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Recently, | asked a few parents to tell me about their child's most meaningful schoolwork. | soon had more than a few
projects to look at on my desk.

For her science fair project, Bay, 12, whose interests are people and animals, made a YouTube video re-creating the
famous marshmallow psychology experiment. She enticed several neighborhood 4-year-olds—and her cat—to
practice their self-restraint (or not) by promising them they could have two marshmallows later if they succeeded in not
eating the first while she was out of the room. Her camera, which she hid in a shoebox, caught them in action, and the
result was an amusing insight into kids' behaviors—ignoring, licking, or gobbling, and, in the case of the cat, stalking,
the marshmallow.

Not all of the student work required that much orchestration. Riley, 7, wrote a journal when she visited North Carolina's
Outer Banks with her family. Every night she talked over with her parents what she might draw or write about the fun
at the beach that day. "It was something we looked forward to each evening. ... We created memories that will last a
lifetime," her mom says.

Kendall, 8, created a bound book that followed a rubric, in which she described such events as the time she got a
puppy and her feelings about not getting any of the presents at a birthday bash. "Not only has it increased her interest
in writing, but it's also gotten her reading more books because she considers herself an author," her dad says. "She
also now reads the back flap 'about the author' page in all the books she reads."

All the pieces of student work elicited delighted surprise from the proud parents. "It didn't seem like work to them—it
seemed like fun," was a frequent comment.

These parents' experiences tie in with the research about authentic learning in this issue—which suggests that
purpose, relevance, student choice, and ownership are the keys to making learning meaningful. San Francisco
teacher Dan Meyer, whose blog has attracted much response from teachers and students (see why at http://
blog.mrmeyer.com/?p=6548), has found an exciting way to encourage his high school math students to become
"patient problem solvers." Observing that the textbook style of teaching math problems— present the problem, show
the formula, do the computations—rarely creates enthusiastic learners who remember the math, Dan strips a textbook
problem down to the "shortest possible question." In his videos—he's often out shooting such interesting occurrences
as the interval times for traffic lights and the time it takes a shopper to check out groceries—he presents what our
authors John Larmer and John R. Morgendoller (p. 34) call a "point of entry."

For example, one video shows a water tank slowly filling. "How long does it take to fill it up?" he asks, giving no other
information. Alarmed that they might have to watch the entire video to find out, his students begin asking all kinds of
questions about how to solve the problem. He's got them hooked. Dan's advice: "Use multimedia, encourage student
interaction, ask the shortest question you can, let students build the problem, and be less helpful."

When parents—and, for that matter, educators—talk about student work, two seemingly conflicting ideas enter the
conversation. The first is that kids need more rigorous and meaningful work. The other is that kids need less work for
the sake of work, and more time for authentic learning.
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