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The Challenge of Linking Research to Practice

The research affirming the value of oral discourse in small group situations is powerful. Those who talk more, learn more. Groups that work co-operatively generate more purposeful talk from all members than other approaches. The connections between purposeful talk and student achievement have been confirmed in hundreds of studies and through at least four major reviews of those studies.

Yet we face a number of challenges in making these tools for thinking and learning work. Among these challenges are:

      -     the tyranny of content “coverage” either self imposed or forced by    

            pressure to meet state and provincial standards, including the tests 

· the lack of social skills many students display .resulting in concerns about classroom management and teacher control

· a strongly held belief by many that teacher-directed lessons are best in   

most if not all circumstances.

This package and the tasks you will be doing in this session offer some promising directions for all teachers and students. 

Two Overview Articles to consider: 

Myers, J... (2004). Cooperative learning: An “inadequate” introduction. SEG Ways. 11 (October). 5-8. outlines ideal places for promoting purposeful talk in small groups and suggests answers to other questions about the use of small groups in classrooms..(This is being revised)

McEwan, S and Myers, J. (2002). Graphic organizers: Visual tools for learning, 

Orbit, 32 (4).presents an overview of the use of visual tools with examples from science and social studies.

The rest of the package pulls these ideas together as we do tasks for exploring ideas, checking for understanding, and review in 7-12 social studies, primarily history content, through some simple yet dynamic applications of information through work begun in pairs.

Dedications:

To Tom Morton and the late Linda Duez in whose classrooms I had the privilege of working from 1991-1998 where these and similar tasks resulted in significant gains for all, particularly for struggling students and ESL learners.. 

Why Talk?

Talk allows students to

· take risks with colleagues 

· try out ideas through hypothesizing, verifying, adapting, and revising

· gain deeper insights and understandings when the talk is purposeful and in pairs than can be attained by one student working alone

· promote quality writing and/or quality whole classroom discussion after students have talked through the ideas, issues, concepts, and information.

The More We Talk, The More We Learn!

Why Pairs?

· easier to set up than larger groups

· can be combined and divided when appropriate

· easier to monitor and manage to ensure individual accountability

It’s Hard To Hide in a Pair!

Why THESE Tasks?

· the use of visual tools helps all learners better see patterns and relationships

· the tasks in this session can precede individual writing tasks from  position papers (1 paragraph to 1 page opinion pieces supported by evidence and logic) to full research papers: tools for assessment and evaluation purposes.. 

· these prewriting tasks do not take up a lot of time and make subsequent whole class work more productive, in the end using valuable time even more effectively.

Students Learn in Different Ways:

Visual Tools Help!

Why Mainly History Examples in this session?

· making history engaging has challenges that geography, civics, and economics may not have, due to its abstract nature and the perception among many that the past is irrelevant
· the role of talk can make history more intelligible especially with the tasks provided here as students discuss open-ended questions for which the answers are not obvious nor limited to one single correct answer

· when students interpret evidence and make informed reasoned  judgments about the past, it brings the past  alive.

How Can We Assess the Learnings?

While Linda and I experimented with scaffolded tests (something to present in another session and very tentative, despite the very positive results) any of the tasks in this session as noted earlier can precede an individual writing task to be graded in the usual ways (sound criteria, exemplars, etc.).

Under many circumstances the graphic organizations in this workshop are interchangeable or at least compatible. Together they 

· add variety to lessons and novelty to the learning task

· tackle important ideas in history such as evidence, significance, change over time and causation in a variety of ways, thus deepening student understanding.

· act as forms of scaffolding so that more students can succeed when it is time for a traditional assessment such as a position paper. 

When students justify their choices based on clear criteria, they are engaged in critical thinking.  See Roland Case and LeRoi. Daniels’ Introduction to the TC2 conception of critical thinking, SEG Ways Oct. 2003., pages 7-11 for an overview of this approach originating in British Columbia and now introduced to Ontario.

The Tasks
1. SPECTRUM

Many lessons involve the use of higher levels of thinking when students discuss local, national and global issues.  One structure that promotes both communication and thinking skills is called spectrum.  This structure gives students who are visual or kinesthetic learners more chance to demonstrate what they know when they “place” views along a spectrum.  It is particularly useful as a closure to a lesson whose outcome is for students to apply their learning by discussing a question with many possible answers.  

Procedure 
1. Students in pairs are given a spectrum worksheet in which they examine a number of significant events related to a key question. Each event is numbered.

2.. The line or scale at the top of the page represents a spectrum of views about the question or issue.  Opposing criteria are placed at each end of the line. Students work in pairs to reach consensus as to where to place events on the spectrum line according to the criteria.  If students are looking at reasons America went to war in 1917  (see Appendix One) they might locate a set of events or ideas along the spectrum based on their influence as follows

towards war






                 away from war

3. Each pair positions the number of the event on the spectrum line according to its significance the opposing criteria.  

4. Students write a sentence beside each event justifying its position on the line.

5. Each pair teams with another pair to exchange views with both pairs attempting to reach consensus.

Ties are NOT allowed.

Variations
Scaled Spectrum- Rather than two opposing criteria, criteria can be scaled as follows: 

Unimportant                         S omewhat Important                             Very Important

Cut and Paste Spectrum- In this case, students cut out the rectangles and place them on the line.  Once they have reached consensus, they paste / glue the events onto the line.

Spectrum Construction- Students are instructed to find statements, events, ideas, quotes, etc. to fall on each end and in the middle of the spectrum.

Sample Content
The items to be placed on the line may represent causes of a larger event, events in the life of an historical figure or examples of a key concept such as “cold war”, “rich country”, “socialization”, “natural disaster”, “environmental impact” “economic impact”, “affluence”, etc.   

The range of perspectives along the spectrum line can include: criteria such as


• unimportant - very important
• good leadership  - poor leadership

• good example  - poor example
• strongest influence - weakest influence.

2. RELEVANCE SQUARE

Relevance is an important concept for students to grasp as they learn about the nature of causation in history. They need to determine the importance or the bearing a piece of information has on a question or issue they are examining. This graphic organizer helps students establish such relevance as follows:

1. In the center of the square write the name of the event to be examined.

2. From a list of factors (people, ideas, contemporary events, etc.) have students decide how relevant these are to causing or influencing the idea, event, or person in the center of the square.

3. Students write the factor or a corresponding number in the square. The more relevant the factor the closer to the center of the square the idea belongs. If the factor is not considered relevant it is not written in the square at all. (See Appendix Two for an example).

4. Students write a sentence beside each factor justifying its placement. 

One Variation

Cut and Paste Relevance Square- Students cut out the rectangles and place them inside or outside the square depending on the relevance.

This simple task may begin the study of causation. From here students can, using other graphic organizers such as ladders, fish bones, or ranking diamonds, learn how to identify trigger events, long-range, short-range, and immediate causes, the nature of contingency, chance, as well as necessary and sufficient conditions,. All of these concepts are important for students to reach sophisticated conclusions as to why things happen.

3. HISTORICAL TRIANGLE

People make history, but why?  

- Were they born great and made history all by themselves? Did they    

   have the “right stuff”? 

- Were they made great by working with others? Were they the leaders or 

   figureheads representing a larger group? Can any leader do it all?

- Did they have greatness thrust upon them by outside forces- the right    

   person at the right time? Would someone else have come along?

Procedure: Who Makes History?

1. After reading a biography about any historical figure, pairs of students try to reach a consensus as to whether the historical figure alone, as part of an organization, or as a passive agent of external forces played the greatest role in each of the events described in the biography. Based on their decision, students place the number of each event in the appropriate place in the triangle. For example, if a group agreed that the Watergate Scandal was largely the result of President Nixon’s actions, it would place the number close to “on their own” in the triangle.
In one sense, the placement of the number is not as important as the discussion students have to determine how President Nixon influenced history. For each event, students must provide reasons to justify their placement.

Once they have completed their triangles, have students draw conclusions and write a report interpreting the significance of the person in history.
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4. HISTORICAL GRAPHS

Students often construct graphs exploring the relationships between price and demand in economics and sets of demographic data in geography. Historical graphs add a dimension to traditional timelines by helping students explore the nature of significance and chronology (change over time) in rigorous and meaningful ways. They also add a chronological dimension to the spectrum task done earlier so that students can see patterns over time and recognize that history is not an unbroken line of progress.  Historical graphs push students to construct meaning from the graph through making connections between the abstract nature of data and the people and events which lay behind it.  An added benefit is to help students gain a more realistic notion of change over time; namely, that things do not always improve, that progress, however defined, is not inevitable.

Procedure

1. The horizontal axis usually represents an element of chronology such as: decisions by a leader or a group, a series of events around a common theme; 

e.g. strikes, inventions, diary entries, public speeches, dates of events in the series (See Appendix Three for examples)
The vertical axis represents some comparative criteria such as

• unimportant - very important
• good leadership  - poor leadership

• good example - poor example
• strongest influence - weakest influence.

• more or fewer of ___

• positive or negative examples or views of ___

2. Students place the events or a number corresponding to each event on the graph depending on their assessment of the degree to which the event, quote, feeling, decision, etc. exemplifies the criteria on the vertical axis.
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Additional References:

Morton, T. (1996). Cooperative Learning and Social Studies: Towards Excellence and Equity.  San Juan Capistrano, California: Kagan Cooperative Learning 
(Available through http://www.kaganonline.com/ or 1-800 wee coop)

Fisher, P. (1999). Analysing Anne frank: A case study in the teaching of thinking skills. Teaching History. 95. 24-31.
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Appendix Two

THE REGINA RIOT JULY 1, 1935: A QUESTION OF RESPONSIBILITY
.

 (the account and the original task are adapted from a workshop in Saskatchewan I attended decades ago)

In 1935 Canadians were experiencing the worst effects of the depression. Drought had turned the prairie region into a giant dust bowl. Manufacturing plants were cutting back production and workers. By 1933 well over half a million Canadians were unemployed: over 20% of the work force. Those lucky enough to have a job saw their wages plummet.  By 1935 ten percent of Canada’s population received public relief: an early form of welfare.

The Conservative government led by R.B. Bennett, was concerned about the large number of single young males who were travelling from city to city looking for work. These transients had no stake in society. They were always last hired and first fired. Relief camps in British Columbia were created; it was said, to provide them with a stable life style and to lessen their hardship. 

These camps were run by the Department of National Defense. They accommodated as many as 20,000 unmarried unemployed men who were paid 20 cents a day for their labour.  Conditions were harsh and in many camps little useful work was accomplished. Yet the government insisted that unless these men went to the camps they would be denied welfare. In fact, the government feared that in the cities these people would be subject to Communist propaganda and become a threat to law and order. It was true that, Communist agitators, along with others concerned about the effects of the Depression on ordinary people, had organized peaceful protests against injustices in housing and welfare. So keeping transient workers busy in the country until the economy improved was thought to be a good idea.

The camps soon became hot beds of discontent and led to the organizing of the “Trek to Ottawa”. As the unemployed rode the rails eastward, the number of protesters grew so that by the time the trekkers had reached Regina on July 1 in 1935 there were over five thousand of them.

Prime Minister Bennett decided to stop the trek in Regina. On July 1st four to five hundred trekkers met downtown at Market Square. Meanwhile four furniture vans filled with R.C.M.P. officers, armed with baseball bats, rolled into the square. A riot ensured.  When the dust was settled, the R, C, M, P, had encircled the trekkers.  A squad of men armed with mounted Vickers machine guns guarded entrances to the campsite.

Approximately 1000 trekkers were jailed as a result of the riot. Forty of them suffered from gun shot wounds, and one man was killed. The man killed was Detective Charles Miler, a Regina policeman. On the day of the riot Miller, an experienced officer, was off-duty and in plain clothes.

There were two conflicting stories as to who was responsible for the death of Miller: the trekkers blamed the R.C.M.P., and the R.C.M.P. maintained that the rioters had killed Miller.

TASK

Based on the available evidence, rank the following in order of responsibility for the death of Charles Miller,. Justify your ranking.

• RELIEF CAMP MANAGERS

• R.C.M.P.

•  PRIME MINISTER BENNETT

• CHARLES MILLER

• TREKKERS




• COMMUNIST AGITATORS

• THE DROUGHT

LEVEL OF RESPONSIBILITY
REASON(S)

MOST ________________
__________________________________________

2nd
________________
__________________________________________

3rd
________________
__________________________________________

4th
________________
__________________________________________

5th
________________
__________________________________________

6th
________________
__________________________________________

LEAST ________________
__________________________________________ 

Relevance Square Variation (one pair’s response)
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Appendix Three: Sample Historical Graphs
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[image: image6.wmf]Variation and Extension:

Students conduct research to identify key events, quotes, policies, etc. to be placed on graph. Justify in a class report taking on the roles of policy advisers or lobby groups such as the Fraser Institute to the Canadian Labour Congress trying to persuade. An exercise to understanding bias. 
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