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In the past two years as the Adelante Learning Community English instructor, I have made a number 

of pedagogical adjustments—no semester has been the same—that increase student engagement, success and 
retention. The following is an epitomizing sketch of one of my latest student-centered adjustments.  
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I have discovered that an English course that emphasizes STUDENT VOICES can empower 
students to embrace their student identity, which is a big deal given a number of pre-transfer level English 
students often come to campus feeling alienated from academia. I have discovered that building in a semester 
long project-based team research assignment enables students to build community as they explore serious 
topics of their choice; the project-based team research assignment fosters student/student, student/faculty 
and student/community collaboration while transforming students into educators. The assignment requires 
teams of 3-5 students to record “live” newscasts during the final day of the semester, making the final day of 
instruction their day to instruct and a proud culmination of weeks of researching, data collecting and 
organizing, interviewing, logistical trouble shooting and script writing. The newscast project will educate and 
challenge students while achieving an often unmined student teaching outcome: students will have the 
opportunity to disseminate their newscasts as educational videos, videos that will educate their community on 
issues ranging from national and state legislation to local matters (abortion, global warming, deferred action, 
privatization of public education and the Occupy Wall Street movement, for instance). Students will not just 
turn in a final essay that likely only their English instructors will ever read—though they will do that too—
they will also educate their community by producing meaningful, impactful, far-reaching work. Students’ 
newscasts will be recorded by members of the Learning Community Movie Team, a collaborative inter-
community team that aspires to capture students’ concerns, challenges and successes as they serve as leaders 
and models of collective collaboration; additionally, my students will have the opportunity to edit their own 
newscasts, perhaps forming bonds of friendship that persist beyond the college and beyond the semester. My 
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curriculum engages students by making them into movie stars while offering them a twenty-first-century 
education. Project-based learning shows students the goal—live newscast reports—and makes them, as a 
collective, responsible for reaching it, together. In order to complete the process they will need to learn how 
to do library and field research, interview/formulate questions, examine evidence, adapt, collaborate inside 
and outside of class, rehearse (“revise”), give and receive feedback and think critically; in order to reach their 
goal, they will have to not only improve their literacy but their computer literacy as well: Moodle, Facebook, 
Google Docs, Power Point and Final Cut X. Their learning will be contextualized to their projects 
(problems): “Oh, you need to find a way to collaborate and share research articles and notes with your team 
when you have different schedules, well, there’s this thing called Google Docs….” From a pedagogical 
perspective, the newscast projects enable more tangible and contextualized introductions to concepts 
like “audience,” “genre,” “paragraphs,” “transitions,” “citations,” etc. The newscast projects allow more 
meaningful team-specific homework assignments that will keep the newscast project burning all 
semester long: students will write formal project proposals (as if applying for grant money), update the class 
on their topics, their findings and research methods, or they will post succinct summaries of relevant news 
articles onto their team’s Google Doc. One student brought in a recording of a conversation he had with a 
University of Phoenix recruiter; he excitedly asked me if I could download it from his phone and share it with 
whatever teams were working on the privatization of public education! Although Saddam Shariff is working 
on a topic about undocumented students, he managed to conduct an interview for other teams; he even saved 
the recruiter’s business card—now that’s collective collaboration! 
 

The newscast project has collective origins as well. A version of the idea came from Hilda 
Fernandez of Foothill College during a lunchtime conversation we had during Acceleration in Context’s 
Summer Learning Institute at Chabot College (Summer 2012); thank you Sean McFarland and Tom 
Dewit.2 
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