Context


As long as I can remember, I have always had an interest in animals.  In fact when I was in third grade, I dreamed of becoming a veterinarian until one day my dream was squashed like a bug caught underneath my shoe.  My dad said, “If you want to be a vet, you’ll have to operate on animals, deliver calves in barns, and look at a lot of blood and guts.”  To a third grader, this made my stomach queasy and sent my tiny brain into a spin.  My father’s one statement had stifled my childhood dream.  


As I experienced science class after science class, my desire to study and learn about animals continued My interests were fixed on studying animals; however, deep within the cavities of my mind, I heard the three words echoing…“blood and guts.”  Then one day in eighth grade it happened.  I came face to face with a frog.  This was no ordinary frog that jumped around the classroom and croaked its glorious song.  It was one dead and smelly frog lying in goopy tar at the bottom of a cold aluminum pan.  The tray was placed in front of me.  What was I going to do?  I studied my two very prim and proper female partners’ faces.  Their noses wrinkled from smelling the pungent odor seeping from the inflexible frog.  I studied their faces for what seemed to be an eternity.  My teacher insisted that we cut open this frog; but no one sparked an interest in this stiff, odorous creature.  In fact, one of the girls repeatedly spoke the words, “I’m going to throw up!”  So, with a little encouragement--okay a lot of prodding from my science teacher and my desire to show my peers that I was better than them--I picked up the scalpel.  With three deep incisions through the thick muscular chest of the frog, I was in.  It was amazing!  The organs of this once living organism were exposed for all to see and the best part of the whole experience was no blood, just guts.  From that moment on, dissection opened my eyes to a whole new world.


My desire to study organisms blossomed.  My path was paved with worm, grasshopper, shark, and cat dissections all under the guidance of a truly remarkable science teacher who new just what to say to spark my curiosity in biology.  Since I could no longer escape my love for science, I decided to major in biology. I began to carve a new dream and dissection followed.  One by one crayfish, squid, perch, fetal pigs, clams, and pig hearts crossed the blade of my mighty scalpel.  The study of animals that I so desired could now be passed on to future generations.  Dissection became the key that opened the door to my life and career path.


For four years, I have been exposing students to the same shock treatment and traditionalism that I experienced with dissection so many years ago.  Students who are squeamish or nervous don’t say a word as they force themselves to watch fellow classmates place their hands inside the once unknown and uncharted body cavities of animals.  For biology students in my classroom, dissection has become a “rite of passage.”

 As I announced to the class that we would be dissecting animals, one meek, little, skinnyfemale hand sprang from the back of the classroom. She stated, “I am a vegetarian and I don’t believe in killing animals for food and clothing.  Furthermore, I think is it rude and disrespectful to take an animal’s life to look inside it.  I refuse to dissect a creature that was once living.”  According to Pennsylvania Law, I have to provide this feisty, fiery young learner with an alternative method.  So, I replied, “Fine you don’t have to…I’ll find something else for you to do.”  My life was now shattered and the very concept that found me and gave me my career was rocked off of its foundations because of a gifted, curious thirteen year old who questioned everything.  




 I decided that dissection still had a future in my classroom even though I could be no longer bask in the traditionalism.    It was time that I unlocked new methods of teaching animal anatomy and also encompassing the old methods.  I had to search for a solution that would fit the learning styles of my students.

First, I had to reflect on how I approached dissection with my students.  Were my students developing science process skills and actually learning from cutting open an animal and locating the parts?  The answer was no!  I had to find a way to teach my students necessary skills and allow them to make connections.  Through my research, I found the “peanut activity.”

 Each student was given a peanut to observe.  All of the students must focus on their peanut and learn to know the peanut like they know their friends.  Students can make drawings or take notes to help them to remember their peanut.  After a period of time, I collect all the peanuts in a container and ask students to pick their own peanut from the jar.  Most of the students could find their peanut.  For students who had difficulty finding their peanut the activity was repeated until their observation skills were refined.  Then, I instructed the students to eat their peanut.  Some students had mixed reactions to eating their peanut.  These reactions lead to a discussion on the pros and cons of eating the peanuts.  This discussion on feelings about eating the peanut versus not to eat the peanut were linked to the pros and cons of dissection.  The students could play and active part in making decisions on dissection by participating in the discussion.

This activity taught my students the necessary skills that they previously lacked and so desperately needed.  Also, it was used as a springboard for a discussion on the pros and cons of dissection.   This one activity was riddled with so many possibilities.  It could show my students the benefit of “looking inside” an organism.    By engaging my students in the “peanut activity,” I would solve the plaguing issue of teaching respect for life and developing the science process skills that will be used in the next mile of my journey up dissection dilemma mountain.

At this point, I found myself asking the question, “Did I solve my dilemma with the ‘peanut activity’?”  My answer was no.  What if after participating in the “peanut activity” I look out into the sea of faces and still see that skinny female arm rose in question about dissection?  Just in case, eliminate a space here I decided to research some alternative methods. 

First, I looked at computer simulations.  I wanted a program that actually engaged the student in dissection.  A program that allowed students to duplicate actual animal dissections, I wanted reality.   The program I found was “Dissection Works.”  It allowed students to actually use scalpels and scissors to cut open the animal with a click of the mouse.  Also, the program provided step-by-step instructions, quizzes, and a glossary of dissection vocabulary.  It was ideal.  Next, I looked at having the students design anatomical overlays.  Through this process students would design and research questions about the internal anatomy of the animal.  Finally, I decided to use a dissected frog model.  Students could locate the organs and later take a quiz on the model.  

After all this research, I still found myself striving for a solution that focused on creating a balance between dissection traditionalism and alternative method modernism.  The only answer I found to my dilemma was choice.  I would play on my students’ “power of choice.”  After arming my students with knowledge gained from the “peanut activity,” each could make their own choice of engaging in animal dissection, interactive computer simulation, designing anatomical overlays, or using/constructing models.  Giving students the power to choose and pursue the method or methods they found exciting or enticing, the students would be studying animal anatomy within their “comfort zone.”


I designed and chose each activity to challenge and stimulate the thought processes of students and meet various learning styles.  By engaging in the activity of their choice, students were able to make connections, inquire, and discuss their findings.  It seems that my climb up the dissection dilemma mountain was complete.

