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Gina Gilbertson nervously scanned across the whole physics lab; the room was loud and appeared a bit chaotic as seven groups of college students worked on investigations of geometric optics during an inquiry activity. As a physics graduate student, Gina had TAed a lecture-based course once before but this was the first time she had ever worked with students in the lab or facilitated an inquiry activity. Gina spotted two of the groups she was responsible for facilitating at adjacent stations in the far corner of the lab. She decided to walk over and check-in with the groups on their progress.

As she walked over, she glanced down at her notepad where she had written down the names of the members of each group. One group consisted of three Hispanic students: Mariela, Victor, and Luis. The other group was Mike and Hannah. 
Gina walked in between the two groups and looked over what each was working on. Both groups had set up optics rails with lenses and were busy taking various measurements. Gina noticed that one of the students in the group to her right, Victor, was staring into his notebook while the other two group members were discussing how to properly measure the distance between the lens and the screen.

Gina remembered the more experienced facilitator saying that it’s important to engage all group members, so she took a deep breath and asked, “Victor, can you tell me what your group has been working on?”

Victor said something in Spanish that she couldn’t understand and his other two group members began to laugh. After an awkward pause, Gina said, “Could you repeat that? I didn’t hear you.”

This time Mariela spoke up. “He is just making a joke,” she said, attempting to spare Gina further embarrassment.

Unsure of what to do next, Gina just nodded and turned to the other group. “Mike, what have you and Hannah been working on?”

Mike looked up at Gina. “Well, we’ve been trying to figure out if the distance the lens is from the screen affects how big the image appears – and we think it does but it also depends on the lens you choose.”

“It sounds like you’re making good progress,” said Gina, relieved to have found a cooperative group whom she could understand. 
As Hannah started to show her how different lenses change their result, Gina noticed that Victor was talking to Luis and Mariela in Spanish and pointing to his lab book. Gina noticed this and thought about going back over there to ask him again about what they were working on. She decided not to do so. She tried to think back to her facilitation training – but couldn’t remember anything useful. What was she supposed to do?

On the back of this page, take a moment to reflect: What issues does this case study raise?

