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  Preface

  This book is a professional collaboration that grew out of our mutual interest in experiential learning. While attending the American Educational Research Association meeting several years ago in Chicago, Dan and Gene met for dinner. Dan explained that he was interested in writing a book on experiential learning. Gene said he had been collecting materials for a hands-on set of learning experiences that were based on many of the teaching methods he used in his undergraduate classes at the University of Miami and that he felt they could easily be adapted for use in middle school and high school. We decided that we could collaborate on the creation of a book.

  Over the course of the next two years, we exchanged materials. Dan articulated the book’s general philosophy as reflected in the Introduction to this book, and Gene concentrated on the activities. Anthony Angelini, a former student of Dan’s at Gettysburg College and now a high school social studies teacher, worked with Dan to critique and revise the activities in the book and to develop the curriculum matrices for each activity.

  Eugene F. Provenzo, Jr., University of Miami Dan Butin, Cambridge College
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  Introduction

  In Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks (1994) offers a vivid metaphor of active learning. Quoting a Buddhist writer, she depicts the exuberance of teaching as

  
    preparing for groundlessness, preparing for the reality of human existence, you are living on the razor’s edge . . . things are not certain and they do not last and you do not know what is going to happen. My teachers have always pushed me over the cliff. (p. 207)

  

  For her, teaching is about pushing boundaries, examining unthinking and unthinkable positions, and guiding students through a perilous, tumultuous, and exhilarating intellectual journey.

  But how do we do that? How do teachers create spaces for learning where students become engaged and motivated to participate and learn? How do we develop truly dynamic learning environments within the constraints of the classroom? Educational researchers have long spoken about the middle and high school classroom as a place of passive learning and disconnected knowledge (Cuban, 1992; Goodlad, 1984). The hidden curriculum of schooling (Jackson, 1990) fosters and prioritizes teacher-centered, textbook-driven, time-parceled, classroom-bounded, and goal-directed learning rather than deep and sustained student learning.

  Yet contemporary educational researchers are able to provide extremely useful insights for creating positive classroom environments (Bransford, 2000). For example, students learn when they are able to see the “big picture” rather than when they are just given a set of disconnected facts, when they are engaged in their learning rather than positioned as passive spectators, and when they believe that such learning leads to meaningful outcomes rather than to predefined and predetermined goals.

  WHY THIS BOOK: A “ROAD MAP” OR GUIDE FOR CREATING EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING ACTIVITIES IN SOCIAL STUDIES AND HUMANITIES

  What is all too often absent is a detailed “road map” that can guide teachers toward creating such learning opportunities. This book provides just such a resource for teachers who want to begin to move beyond traditional models of teaching and learning in the social studies, literature, and the arts. It is grounded in the well-documented reality that students learn by engaging—deeply, passionately, and inquisitively—with content knowledge (Meier, 2002; Schwartz, Lin, Brophy, & Bransford, 2003) and that such learning not only enhances one’s academic achievement but offers opportunities to think differently about how we see ourselves and the world. Moreover, such active learning facilitates the realization that our classrooms and our local and global communities are not so distant from each other—that, in fact, we can make a difference by learning to think and feel and act differently.

  This is, after all, at the heart of the mission and vision of the humanities and social sciences: to help students delve into primary sources, construct careful arguments, question deeply held assumptions, and encounter a fundamentally foreign idea or culture. These are all enactments of genuine thinking and learning. To do this effectively, though, teachers must be given adequate scaffolding. We know from our own and our students’ experiences that teaching and learning “outside the box” is an uncomfortable process requiring additional preparation, rethinking teaching strategies, and overcoming implicit normative boundaries of what a classroom is supposed to look like.

  Yet we believe that it is also something that people can be shown how to do. We have seen many of our colleagues, our students, and our student-teachers begin to rethink how they teach and how their students learn. This does not occur from a spontaneous realization. Rather, we have helped our students and our colleagues realize the step-by-step process necessary for developing powerfully engaging classroom practices.

  This is, in fact, exactly the purpose of this book. We provide 100 experiential learning activities that can support students’ deep and sustained learning. These activities range across numerous disciplines—history, economics, literature, and the arts—such that they can be used in many types of middle and high school classes. We have focused on these areas (rather than, for example, on math and sciences) exactly because we have found that teachers need support to engage students’ critical thinking and reflection around oftentimes complex, ambiguous, and contested content knowledge.

  Each activity is structured with a short introduction for the teacher, followed by the actual activity (and accompanying materials for photocopying if relevant) for the students to do. This format allows teachers quick access to a thought-through and detailed learning activity that can be brought forth at the most appropriate classroom moment. We have worked hard to create these learning activities so that they are applicable across both middle and high school classes. You, the teacher, will of course have to judge your own students’ level to slightly modify the activities accordingly. We have found, for example, that middle school students may better benefit from having the teacher explain the introductory contextual materials, whereas high school students can oftentimes gain much from reading it themselves.

  A critical feature of this book is that we have consciously and systematically linked every single activity to the relevant national standards in the social studies, literature, and the arts (through the McREL and National Council of Social Studies [NCSS] standards). We have thus constructed two matrices (that can be found at the end of this introduction) that list every single activity and the relevant standards that are met. Almost all the activities, it should be noted, meet more than one particular standard or substandard. An activity may thus be applicable for both the Civics and Historical Understanding standards; and within Historical Understanding, an activity may be applicable for both the substandards of understanding the historical perspective and how to analyze chronological relationships and patterns.

  This format should be of great help to teachers attempting to align their classroom work with the relevant and applicable standards in their daily lesson planning. We envision that teachers can skim through the matrices to find a particular standard that needs to be taught and thus easily view which activities best meet such standards. Moreover, such a format allows teachers the opportunity to bring in multidisciplinary content and multiple intelligences since many activities meet several standards and can be done through diverse mediums. Because of this, we have not attempted to organize the activities in a particular order (such as chronologically) because there are so many ways that each activity can be taught and standards that it can meet.

  We hope that it is by now clear that this book is not simply a compilation of “icebreakers” or generic ideas for “activating” student engagement. While such activities are sometimes useful in particular situations, we believe that true learning occurs through the in-depth and systematic engagement with specific complex issues and dilemmas. Moreover, teachers can benefit from detailed articulations of how to enact active learning strategies. Nearly all the activities included in this book have been used in one form or another in our classrooms. Some of the examples are drawn loosely from models we have found with other teachers. In those cases, where we have gotten an idea from an outside source, we have reworked the activity in new ways, often merging it with another activity, or putting a new twist on it. We are confident that nearly all these activities will work well in most classroom settings.

  We must of course acknowledge that what works for us and our students may not work for you. Classrooms are always site specific, with myriad contextual markers that affect teaching and learning. Yet it is possible to transfer good ideas if one is sensitive to the specific context and goals where such ideas are used. Just as we all tell the same joke in slightly different ways and with slightly different variations depending on the audience and situation, so too will these experiential activities have slightly different formats. While the punch line may be the same, the delivery, as always, is up to you.

  WHY THESE ACTIVITIES?

  Before beginning to use this book, we believe it is important that you also have a bigger picture of why we have chosen the activities that we did and formatted them in the way that we have. Specifically, the activities we have created focus on issues of meaning making, paradigm shifting, and self-understanding. These, we believe, are critical aspects of truly developing and enacting active learning in a classroom.

  Meaning Making

  By meaning making, we are referring to the process by which people come to understand the world around them. Research across a variety of fields—from cognitive science to learning theory to anthropology—suggests that humans are extremely adept at pattern making and pattern perceiving. In Clifford Geertz’s (1973) oft-cited phrasing, we are ensconced within “webs of meaning.” As such, we learn things by relating them to prior knowledge and experience, by contextualizing such knowledge in specific situations, and by being able to generalize and transfer such knowledge across conditions. This happens whether we are teaching about different cultures, past civilizations, or economic principles.

  Two classic examples will make this clear. The first comes from expert–novice research. Researchers have shown that what separates chess masters from novice players is not the master player’s ability to more quickly work through all the possible moves on the board and their long-term consequences (technically referred to as the greater breadth and depth of search); rather, chess masters were much more adept at “chunking” chess configurations and thus knowing quickly which were fruitful for further consideration. While novices spent equal time working through as many possible moves as time allowed, chess masters immediately focused on the limited set of moves they deemed relevant for the situation at hand (DeGroot, 1965). What is revealing is that such chunking works only when the configurations are “real.” Researchers asked master and novice players to reconstruct the position of randomly set-up chess figures after glancing at a board for five seconds. When the configurations mirrored possible meaningful game positions, master players’ recall was dramatically better than novices; yet when the configurations were truly random, masters and novices did just as poorly (Chase & Simon, 1973).

  A second example comes from research on transferring learning. A group of researchers (Ericsson, Chase, & Faloon, 1980) worked with a college student on memorizing randomly generated digit strings. By chunking such numbers into meaningful combinations (e.g., telephone numbers, or in this student’s case, winning times for famous track races), the student was able to memorize up to seventy numbers in a row. Yet when presented with a series of randomly generated letter strings, the student did just as poorly (up to seven in a row) as before he had started practicing.

  Learning thus seems to be supported by generating ever-expanding frameworks for knowledge. We remember things, be it chess positions or random numbers, if they are meaningful to us. They are meaningful to us if they are framed within our prior knowledge (such as past chess games or track times), and if they help us make sense of our present situation. Interestingly, and this presages the discussion on self-understanding, this does not work if the meaning making is simply a set of rules to follow, such as was the case of the college student’s memorization. If the student was given the metaperspective of how chunking enhances memory, he might have been able to come up with meaningful ways to chunk the randomly generated letters; instead, he only knew how to memorize numbers.

  Meaning making is thus about providing specific “big ideas” that allow students to make meaning of the specific knowledge to be learned. These big ideas serve as foundations for learning; they are stories, metaphors, and narratives that serve as points of departure (and return) by which we can weave webs of relationships and connections to a multitude of seemingly disparate data. This occurs in every class—think of the “big bang” in physics, the “march of progress” in history, or the golden ratio in art history—and offers both novices and experts guidance in their research and comprehension (with experts, obviously, treating such “grand narratives” as stories to argue with rather than simply accept).

  Many of these activities emphasize the “big” issues within middle and high school classes. We specifically focus on issues of culture, language, diversity, arts and artifacts, economics, and science and technology. By actively and deeply grappling with the specific issues in each activity, students come to better understand the idea’s assumptions and implications in a very real and personal way. They are of course ultimately free to embrace, modify, or reject the idea. But what they cannot do is ignore it. Stories and metaphors live with us and in us, or as Basso (2000) nicely phrases it, stories “stalk us,” forcing us to struggle with them until we make peace by deciding who we are in relation to the story. Meaning-making activities hope to do exactly that: to offer students a means to work through their notions of who they are and what they believe within the context of very specific big issues in their classrooms.
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