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GENERAL PROGRAM DESCRIPTION:  A three-month astronomy workshop with three all-day Saturday meetings will be held at the planetarium at Montgomery College for teachers in grades 1 through 8. We will use Blackboard, an Internet distance-learning system, on Bowie State University’s college servers, so that we can extend the education, collaboration, and interaction beyond the three all-day Saturday meetings. This Blackboard Internet site is already up and developed.  We will also do some optional nighttime observing with amateur astronomers who have taken their telescopes to elementary and middle school science activity nights. Workshop participants will use an Internet-connected computer laboratory at Montgomery College, too.  Teachers will prepare a lesson plan for their classes. At the conclusion of the workshop, the teachers will return to their classrooms with astronomical knowledge, simple classroom activities and an astronomy lesson plan (written by the teachers during the workshop) designed to meet the needs of a diverse elementary student population.

ANTICIPATED IMPACT OF PROJECT: PROMOTE professional growth by increasing knowledge of astronomy through interactive lecture and activities in a planetarium. EXPLORE techniques for integrating computers into science curricula by using computer planetarium programs that will run on any computer. EXPOSE teachers to the wealth of free or inexpensive materials that are available, such as NASA videos, ASP (Astronomical Society of the Pacific) slide sets, and hand-held laboratory equipment, some of which can be built with scissors, file folders, and a copy machine. ENCOURAGE the participants to write astronomy modules and encourage them to share these modules with other teachers via the Internet. Establish a partnership between Montgomery College, a community college in Montgomery County with a planetarium and vigorous grade-school community outreach, with Bowie State University in Prince Georges County.  Bowie State University is a four-year university with an Arts and Sciences school and an Education school with undergraduate and graduate programs and a proven history of outreach and service and professional development of educators.  The partnership will make it possible for a year-long professional development program “Astronomy Across the Curriculum” to be offered for in-service teaches in Maryland in the future, at first concentrating on serving the two most populous counties in Maryland and later, as technology develops, with streaming video and audio over the Internet statewide.  

The current understanding of astronomy content and its relationship to the other sciences and other disciplines among professional grade-school teachers has been shown to be poor.  Even what causes the seasons is only slightly better understood by teachers than by the general population, whose understanding is much less than 50%.  Astronomy education in America is currently failing by anyone’s standards, as the video “Private Universe” clearly indicates and as numerous studies have demonstrated beyond doubt.  This failure is occurring in the county where the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center is controlling the Hubble Space Telescope, next to the county where NIH and Calera have unraveled the human genome.  Lots of science is being done locally, but little is reaching teachers and their students. People cannot teach content that they do not understand themselves!  This project would start to address this problem in astronomy, the oldest of all of the sciences and a science that uses all of the other sciences.
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