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“In scholarship and research, having a ‘problem’ is at the heart of the investigative process; it is the compound of the generative questions around which all creative and productive activity revolves. But in one’s teaching, a "problem" is something you don’t want to have, and if you have one, you probably want to fix it.”

Randy Bass, “The Scholarship of Teaching:  What’s the Problem?”

This presentation is based on the work of Indiana University Freshman Learning Project (FLP) and the History Learning Project (HLP—pictured left).  The History Learning Project is directed by Arlene Díaz,  Joan Middendorf, David Pace, and Leah Shopkow and has been funded by the  History Department and the college of Arts and Sciences, and the Center for Innovative Teaching & Learning at Indiana University, as well as the Teagle and Spencer Foundations.
http://www.iub.edu/~hlp/
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Handout 1
 
Decoding the Disciplines
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Handout 2						
What’s your bottleneck?

1) Identify a specific moment in your course in which your students face a learning bottleneck (i.e. something that is essential for their success but which semester after semester large numbers of students fail to grasp).

2) Describe as precisely as you can what they are getting wrong.  (What is the nature of the bottleneck?)

Here are examples of productive and unproductive ways to approach this issue:		

1. English
Vague: Students cannot interpret texts. 
Useful: “Students in literature classes have a particular problem in the basic approach to textual interpretation.  Students forever want to go directly to interpreting a text without first getting a good grasp of a text’s content.  They need to observe before they interpret, but they are constantly skipping a thoughtful observation stage.  Skipping this stage leads to poor interpretations.”  (This observation is specific enough and provides enough information that it can serve as a starting place for the analysis of the bottleneck.) 
-Gutjahr, 2004

2. Biology
 Vague: Students have difficulty moving from fact learning to a deeper understanding of biological processes
  Useful: Students have difficulty visualizing chromosomes, appreciating the distinction between similar and identical chromosomes (i.e., homologs and sister chromatids), and predicting their segregation patterns during mitosis and meiosis.  
-Strome, 2004
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Handout 3 

The Development of Arlene Díaz
(Ten Years of Gradual Change)

	Pre-2004
	Díaz is untenured faculty, working on gathering course materials and developing courses. She considers where her students are coming from but doesn’t have time to do more than this.

	2004
	Arlene Díaz gets tenure, begins working on improving student learning. Develops a set of guiding questions to help students grasp the relationship between Church and State. Results: It helps students grasp this specific point. This leads to other similar developments she characterizes as “baby steps” focusing on individual concepts.

	2005
	Her interest in pedagogy leads her to join the History Learning Project as a founding director (with Middendorf, Pace, and Shopkow)

	2006
	Introduced to Decoding the Disciplines through the Freshman Learning Project. She works on getting students to understand the nature of the historical discipline through series of exercises in class. Results: Pre- and Post-class surveys show clear student conceptual improvement.

	2008
	First year of three-year iterative process. Teaching “problem”: getting students to consider primary sources in relation to each other and as situated documents, rather than as isolated factual documents (Step 2, a procedural focus).  She begins with a focus on basic skills of historical understanding, taught by modeling the skills, and giving students many opportunities to practice. Results: students can do this when specifically asked to do it, but they do not automatically do it and did not mobilize these new skills on the final examination.

	2009
	Second year of a three-year iterative process. Since students can master the skills, the problem is getting them to deploy them (Step 5, a motivation focus). The solution is to flip the classroom and deploy Team-Based Learning (see references). The readings for each class remain the same, but students are organized in learning teams, take readiness assurance tests together (tests of mastery of the content of the readings) and then apply the reading to discussions and projects in class. While this seems a big change, the materials remain the same and the applications use exercises Díaz developed in earlier classes. Results: Sustained improvement in students’ work on exams, but strict Team-Based Learning format not well suited to a humanities course.

	2010
	Third year of a three-year iterative process. Adjustments are made to the orthodox structure of Team-Based Learning to fit better with History. Final projects and applications are changed to be more in tune with authentic historical activities and to make clearer what the student had learned. (Step 6, an assessment focus). The final assessment changed to a poster session, to require students to demonstrate their ability to detect and explain scholarly arguments; students had to explain and defend their posters. Exam essays became detailed outline essays instead of formal essays. Results: More than half the students improved in their ability to deploy evidence and create arguments in the outline essays across the semester.
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