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Family Almanac - Wednesday, July 16, 2008

Oak Knoll students compete in Science Olympiad

by Sheri Baer

Touting Rambo-style color bands and paint-streaked cheeks, Oak Knoll's
fourth- and fifth-grade students competed head-to-head (and brain-to-
brain) May 30 in the Menlo Park elementary school's second annual
Science Olympiad.

"It's important to spark a passion for science early in a child's school
career," said Ms. Caryl Brewbaker, a fifth-grade teacher at Oak Knoll and
the primary organizer of the event. "Although the activities look like fun and
games, they really involve complex thinking, teamwork and strategy."

Recognized by the White House and the National Science Foundation,
Science Olympiad tournaments are academic competitions dedicated to
improving the quality of science education. Adapted from a sample
program, Oak Knoll's Olympiad consisted of a series of individual, small
team and classroom events.

In the school's music room, "tellers" and "builders" tested their narrative
and listening skills in the Copy Cat competition. Analyzing a complex K-
Nex structure enclosed in a box, Alec Witham methodically described the
Ferris Wheel-like contraption to his teammates Cole Thomson and Zane
Tucker. "Take a red connector. Put it on the 45. Take a grey bar and put it
across. Now do the exact same thing again."

Nearby, in the Oak Knoll Multi, other teams scrambled to design and build the tallest, freestanding straw tower. "We're making a
triangle, and then a triangle on top of that and then working our way up," said fifth-grader Emily Riley, armed with masking tape,
straight pins and paper clips.

Across the room, the Aerodynamics challenge put an intellectual twist on paper airplane rivalry. Fifth-grader Michael Child carefully
aimed his sleekly-designed glider into a hula hoop mounted on a chair 12 meters away, knowing points would be awarded for
accuracy and deducted for misses.

"I've learned that you can make science really fun and it can be competitive," Child said. "You just compete with your brain."

More than 40 Oak Knoll parents volunteered to help make the event run smoothly in roles ranging from challenge leaders to score
keepers. In the Brain Time competition, parent Leah Strichartz questioned with Jeopardy-like seriousness, "What is the normal
temperature of your body in Celsius?" Hands slapped down on electronic buttons. "37 degrees," proclaimed the student quickest to
the buzzer. Strichartz nodded with approval, "That's right."

Outside on the playground, fourth-grade student Maddie Stewart conferred with her teammates before the Orienteering challenge.
Armed with only a magnetic compass and their pacing skills, the fourth-graders were determined to out-maneuver their fifth-grade
rivals. "It's really exciting," Stewart shared. "We've practiced real hard for this."

At the event's conclusion, students whooped and cheered as Oak Knoll Principal David Ackerman awarded prizes for winning
scores as well as team spirit. After the ceremony, students Naomi Baer and Haley Delagnes proudly showed off their gold medals
for the Clay Boat competition. "We put in 62 washers before it sunk!"

Their class had also won a much-coveted "M&M Trophy," so they had the added sweetness of both relishing and munching down
their victory.

For more information about implementing a Science Olympiad program, see the Science Olympiad national home page at
www.soinc.org .
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