the utmost care possible.  

• Write your name and the date on the ParSCORE answer sheet, and bubble in your answers to 
the survey questions using a No. 2 pencil. The answer options for all questions are given be-
low. 

• Answer all questions based on your actual practice during last academic year (97–98), and 
not on any other consideration you might have about physics instruction or the modeling pro-
ject.  

• Understand that the list of items in this survey is neither exhaustive nor exclusive, and that no 
one item is considered beforehand as indicative of the quality of instruction.  

• Write, on a separate sheet(s), any comments you have about any survey items or related is-
sues you deem necessary for good modeling instruction.  

• Return the ParSCORE answer sheet along with your comments in the enclosed envelope by 
November 30, 1998.  

• Keep this questionnaire and copies of the returned materials for future reference.   

 

Your cooperation is greatly appreciated.  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Please tell us how often you do each of the following 100 items in your physics course(s). Mark 
only one answer for each question on the ParSCORE sheet using a No. 2 pencil. The answer op-
tions are: 

 A Regularly,  i.e., every time the issue arises. 
 B Often, i.e., about every other time. 
 C Sometimes,  i.e., about one fourth of the time.  
 D Seldom,  i.e., about once a semester 

 E Never  
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1. Provide the students with examples of applicable real world situations when introducing a 
new construct (i.e., a concept, a law, a model, or any other conceptual entity). 

2. Revisit the same construct and show how it applies in different contexts after having intro-
duced this construct and shown how it applies in specific contexts. 

3. Provide the students with counter-examples of real world situations where a construct does 
not apply after having introduced this construct and shown how it applies. 

4. Introduce a new construct on a need basis, i.e., only after letting students realize that con-
structs that they know so far are not adequate to describe or explain a given situation or set 
of situations. 

5. Express to the students the relationship among various constructs qualitatively (i.e., without 
any mathematical formalism). 

6. Compare and contrast related scalar and vector concepts (e.g., distance and displacement, 
speed and velocity). 

7. Do dimensional analysis to set up or verify the units of a concept. 

8. Teach students to develop well-defined rules for the allowed mathematical operations with 
any concept or law (e.g., the rule that says that no force vectors can be added unless the re-
spective forces are acting on the same object). 

9. Teach students to make the distinction between a descriptive construct (e.g., one of kinemat-
ics) and an explanatory one (e.g., one of dynamics). 

10. Plan your instruction based on the models laid out in our modeling theory. 

11. Maintain a story line of contextual nature (i.e., revisit the same real world situations under 
new conditions) as you go from one model to another. 

12. Maintain a story line of conceptual nature (e.g., conservation laws) as you go from one 
model to another. 

13. Compare the implications of the same concept (e.g., velocity or force) within the context of 
different models. 

14. Compare the implications of the same law (e.g., Newton’s laws) within the context of dif-
ferent models. 

15. Ask students to identify “objects” and “agents” and the respective properties when dealing 
with a situation that involves an interaction between two or more objects. 

16. Revisit situations already covered in mechanics when you teach (or intend to) courses other 
than mechanics. 

17. Use examples from the history of physics. 

18. Use examples from scientific fields other than physics. 

19. Discuss explicitly the role of mathematics in physics. 

20. Use motion maps (paths and arrows showing velocity and acceleration at different posi-
tions) when dealing with objects in motion. 



 - 132 -   

  

21. Show corresponding arrow diagrams when dealing with vector concepts (e.g., force or ve-
locity superposition diagrams). 

22. Use different mathematical representations (diagrams, graphs, equations...) for the same 
situation. 

23. Compare different mathematical representations in a way that shows the scope and limita-
tions of each representation. 

24. Give students a mathematical representation of a construct and ask them to interpret it quali-
tatively. 

25. Make the distinction between average values expressed in the form of ratios and instantane-
ous values expressed in the form of derivatives when dealing with time-dependent concepts 
like velocity or acceleration. 

 

 

                Please take a break now before you move on to the following questions. 

 

 

26. Teach students to first identify givens and unknowns and then search for the right equa-
tion(s) in solving non-trivial problems.  

27. Teach students to identify the appropriate model before they even know what the “ques-
tions” are about in solving non-trivial problems. 

28. Assign open-ended problems that do not ask explicitly to find a specific concept. 

29. Assign problems with superfluous data that are not needed to solve the problems.  

30. Assign problems with missing information and which require that students make their own 
assumptions. 

31. Ask students explicitly to solve the same problem in more than way. 

32. Ask students to justify their way of solving a non-trivial problem. 

33. Ask students to check their “answers” and establish their validity. 

34. Give a “solution” to an undefined problem and ask students to make up a real world situa-
tion for which the solution applies. 

35. Give the solution to a new problem and then ask for students’ questions.  

36. Ask students to compare their own solutions for assigned problems to the correct solution 
developed in class and identify the sources of error in their solutions. 

37. Follow up the solution of a given problem with a similar problem to which the same solu-
tion applies. 

38. Follow up the solution of a given problem with a seemingly similar problem to which the 
solution of the former problem does not apply. 

STOP 
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39. Teach students to develop a step-by-step prescription for solving typical problems after 
solving a number of problems that are within the domain of the same model. 

40. Teach students to develop rules for reasoning by analogy. 

41. Get students engaged in experimental activities in class.  

42. Prescribe in some detail the steps that students need to go through in running an experiment. 

43. Have students figure out on their own the “dependent” and “independent” variables that 
may be involved in an experiment. 

44. Ask students to formulate their own hypotheses about these variables. 

45. Ask students to formulate qualitatively the relationship among various variables.  

46. Lay out explicitly the plans for reports that students need to turn in after running an experi-
ment. 

47. Ask students to analyze experimental data from different perspectives in their lab reports. 

48. Ask students to extrapolate experimental results beyond the formulation of relationships 
among various variables.  

49. Ask students to justify in their reports their way of analyzing experimental data. 

50. Ask students to do error analysis in their lab reports. 

 

 

                Please take a break now before you move on to the following questions. 

 
 

51. Assign typical textbook problems as homework. 

52. Assign home experiments. 

53. Give students reading assignments to do before discussing the respective topic in class. 

54. Give assignments in which students must apply what they learn in physics to aspects of their 
daily life. 

55. Allow students to try out original ideas of their own in class. 

56. Spend more than a quarter of a class period lecturing. 

57. Ask students to give examples of real world situations where a construct applies. 

58. Ask students to give counter-examples of real world situations where a construct does not 
apply. 

59. Present students with a variety of real world situations and ask them to classify these situa-
tions following schemes of their own. 

60. Cause student misconceptions about a discussed topic to surface explicitly. 

STOP
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61. Point out a misconception when it surfaces in students’ discourse, and provide the correct 
alternative. 

62. Ask students to substantiate any claim they make in class. 

63. Ask students to critique claims made by their peers in class. 

64. Have students use whiteboards to present their findings in a laboratory experiment. 

65. Have students use whiteboards to present their solutions to homework problems. 

66. Have more than one group of students do whiteboard presentations in a given class period. 

67. Set yourself a predetermined purposeful agenda for whiteboard presentations. 

68. Allow students to prepare their whiteboards according to their own preferences.  

69. Ask students to work in teams for more than half a class period. 

70. Ask students to do their homework assignments in teams. 

71. Ask students whether they were left with any unresolved issues by the end of a class period. 

72. Solicit from the students a summary of the fundamental lessons learned in a class period.  

73. Indicate to the students the materials they need to memorize from a textbook or any other 
written text. 

74. Require that students get the correct numerical answer to receive some credit on homework 
problems. 

75. Require that students get the correct numerical answer to receive some credit on test prob-
lems. 

76. Return homework assignments to students and give them a chance to correct their mistakes 
on their own before you do the final grading. 

77. Return quizzes or tests to students and give them a chance to correct their mistakes on their 
own before you do the final grading. 

78. Ask students to grade their peers’ assignments. 

79. Give assignments in which students need to discover the need for new constructs or new 
approaches that have not been covered in class yet. 

80. Give quizzes that meet your own predetermined performance standards irrespective of stu-
dents’ competence. 

 

                Please take a break now before you move on to the following questions. 

 
81. Teach that any physics construct must correspond to some objects or phenomena in the real 

world. 

82. Teach that physicists look for patterns in real world objects and phenomena. 

STOP 
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83. Teach that any scientific endeavor must be conducted within the framework of a well-
defined theory. 

84. Teach that the primary or salient features of real world objects and phenomena may not be 
exposed directly to our senses. 

85. Teach that scientific constructs are human inventions and not actual aspects of the real 
world. 

86. Teach that scientific constructs are only partial representations of some aspects of the real 
world. 

87. Teach that all scientific constructs are arrived at by approximation and that no construct may 
be absolute. 

88. Teach that scientific constructs may apply anywhere in the universe. 

89. Take time after class to evaluate what goes on in a class period. 

90. Share ideas that work in your class with your colleagues. 

91. Share problems that you face in your class with your colleagues. 

92. Solicit the assistance of educational researchers at institutions of higher education. 

93. Design instruction to meet requirements of standardized or mandatory tests. 

94. Design instruction explicitly to help students develop coherent worldviews. 

95. Refer to research-based instruction materials other than those of the modeling workshops in 
designing physics instruction. 

96. Refer to the National Science Education Standards in designing physics instruction. 

97. Refer to physics/science education journals in designing physics instruction. 

98. Refer to works on educational theories like Constructivism or Conceptual Change. 

99. Refer to works on the history of science in designing physics instruction.  

100. Refer to works on the philosophy of science in designing physics instruction. 

 

Thank you 


