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About the History Learning Project



 

Arlene Díaz, Joan 
Middendorf, David Pace & 
Leah Shopkow, Directors 
(three from History, one 
Education and Campus 
Instructional Consulting)



 

Four Senior Fellows 
(History Department 
faculty members and 
instructors)



 

Two Graduate Research 
Fellows per year (graduate 
students)



 

Project Assistant



The History Learning Project’s Activities



 

General Surveys



 

Think-alouds and interviews



 

Investigations in nine classes



 

Primary Sources



 

Written Argument



 

Affective Impediments to History Learning



Framework 1: Methodology

The 
“Decoding

the 
Disciplines”

Process
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The Decoding the Disciplines Process 
 
  

Step 1 
Where in my 

course do many 
students 

consistently fail 
to master 

crucial ideas or 
actions? 

Step 2 
What are the steps 

or operations that a 
student must have 

mastered to get past 
this bottleneck to 

learning? 

Step 3 
How can I show 
students how to 

do these 
operations? 

Step 4 
How can I give my 

students an 
opportunity to 
practice and get 

feedback on each of 
these operations? 

Step 5 
How can I 

motivate them to 
continue through 

this process? 

Step 6 
How can I tell 

whether students 
have mastered 

these operations 
by the end of the 

process? 

Step 7 
How can I 

share what 
I have 

learned 
with 

others? 



Framework 2: Research

Research provides evidence to 
support the methodological 
framework and to suggest 
applications



Framework 2: Research 
Example: David Pace’s Course

Bottleneck:



 

Students often throw random facts at an 
answer hoping that they will stick

Definition of Necessary Operations


 

Uncover the propositions whose validity one 
would need to demonstrate in order to make 
an interpretation credible to readers. 



Framework 2: Research 
Example: David Pace’s Course

Modeling, Practice, and Feedback


 

Focus on defining basic propositions implicit 
in an interpretation in class presentations, in 
on-line assignments, and in-class team 
exercises

Assessment


 

Evaluate on-line assignments


 

Pre- and post-tests that explicitly ask students 
to list the things that they would have to prove 
to make a specific thesis credible



Framework 2: Research 
Example: Arlene Díaz’s Course

Fall 2008



 

GOAL:  *Analyze primary sources; *Put them in conversation 
with other course materials *Produce a historical argument



 

HOW?  Modeled the expected disciplinary thinking needed to 
execute these skills; 

 
Provided some opportunities to practice 

throughout the semester 


 

RESULTS:  -Improvement in understanding what needed to be 
done,  -Yet still factual and descriptive writings rather than 
interpretative essays 



 

PROBLEM:  Lack of motivation prevented students from 
bringing the several skills learned in class together in their 
essay exams.



Framework 2: Research 
Example: Arlene Díaz’s Course
Fall 2009



 

Used Team-Based Learning (TBL) Michaelsen (2004) 


 

Preliminary Results:  


 

Improved student ability to connect sources


 

Improved student thinking shown in thesis statements


 

Compared to last year non-TBL class


 

faster progress to higher levels of interpretation


 

more student enthusiasm about improving quality of work, 
particularly in students performing below average and at 
average 



 

What’s next? Improve course mechanics: Readiness Assessment 
Tests, rubrics,  in-class production of Application Projects and 
improve team peer evaluations.
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Team‐Based Learning in a History Class: Using TBL to Motivate Disciplinary Thinking 
 
 
 Arlene J. Díaz (Associate Professor of History and Director of Latino Studies), and Joan Middendorf (Associate 
Director of Campus Instructional Consulting and Adjunct Professor in Higher Education) Indiana University‐
Bloomington) 
 
 
Background: The course Latin American Colonial History Survey has been part of a 3‐year Teagle and Spencer 
Foundation study to find effective ways to help students construct arguments based on documentary evidence 
and to express this in writing.1  In particular, the class focused on helping students analyze primary sources 
and put them in conversation with other course materials in order to produce a historical argument.  Even 
though the instructor explicitly modeled the expected disciplinary thinking needed to execute these skills to 
the students, and provided some opportunities to practice, many students were not motivated to bring the 
several skills together for their essay exams.   In the fall of 2009 the class was revamped using Team Based 
Learning (TBL) (Michaelsen, 2004) to address the motivation problem.  
 
Description: Using the Decoding the Discipline (DtD) Method (Middendorf and Pace, 2004), the instructor had 
already analyzed major bottlenecks to learning in this course and ways of modeling these, including the weekly 
learning outcomes.  This prior work allowed the seamless transformation of this lecture and active learning 
class into a TBL class, which in turn helped to solve the motivation problem within the DtD method. In the non‐
TBL version of the same class, most students consistently went back to factual and descriptive writings rather 
than come closer to interpretative essays. When they did active learning exercises, they were told the work 
was good, but there was no explicit rubric for everyone to publicly measure their work against. How did TBL 
help? First, the individual and group Readiness Assessment Tests were used to motivate students to look for 
readings’ thesis statement and major points rather than memorization of facts.  Students were allowed to 
bring their reading notes (to promote note‐taking) to the quizzes and this encouraged them to focus on 
understanding the content of the reading. Second, in the eight Application Projects throughout the semester 
students practiced solving historical problems by extracting and interpreting evidence from documents and by 
formulating arguments with their teams.  The explicit and very public way the Application Projects were 
presented and evaluated provided immediate, specific feedback about the kind of thinking required. By the 
time of their take‐home essay exams, students had already analyzed much of the materials in groups, and had 
practiced the interpretative not descriptive work.  
 
Preliminary Results: Two of the four essay exams have been coded based on the course bottlenecks.  In a scale 
from 0 to 4, the level of students’ thinking shown in their essay arguments and source analysis was assessed, 
assigning a “0” when the execution was wrong or non‐existent, all the way to a 4, which denoted a high level 
of interpretation and synthesis.  The level of thinking demonstrated in the thesis statements improved from an 
average of 1.82 in the first exams to 2.85 in the second exams (out of 4).  In terms of the level of thinking when 
connecting sources, the improvement was remarkable, from a mean of 0.71 in the first exam to 2.79 in the 
second.  All of these means were statistically significant. Compared to last year’s non‐TBL class, students were 
able to move faster to higher levels of interpretation, and more students are enthusiastic on improving their 
work.  Also, improvement seems to be more evident among below average and average students.  

                                                            
1 This project is being carried out by the History Learning Project (Leah Shopkow, David Pace, Joan Middendorf and Arlene 
Díaz) at Indiana University‐Bloomington.  http://www.iub.edu/~hlp/ 
 

http://www.iub.edu/%7Ehlp/


Framework 2: Research 
Example: Leah Shopkow’s Course

Medieval Heroes
Fall 2008
Problem: To get 

students to 
understand 
that historical 
texts have 
audiences and 
reflect social 
realities



Framework 2: Research 
Example: Leah Shopkow’s Course

Changes for Spring 2010 in Medieval 
Heroes:



 

Explicit focus on social relationships in texts



 

More focused units with more secondary 
source support



 

More modeling and practice of close reading



 

TBL (inspired by Arlene Díaz)



 

More explicit examination of self as audience
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Framework 3: Social Framework



 

Sharing results and ideas


 

Synergies


 

Legitimation
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Example: Decoding the Disciplines Course Planning Template (for Medieval Heroes)1 
 
 

 

                                                 
1 ©History Learning Project 2009 
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