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Abstract:

The following Action Research Project involved the compacting of curriculum in an 8th grade Geography class during the 2006-2007 school year. Honors students were introduced to the expected curriculum and as existing knowledge was observed, they were given the opportunity to “test out” of the required standards and objectives to explore the curriculum themes more independently. The goal was to increase Honors students’ knowledge, motivation and achievement in regards to the area of study in a more independent format, rather than the curriculum provided. 
Rationale:
Will compacting curriculum allow Honors students a more meaningful curriculum experience, when they’ve demonstrated previous knowledge of the learning objectives?
Teaching is facilitating the students desire to learn. When the Honors students appear to know about the subject you’re teaching…what next? 

That was the focus of my action research. How to motivate Honors students to find meaning within curriculum they have some knowledge in and discover some new information within the objectives through independent study.
Whether it was a way to intensify my Honors class or students needing more rigor, the curriculum I use contains areas that aren’t very deep in content. From vocabulary to reading level and supplemental information, the students were anxious for more and I felt an obligation to deliver that. 

One of the immediate challenges was how to demonstrate their knowledge in a pre-assessment form that seemed “fair” to the students and then generating alternative learning methods at this point in the school year. With a classroom routine established, this change in format was going to involve some selling to the students, as far as grading is concerned. Honors students can be very focused on grades, and less on learning at times, where as the mainstreamed student isn’t as focused on grading methods.

My findings were overwhelming in every classroom aspect you can imagine. Content, grading, independent learning styles, conflicts with parents, curricular struggles and most of all, tying it all together for an Action Research Project. The main goal was to generate independent learning for students demonstrating preexisting knowledge in the areas we were about to study. That goal was an end result I never met with much success as the research will show. 
The concept of compacting curriculum is fantastic in theory, but I found it needs work in application. The concept is what I was drawn to and also the need for higher learning within my classroom. The application and execution is what I didn’t predict very well. Students work well in a routine setting. Their anxieties are lessened and this promotes learning. I wanted to take that learning as in-depth as possible, and as dictated by the research, as individual as possible as well.
 The following research provided thorough details to my success and areas of need for future use. I will continue to utilize some of the ideas, but on a smaller scale due to the amount of students I have. A significant discovery was ensuring a more appropriate time and area of study to utilize this learning style in order to maintain the routine feel of my classroom and curriculum.
The findings of my Action Research Project follow the Literature Review in regards to Compacting Curriculum.
Literature Review: 

Curriculum Compacting
The literature reviewed pertaining to curriculum compacting, provided the perception that the compacting of curriculum is a flexible, research-supported instructional technique. Furthermore, compacting is said to be capable of modifying the regular curriculum to meet the needs of high ability students, or students who have already shown mastery of the objectives given. This review yielded three consistent themes. Those themes were: an explanation of curricular compacting, why it’s needed in our schools and how to implicate it into classrooms and curriculum.

Renzulli and Reis (1992) indicated through their research that the goals of compacting curriculum are to streamline work that may be completed at a pace appropriate with the student's ability. The authors go on to say that compacting will create a challenging learning environment while meeting the needs of the basic curriculum, and generate time for enrichment and acceleration within the subject area.  Within the goal structure is another agenda of compacting: to avoid wasting time on already understood objectives and risking the loss of student motivation within their long-term educational experiences (1992).

The literature review made continual references to the social-constructivist approach and the loneliness associated with it. “Traditional teachers stated that they prefer, or are forced, to stick to the preplanned curriculum. A social-constructivist teaching and learning environment is nonconformist, open to variation in the outcome of what has been learned, and more reliant on teacher authority” (Harste, p. 3). To utilize or adapt to curricular compacting suggests an adaptation in ones teaching practice. “The teachers of compacted curriculums need to be mature, experienced, confident, resourceful and lifelong learners” (Grace, 1999).

A point highlighted by Brooks (1993) stated: “As educators, we develop classroom practices and negotiate the curriculum to enhance the likelihood of student learning. But controlling what the students learn is virtually impossible. “…the search for meaning will take on a different route for each student within each grade level the practice is applied” (Brooks, p. 21).

 Starko suggested that as schools and districts continue to restructure, students continue to come to school each morning and teachers continue to face the challenges of providing equality for a broad array of differences in student abilities, interests, learning styles and connection to academics (Starko, 1986). Reis and Renzulli simply stated: “Compacting curriculum is a technique providing content acceleration that enables students to skip work and the objectives they already know and substitute those with more challenging content…personally more rewarding for the student” (Reis and Renzulli, p. 36).

Researchers associated with Tools for School stated: “When examined, these extensive differences in content, teaching styles and teachers' personal traits, it is easy to realize that all teaching activities require a multitude of adjustments to accommodate the diversity of learning situations and needs that can be found in any classroom” (p. 5).

Continued commentary from Tools for Schools, suggests that teachers have experienced frustrations and challenges when adjusting the curriculum. The students who experiences difficulty in learning, develops a heightened sense of frustration. The being realized, for some students the material that is being taught has already been mastered. The awareness that this material could easily be addressed in a fraction of the time that may be required by other students, suggests the use or implementation of compacting curriculum (Tools for School, 1998).

Chall highlighted that inevitably a disconnection develops for both teachers and students in these situations. He continues this theory with the concepts that most teachers want to accommodate the special learning strengths of their accelerated students but are hampered by time constraints and the lack of a systematic approach for substituting more challenging work with regular classroom assignments. Students who are academically years ahead of their classmates often become frustrated because they are held accountable for daily requirements that are repetitious and unnecessary, and that often leads to boredom, underdeveloped study skills, elevated disciplinary issues and disenchantment with school in general (Chall, 1991).

Burns and Renzulli imply that when the curriculum guide that is provided by the school district does not align itself with the objectives in the textbook series (nor the skills that are tested) a disconnection to learning and frustration increases with the student(s) continues. The dilemma that this situation creates could be remedied in a satisfactory manner if curriculum compacting is to proceed (Burns and Renzulli, 1991).

The reason so many average and above average students demonstrate mastery of the curriculum is that contemporary textbooks have been in a downward spiral of trying to meet the needs of all the students in classrooms, the result: simpler content in the textbooks (Chall and Conard, p. 83). “Constructivist teachers recognize that students bring their prior experiences with them to each school activity and that it is crucial to connect lessons to their students’ experiential repertoires” (Brooks, p. 22) “Compacting is not giving a student more work. Curriculum compacting is simply cutting out practice or standards they have already mastered and connecting them to their studies in a personal demeanor” (McGill, p. 23)


In a study dealing with average and above-average readers, Taylor and Frye (1988) found that 78% to 88% of fifth and sixth grade average readers could pass pretests on basic basal comprehension standards before they were covered in the basal reader. The average readers were performing at approximately 92% accuracy while the better readers were performing at 93% accuracy on the comprehension skills pretests. (p. 101). 

Most recently, Philip G. Altbach (1999), noted scholar and author on Textbooks in America, suggests that textbooks, as evaluated across a spectrum of assessment measures, have declined in rigor:

“Textbooks are a central part of any educational system. They help define the curriculum and can either significantly help or hinder the teacher. The "excellence movement" has directed its attention to textbooks in the past few years. American textbooks, according to the critics, are boring and designed for the lowest common denominator. They have been "dumbed down" so that content is diluted and "readability" is stressed. Textbooks have evolved over the past several decades into "products" often assembled by committees in response to external pressures rather than a coherent approach to education. Most important to many of the critics, textbooks do not provide the knowledge base for American schools in a period of reform, renewal and improvement” (Altbach, p. 62).

Chall and Conard stress the importance of the match between a learner's abilities and the difficulty of the instructional task, stating that the optimal match should be slightly above the learner's current level of functioning. When the match is optimal, learning is enhanced. However, "if the match is not optimal [i.e., the match is below or above the child's level of understanding/knowledge], learning is less efficient and development may be halted" (p. 89).
It is clear from the reviewed literature that the current trend of selecting textbooks (which the majority of students can read) is a problem for high ability students. A mismatch seems to exist between the difficulty of textbooks, newer curriculums and the needs of the accelerated learners. “Teachers frequently encounter that the compacting process is a difficulty caused by an instructional technique called (by some publishers), the "spiraled" approach to curriculum development” (Tyson-Bernstein, 1988). Unlike objective referenced instruction that introduces a small set of process or content objectives to a select group of students during a given school year, a spiraled curriculum repeats instruction in many objectives over several school years. Tyson continues to imply that the approach is advocated for the heterogeneous classroom because it allows students who are at various developmental levels to achieve mastery of these objectives over an extended period of time. The spiraled approach to curriculum development is used for large group, rather than small group instruction, and often results in many bright students repeatedly participating in instruction or guided practice of previously mastered skills or concepts (Tyson-Bernstein, 1988).

Many of the reviewed authors expressed the generalization that too many students spend much of their time in school(s) practicing or reviewing skills and re-learning content they already know. Concluding with an after effect where these factors may be creating an educational system where the most capable children are learning less, facilitating and encouraging their underachievement, thereby creating or encouraging their underachievement. Conrad points out the negatives of using standard curricular materials in the following statement: “Many of these bright students learn at an early age that if they do their best in school, they will be rewarded with endless pages of the same kind of practice materials” (p. 92). 


“The majority of students can’t talk fast enough in telling us what they want to learn…their interests are entirely unpredictable and the teachers quickly learn that there is no such thing as a topic more suitable for boys than for girls or for 1st graders than for 7th graders” (Grace, p. 17).
Recent studies taken by Reis and Renzulli have generated three phases to compacting curriculum:

Phase 1: 

Define the goals and outcomes of a given segment of instruction or  

lesson. (p. 15) 

Reis and Renzulli stated: “This information is readily available in most subjects because specific goals and outcomes usually can be found in teachers' manuals, curriculum guides, scope-and-sequence charts, and some of the new curricular frameworks that are emerging in connection with outcome based education models. Teachers should examine these objectives to determine which objectives represent the acquisition of new content or thinking skills as opposed to reviews or practice of material that has previously been taught.” (p. 15-16) 

Phase 2:

Identify students who have already mastered the objectives or outcomes of a unit  or segment of instruction that is about to be taught. (p. 16)

As stated by Reis and Renzulli: “This first step of this phase consists of estimating which students have the potential to master new material at a faster than normal pace. Knowing one's students is, of course, the best way to begin the assessment process. Scores on previous tests, completed assignments, and classroom participation are the best ways of identifying highly likely candidates for compacting. Being a candidate for compacting does not necessarily mean that a student knows the material under consideration.”

The second step given by Reis and Renzulli allows for the identification of candidates. They say that unit pretests or end-of-unit tests that can be administered as pretests are ready made for this task, especially when it comes to the assessment of basic skills. Reis and Renzulli continue with the analysis of pretest results enabling the teacher to document proficiency in specific skills and to select activities or materials.

Reis states: “The process is slightly modified for compacting content areas that are not as easily assessed as basic skills.” (p. 17)

Renzulli provided the following guidelines the teacher and student should consider:


The student(s) should have a thorough understanding of the goals and procedures of compacting, including the nature of the replacement process. 


A given segment of material should be discussed with the student(s).


An assessment consisting of answering questions based on the chapters, writing an essay, or taking the standard end-of-unit test. 


The amount of time for completion of the unit should be specified.


An examination of potential acceleration and/or enrichment replacement activities should be a part of this discussion with the student(s). (p. 56-57)
The phases sited by Renzulli continue with Phase 3 as seen below:
Phase 3:

The collaboration of both teachers and students is to create the alternative and enriched activities the students will be working with. (p. 19)

Renzulli suggests: “Enrichment materials can be collected from classroom teachers, multi-media specialists, colleagues and content area or gifted education specialists within your district. These materials may include self-directed learning activities, instructional materials that focus on particular thinking skills, and a variety of individual and group project oriented activities that are designed to promote hands on research and investigative skills.” (p. 20) 

As a conclusion to the Three Phases, Reis and Renzulli summarize curriculum compacting by stating: “The time made available through compacting provides relevant and meaningful opportunities for exciting learning experiences for the teacher and students alike” (p. 26).

A similar curriculum compacting model has been introduced by The National Research Center on Gifted and Talented (NRCGT):

The steps suggested by the NRCGT are:

1. Select the learning objectives for a given subject. These  

   
    objectives can then be used to locate appropriate pretests to 

                            measure student mastery of the identified objectives.
2. Find or create an appropriate way to pretest or alternatively    

    assess competencies related to these objectives.
3. Identify students who may have mastered the objectives, or have 

    the potential to master them at a faster than normal pace, or 

    pretest all students in the classroom.
4. Pretest students-before beginning instruction-on one or more of 

    the objectives.
5. Streamline practice, drill or instructional time for students who 

    have learned the objectives.
6. Provide instructional options for students who have not yet 

    attained all the pre-tested objectives, but generally learn faster 

    than their classmates.
7. Organize and recommend enrichment or acceleration options for 

    eligible students.
8. Keep records of the process and instructional options available to 

    students whose curriculum has been compacted for reporting to 

    parents and forward these records to next year's teachers (p.7).

Reviewing the literature pertaining to curricular compacting, leads to commonalities regarding decisions needing to be made about which replacement activities to utilize. All of which should be based on factors such as time, space, and the availability of resource persons and materials, according to the NRCGT. “Although practical concerns must be considered, the criteria for replacement activities should be the measure of which they increase the academic challenges of the students and the extent to which they meet individual needs” (NRCGT, 2001).

Teachers should give themselves time to establish a solid, structured routine, before adopting the compacting process within their classrooms or curriculum as stated by Smith: “Within the compacting curriculum process, teachers must give themselves time to develop a routine. An atmosphere of impending doom will not allow for the full enjoyment of the constructivist process of opportunity for the process to work” (Smith, p. 63). Continuing with Smith: “Generating a curriculum takes time and persistence…it requires a belief so that the process can succeed…everyone in the classroom participating must be a learner, including the teacher” (Smith, p. 76-78). 


Many authors reveal that the aspect of the compacting process should also be viewed as a creative opportunity for an entire faculty to work cooperatively to organize and institute a broad array of enrichment experiences. Starko states: “Most educators who now compact effectively say that it requires no more time than normal teaching practices… More importantly, they tell us that the benefits to all students certainly make the effort worthwhile.” (Starko, p. 57). 


Throughout the literature, references to Renzuli’s rules were identified. Those rules appear to be designed to assist in the development of a smooth transition when adopting the curricular modifications:


The rules should be spelled out in advance to students whose  

curriculum is compacted. 


These instructions should be clear and very consistent. 


If the classroom teacher is teaching a lesson during compacted 

time to students whose curriculum has not been compacted,  

appropriate levels of quiet should be maintained in the 

classroom to enable the other students to remain engaged. 


During the time that a teacher is doing a lesson with other 

students, the students whose curriculum has been modified 

should not be able to interrupt the teacher. (This often means    

that those students will be working at the back of the classroom 

or in the library or resource center and will not be able to 

interrupt the lesson because they are either involved in alternate 

work or in a different space in the class room.) 


Other rules that are helpful for students whose curriculum has 

been compacted relate to movement around the classroom 

during compacted time and their daily or weekly activities 

during that time. (p. 43-78)
As stated by Harste: “The compacting method in a classroom is a lively process that can lead to high levels of independent learning and great leaps of individual knowledge…By giving students the freedom to learn the curriculum at the level appropriate for them, allows the freedom to explore their own learning style confidently” (Harste, p. 28-34). Also, Harste pointed out that when teachers have used compacting for a while, it becomes an acceptable alternative and a new way of thinking about learners and the grade level curriculum. To achieve this kind of success with the process, organization and task commitment become crucial” (p. 31). 


Brooks indicated within his research that the efficacy of the learning environment is a function of many complex factors, including curriculum, instructional methodology, student motivation and student developmental readiness. “Trying to capture this complexity on paper-and-pencil assessments severely limits knowledge and expression. Inevitably, schools reduce the curriculum to only that which is covered on tests and the constriction limits student learning. The one-size-fits-all approach to teaching and assessments limits individual learning while continuing to hamper a desire to learn and explore independently” (Brooks, p. 19).

The literature reviewed provided several conclusions as to why changes that are taking place in our schools require all educators to examine a broad range of techniques for providing equitably for all students. As educational models and practices continue to evolve, as do the curriculums and standards before them. “Finding ways to adjust and continue on with the changes and challenges facing our teachers has become an increasing issue facing all of our schools. The primary focus of this literature review supports that curriculum compacting is a technique that can adapt to these changes.

The authors throughout the research support the theory that: “Learners controlling their learning…is not tied to a specific content area or grade level, nor is it aligned with a particular approach to school or curricular reform. Rather, the process is adaptable to any school configuration or curricular framework, and it is flexible enough to be used within the context of rapidly changing approaches to general education” (Bailey, p. 55).

Methodology:

The action research project was conducted in an 8th Grade Honors Geography class during the month of October, 2006. The class consisted of 25 students with 14 girls and 11 boys, all with a 96% GPA or better. The Curriculum Compacting utilized Chapter 4: The United States of The World and Its People textbook and its supporting curriculum.

The purpose of the action research project was to provide the Honors students an opportunity to move past curriculum they had demonstrated existing/previous knowledge in. 
All of the students were given the opportunity to take the Post-Test pertaining to Chapter 4: The United States and if successful, able to choose an alternative assignment. 
The classroom routine and instruction methods the students are accustomed to will be altered by this learning opportunity. The detour from our established routine and instruction methods would become an unpredicted variable, as the results and discussion will disclose.

The students in this Honors class had demonstrated a desire to pursue a higher order of thinking in a variety of ways (past and present Honors class students alike), which had allowed for this opportunity:

· Group discussions based on topics and themes given by the teacher or peers.

· Quality of their work.
· Depth of conclusions and responses on inquiry based questions, both individually and whole classroom.
· Desire to achieve in the classroom.

· Parental and peer support with their learning and achievement.

· Intensified classroom atmosphere.

· Rigorous pursuit of academic achievement and excellence.

· Competitive academic attitude and self-standards amongst peers.
The curricular compacting opportunity was introduced through a classroom discussion, observations and sample questions taken from the Pre-Test of Chapter 4: The United States. A survey was given to the students pertaining to upcoming chapter following our discussion. 
The survey results were conclusive. The feedback clearly indicated the students were ready and desired to move on beyond the designated curriculum and the concept of “testing out” of an area seemed to be a motivator as well.
The test given to the students was: Chapter 4: The United States: Post-Test. The students needed to achieve a score of 75% or better in order to demonstrate they’d met the required objectives. The 75% score was determined by the students themselves. This number was agreed upon by the students and teacher.

The alternative assignments were introduced and solicited visible anticipation along with discussions by the students not only amongst themselves, with questions and comments directed towards myself as well. Time was allowed to discuss their choices amongst their peers due to my anticipation of several students completing similar assignments. It was clear they were anxious to begin. 

As stated above, several observations and discussions were had following the test and introduction of the alternative assignments as a result of this methodology. Those will be disclosed within the results and discussion of the action research to follow.

Results:

The results of this study show the 8th grade Honors Geography students successfully tested out of Chapter 4: The United States Post-Test and completed the independent projects given. In addition, the results concluded that they preferred them to the previously established and known curriculum options and would like to use this format in the future.
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The above graph illustrates the percentage of students that felt they had enough previous knowledge of the upcoming curriculum to “Test-Out” of the chapter using the Chapter 4: The United States Post-Test, without having studied the curriculum itself.
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The above graph pertains to the question posed to the students: “Would you like to “Test-Out” of Chapter 4: The United States and complete an individual project of your choice?”


The survey was given following a classroom discussion, observations and sample questions taken from the Pre-Test of Chapter 4: The United States.
The data indicates that all of the students (25 out of 25) wanted the opportunity to “Test-Out” of Chapter 4: The United States.
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The final results, as indicated on the graph, were conclusive. The students had successfully, as a class, “Tested Out” of the expected curriculum based upon the agreed score of 75% or better, which translates to 18 out of 24 correct.

The following graph illustrates the feedback given by the students when asked if the “Testing-Out” score should be entered into the grade book as an actual grade impacting their overall class grade. 11 students responded with “Yes”, 6 students with “No” and 7 students didn’t have an opinion.
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The students were interested in the independent assignments as previously stated, yet some were hesitant to break away from the established curricular routine. This illustrated in the graph below. 20 students wanted to have an independent project, 3 wanted to continue with the established curriculum and 1 had no opinion.
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The above graph illustrates the student responses to the question: “Having shown you know the material found in the Chapter 4: The United States, would you like to do an independent project or continue with the established curriculum?” 20 out of 24 want the complete an independent project. 

It was ultimately decided by the student body after a discussion, to continue with the independent projects.

The projects were presented to the students. They were given time to discuss them with their peers as well. The following chart depicts the projects and how many students selected them.
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Upon selection of the projects, the discussion of partnering came up by the students. The above chart shows their response to the question: “Would you like to work with a partner who chose a similar project?” 15 students responded with: “I would like that!”, 5 students stated “I’d rather not.” and 4 students would like it to remain an option if they change their mind.

It was decided to respect the individual responses of the students and their projects.

The students responded to the formatted question: “How much did you learn from your project?” The results illustrate that the students felt they learned more from the projects than anticipated. 92% of the students responded they “learned more from the project than it demonstrates” and 8% responded they “learned what you see.” None of the students responded with “I learned a little” or “this was a waste of time.”
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The question: “Would you like to do another project like this in the future?” was asked. 62% of the students said “Absolutely!”. 13% said: “Sure, why not.” 8% stated “I’d rather use the book.” 17% stated: “Whatever, it’s all good with me.”

Without question, the results were conclusive: The projects were desired more than the textbook and supporting curriculum.


The following graph illustrates the students’ response to the question: “Do you feel there was more of a connection for you to this style of learning versus studying the material in the book?” 
All of the students (24) responded with “Yes.”
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The following graph shows the students response to the question: “Does the grade you earned on your project mean more to you than a test score?” The students were unanimous in response. All 24 responded with: “Yes.”
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The following graph illustrates the student response to the final question: “Would you like the opportunity to “test out” of a chapter in the future…if it meant you had to complete an independent project?”

14 of the students stated: “That would be great!”


6 of the students stated: “No: Its more work than the book.”


4 of the students stated: “It doesn’t matter to me…”
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The students had written and oral comments and responses in regards to the action research topic and survey questions asked of them during this time. Their reflections are presented below:

	"Testing out of the chapter was nice…why waste time on what you already know." 

	"I got to choose what to study."

	"By choosing my project, it gave me more of a focus."

	"I wish my test score was higher…but oh well."

	"I've never gotten a "C" before. That was hard for me."

	"I learned more about the U.S. than I thought…and liked it."

	"It was fun to show my friends my work."

	"Worksheets and notes…not good. Projects…good."

	"I got an "A" on a test I didn't study for. That's a nice feeling."

	"How much time is wasted in school with stuff we know?"

	"75% seems a bit low. I have higher expectations than that for myself."

	"We took a test and it won't go in the grade book, but I got a great score. BUMMER."

	"Choosing a project was like choosing my education. It felt like college."

	"The variety of projects is nice. There is something for everyone."

	"Partners sounded like a good idea, but really didn't work. We both did a project."

	"Working with my friend on something we knew nothing about, helped us learn more."

	"I learned a lot from this. I even used math skills."

	"Projects like this allow me to be creative and myself."

	"The classroom was relaxed. That was nice."

	"I liked the videos you showed while we worked. It was double learning."

	"Work like this is more special to me and exciting."

	"I couldn't wait to come to class everyday to work on my project."

	"I am really proud of my work."

	"To see my poster up in the hall was cool. Way better than hanging up a test."

	"We all got A's. But did we?"

	"The show-and-tell of our hallway is cool. The whole school is looking at what we did."

	"The cookbook made me hungry."

	"Our classroom was alive with learning!"


Discussion:

Did the compacting of the curriculum pertaining to Chapter 4: The United States in form of a “testing out” procedure, followed by independent projects, increase student motivation, knowledge and achievement in the Honors classroom? Results imply not only did Honors students motivation and knowledge increase, as did their desire for this learning style to be utilized in the future in similar situations or opportunities.

Results of the curriculum compacting in the form of an independent project had an 88% approval rating from the students. The remaining 12% had no opinion of the format chosen to demonstrate their understanding of the standards. The general feeling of the Honors students was spending time on curriculum that’s already understood or learned, is not time well spent in school, as supported by Reis and Renzulli (1992). 


The Honors students were given a series of screening questions using the classroom curriculum: The World and Its People: Chapter 4: The United States. The Pre-Test, Section Quizzes and Section Assessment Questions were used to determine the Honors students existing knowledge of the curriculum and state standards within this area of study. The Honors students were asked to respond orally and in written form to a variety of questions given by the researcher. It was determined by the researcher at the conclusion of the assessment that the Honors students demonstrated sufficient knowledge to propose the testing-out procedure. 


The Honors students and researcher had a discussion as to the nature of the proposal. If the students were able to score an agreed upon percentage on the Chapter 4: The United States Post-Test, they would be able choose an independent project relevant to the area of study, but not using the existing curriculum. As stated by Tools for Schools (1998), “We realize that for some students, the material that is being taught has already been mastered…Therefore creating a sense of boredom or even frustration with the curriculum.” This sense of frustration and boredom was observed by the researcher when the pre-test and sample questions were given to the Honors students. The researcher observed the students competing to answer the questions in large numbers, or debating the details to the already correct answer. 

The Honors students were immediately responsive and enthusiastic about the opportunity proposed, (independent project) however hesitant about taking a test they hadn’t studied for. The researcher had anticipated this anxiety based upon previous years spent with the Honors students classes in a controlled learning environment. Their concern was the grade on the test and if it would be entered into the grade book as an “official” score, regardless of how they performed. The Honors students were quick to point out that if they were to earn a high score, they would like that entered, however if they were to earn a lower score, they would rather not see the score reflected.

The researcher proposed the concept of setting a percentage and if met or exceeded, that would be considered: proficient knowledge demonstrated. The Honors students deliberated over a percentage score and eventually determined that a 75% or better would be acceptable. (The researcher observed and later received written responses from several students who felt the 75% was considered in their opinion, a low score and would’ve liked to have seen 80% or better as a determining score on the test.)


The Post-test pertaining to Chapter 4: The United States consisted of 24 multiple choice questions. With this number, a score of 18 or more correct was needed to demonstrate proficient knowledge of the standards. The Honors students voiced concerns of “testing anxiety” and “pressure to pass the test” amongst themselves and to the researcher. This was anticipated as to the competitive academic behaviors observed by the researcher previous to this action research. As seen in the preceding chart, 46% of the Honors students felt they had enough knowledge to be successful on the Post-test, with 38% feeling they’d likely pass. Only 8% of the Honors students felt they wouldn’t pass with a 75% or better. The remaining 8% had no opinion.


Entering the test, 24 out of 24 Honors students stated without question, this was an opportunity or “chance they wanted to take” if the results were involved the opportunity to complete an independent project of their choice. Interestingly enough, despite their score, there were 3 Honors students who wanted to continue on with the existing curriculum, rather than a project. The researcher had stated to the Honors students before the test was given, the project choices would be revealed and discussed upon completion of the test. The researcher felt this was necessary in regards to keeping the Honors students on task and focused on the Post-test.  

The Chapter 4: The United States Post-test was handed out to the Honors students and completed in a shorter time than expected. Upon correcting the Post-test, it was revealed that the entire class (24 out of 24) of Honors students had passed the test with 75% or better. (See previous chart pertaining to test scores for individual scores.) The researcher observed an immediate decompression of anxiety which quickly turned into a student-led comparison and contrast of test scores amongst themselves. Those who scored higher on the test were vocal about this with anyone who’d listen. Others were observantly quiet or not as vocal about their score on the test. 

At this time, the individual projects were introduced and discussed as a class. Handouts and rubrics would follow upon selection. 


Students were to choose from one of the following alternative assignments:
1. Truckin’ Across the USA
· Learn about the geography and economics of long-distance trucking in the U.S. by planning and tracking a two week route. (Handout)
2. Natural Wonders in the United States

· Create a poster (or two) depicting the natural geographic wonders found in the U.S. 
3. Climates of the United States
· Create a detailed map of the climate zones found in the United States.

4. Environmental Hazards in the United States

· Research and document the pollution issues the U.S. is facing the economics involved with the resolutions.

5. Cookin’ in the USA!
· Locate recipes that represent some of the Americana foods and eating styles we’ve created in the United States.

6. Native American Alphabets

· Research alphabets used by Native American groups and create a fictitious story relative to their culture using their alphabet.
7.  What Is It? & Where Is It Made?
· Create a poster depicting items or products “Made in the U.S.A.”, providing pictures, information and a map of the U.S. plotting the cities their factories are located in.

8. Cultural Cities of the United States

· Plot on a poster-sized map where “strong” diverse cultural cities are in the United States and provide details of those cultures through text and pictures. 

Questions were asked by the Honors students pertaining to the projects before they committed to one and those questions were answered by the researcher. The most common inquiry pertained to the students being able to work with a partner if similar projects were involved. 15 of the 24 students were interested in the opportunity, while 5 students would rather work alone and 4 students had no opinion. 
The Honors students were given a list of projects and a brief description of each project. The researcher requested the students to review them both individually and within small groups. The researcher observed the students behavior during this time:

· The students were visually engaged with the list during the initial read.

· A transition was observed from the quiet reading into spirited discussions within small groups. 

· The students asked questions of each other, reflected up on the choices and the likes and dislikes of each project.
· Inquiries were made of each other as to “which one they were going to pick.”
· Questions were asked specific to the projects.

The researcher observed a heightened sense of interest and enthusiasm not seen when introducing the standard curriculum. This observation was confirmed by Grace (1999) in regards to students being given the opportunity to have freedom of choice within the curriculum and standards of practice. 

The Honors students were then asked to select their project of choice. (See the previous graph as to how what choices were made.) The Honors students were then asked to review the individual expectations for the chosen assignment and begin the necessary research. The grade for each assignment was a possible 50 points. The researcher purposely set the point value higher than the Chapter 4: United States Post-Test as a continuing reinforcement of motivation and high individual achievement expectations. The Honors students were given 1 week to complete their projects and asked to generate a bibliography of resources used within their research.


The observations made by the researcher during project work time clearly support the information and theories in the literature review. As stated by Harste (1994), “The compacting method in a classroom is a lively process that can lead to high levels of independent learning and great leaps of individual knowledge. By giving students the freedom to learn the curriculum at the level appropriate for them, allows the freedom to explore their own learning style confidently.” The Honors students were observed to be engaged with their work and the level of quality/detail was significant. The Honors students themselves were eager to share their comments, display their daily efforts and show off the quality of projects not only with the researcher, but each other as well. A “show-and-tell” atmosphere was witnessed by the researcher throughout the projects developments.

Upon completion of the projects, nearly all the Honors students received a score of 50 out of 50. The projects (if able) were displayed in the hallway and studied by their peers, as well as, other teachers. A noticeable sense of pride was observed by the researcher. The Honors students were also observed narrating their projects to who ever would listen. The Honors students were clear in their responses to the desirability of the projects and learning they’d endured. All of the Honors students felt the grade they had earned had more meaning than that of a test and the connection to learning was more desirable than that of the standard curriculum. Without question, they requested to have an individual project(s) in the future. It was noted by the researcher that 6 Honors students felt their project was “more work” than the standard curriculum, but didn’t elaborate as to the meaning of their statements.

The research conducted, supports Bailey (1992) as one that’s adaptable to any school configuration or curricular framework, and it is flexible enough to be used within the context of rapidly changing approaches to general education. Compacting can be utilized within the set disciplines of education, regardless of grade level or student ability.

The researcher intends to continue compacting curriculum not only with the Honors students, but general classes as well or with individual students as needed. 

Limitations and Advice to Future Researchers:


The researcher discovered several limitations within the study which would need to be corrected for future implementation. 


First would be the establishment of the grading process and how the project arrived. Not using the test as a pre-determiner to the project is one suggestion that was recommended. The teacher could be the determiner of their knowledge base without the introduction of a pre-test. The reaction and knowledge of the Honors students was like those of past Honors students within the curriculum. Allowing the students to create the project without such criteria would ease their transition into the projects.

Next, the researcher stated that fewer projects would be better. The freedom of choice was nice, but overwhelming to meet the individual needs in regards to the teacher-too many directions and too little time to get to them all. Too many options created a lack of detail in the grading process. In addition, the grading criteria became a challenge to apply a universal point system and even more of a challenge to predict their response to the projects individualities.  

Allowing work time in class was an issue that the researcher had not predicted would be a problem. Many of the students chose to work on things at home and not be productive during the class time given, which created distractions for the other students working. The researcher was disappointed in this phenomenon due to the opportunity they’d been given. In the future, the suggestion would be allowing lesser time and school and promoting the projects as homework, as the curriculum would’ve been. The sense of urgency on the last day or due day, was predicted to some level, but not the reality witnessed during the research.



One of the most significant adjustments would be in the limitation of technology. The level of plagiarism and “copy/paste” work was alarming. A bibliography was assigned to the students and completed, but data was clearly abused by a large majority of the students. The level of originality in their presentations of written work was very low, at best. Many students took the liberty of copying data from online and simply printing it. The desire to use encyclopedias, almanacs and other written text books was low. This was a disappointment of the researcher the colleagues associated with the project. 


An attempt was made to introduce compacting curriculum to other students not in the Honors class. This was a logistical headache for the researcher and created situations far greater than expected within the other classrooms. Those students completing a project, while others worked with the curriculum became distractions to each other and eventually the projects were dropped due to inconsistencies and lack of production on both sides.


The final limitation was a lack of supplies needed for the projects. Many of them were arts and crafts based and in this case, the art department was willing to give supplies, but in the future, one would have to plan accordingly within your budget or have supplies in place long before the projects begin. 

Reflections:

Throughout the course of the action research project the researcher observed a heightened sense of enthusiasm and motivation within the Honors student’s class period. The opportunity of testing out of curriculum proved to be valid, in addition, an unforeseen vote confidence within the student body of the Honors section. The anxiety the Honors students displayed over the test was immediately put to rest by their results, which were reinforcing as to the purpose of the research. The students continued to be concerned over their grades and points to be earned with the project. They couldn’t grasp the idea that they’d already met the objectives and were enriching their knowledge of the area of study.

The Honors students displayed a passion for the individual choice of their project which hadn’t been observed with the use of the set curriculum or previous established routine. Honors students were vocal and eager to begin their research after the instructions were given. Those who asked questions about the projects expectations or criteria seemed to annoy the other students-they were ready to begin. 

The class collectively maintained a rigorous pace throughout the projects duration. Although the classroom may have been a louder at times, the students were not off-task. The Honors students genuinely appeared interested and motivated in regards to the project they’d chosen. 

The sharing of work and the variety of subjects being studied by the Honors students exceeded the expectations of the researcher and the Honors students themselves. Honors students were quick to realize they were learning and connected to their work at a level they had yet to experience within the school year. The ownership and quality of their work was self evident throughout the projects creative construction time. The level of creativity and individuality proved to be inspiring to one another. The sharing of ideas and information being learned was observed throughout the project. 

As the week went on, a sense of urgency was witnessed by the researcher throughout the class period. Honors students were seen researching and completing work during study hours, before and after school and during periods of down time in other classes. The level of competition was noticeable as the week went on. The sharing of ideas was the origin of this. Collaboration was witnessed by the researcher, but wasn’t always embraced by the students. As the projects developed, the students weren’t as eager to share their ideas with their peers. 
After reviewing the results, the researcher concluded that compacting of the curriculum allowed the Honors students the opportunity to test-out and independently complete a project of choice. The quality of their work was perceived as rewarding and confident to the students. The projects themselves were displayed in the commons areas for the school to observe and comments and feedback were solicited by the students as often as they could hear it. This was met by an increased quest for knowledge by self-motivated students and demonstrating a higher achievement level in regards to their area of study.
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