Using inspiring stories

  – generating an attitude of mind and a state of being

I had a problem. I had just got a new class of year 12 physics students who didn’t want to participate. It seemed that their previous experience of science was one of writing down notes from the board and doing prescriptive experiments. I had three weeks of open ended group investigations coming up, but a class too scared and unsure to really make a go of it. What to do? Hmmm.

I was reading Egan’s Development Stages of how students move from a Romantic experience of the world around 14 years of age into a more Philosophic, then into an Ironic state of being at the age of 21. Romantic students like facts, like going to the extremes and teasing out things deeply. They love stories and look for the transcending qualities of people, of heroes. Philosophic students try to create frameworks and general schemes to connect their knowledge and theories, they are looking for meaning and significance, and can be perturbed to greater understandings through anomalies and paradox.  Egan says it is important to start where the student is at – not necessarily what they know or are familiar with – but their deep inner being. 

Hmmm. Where were my 16, 17 year old students at? Was their preference for facts indicating a more romantic state of being? How could I connect with that? What transcending stories are there in physics? How could I harness this romantic self and push the students into a more philosophic and ironic state of being?

The three weeks of open ended investigations I had planned were on the topic of Forces, featuring the laws of Isaac Newton. Could I find out something about him that might inspire my students to act as participating scientists? Was his story also a story of how science is performed by real people, making mistakes, giving things up, starting again as new evidence comes to light, having arguments with peers, relying on other discoveries … in short, a community of activity that anybody could engage in, and learn from? Hmmm. How to tell this story in a way that could engage my students and encourage an attitude of participation?

So this is what I did. Isaac Newton – This is Your Life. I arranged for one boy to be Isaac Newton. I arranged props all around the room – representing experiments and discoveries done by other scientists which were all part of Newton’s story. Half my class became these scientists and sat with their props. I was the compare, beginning the story of  Isaac’s life and calling on the appropriate student/scientist to show their contribution and make a comment to Isaac. When Newton discovered ‘gravity’ we all applauded. The student playing Isaac had quotes to read out. I encouraged his arch enemy Hook to be as nasty as possible. The students laughed, they sat in wonder, they participated. 

After the lesson we discussed what they had got out of it – what notions about science, about how discoveries are made, and how they become part of the ‘facts’ of the world. The students underwent a real experiential knowing that affected them deeply. Their attitude towards conducting their own investigations changed  radically – they were enthusiastic, inventive, willing to take risks. For weeks afterwards they would come up to me and talk about the significance of that lesson for them. One girl in her journal 3 months later wrote a spoof of “Isaac Newton – This is Your Life”, doing her own research and pursuing it, even though it wasn’t part of any assessment. 

I was stunned that one activity could have such an impact. I was stunned about the power of story. I wondered what other stories lay dormant in physics, that could resonate with students’ romantic and philosophic selves. What enigmas and paradoxes in physics could encourage them to use the paradoxes in their lives as opportunities for growth? What mysteries and possibilities could get them to explore their own sense of mystery? What ethical issues in physics could help students decide what values from their parents, school, and society they want to make theirs? What big questions in physics could help them ask big questions about their lives? How could the nature of scientific inquiry resonate with students’ own personal journeys? Hmmm. Suddenly physics looked enormously rich, abounding with themes and stories that could deeply connect with these students. Could other subjects do the same?

And what happens when you design courses whose themes link to the deep beingness of students? Well in the case of physics my class moved from a fairly immature state into a very responsible, supportive, highly ethical, questioning and reflective state of being. They had moved to an ironical understanding of knowledge and were comfortable with uncertainty and paradox, being able to dance with complexity. From students who were initially very shy and unparticipatory, most developed such confidence that they have headed to the four corners of the earth, and dared to try new experiences and great goals.
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