Lessons Learned about Producing Educator Workshops

James Lochner

There’s a wide variety of workshop settings that this might apply to: 1-hour workshops done at NSTA or other Educator meetings, workshops done at Goddard as part of the NASA Educator Workshops, or as our own multi-day workshops.  Each one of these is deserving of its own extended discussion.  But having recently produced a week-long workshop, I’ll briefly concentrate on the last type.

We recently held a week-long workshop for 10 teachers on the topic of the Cosmic Origin of the Elements.  This was done as part of the development of the next Imagine the Universe! poster and information booklet. Our intention was to “test” the science content with the participants, and have them begin the development of classroom activities appropriate for the material.  The workshop consisted of a series of content presentations, pedagogy presentations, and time for participants to work on their activities.  We also included an extended hands-on activity, running over the course of 3 days, which emphasized scientific observation and deduction.  In addition to covering their hotel, travel, and meal expenses, we also paid them for their participation.

The workshop benefited from the fact that we stayed focused on our goal.  All the talks were relevant to the over-arching topic.  We also benefited from having a variety of presenters.  Each presenter concentrated on one aspect of the topic.  In the months preceding the workshop, the presenters met together to outline their talks and decide how to handle areas of overlap among talks.  During the workshop, the participants enjoyed the variety of styles from the different presenters.  We also provided participants hand-outs of the talks on which they could take notes.  At the end of the workshop, we gave the participants a CD containing all the Power Point presentations, all of which included information on the “notes” pages.  We were also careful to allow time for the teachers to reflect on and discuss the material.  We not only had ample time for questions during the talks, but we set aside time at the beginning of each day for questions and discussions about the previous day’s material.

In this type of workshop in which participants create classroom activities, we also benefited by only requiring first drafts by the end of the week.  We recognized that there would not be enough time, and participants would not necessarily have all their favorite resources on hand, to get anything near a “finished” product by the workshop’s end.   We asked participants to submit, about two months after the workshop, versions that could be tested by other teachers. However, during the workshop we did learn that this type of activity should not be at the end of the day!  Some of the participants also told us they would have benefited if they had started the activity development earlier in the week, even on the first day.    

