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Bone detectives soak up lessons about learning 

After-school - Imaginative approaches go a step beyond conventional in-school instruction 
Tuesday, April 10, 2007 

LAUREN RUBIN The Oregonian 

The young forensic scientists have their case: David, a star high school athlete, has been missing for a year. They rattle off questions: How tall is he? What does he weigh? Where was he last seen?" 

They learn that a groundskeeper found bones on the high school football field after a heavy rain. Are they David's? At this point, the lead investigator, Veronica Zonick, shares the one irrefutable fact in the case: "This is just pretend." 

Zonick, a Saturday Academy science teacher, just wrapped up a six-week forensic science after-school class at Mt. Tabor Middle School in Southeast Portland in which sixth- and seventh-graders devoted themselves to solving crimes "CSI" style once a week. 

The fictional crime is the hook Zonick used to engage students on the greater lesson: relating science and math to the real world. 

"Our job today is to get enough evidence to tell David's mom whether or not the bones match her son's," Zonick said, pointing to the rows of fake skulls and bones behind her. 

Grisly, perhaps, but effective, said Principal Van Truong, whose school is one of several elementary and middle schools benefiting from a recent grant to the Saturday Academy, an enrichment program for students in grades 2-12 focusing on science, engineering, technology, humanities and the arts. 

"A school cannot do everything on its own," Truong said. "They need to get support from the community." 

Normally, a Saturday Academy class such as Zonick's could cost a student more than $150 for a six-week course. But thanks to the $500,000 boost the Saturday Academy got last year from the Portland Children's Investment Fund, the Paul G. Allen Family Foundation, and David and Christine Vernier of Vernier Software & Technology, some 2,500 Portland Public Schools students will get the hands-on curriculum for free. 

Saturday Academy also allows Mt. Tabor to offer robotic engineering and creative writing. 

"This is a great example of partnering private investments with public money," said Mary Gay Broderick, a spokeswoman for the Children's Investment Fund. "We want to be able to provide opportunities for all children to have an enriching experience in a safe environment that they otherwise might not be able to experience." 

Troung said the forensic science course promotes hands-on learning and outside-the-box thinking. Classes are kept small, from eight to 10 students. 

For Zonick, the "CSI"-style mysteries connect students to skills they will need in high school and beyond. 

"A lot of them would shut down if you just show them a graph," said Zonick, who teaches students how to pick up trends in graphs, using data to support an argument, heighten observational skills and promote critical thinking through such activities as lifting fingerprints, testing fiber properties, analyzing blood samples and bones. 

But for the students, the class is just fun -- even better than the TV show. "Now when I watch (the show), I think, 'Oh, I know how to do that!' " said seventh-grader Abby Ross. 
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