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My colleague Mike Eisenberg calls 
them “sugar-cube products.” You 
know the kind I’m talking about: 
After studying the Inuits, the fourth 
grade class makes sugar-cube igloos. 
Third graders construct mobiles 
made of coat hangers, dangling 
facts about an endangered animal. 
Sixth graders study Ancient 
Egypt by creating PowerPoint 
presentations containing facts and 
pictures copied from Internet sites. 
Projects similar to these abound 
in elementary and middle schools. 
Classroom teachers and library 
media specialists instruct students 
in finding information, even using 
the Big6™, but the final products 
and papers require little or no 
higher-level thinking.

Going Beyond the Facts
Getting students to process the facts 
and other information they find 
in sources with a higher level of 
thought will result in a final product 
that represents the best of what 
students can offer. It will stretch 
their intellect and engage them in 
the learning process. When students 
add personal value to the results, 
they take more ownership and pride 
in their work. Going beyond the 
facts means that students will have 
to use higher-level skills to process 
the information found in sources, 
instead of just rewriting or copying 
and pasting those facts into a report 
or other product. 

What does this look like for a third 
grader? After finding facts about 
an endangered animal, the student 
writes a letter to the city council 
or to the editor of the local paper 
telling about this animal and why 
its habitat should be preserved. 

Students 
can start by 
answering 
basic 
questions: 
What does 
this animal 
eat? What 
predators 
does this 

animal have? In which type of 
habitat does this animal live?

Then they are ready for the 
more probing questions: How 
is this animal important to 
the environment? How does it 
contribute to its habitat? How might 
the habitat change if the animal 
were no longer living there? Why 
do you think this animal’s habitat 
should be preserved? How do you 
feel about construction ruining this 
animal’s habitat?

Third graders could even begin 
practicing presentation skills by 
presenting their findings and ideas to 
a mock City Council meeting. Further, 
they could make mobiles as a fun art 
activity after writing the letters.

Here’s another example: How does 
“going beyond the facts” look to 
a sixth grader? Finding facts and 
graphics on Ancient Egypt on the 
Internet and in library media center 
books takes students through Use 
of Information, Big6 #4. However, 
instead of having students copy 
and paste to PowerPoint slides, 
have students in groups (daily life 
in Ancient Egypt, burial customs, 
religion and beliefs and roles of 
deities, and government) pretend to 
be consultants to Universe Pictures, 
a pretend studio producing The 
Mummy III: The Pharaoh’s Dynasty. 
They must present to the producer 
their ideas on how to make the 
movie historically accurate and 
give suggestions about how to do 
that using today’s technologies and 
materials. Each student writes a 
short script about his or her topic, 
weaving facts in with original ideas.

Learning Transferable Skills
Gluing sugar cubes into the shape 
of an igloo is not a skill students are 
likely to use again. In addition to 
integrating higher-level thinking into 
the Synthesis step, Big6 #5, students 
should also gain transferable skills 
as they are producing results. These 
skills include writing, technology, 
presentation, production (e.g., 
poster, video, model), and 

performance. Of course, not all 
need to be included every time, 
but a combination can be effective. 
Consider including a composition 
(e.g., letter, essay, higher-level 
report, story) each time students 
engage in the information search 
process. When each student 
produces a composition, you can 
assess specifically what that student 
gained from the experience, along 
with providing opportunities for him 
or her to write in various subject 
areas. Students can complete group 
projects concurrently with the 
individually written paper, using 
many forms of creative expression 
resulting in a presentation, 
performance, or production using a 
variety of technology applications 
as appropriate.

Collaborating across subjects 
and specialty areas—including 
technology—aids students in 
synthesizing information and adds 
a grand dimension to learning. By 
doing this, students see a dynamic 
team of experts working together 
on their behalf. When the library 
media specialist, homeroom 
teacher, language arts teacher, 
and technology specialists plan 
and teach in tandem, a number of 
transferable skills are integrated and 
taught at a level any one teacher 
may not be able to reach.

An additional transferable skill is 
the compiling of the bibliography, 
whether or not the student speaks, 
constructs, performs, or composes 
the final product. See this column 
in the August/September 2005 issue 
of LIBRARY MEDIA CONNECTION for 
suggestions on citing sources for 
younger students. If students cite 
sources in the Use of Information 
step, they can more easily put 
them in alphabetical order for 
the bibliography.

Providing an Audience
Let’s face it—performing in front 
of an audience raises our level of 
concern and increases the amount 
of effort we put forth. Students 
will take more pride in work that 
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will be viewed by many eyes, even 
if the “eyes” are imaginary such 
as those of the third graders’ City 
Council presentations and the sixth 
graders’ consultation with the movie 
producer. Knowing that the library 
media center will display their 
models, students understand that 
any library media center visitor will 
view their work. Stories weaving 
facts from the information search 
can be made into a book for younger 
grades to read or hear read aloud. 

You get the idea; stated audience = 
better results. 

By combining information found 
in sources, their original ideas, and 
transferable skills in the synthesis step 
of Big6, students will produce more 
meaningful and significant results. ■
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At the high school level, we face 
the same fundamental challenge 
as noted by Barbara and Mike—to 
design assignments that are more 
meaningful than simply:

■		answering the questions on a
worksheet (or at the end of a 
chapter).

■	writing a term paper on . . . .
■	taking a multiple-choice test.

Designing creative assignments 
makes good sense for three reasons: 
(1) matching the assessment to 
the desired learning outcomes, (2) 
accounting for differences in learning 
styles, and (3) keeping the students 
motivated and engaged. As all good 
educators know, students learn best 
when they can demonstrate their 
knowledge in a variety of ways: in 
writing, through a visual presentation, 
as part of a hands-on simulation, or as 
part of a verbal presentation. From a 
Big6™ perspective, Synthesis 
means purposeful, valuable, 
interesting assignments.  

Every major instruction unit, 
regardless of the subject area, 

reaches the 
Synthesis stage. 
And since most 
assignments 
involve more 
than one 
Synthesis 
action, it’s useful 
to think in 
terms of a series 
of Synthesis 

activities. To illustrate, let’s consider 
a high school U.S. History class 
where students learn about World 
War II. The teacher decides to have 
students complete a biography board 
on an important person during World 
War II. As you read through the flow 
of the actions of the assignment 
(see below), notice the nature and 
number of Synthesis activities: 

■		Assignment given and important 
 World War II person selected 
(Task Definition)

■  Student finds Web sites about 
the person (Information Seeking 
Strategy)

■  Student takes notes about the 
person (Use of Information)

■  Student turns in notes to the 
instructor (Synthesis 1—organize 
information)

■  Teacher checks the notes 
(Evaluation)

■  Student puts text together for 
the biography board (Synthesis 
2—organize information)

■  Teacher checks the biography 
board text (Evaluation)

■  Student completes the biography 
board (Synthesis 3—present the 
information)

■  Student verbally presents the 
biography board to the class 
(Synthesis 4—present the 
information)

One of the important “meta-
lessons” for the students is to have 
them learn that they synthesize 

at many different times when 
completing a major project. For the 
classroom teacher, it’s important to 
recognize that students can synthesize 
information several times during 
a project and that there are many 
different ways to present information.

I encourage you to try this for yourself: 
review a unit plan or write out the 
actions associated with an assignment, 
make the connection to the relevant 
Big6 stages, and then focus on the 
nature and number of Synthesis 
activities. You’ll be amazed!  

For more information on designing 
creative assignments, check out the 
following Web sites:

The Library of Congress Idea 
Generator 
<http://lcweb2.loc.gov/learn/educators/
workshop/design_clovis/idea.pdf>
Electric Teacher 
Technology Synthesis Ideas 
<www.electricteacher.com/>
Technology Tutorials on the Web 
(for digital synthesis projects)
<www.internet4classrooms.com/
on-line2.htm> ■ 
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