Proposal for Conference Paper Presentation

by David Ellis, Assoc. Prof. of History and Chair of the Dept. of History at Augustana College in Rock Island, Illinois, davidellis@augustana.edu 

“From Edutainment Toward Critical Engagement:  Transforming Student Audience Members into Active and Analytical Participants in Debate”

Origins of the Project

My SoTL project represents an attempt to improve an important component of my introductory history courses:  structured class debates.  Both introductory courses share a common architecture.
  They are primarily designed to teach students how to think historically.  Toward that end, students approach a different topic and set of questions each week from three different angles.  Typically, students are first introduced to an specific historical problems of a given era on Mondays through reading in a textbook.  This class has as its format an interactive lecture which “covers” basic “facts” about some important events, names, dates, etc.  The main point of this class is to give students a basic narrative about an era which will enhance their contextual treatment of the historical problems we address that week.  The other two classes in the week “uncover” (to borrow the SOTL terminology popularized on my campus by Lendol Calder) the process of historical thinking.  On Wednesdays, students are confronted with primary documents (eyewitness accounts) from the past.  We practice the skill of interrogating the documents to answer a specific set of historical questions that I supply the students with.  The effect of Wednesday’s inquiries is to deconstruct the tidy historical narrative presented in the textbook and to equip the students with both evidence and the skills to interpret that evidence so that they can provide their own answer to an historical question – and be aware of its strengths and weaknesses.  I guide the discussions for the class – which I often break up into groups – but try to get the students to construct their own interpretations of the documents.  I also model the skills of historical thinking I want them to acquire, and I highlight those successful instances in which students exhibit such thinking.  On at least five of the Fridays in the term the class discusses excerpts of countervailing (and often conflicting) accounts written by scholars who have addressed problems similar to those we address.  For most of the past two years prior to 2007, I asked two teams of two or three students to identify and defend the thesis of the scholar’s argument I assigned them and to try to persuade the rest of the class of the superiority of that argument using (in theory) all of the different kinds of evidence we have read in regard to the topic.  The scholarly problem this left me with was that this approach produced results that were hit or miss, with some teams and some audience members clearly engaging more with the material and thinking more critically about it than others.  While some of those debates worked well to help students synthesize and critically re-evaluate what they had learned about the topic, some debates were flops.

As my solution to this problem, I have implemented two important changes to the debate format – changes spurred by conversations at a recent SOTL conference at St. Olaf/Carleton.  The two main changes have been to shift to a format of “structured controversy” for debate teams and to require students to keep a flow chart of the debate.  The general idea of a structured controversy is fairly straightforward.  I provide the two debate teams with specific and conflicting theses which are highly problematic.  I purposely make each thesis plausible, but open to attack on several levels, allowing the other team plenty of openings if they use their skills of historical thinking properly.
  The flow chart for the debate is a fairly simple one I have borrowed from a colleague at Lake Forest. The flow chart requires students in the audience to keep track of the main arguments, counter-arguments, and counter-counter arguments of each debate team.  I also require students in the audience to write one critical question or comment for each team, and to explain at the end of the debate why they think one team did a better job of persuading the class than the other.

The changes have produced considerable – I would say remarkable – improvements.  Instead of having to flog the debates along, I now serve mostly as a traffic cop, co-ordinating the responses of the many highly engaged student audience members who pose challenging questions to the debate teams and so advance our understanding of the useful problems involved with each topic.  To demonstrate these changes, and to help me figure out where this approach still needs improvement, I have implemented a SoTL project to measure students’ assessment of their own learning and of the impact of the debates on both debate team members and audience members.  

Project Goals and Provisional Payoffs

There are two general questions for this project.  How does structured controversy affect the learning of debaters?  How does keeping a flow chart of the debate affect the learning of audience members?  In collaboration with my colleague in Psychology, Mark Vincent, I am in the process of analyzing the data, and would like to present my generally very positive findings at the conference.  The data are based on students’ self-assessment using a Likert scale, and partly on observations by me.  I will also assess some “control group” debates, which were conducted without structured controversy.  I believe that the data will let me explain the extent to which the debates are successful in fostering student learning, as well as why they are successful.  The central reasons for the success of the debates at this point appear to be the fact that they are scaffolded into other assignments and therefore promote significant learning; that they harness a healthy element of competition and introduce luminal elements of learning; and that the debates promote both analytical and synthetic learning.  My presentation will place my work in the context of what other SoTL and Communications scholars have done regarding these issues.  (Please see attached measurement device, for which I have 3 sets semester-length class responses (with 5-6 sets of evaluations per semester per class), as well as 1 “control group” set of responses (for 5 debates in one semester).

Other Project Benefits

I hope that this project will improve my introductory courses and contribute to better student learning.  Yet, I also hope that it has broader ramifications.  The basic problem I am addressing – of how to ensure more active and critical engagement in student-led debates that benefit all members of the course – has broader applications.  I expect that I will alter my upper-level courses in response to what I learn through this project.  After receiving useful criticism at the conference, I would love to collect additional data and then publish an article in a peer-reviewed SOTL publication, perhaps in collaboration with other colleagues.

� The architecture is somewhat more flexible than appears here.


� I have introduced other means – especially the use of analytical journal entries – to assess whether students are able to identify and critically analyze the thesis of the assigned scholarly excerpts.





