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Introduction Language and Learning Physics

How students talk about energy is likely to provide clues about how they think about energy.’ Lemke* asserts
that “Learning science means learning to talk science” (pg. |) and Roth and Lawless® note that “science as culture
[is] strongly characterized by its language.” (pg. 369) Microanalytic treatment of students’ emergent discourse in
science classrooms has proven to be a powerful tool in exploring how students develop new ideas.>®

We examine the types of emergent language 8th grade students in rural Maine middle schools use when they
discuss energy in their first experiences with Project-Based Inquiry Science: Energy,' a research-based? curriculum
that models a specific language for talking about energy. By comparative analysis of the curriculum materials to
students’ language, we find that students’ talk is more alighed with a Stores and Transfer model of energy than the
Forms model supported by the curriculum.
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The mechanism for change (process) model (although processes and mechanisms are important for understanding physical scenarios).

is not relevant in this model. A different model places emphasis on processes of transfer and transformation: Stores & Transfer.

Conclusion

Students’ use of constructions involving verb-ing and a noun suggests that their thinking is focused on processes. This focus on processes would allow students to describe how energy is stored in a system (e.g."falling’” and “pulling”
both describe motion), and how energy is transferred across system boundaries (e.g. matter transfer through “trash falling”, work done by “pulling a string”’).WWe do not mean to imply that students are using the Stores and Transfer
model, but rather that their language is more aligned with this model than with a Forms model as used by PBIS.
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