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PHD SNAPSHOT
A "Project of Your Heart's Desire"
by Evin Brown of Ventura Charter School

A PhD for 8th Graders?
By Evin Brown
When most people think of a student working on their PhD, they
imagine a graduate student studying hard for their doctorate
degree. But at Ventura Charter School (VCS), the 8th graders have
a special kind of PhD which stands for "Project of Your Heart's
Desire." The students spend months learning about a subject that
they are passionate about. They research the subject via books,
videos, and websites and spend time with a mentor. They then
create a project and present their completed "PhD" at a school
reception.
Since the school was founded in 2006, PhD topics chosen by
students have ranged from making and marketing skincare products
and writing and recording an original musical score, to the dangers
of global warming, designing and building a custom surfboard, and
researching, writing, and publishing a book.
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VCS says the goal of the PhD process is to, "Provide
opportunities for students to pursue their own interests
and questions and to make decisions about how they
will find answers, solve problems, and complete a
long-term project."
For the 2018/2019 school year, VCS 8th graders have
once again challenged themselves to research and
present some very impressive PhDs. Budding botanist
Leif Van Orman's Central Research Question (CRQ)
was "How to care for and cultivate a bonsai tree."
Alanna Meyers has a passion for marksmanship, with
a focus on safety, respect, and precision.
Consequently, she has focused her project around the
question, "What skills and knowledge do I need to
master the art of marksmanship?" Isabel Cline, a
talented artist, has been honing her drawing skills
while researching "What tools and techniques do I
need to be more accurate in drawing human and
animal faces?"

Leif Van Orman mastering the cultivation of a bonsai tree.

Isabel Cline practicing drawing techniques.

Alanna Meyers with medals earned for marksmanship.
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Local Publisher Mentors Grandson for 8th grade PhD
By Evin Brown

It was hard to decide what to do for my 8th grade PhD.
I had to figure out something that I was passionate
about. But the one thing I am really enthusiastic about
is gaming. It was hard to imagine how I'd convince my
mom to let me play hours of video games in an attempt
to become a world-class competitive gamer! That was
never going to happen.

After talking with my mom and dad, I decided to
learn about publishing. My dad once owned a
publishing company that published sports
magazines. My grandpa, Sheldon Brown, is the
publisher of the Ventura Breeze, a local newspaper.
With all the advice and support from my family it
seemed like it could be interesting and fun to learn
about how to create and publish a newsletter.
I spent time with my grandpa, Sheldon Brown, in his
office, watching him collecting articles from writers
and adverts from advertisers, which he then sends to
a graphic designer named Alfred. Grandpa also
writes an opinion piece that covers some of the news
items in paper. It's a lot of work, and he publishes the
Ventura Breeze every two weeks!
I also spent a lot of time with my mom. She showed
me different options for designing and laying out the
newsletter. We ended up opting for Canva, which is a
website that provides tools for graphic design. It's a
lot simpler than Adobe Indesign, which my mom has
used a lot. Even though it's an easier option, Canva is
still quite difficult and very tricky to learn to use.

Sheldon Brown working on the Ventura Breeze newspaper
with Evin Brown.

I've learned quite a lot about planning the content of
a publication and using graphic design tools. It's
been frustrating at times but never boring, and I'm
happy with how my PhD project turned out.
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Meet the Educators Behind Every
Great PhD Student...
By Evin Brown
The Ventura Charter School PhD sets the school apart from other local
middle schools. Lisa Hildebrand, Director of Education, and Mary Galvin,
Director of Operations at VCS, started the school back in 2006 with a vision
of teaching students through project based learning. From kindergarten
through 8th grade, VCS students learn skills by working on projects that can
last from just a day to weeks, or even months. The PhD is the final project for
VCS students and is the culmination of years of learning to plan, research,
and follow through on a project.
Students don't just think up a PhD subject and run with it. The whole PhD
process is carefully planned and the progress of each student is monitored
every step of the way. The students have a PowerPoint to guide them
through each stage of the preparation and research for their project. Each of
the three middle school teachers - Christi Sandbach, Shelly Ballmer, and
Rachel Vargas - keep track of their students' work and check in with parents
to make sure that things are going well and that no one is falling behind.

Christi Sandbach, 8th grade teacher

There have been many outstanding student PhDs over the years, but the
most well known was by Alec Loorz. After watching the documentary "An
Inconvenient Truth" Alec wanted to get involved in educating school
children about the dangers of global warming. He went on to become the
founder of Kids vs. Global Warming and was involved in starting a lawsuit
against the federal and state governments of the United States to try to get
plans for climate recovery.
It's a great thing if a kid can learn how to build on something that they're
passionate about, and the VCS PhD gives students the opportunity and
support to do this. Even going forward into high school and beyond, the
planning, research, and presentation skills learned at VCS and through the
PhD process will serve us well in the years ahead.
Shelly Ballmer, 8th grade teacher

Mary Galvin, Dir. of Operations

Lisa Hildebrand, Dir. of Education

Rachel Vargas, 8th grade teacher

