Teaching American History: The History Consortium at The Hermitage

Work In America: The Heritage of Our Nation

Guidelines for Lesson Study in History 

I. Prologue

The primary purpose of our work is to nurture teachers as scholars: to encourage inquiry into history and into the teaching of history so that all students gain a greater competency in thinking historically about our heritage as a nation.  The core theme for our Cohort II is to develop teacher knowledge and lessons regarding the changing nature of work for women, men and children in America. Some of the key questions defined in our grant proposal are noted below.  

1. How did commerce and industrialization impact the nation?

2.  What did freedom mean for the former slaves and for workers throughout the nation?

3.  How have our aspirations, for ourselves and for our children, changed?

To explore the theme of work in America, we will examine

· individuals and families as entrepreneurial farmers, merchants, and industrialists;

· the role of slavery and meaning of freedom for slaves;

· the role of women in the family enterprise, during conflicts and their emergence into commerce and industry in the twentieth century;

· the rise and impact of labor unions; and

· the challenges of a global economic system in the twentieth century.

To develop a set of exemplary lessons, we will study history, converse with scholarly historians, attend to new notions about instructional standards, work together collaboratively, go about planning lessons differently, study whether our lessons work in the classroom, and generate a set of lesson plans that has the dual focus of the New Jersey Core Standards: namely, intellectual skills and substantive content.

This document outlines both how we will go about creating these new lessons and what these new lesson plans should look like. The Steering Committee has used the collaborative lesson study process outlined in this guide to develop a lesson; one member taught their lesson; and the team met to revise their original lesson plan. Now, one member of that collaborative team will teach that revised lesson and share the plan with you. We shall also devote time in our next sessions to a discussion about this approach to lesson planning. 

Given the theme of the year – Work in America – it is appropriate that our approach to the work of teachers differs from traditional practice. One of the major differences is our approach to lesson planning as a social, not an individual, process.  We practice collaborative planning and lesson review. Instead of each teacher scholar producing an individual lesson plan for casual review by other team members, teachers in each of the 4 teams will form small work-groups of two to five teachers to develop lesson plans.  Each of the four teams will collaboratively develop a single theme or unit based on the conversations we have with scholarly historians. Then, each small work-group within a team will develop a single lesson choosing a topic  appropriate to the team’s theme, selecting primary materials for student work, and determining how to integrate technology resources. Later, each lesson will be taught by one member of the work-group, in order to determine if the lesson actually works in the classroom. The critical question is not “How does the plan read?”, but rather is “How does the plan work?” When the lesson is taught by a work-group member, other work-group members will observe. The purpose of observing the lesson is to collect information about how students think about history, while working with the materials during the process of the lesson as the work-group planned it; that is, to determine if their plan actually works as a classroom lesson. The observation, therefore, is not about the teacher, but about their collaboratively planned lesson.  After the observation, the work-group meets to discuss their observation of their work and to make any revisions in the lesson plan that seems warranted, based upon their observations in the classroom.

 In all likelihood, the teaching of the lesson will not occur until next year, since the lesson needs to be placed in its appropriate place in the curriculum. In general terms, the final lesson plan itself will result from work with the matrix presented below.  The matrix is the expected format for your work-group’s final lesson plan. Preliminary plans may have a different format, as the work-group attempts to organize the content and activities of the lesson. This final plan, however, needs to focus on “how students think historically.” As you work, you may wish to devote one or more separate pages to each of the five sections of the matrix.  Each work-group within each team will develop at least one lesson. 

Each work-group lesson will relate to the unit/theme that the team as a whole has selected and discussed as a team. Each lesson plan, therefore, will have a statement about the place of the unit in the curriculum and about the importance of this particular historical content.  Each work-group’s lesson plan will present the lesson context as developed by the larger team.  The preliminary lesson plan should also carry a specific “note to the teacher” that presents the substance the teacher needs to understand in order to guide the students’ work in this particular lesson.

In addition to the inclusion of primary sources for student work, we anticipate that each team will provide for the inclusion of digital work tools and/or digital access to pertinent sources as is appropriate to the particular lesson.

Each team has 5 work days that it can schedule at its discretion to work on these lessons. Please, discuss this work schedule with your master teacher and your colleagues in your team.

We anticipate posting the team’s unit, composed of individual work-group’s lesson plan, on the website we have established for the teacher scholars.
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www,rbs.org/media/lesson_study/conference/2002/presentations/yoshidablbd.pdf

www.rbs.org/media/lesson_study/conference/2002/presentations/yoshidaoverview.pdf
Note: A major difference in our approach to lesson planning from that of the more traditional lesson planning is the collaborative nature of the teacher’s and the students’ work and the focus both on historic content and on historical thinking.  This difference is most evident by inclusion of Columns B and C, which focus on how students think as they work on the problem or central question. Ordinarily, in more traditional classrooms students answer discrete teacher questions in serial fashion; each small question gets one student answer and then the teacher moves on to another question and another student answer. Probably no one except the teacher tracks or understands the entire sequence of questions and answers. In our approach to instruction, students individually and then in small groups work out a complete answer to the problem and then present their understanding to the class as a whole. Their thesis and use of sources is then assessed as a total entity. We substitute a more holistic account of student thinking for the snippets of thought presented in answers to serial questions. 

The focus of our lesson is teaching for understanding; thus, the attention paid to anticipating how students are most likely to think and how to respond to their different strategies. The purpose is to insure that they do indeed form proper habits of mind or ways of thinking historically. (See a section below for a presentation on Habits of Mind.)  This thinking about students’ ways of thinking is the focus of columns B and C in your lesson plan.  In the Summary/ Commentary section of the lesson, after some or all of the students have presented their work to the class as a whole, the teacher points out the competing hypothesis, students’ varying use of supporting information, and how/why different theses might be valid.

This approach to developing and studying the effectiveness of lessons is referred to as Lesson Study or Research Lessons: teacher work-groups develop and research their own lessons. For the work-groups, the critical question is: “Did the lesson work in the classroom as we anticipated?  Were students led to think historically about this important question?” Thus, the need not only to talk about the lesson plans as written, but to observe them as they happen in a classroom. 

 Two sources of information about this approach to lesson planning are worth reading. They are noted below.

http://www.tc.Columbia.edu/centers/lessonstudy/doc/Lesson_Planning_Tool.pdf



http://nwrel.org/msec/lessonstudy/overview.html

III. Examples of Essential Understandings

Under the New Jersey set of Core Standards, essential understandings of are two types: cognitive/intellectual skills and substantive content. By definition, best practices lessons are standards based; thus, units and lessons need to incorporate both sets of standards.   Teachers will need to plan units and lessons with reference to both sets of standards from the New Jersey Core Content Standards for Social Studies (2004). The first set of standards, Standard 6.1, includes the historical or intellectual skills.  In Section IV of this document, we discuss these intellectual skills as Habits of Mind. One or more of the following proficiencies needs to be taught and assessed as part of each best practices unit/lesson.

A. Standards for Social Studies Core Intellectual Skills 

Building upon the knowledge and skills gained in the previous grades, by the end of Grade 12 students will demonstrate the following intellectual competencies.   

1. Analyze how historical events shape the modern world.

2. Formulate questions and hypotheses from multiple perspectives, using multiple sources.

3. Gather, analyze, and reconcile information from primary and secondary sources to support or reject hypotheses.

4. Examine source data within the historical, social, political, geographic, or economic context in which it was created, testing credibility and evaluating bias.

5. Evaluate current issues, events, or themes and trace their evolution through historical periods.

6. Apply problem-solving skills to national, state, or local issues and propose reasoned solutions.

7. Analyze social, political, and cultural change and evaluate the impact of each on local, state, national, and international issues and events.

8. Evaluate historical and contemporary communications to identify factual accuracy, soundness of evidence, and absence of bias and discuss strategies used by the government, political candidates, and the media to communicate with the public. 

B. Standards for Social Studies Core Substantive Content (deleted)
IV. The Importance of Using the Habits of the Mind Model

By developing historical Habits of the Mind, students see the past with historical empathy, grasp the interplay of change and continuity, and understand the complexity of cause. Students should engage in these ways of thinking in their instructional processes. Reference to these ways of thinking should be evident in columns B and C of your lesson plans.

· Constructing and evaluating arguments.

· Using evidence to build plausible arguments.

· Using documents and other forms of primary data.

· Developing skills to analyze context, point of view, bias, and to interpret evidence.

· Assess issues of change and continuity overt time.

· Developing the capacity to handle diverse interpretations.

· Understanding multiple perspectives.

· Applying historical perspective and the sequence of events.

V. The Importance of Focusing on Essential Understandings

The critical components of a best practice lesson involve the development of the history lesson around the formulation of historical questions, problems, and/or essential understandings.  The core theme of our year’s program is “Work In America: The Heritage of Our Nation.” Here are some examples that should be considered in the development of your unit and individual lessons.

Examples of the Essential Understandings or Historical Questions for cohort 2 are noted below.

1. The economic and social reforms of the Reconstruction Period.

Q. Why did many newly emancipated slaves choose sharecropping over wage labor in the South?

2. The expansion of industry after the Civil War.

Q. How effective was the voice of laborers in the struggle to improve working conditions?

3. The rise of corporations and the fear of trusts.

Q. Why did Americans choose Wilson's New Freedom plan over Roosevelt's New Nationalism in the election of 1912?

4. The impact of the railroad on the United States and New Jersey?

Q. How did the Pennsylvania Railroad become the dominant economic and political force in New Jersey?

5. The impact of Victorian culture on morals and manners of the leisure class.

    Q. What does the architectural design of The Hermitage and the pictures, artifacts, and letters of the Rosencrantz family        

             tell us about lifestyles, class differences, and gender roles during the Victorian Era?

VI. Planning Units/Lessons for Observation and Evaluation

The development of our lessons, as noted above, will differ from the ways of working that teachers are accustomed to in planning their classes. An observable lesson should include collaboration among work-group members in developing the lesson, feedback from other teachers in your team who did not develop the lesson, written or documented information from your students when the lesson is taught, a critique by the work-group when the lesson is taught, and self-evaluation.

The observation of the lesson in the classroom is not focused on the ability of the teacher as an individual, but on the lesson the work-group developed and on whether that lesson engaged students in thinking historically and led students to an understanding of the essential questions. Your lesson plan should include adequate resources so that other teachers can use it with their classes. The team’s set of lessons should also include the use of documents, technology, and a rubric for an assessment of student work (most likely an essay.)  Towards the end of the three year program, the external evaluators will comment on the effectiveness of the lessons/unit by determining the extent to which high school students demonstrate their knowledge of American history as evidenced by their essays and activities. A visit by an outside observer will focus on the activities of students, their ability to do the work of historians (identify a thesis, analyze evidence, and re-evaluate their thesis.) 

