David Hicks, Jeff Carroll, Peter Doolittle,
John Lee, and Brian Oliver

Easily the most boring class was History
of Magic, which was the only one taught
by a ghost. Professor Binns had been very
old indeed when he had fallen asleep in
front of the staff room fire and got up the
next morning to teach, leaving his body
behind him. Binns dyoned on and on
while they [the students] scribbled down
names and dates, and gor Emeric the
Evil and Uric the Oddball mixed up.!

HISTORY LESSONS FOR YOUNG HARRY
PorTER and his compatriots were devoid
of inquiry, imagination, empathy, inter-
pretation, and personal meaning. Such
history instruction is not only the stuff
of fiction, unfortunately. Asking one class
of fifth grade students the question “What
does it mean to be a history student in
your school?” provided a sleepy series of
answers: “Study, take notes ... To hear sto-
ries, do worksheets and study events ... To
learn about history facts and ideas ... It
means applying yourself, paying attention,
and scoring well on tests and quizzes.”

In a history class, students typically
“listen to the teacher explain the day’s
lesson, use the textbook, and take tests.
Sometimes they memorize information
or read stories about events and people.
They seldom work with other students,
use original documents, write term papers
or discuss the significance of what they
are studying.”

Meaningful History

The history classroom should be trans-
formative, not boring. Students should
be challenged to do more than listen

14 sodal studies and the young learmer

Teaching the M

Social Studies and the Young Leamer 16(3), pp. 14-16
©2004 National Council for the Social Studies

to a string of facts and then recite. We
believe that

1: Powerful and meaningful history
teaching is founded upon “systemaric
and sophisticated literacy work”;?

2: Student abilities to comprehend
history and think historically are based
upon “a set of skills educators can nur-
ture, not an ability whose development
they must wait for or whose absence they
must lament”;*

3: Effective teachers are concerned with
both course content and student learning
processes;’ and

4: Active teaching (presenting infor-
mation creatively, structuring discourse,
and monitoring work on assignments)
increases student gains on achievement
tests more than individual student work
on curriculum materials.®

A meaningful history classroom is a
place where the teacher provides students
with conceptual frames of reference to
practice the doing of history.” To create
such a classroom is by no means an easy
task, especially in today’s political environ-
ment, where a standardized curriculum
is stressed. Educators and social studies
critics Dianne Ravitch and Chester Finn
claim that many students do not acquire
historical knowledge from their exposure
to history in schools.® Recent state-man-
dated standardized assessments in history
and social science appear to verify this
claim. For example, during the first
two years of the Virginia Standards of
Learning Assessments, students have
scored lower on the history and social
studies sections than on any of the
other core subjects (English, math, and
science).® When confronted with such
results, we must recognize the need to
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re-examine our own approaches to the
teaching of history.

Fundamental Skills

To understand the relationship between
past and present, students must practice
the fundamental skills of the historian.
These fundamental skills include: (a)
chronological thinking; (b) historical
analysis of cause and effect; and (c) dis-
cussion, debate, and persuasive writing. We
provide below a lesson plan, “The Mystery
of Sam Smiley;” that may be used to begin
to address such skills with students. It sup-
ports the development of strategies that
enable students to: (a) explore historical
questions; (b) comprehend and work with
ideas from various sources; (c) recognize
and attempt to reconcile conflicting
accounts; and (d) construct explanations
and narratives that reveal an understand-
ing of historical context and chronology.
This lesson could be used as an introduc-
tion before any unit of study thar utilizes
primary documents and asks students to
participate in analyzing them. It is appro-
priate, with some modification, for both
upper elementary and middle school social

studies classrooms.

Practicing Historiography

Historiography is “The writing of his-
tory based on the critical examination of
sources, the selection of particulars from
authentic materials, and the synthesis of
particulars into a narrative that will stand
the test of critical methods” (Webster’s).
The Mystery of Sam Smiley reveals to stu-
dents that “history is less than the past,” in
the sense that we can never know every-
thing that actually happened. Partici-
pating in the mystery highlights the fact




Lesson Plan: The Mystery of Sam Smiley

Overview of the Lesson

»  Grade Level: Fifth through eighth

»  Time Required: Two so-minute periods

»  Materials; Use the Handouts that follow in the Pullout section

»  Read aloud. “Sam Smiley has disappeared without a trace, under
mysterious circumstances. We will break up the class into groups of
three to four students. Each group will become a team of detectives.
"The teams will sift through available evidence gathered from different
sources. Fach teams will create a profile of Sam Smiley, construct a
time line of Sam’s final day, and produce a report detailing events that
might explain Sam's disappearance.”

Scaffold the Investigation

Provide each group with an evidence analysis chart (see Pullout, handout
1) to aid in their detective work. Students can use the guide to catalogue
evidence in preparation for

* building a profile of Sam Smiley.

* creating a timeline to trace the events of Sams final day.

* trying to explain Sam's disappearance.

Follow a Trail of Evidence

Provide each group with a range of sources including: six eyewitness
statements (handout 2); a local bus schedule (handout 3); the content of
Samm’s wallet (handout 4); and a map showing where Sam was last seen
(handout 5). In elementary classrooms, allow teams of students to read
and work with one handout (at least 10 minutes) before passing out the
next one. Middle school classes could be given the evidence all at once.
(Younger students often feel overwhelmed with the amount of material
they have to evaluate if it is presented all at once).

Ask (ritical Questions

Read aloud to students: “As detectives, we consider carefully all of the
available sources of information. When trying to understand an event
that happened in the past, we put all the information that we have col-
lected into one place. Then we can compare and contrast different bits of
evidence, see if any patterns emerge, and look for hints at what might still
be missing. Apply the following four questions to each of your sources of
evidence in the Mystery of Sam Smiley.”

Handout 1 instructs teams of detectives to analyze the information
provided by each source:

1) Observations: What does this source tell us directly about Sam
Smiley and the events leading up to his sudden disappearance? If the source
is a witness, what did he or she direcly observe or have knowledge of?

2) Inferences: What does the evidence from this source suggest about
the personality of Sam Smiley and the event leading up to his sudden
disappearance? (Inferences are like hunches. They are ideas that may lead
somewhere, but more evidence is needed to back them up.)

3) Gaps: What does this evidence not tell me about Sam Smiley and
events leading to his sudden disappearance? (What is missing in the
information provided by this source?)

4) Questions: What new questions arise from the evidence I just
gathered? What questions can I ask witnesses that might help them
remember even more about that evening? What further evidence should
I be looking for?

As students examine each individual source, encourage them to evalu-
ate the utility of each source in the light of the above four categories, and
also to examine the consistency of information across sources. Moving
between working groups, the teacher can begin to act as Chief Detective,
gathering observations and discussing inferences. The Chief Detective can

spur the detectives to do their best work and ask provocative questions,
such as, “Why are some pieces of information interesting, while other
pieces of information seem unimportant?”

Report the Findings

Groups create and present their profile of Sam and timeline of Sam's day.
The Chief Detective can contrast the work of various teams, pointing out
any differences in the reported timing of certain events as well as different
impressions of Sam as a person. The Chief may request that each team
explain its results to resolve such discrepancies. The Chief then asks teams
to read their final reports, which summarize the evidence and provide a
best guess at the events that may have led to Sam's disapearance. Again
the teacher evaluates the degree of consistency, or lack thereof, in the
final reports.

Recognize Imperfection

At this point in the lesson, students often ask the question, “So what
really happened to Sam?” ‘The surprise is that there are several possible
answers, and no clear winner, given the information in the handous.
There are several reasonable scenarios (hypotheses) for what might have
happened to Sam, but there is not enough evidence to support one as
the most likely.

The need for a teacher-centered “correct” answer reflects students’
predisposition toward seeing history as little more than a neatly packaged
and easily consumed, if not particularly satisfying, chronicle of facts. A
response from the teacher, “Well, we have all seen the same evidence. I
know as much as you do about what possibly could have happened,”
can perplex and frustrate students. Such consternation is appropriate,
since a key point of the simulation is for students to begin to develop
an awareness and image of what the actual process of historical research
can feel and look like. It can be frustrating, and it can look messy., but
at some point, a crucial understanding—or maybe a new and central
question—can arise.

A teacher-centered answer to the mystery would deny the complex-
ity of what it means to do historical research. A fixed answer would also
prohibit a furure exploration of such issues as: What is history? Who
writes (or “produces”) history? Who is history for? And what is the point
of history? (Questions, particularly the latter, which teachers tend to hear
from frustrated students, rather than choose to ask of their students).
The Mystery of Sam Smiley creates an opportunity within a social stud-
ies classroom for students to begin to wrestle with these questions. By
participating in the creation of a coherent narrative, they can glimpse at
their role in the process of doing history.

Ask Critical Questions (Again)

Ask questions about each teams particular construction of Sam Smiley’s

story:

* How did you actually come to your conclusions?

+ How did you use the evidence to look for clues?

s What strategies and skills did your group use to come to your current
conclusion?

e What other forms of evidence would help you develop a clearer picture
of what happened to Sam?

¢ What problems did you face in trying to solve the mystery?

* How is the mystery of Sam Smiley like doing historical research?

*  What does it mean to study history?
Condlude the lesson by asking students what they liked or disliked

about this activity. Do they think that any of the skills they used today

will be useful in understanding other events in history?
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that histories are constructed. Researchers
use fragments of the past to make con-
nections and create an understanding of
events. Indeed, if more evidence is found,
or the evidence is interpreted and used
differently, then a very different reading
or depiction of the event may arise.

Listening as students explain the logic
and reasoning behind their answers, we
hear them break from the typical opinion
that history is a static, neatly packaged,
and unquestionable record of the past. In
contrast, student comments following the
lesson included: “History is like solving
a mystery about the past”...”You have to
digaround to find out”... “History means
trying to find answers by looking at dif-
ferent pieces of evidence”... “It’s all based
on evidence” ... “Itinvolves using detective
skills to question and use sources. Because
there are limited facts and possibilities™ ...
“Historians aren’t always sure about what
happened, so they have to go with their
intuition and support [ideas] with evi-
dence which could get hard sometimes.”
Ultimately the extent to which an inter-
pretation is accepted rests with how well
the historian has marshaled the evidence
into a narrative that can withstand critical
inquiry from knowledgeable and histori-
cally aware citizens.

Condusion

At the 2001 National Council for the
Social Studies Annual Conference, James
Loewen, historian and author of Lies My
Teacher Told Me, stressed the importance
of teaching historiography." “The Mystery
of Sam Smiley” supports this assertion;
it provides the teacher with a concep-
tual framework that allows students to
acquire the understandings and abilities
necessary to begin to examine and prac-
tice the doing of history. The simulation
serves as an entry point through which
students can continue to participate in
projects and lessons that are not merely
“yoked to the textbook, [and] captive to
a talk and chalk.”* Creating opportuni-
ties to engage deeply with the processes of
doing history allows students to begin to
develop a sense of mindfulness as to the
purpose, power, and utility of studying
history that goes well beyond an ability
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to recite dates, names and places. As Peter
Lee, co-director of the Concepts of his-
tory and teaching Approaches (CHATA)
Project contends, it is “absurd...to say that
school children know any history if they
have no understanding of how historical
knowledge is attained, its relationship to
evidence....Without an understanding
of what makes a claim historical, there
is nothing to distinguish such an ability
from the ability to recite sagas, legends,
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myths, and poems.” &
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Handouts for The Mystery of Sam Smiley

Handout 1: Evidence Analysis Sheet

1) OBservarrons: What does this source tell us directly about Sam Smiley and the events leading up to his sudden disappearance? If the
source is a witness, what did he or she directly observe or have knowledge of?

2) INeereNCES: What does the evidence from this source suggest about the personality of Sam Smiley and the event leading up to his sudden
disappearance? (Inferences are like hunches. They are ideas that may lead somewhere, but more evidence is needed to back them up.)

3) Gaps: What does this evidence 70t tell me about Sam Smiley and events leading to his sudden disappearance? (What is missing in the
information provided by this source?)

4) QUESTIONSs: What new questions arise from the evidence I just gathered? What questions can I ask witnesses that might help them
remember even more about that evening? What further evidence should I be looking for?

Receipt B

Receipt D

i R

us schedule
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Handout 2: Witness Statements

Witness #1 Roberta Wilson, friend

Sam, Adam and I met at the ticket booth at 8:00p.m and we went
into see the Smelly Feet. The concert was really super groovy. The
Smelly Feet rock! Everyone was dancing and shouting and the mosh
pit was really fun. It was absolutely packed. I had to be home earlier
than Sam and Adam. The last bus to my neighborhood leaves at
11:30. I think I left the concert at about 11:00. The last I saw Sam
he was still in the Smelly Feet mosh pit.

Witness #2 Adam Gonzales, friend

We all met at the ticket both at about 8:00. Sam was late as usual.
He got there at 8:15. We have been waiting months to see Smelly
Feet. And we nearly went inside without him. He said the 7:00
bus was cancelled. And the next one from his neighborhood was
at 7:30. He is always late, I mean I took the 6:30 in to beat the
crowds and meet up with Roberta. But Sam just was not ready.
He had been out all afternoon and I guess his Mom said he was
running late.

We had a really fantastic time at the concert. Sam and I spent
over an hour in the mosh pit. We even stayed in the mosh even
after Roberta left. When the concert was over after three encores
at about 11:00 we left the stadium to go to our bus stop. Man the
streets were packed and we had to push our way through. We were
waiting for the 11:30 bus, it’s the last bus to our neighborhood and
then Sam decided he was hungry. He saw some hot dog cart a
couple of blocks down the street. And he set off and he just did
not make it back in time when the bus came. I could see him in
the line for the hot dog.

Witness #3 Henry Fellows, taxi driver

Well, T knew it could be a busy night due to the Smelly Feet concert.
And I had just dropped off a group of girls when my dispatcher
called and sent me back to the stadium for one more fare. In fact
I was to pick him up on Sullivan Street two blocks over to avoid
the crowds. He was waiting for me by a hotdog stand at about 12:
30 and appeared a little frustrated with the wait and the fact that
he had just spilled ketchup allover his blue sweatshirt and pants.
And that was all he talked about since they were new. He said he
had called at about 11:45, but the streets were packed with traffic
and this was the best I could do. Then he says to me, “I live in
Oak Village at 2332 North Street.” Well it is about $10 to get there,
and he had only $6. I run a business not a charity. I told him I
would take him as far as I could for $6 and then he would have
to get out. I dropped him off at the corner of Main Street and
south, which is about 4 miles south of his house. And that was at
about 12:45 or so.
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Witness #4 Mrs. Smiley, mother
My dear son Sam (sniff) had been looking forward to this day
for months. In the morning I gave him his allowance and he told

. me he was staying at a friends house tonight after the Smelly Feet

concert. He had been out all afternoon I am not sure what he was
doing. But he came home just in time for (sob) dinner. In fact he
was a little fate because Adam had phoned twice to speak to Sam
and he was not in. He left a message just saying see you at the ticket
booth. Sam came in had a couple of bites to eat went upstairs and
then I heard him come down stairs and he just shouted “ See you
later.” I was just going to see if he needed any more money but he
was gone. That was the last time . . . (sobs again).

Witness #5 Mr. G. Reaper, dog walker

Everyday I get up at five in the morning, make some coffee, walk
my dogs, and get my newspaper. I have a German shepherd and a
Black lab. This morning while I was out on my usual walk down
windy lane, I had only been walking for a few minutes, when
the dogs started barking and going crazy. As we went around the
corner they pulled me out into the middle of the road and there
was a pair of jogging shoes and a wallet. And I immediately went
home and called the police. I then remembered that my wife had
said that at around midnight or so, she had been woken up when
she had heard a lot of noise outside like engines roaring and brakes
screeching. I bet something was happening out there. \

Witness #6 Ms. Susan Chang, resident

My house sits about half-a-mile south of the intersection of Windy
Lane and South Street. Boy, over the years have I seen some acci-
dents. There really should be streetlights, a sidewalk and more
signs to get drivers to slow down. I have even written to the town
council about this problem. I was watching Conan O’Brien at
about 12:40. Boy, is he funny. Anyway I heard a car stop outside
of my house. And I saw this young kid with a blue sweatshirt and
Khaki pants getting out of a taxi. But I could not work out why he
was outside my house since the next housing development—OQOak
Village—is about three or four miles down the road. He was not
anyone I really recognized. It is a shock to think that I was the last
one to see him.



Handout 3; Evening Bus Schedule

Monday -Thursday: Friday — Saturday:

Last trip from North Main to Whipple is 10:30 pm Last trip from North Main to Whipple is rr:15s pm
Last trip from Whipple to North Main is 10:45 pm Last trip from Whipple to North Main is 11:30 pm
North Main Hall Whipple Stadium North Main Hall

7:00 7:1§ 7:30

7:30 7:45 8:00

8:00 8:15 8:30

8:30 8:45 9:00

9:00 915 9:30

9:30 9:45 10:00

10:00 10115 10:30

10:30 10:45 IL:00

*Friday - Saturday

11§ 11:30 1145

Handout 4: Contents of Sam’s Wallet
CoLLEGE OF SarEM
STUDENT ID

Name SAM SMILEY
boB  12/25/79
PN 10097

2000-2004

b IN ONCERT AT WHIPPLE STADIUM

SMELLY FEEI

Lgric T[ﬁcatrc
ADMIT ONE

BROCCOLI FIENMDS FROM SATURN

STRIKE RGAIN SHTURDAY SEPTEMBER 380
SEPT 3 12:38PM 8:30M
A CAPTAIN SENSIBLE PRODUCTION
RECEIPT A RECEIPT B RECEIPT C RECEIPT D
Big Al's Jann's Juke Box Cool Clothes Super Cool Clothez
Time = 1:29 pm Music Store Fashion Warehouse Time = 3:07
Date = Saturday Sept. 3 Time = 5:30 pm ' Time = 4:17 pm Date = Saturday Sept. 3
2 Hot Dogs - $5.00 Date = Saturday Sept. 3 Date = Saturday Sept. 3 Shirt - $10.00
1 Large Soda - $1.99 Smelly Feet CD - $17.99 Pants - $14.98 Shoes - $55.00
Socks - $3.20
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Handout 5: Map—Location of “Disappearance” (with Inset)

o338

Ak VILLAGE

Inset of Windy Land/South Street Intersectio
WHIPPLE STADIUM

Key
A = Susan Chang’s house

B = G. Reaper’s house
C = North Main Hall

D = Sam Smiley’s house

® = Taxi Drop-Off

® = Shoes and wallet found
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