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MICHAEL SMITH LAB PROGRAMMING: SPECIFICALLY DETAILS ON THE 
SCIENCE CREATIVE LITERARY SYMPOSIA PROGRAM. 
 
Currently, the Michael Smith Laboratories provides educational programming that 
explicitly mixes scientific experimentation with expository creative writing.  Called the 
“Science Creative Literacy Symposia,” this is an ongoing fieldtrip program aimed at 
Grade 5 to 7 classes, whereby students are guided through a 4 hour footprint  (from 10am 
to 2pm) of intermingled activities led by a scientist (science graduate student) and a 
literary writer (creative writing MFA). Content is largely framed around the teacher’s 
choice of one of three different science experiments in tandem with the choice of one of 
three different creative writing exercises.  Briefly, the scientific experiments include (1) 
the construction of a DIY particle cloud chamber; (2) a microscopy lab using student 
derived riparian samples (pond microbial identification and characterization); and/or (3) 
the isolation of the students’ genomic DNA via a cheek cell prep, and subsequent 
characterization by gel electrophoresis.  Note that these science experiments not only 
examine discipline specific concepts, but also have a larger narrative associated to delve 
into larger themes (i.e. the DIY cloud chamber examines concepts around the nature of 
science; the microscopy lab bridges discussion on environmental literacy and social 
responsibility; the DNA lab provides insight into definition and ethics of self). Creative 
writing exercises revolve around: (1) the creation of individual pieces of poetry as well as 
pieces created by the classroom as a group – this material is often composed with an 
element of performance art in mind (slam poetry for instance); (2) the production of mini 
screenplays, which in turn are rehearsed and preformed in front of the class; and/or (3) 
the creation of a class authored “Choose Your Own Adventure” book, that begins with a 
class led creation of “page 1” culminating in a mini-book with various subplots and one 
ending for every student involved.   In all cases, providing an authentic experience is 
highly sought after.  This is seen in a multitude of ways including the classes’ interaction 
with a real scientist and a real writer, as well as the program’s use of a state of the art 
laboratory space, with unprecedented access to high tech scientific equipment.  In terms 
of authenticity in the writing culture, the program can also provide a relevant outlet for 
the “publication” of the student’s creative pieces (at the Science Creative Quarterly, an 
online science journal run by the lab and frequented by upwards of 5,000 readers per 
day).  In terms of logistics, valuable in kind contributions come in the form of access to 
space, cost of supplies and reagents to deliver the program, and sustainable funding that 
covers salaries for instructors (scientific and writer teams) for at least 30 field trips per 
year. 
 
METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 
Overall, this program provides a number of interesting variables in which an examination 
of our research query can take place.  We can segment participation amongst the three 
grade levels, including examining trends in longitudinal fashion.  We can explore 
whether specific science experiments or specific writing exercises are best used, at 
certain grades, to elicit the type of student involvement that results in optimal 
examination of qualitative and quantitative responses.  We can highlight learning 
objectives that directly ask students to consider linkages between the science activity and 
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the creative activity (with or without directed discussions around general concepts of 
creativity), or deliberately design content that leaves such attempts at linkage to 
independent processes.  Indeed, we can even present the program in tandem with a subset 
of fieldtrips that do not have a creative writing element at all.   
 
 
In light of this, the research plan will begin with an exploratory year, aimed primarily at 
assessing the effectiveness of our existing content, including providing insights on the 
optimal target grade level, and also to allow the research team to build the necessary 
elementary school contacts for successful longitudinal studies.  Logistically, this first 
year will involve interaction with 27 different classes at differing grade levels, covering 
differing activities, and with differing approaches to the blending of science and 
creativity concepts.  Student surveys and questionnaires will be conducted pre and post 
fieldtrip, which in turn will shed light on the effect these different contexts so as to parse 
out best ways to conduct a longitudinal analysis. The longitudinal study itself will occur 
in years 2 to 4, whereby 4 primary cohorts of investigation will occur.  These are: (1) 
sessions with explicit blending of science and creativity activities, and with inclusion of 
discussion around creativity concepts; (2) sessions with explicit blending of science and 
creativity activities, but without inclusion of discussion around creativity concepts; (3) 
sessions with no explicit blending of science and creative activities – i.e. students are left 
to independently draw analogies between the two; and (4) sessions that do not include the 
creative writing component at all.   
 
Taking attrition into account, session numbers per year are envisioned as outlined in 
TABLE X: 
 
Year No. Gr5 Classes No. Gr 6 Classes No Gr. 7 Classes 

Phase 1 (exploratory) 
 
1 

 
 
9 

 
 
9 

 
 
9 

Phase 2 (longitudinal) 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 

 
 
28  
(7 of each cohort)a 

 

 
 
 
 
24 
(6 of each cohort) a 

 
 
 
 
 
 
20  
(5 of each cohort) a 
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Phase 3 (data analysis 
and knowledge 
mobilization? 
 
Tool dissemination? 

   

 
a the 4 cohorts as outlined above. 
 
 
 
 
NOTES... 
Year one: (#classes) 

 Cloud /poetry  Microscopy/CYOA  DNA prep/screenplay 
 
Grade 5 2a  (or 3b)  2    2 
 
Grade 6 2   2    2 
 
Grade 7 2   2    2 
 
a: represents two sessions for each, one with teaching material that includes direct linkage 
between science and creativity, one that leaves linkage for independent discovery. (a total 
of 18 fieldtrips) 
 
b: includes a session with no creative writing element (a total of 27 fieldtrips).  
 
#Classes 
Year two:   Grade 5 (class of X) x16 (4 of each) 
Year three:   Grade 5 (class of Y) x16; Grade 6 (class of X) x12 (3 of each) 
Year four: Grade 6 (class of Y) x12 (3 of each): Grade 7 (class of X) x8 (2 of each) 
Year five: Grade 7 (class of Y) x8 (2 of each) 
 
 
Year two: Grade 5 x24 (6 of each) 
Year three: Grade 6 x20 (5 of each) 
Year four: Grade 7 x 16 (4 of each) 
Year five: data crunching. (kmb) 


