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In a classroom at John Jay High School last week, students were using a basketball, watching
YouTube videos and talking about trapping bees in cars. There was laughter and conversation.
And, of course, lots of learning.      

  

That was the classroom of Frank Noschese, science teacher and cultivator of curiosity, and that
was a typical scene fostered by his unique teaching style. It’s that unique style that led to Mr.
Noschese being recognized this fall as one of the nation’s best teachers; in September he was
named a New York state finalist in science for the 2011 Presidential Awards for Excellence in
Mathematics and Science Teaching (PAEMST).

  

The honor was the result of a lengthy application that involved a video of a lesson he taught in
class, an analysis of the lesson, a narrative about his leadership outside the classroom, and
supporting documents such as letters of recommendation.

  

George Acquaah of PAEMST told The Ledger that there are 133 science finalists for grades
seven to 12. The winners will be announced in April 2012 and will receive a citation signed by
President Barack Obama, a paid trip for two to Washington, D.C., to attend professional
development events, and a $10,000 award from the National Science Foundation.

  

Mr. Noschese told The Ledger that he was “excited and shocked” that he was named a finalist
for the PAEMST, the highest recognition that a U.S. math or science teacher in kindergarten
through 12th grade can receive.

  

“Excited because this is such a tremendous honor that reaffirms the work I do each day at
school,” he said. “Shocked because I am surrounded by and collaborate with such great and
inspiring teachers here at John Jay High School and virtually through my online connections,
that I don’t consider what I do with my students to be exceptional, but ordinary — what any
good teacher would do.”
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That Mr. Noschese, who is teaching AP Physics C, College Prep Physics and Chemistry 2 this
year, considers his efforts in the classroom to be ordinary is exactly what makes it anything but.
There are many different ways of teaching, but conventional methods usually involve lecturing,
textbooks and graded assignments. Mr. Noschese does things differently.

  

He, as are a few other teachers at John Jay, is a disciple of modeling instruction, a teaching
strategy that focuses on a more hands-on approach than the traditional lecturing style and
shows rather than tells.

  

“It’s a way of learning science by doing science,” Mr. Noschese said, “but it’s not just hands-on
activities. It’s structuring those activities and giving them a framework in terms of different
models.”

  

Mr. Noschese uses graphs, maps, videos and demonstrations to get a point across to his
students, who design their own experiments during labs and then share their data and methods
as a group.

  

“There are lots of different ways to represent the same thing,” he said.

  

Rather than just give students a standard worksheet to complete during a lab, Mr. Noschese
has the students lead the way so that they may figure things out on their own and achieve a
better understanding of the lesson.

  

“Because they’re designing it themselves, I think that they have a better grasp of what they’re
doing and why they’re doing it,” he said. “The kids like it, obviously, because I’m not lecturing to
them and they’re doing stuff and we get discussion going.”

  

Mr. Noschese said that the different atmosphere in his classroom can be a big adjustment for
some students, but that it gives them experience collaborating with other students and taking
risks in a group setting.
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“It’s something they’re not necessarily used to,” he said, “so there is some difficulty for students
in the beginning when they’re not used to this, ‘oh wow, I actually have to do stuff in class. I
can’t just sit there.’ It makes a few people uncomfortable, but in the end I think that they see the
value in that, because that’s what’s going to happen in the real world. Somebody’s going to give
you a problem to solve and they’re not going to tell you how to do it. You’re going to have to
come up with a solution.”

  

Mr. Noschese also opts for a different method of grading students on how well they come up
with those solutions.

  

“Rather than give the kids points for completing certain assignments and taking tests, it’s more
like an elementary school report card, where we’ve got skills mapped out,” he said. “Either
through a quiz, or through discussion or an activity, I can gauge where they are in terms of
whether they’ve mastered that skill or not. And then we keep track of which skills they’ve
mastered and which skills they still need to work on.”

  

When his students have skills that they still need to work on, they can get reassessed later on to
show that they have grasped the concept. Mr. Noschese does not penalize those students for
taking a little more time to master a skill.

  

“In my opinion, I should be able to give them credit for knowing it, even if it wound up being
later,” he said. “Because the goal is for the kids to be able to learn and apply the concepts, and
not just learn them on my timetable, so to speak. Learning is flexible.”

  

Mr. Noschese is as passionate about sharing his methods as he is about using them; he
maintains a Web site  that chronicles his techniques and progress in the classroom, and
another site  that is a collection of fun physics-related videos.

  

On his teaching method site, he is conducting a photo project in which he uploads a picture
from one of his classes every day to “share a highlight from each day that other teachers might
find helpful, or to pose a question and seek advice from others” because, as he preaches to his
students, it’s all about learning.
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http://fnoschese.wordpress.com/
http://sites.google.com/site/winfailphysics/home

