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Abstract

This paper extends a continuing line of inquiry investigating how multimedia
resources might be joined with other support structures to effectively implement
problem-based histrocial inquiry (PBHI) activities for students in secondary social studies
classrooms. Two history teachers with experience in PBHI implemented a technology-
supported civil rights unit in their classrooms. Analysis of culminating student
presentations determined that students developed competent positions reflecting
understanding of and engagement with the central unit problem. Student interview and
observational data suggested that students believed that their experiences with the
multimedia environment provided a more authentic context for encountering historical
content, provoked a more empathetic view of historical dilemmas, and encouraged

meaningful encounters with historical issues that promoted retention and engagement.
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The Effects of Multimedia-Supported Problem-Based Historical Inquiry on Student

Engagement, Empathy, and Assumptions about History

Background

Over the past several years, researchers have posited that the investigation of
authentic, complex problems is an effective method to deeply engage learners with a
variety of content and develop better decision-makers and problem-solvers (Jonassen,
1997, 1999). Problem-based learning activities provide learners with opportunities to
move beyond the memorization of discrete facts in order to critically examine complex
problems. In problem-based learning activities, learners interact with a wide variety of
resources, develop strategies for utilizing those resources to address authentic, content-
specific problems, and present and negotiate solutions to those problems in a
collaborative manner (Hannafin, Hill, & Land, 1997). There are numerous examples of
successful implementations of problem-based learning in a variety of content areas,
including mathematics (CTGV, 1992, 1993), science (Linn, Shear, Bell, & Slotta, 1999;
Loh, Reiser, Radinsky, Edelson, Gomez, & Marshall, 2001; Pedersen & Liu, 2003), and
literature (Jacobsen & Spiro, 1994). In social studies and history classrooms, however,
problem-based curriculum reform has not been widely accepted and adopted by teachers
(Saye & Brush, 2004; Zukas, 2000) despite the fact that social educators have advocated
that social studies and history instruction move away from the goal of mere retention of
historical information towards “...understand[ing] history as a problem-solving

activity...” (Dundis & Fehn, 1999, p. 273).
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Effective Problem-Based Inquiry in the Social Studies Classroom

Although developing the ability to reason critically about complex problems is
important in any content domain, social problems require a different kind of reasoning
than well-structured problems of logic (Perkins, Allen, & Hafner, 1983). Social problems
are ill-structured, multilogical, and controversial. To develop persuasive and reasonable
potential solutions to historical problems, learners must be able to critically examine
conflicting perspectives and logics and weigh the plausibility of various problem
solutions. This requires learners to remain engaged in the problem for an extensive period
of time, and to weigh competing perspectives, or critically examine various points of
view regarding the historical problem (Parker, Mueller, & Wendling, 1989; Saye &
Brush, 1999).

Engagement with the problem. In order to solve complex historical problems,
learners must be able to apply previously learned knowledge in unique and novel ways.
However, learners must first genuinely engage the problem to develop the rich, divergent
knowledge base necessary for critical reasoning about social issues (Newmann, 1991).
Researchers have found that novice problem-solvers (such as those found in high school
history classes) tend to focus only on the two-dimensional surface features of an issue.
Experts incorporate an abstract third dimension, broader conceptual structures that help
them organize and analyze data in order to reason through a problem (Spiro, Collins, &
Thota, 2003; Spiro & Jehng, 1990). Many times, novice learners tend to examine social
problems superficially, and fail to put in the time and effort necessary to understand the
depth and complexity of an issue (VanSickle & Hoge, 1991; Wineburg, 1991). Students

tend to perceive history as an authoritative narrative rather than as claims about the past
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to be evaluated (Holt, 1990). In addition, teachers have often been unsuccessful in
motivating students to persist with exploration of the topic to develop deep knowledge
(Newmann, 1991; Onosko, 1991; Rossi, 1995). Because they do not find history relevant
or engaging, students resist the sustained study of a topic.

Weighing competing perspectives. To fully understand complex social problems,
learners must also be able to account for and understand competing perspectives
regarding an historical topic. Newmann (1991) identified a series of competencies
necessary for higher-order critical reasoning in social studies. One of the most critical
competencies is empathy, an ability to view the world from the perspective of another.
Learners must be able to engage in critical discourse aimed at clarifying understanding
about an issue and apply evaluative criteria to develop defensible decisions about a social
problem. Many of these competencies must be used in concert by the learner to engage in
persuasive reasoning: taking an informed stand that provides an elaborated, convincing
defense for a position (Newmann, 1990). However, persuasive reasoning is not enough to
achieve the critical reasoning required for effective problem-solving. Competence
regarding civic issues demands active empathy as well as persuasiveness. One must be
able to reason dialectically; that is, recognize and genuinely entertain a set of beliefs and
values which are not one’s own (Parker et. al, 1989).

A formidable task in any setting, critical reasoning about the past is even more
demanding. Achieving empathy for the figures of historical dilemmas requires an
individual to entertain the perspectives of those who are distant from the reasoner in time

or cultural space (Barton & Levstik, 2004). It requires not only a disposition to do so, but
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a substantial amount of historical knowledge to be able to understand the context in
which the historical figure lived (Ashby & Lee, 1987; Yeager & Foster, 2001).

Multimedia Learning Environments to Support Problem-Based Inquiry

Theorists have claimed that more authentic learning experiences may produce
greater student engagement with content (Choi & Hannafin, 1995; Newmann, Wehlange,
& Lamborn, 1992). Some researchers have suggested that rich, authentic contexts that
can be facilitated by multimedia learning environments encourage students to become
engaged with the content, explore more deeply, and develop more complex views of
issues (Dwyer, 1994; CTGV, 1992, Kinzie & Sullivan, 1989; Pedersen & Liu, 2003). In
addition, tools and resources available in multimedia learning environments may be used
to help scaffold more disciplined inquiry into ill-structured problems (Hannafin, Land, &
Oliver, 1999; Jacobsen, Maouiri, Mishra, & Kolar, 1996; Land & Zembal-Saul, 2003;
Masterman & Rogers, 2002). Research investigating the use of hypermedia scaffolding to
support students' historical problem-solving suggests that such support may improve
conceptual representations of knowledge and analytical rigor (Hynd, Hubbard, Holschuh,
Reinking, & Jacobsen, 2000; Perfetti, Britt, Van Dyke, & Gabrys, 1999; Spoehr and
Spoehr, 1994).

Findings from the initial studies in our present line of inquiry support such claims.
When compared to peers who encountered the topic in a more traditional expository
classroom setting, students who studied the civil rights movement using a problem-based
multimedia-enhanced learning environment demonstrated greater engagement with the
content and more empathetic understandings of historical dilemmas (Brush & Saye,

2000; Saye & Brush, 2002, 1999). We hypothesized that multimedia-supported
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environments may promote the prerequisites of effective historical problem-solving:
greater engagement with content and empathy for alternate perspectives. Also, our initial
research has suggested that conceptual and strategic scaffolds embedded within a
multimedia learning environment may assist students with analyzing historical data and
synthesizing the data in order to develop more persuasive arguments regarding specific
historical points of view (Brush & Saye, 2001; Saye & Brush, 2002).

Purpose of Study

This study extends our previous research (e.g., Brush & Saye, 2000; Saye &
Brush, 2002; Saye & Brush, 1999) in order to discover whether multimedia resources and
scaffolding might be joined with other support structures to support student engagement
and historical empathy during a problem-based activity in social studies. We seek to: (1)
determine if multimedia-supported learning environments may help encourage greater
learner engagement with an historical problem, (2) determine if multimedia-supported
learning environments facilitate learners’ acquisition of historical empathy and
recognition of competing perspectives regarding an historical problem, and (3) explore
how structured inquiry activities and support structures embedded within multimedia

learning environments may impact students’ epistemic assumptions about history.

Method

Participants and Setting

Participants included 45 students in two 11" grade history classes. The classes
were required of all high school students. Two veteran social studies teachers with

experience in problem-based historical inquiry were recruited to implement the problem-
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based unit in their classrooms. The classes occurred in different high schools. One high
school was located in a small blue-collar city in the southeastern United States. The
second high school was located in a small southeastern city that is home to a land-grant
university.

The Decision Point! Multimedia Environment

Decision Point! (DP) Civil Rights is an integrated set of multimedia tools for
exploring and presenting social studies content, and a problem-based unit for using these
resources (Brush & Saye, 2004). DP includes two basic components: an interactive
database of multimedia content resources related to the civil rights movement and
scaffolding tools to support collecting, analyzing, and evaluating historical evidence and
presenting conclusions. The database is organized conceptually into three strands that
represent the principal change strategies employed by the movement: legal challenges,
non-violent protest, and Black Power. Within each strand are seven to eight events
associated with that strategy. Each event features an introductory essay, a timeline, and a
number of associated documents. Featured documents include primary and secondary

text, images, audio, and audiovisual media (see Figure 1).
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Fiqure 1. The DP environment.
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Our unit scenario placed students in the roles of consultants to civil rights leaders
immediately following the assassination of M. L. King, Jr. in 1968. Student teams
answered the unit problem: What strategies should be pursued in 1968 to continue the
struggle for a more just, equal society? Each team used the DP database and tools to
explore specific movement events from 1954-1968. After researching their assigned
events, members of the research teams re-formed into new decision-making teams and
used the information they gathered to develop arguments to support the best course of

action to address the central unit problem. Each group then constructed a multimedia
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presentation designed to persuade the audience that their solution to the problems was the
most appropriate.

Scaffolds embedded in DP. Within the DP environment, we embedded a variety of
scaffolds to assist students in determining what data to consider when solving a problem,
monitoring and regulating their progress, and considering alternative solutions to the unit
problem (Brush & Saye, 2001). These scaffolds are described below:

Interactive essays. Each of the events within the DP database contains a

hyperlinked “interactive” essay that provides students with a conceptual scaffold for that
event (Hannafin et al., 1999). To extend the integration of the interactive essay with the
other documents in the database, hyperlinks are embedded in the essay linking specific
contextual areas of the essay with specific primary documents.

Student guides. The “guides” section of the student notebook offers a conceptual
scaffold by providing data analysis categories similar to those that an historian might use

to organize and synthesize evidence about an event (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Guides section of the student notebook.
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Storyboard template. We developed a storyboarding process to assist students

with planning the scope and sequence of their presentations. Groups used a five-page

template that corresponded to the sequence they were expected to follow in developing

and delivering their presentations (see Figure 3). This sequence included a description of

the group they were representing, an overview of the problem, a summary of the

proposed strategy to solve the problem, a list of arguments for the strategy, and a list of

arguments against the strategy.
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Figure 3. Sample storyboard template.
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Design and Data Sources

Our research can best be described as a design experiment. Design experiments
view innovative teaching as an experiments occurring in the” multiply confounded”
world of real classrooms rather than controlled environments (Brown, 1992). From this
perspective, innovative educational environments and activities may be simultaneously

designed, implemented, and studied.
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For this study, data sources included classroom observations, teacher and student
interviews, and examination of culminating student presentations and the class
discussions that took place after the culminating presentations.

Classroom observations. All classroom activities were observed and videotaped
in the two classes. Observations focused on student interactions with the technology and
embedded scaffolds, student questions/discussions with the teacher and their peers, and
students’ management strategies for completing the problem-based unit.

Student interviews. Six students from each class were selected from a pool of
volunteers. Selection criteria attempted to maximize diversity in gender, ethnicity, and
course GPA. These students participated in 30 minute interviews conducted by the
researchers. Interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Questions solicited students’
evaluations of the strengths and weaknesses of the DP unit activities, scaffolds, and the
ways the activities and scaffolds affected their learning.

Teacher interviews. Participating teachers also took part in post-unit semi-
structured interviews. The interview sought their perceptions about the strengths and
weaknesses of the unit and any effects that the changes had on student learning and the
classroom environment. Each teacher interview lasted approximately 45 minutes and was
audiotaped and transcribed.

Student presentations. Culminating multimedia presentations for each student
group were videotaped and examined for depth and quality of reasoning about the unit
problem. Researchers examined the extent to which student groups were able to use
historical evidence to make persuasive arguments regarding the central unit question

from the perspective of the organization they were representing.
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Procedure

The civil rights unit was designed to last for 10 class sessions. Each class period
lasted approximately 90 minutes. Each of the teachers began the unit by introducing the
purpose of the unit and the overarching unit problem. They then presented an
introduction to the Civil Rights Movement as a social phenomenon.

Once the introduction was completed, the teachers divided students into seven
two- or three-student data gathering groups. Each of the groups was assigned two specific
events within the database (e.g., “Birmingham” and “Albany”) Paired events represented
two pivotal episodes within a particular change strategy strand. Often, the paired events
represented different strategies and outcomes. Each group used the “guide” scaffolds
available in DP to collect data relevant to their two assigned events. Students were given
two class sessions to complete data gathering activities.

Once students completed their data gathering, the teacher combined the groups to
form five expert presentations groups. Each group was required to assume the role of
“consultant” to a specific activist group or organization: the US Government, the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the Mississippi Freedom Democratic
Party (MFDP), the Black Panthers/Separatists, or the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC). These groups were required to utilize the data they had collected in
the previous activity in order to develop multimedia presentations that provided
persuasive arguments for the predominant change strategy advocated by the organization
they were representing. As with previous groups, each presentation group had access to a
computer with the DP environment. A student presentation tool integrated within DP

provided a pre-defined structure for the presentation and tools, and allowed students to
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link supporting multimedia evidence from the database to help support their arguments

(see Figure 4).

Figure 4. The DP student presentation tool.
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The presentation groups were given three class sessions to plan for and create
their presentations. Groups were required to use the storyboard template to plan their
presentations, then receive approval from their teacher prior to creating their
presentations using the DP tools. On the final two days of the unit, each of the groups

gave their presentations to the class using the presentation tool.
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The researchers observed each classroom session. In addition, the class sessions
were videotaped. Approximately one week after the end of the unit, one of the

researchers conducted the post-unit student and teacher interviews.

Results and Discussion

As stated previously, this study seeks to: (1) determine if multimedia-supported
learning environments may help encourage greater learner engagement with an historical
problem, (2) determine if multimedia-supported learning environments facilitate learners’
acquisition of historical empathy and recognition of competing perspectives regarding an
historical problem, and (3) explore how structured inquiry activities and support
structures embedded within multimedia learning environments may impact students’
epistemic assumptions about history. Each of these areas is discussed below.

Student Engagement with the Problem

Analysis of observation and classroom video data suggested that students
participating in the DP unit appeared to be highly engaged with the central problem and
maintained that engagement throughout the unit. Student interview data indicated that
students believed that their experiences with the multimedia environment positively
impacted their level of engagement with the historical content. For example, when asked
what was different about this unit, one student stated: “...we got to see like actual footage
of things that are going on right now, | mean we could’ve watched the video of all of it. |
think it was a lot more interesting to have those little clips we could look at and just
actually see, like half of it.” When asked what he thought was important about the unit,

another student said, “...“it changed [my views] because we got to look at people’s, like,
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views on like what’s happening. Not just reading about what happened. We got to see
people’s opinion on it and how everyone had a different, like, perspective of what went
on.” Another students stated, “...that it really makes you think, I mean, put yourself in
what happened back then compared to now. | see how much things have changed
throughout history, that makes history fun.”

Several students also implied that their use of the multimedia database would
assist them with retaining the information more effectively than if they were to read the
information from a textbook. As one student stated, “...I think it makes it more
enjoyable, |1 don’t know, maybe that’s just me, but I like it a lot and being able to watch
the video footage and things like that just kind of reinforces it and makes it kind of stick
in your mind...I’ll retain it more and it beats reading out of the book, unless you have a
photographic memory.” A second student stated, “It [the multimedia] helped me because
I’m a visual learner and when I look at pictures while I’m trying to learn about something
and I’m looking at pictures of people and I’m seeing videos and | can hear their voices, it
sticks in my mind better than if | just read it on paper...”. Another student discussed how
the resources available in the DP database greater breadth of knowledge regarding the
Civil Rights Movement:

“Cause, you know, everybody knew Martin Luther King, and everybody knew

about the SCLC, NAACP, but they never knew about the Greensboro Four or the

Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. Malcolm X, | mean, you know a little

about Malcolm X, but not as much, and [the database] helps us out...”

Students’ dialogue during in-class discussions also demonstrated a high level of

engagement and depth of thought, particularly during student group presentations. In the

following dialogue, a group representing the MFDP was arguing that the federal



Problem-Based Historical Inquiry — Page 18

government wasn’t involved enough, and the teacher pointed out that there might be
other factors that influenced the effectiveness of the federal government:

T: “What, then, is the major problem with the federal government trying to
enforce law?”

S1: “Well, they didn’t enforce it enough because they were afraid that people
would stop voting for them...”

T: “Well, but there you’re right, but who’s resisting this change most, class?”
S1: “The government.”

T: “State governments are. It’s hard to get something done at the federal level if
the states are so resistant, most definitely. So they were fighting those kinds of
episodes and | think that’s why the federal government was slow to get some
things accomplished.”

T: “Other questions for this group?”

[Pause]

S1: “But you also saw, in Little Rock, how well it worked. Those kids got to
school all right...”

T: “Um-hmm. And where else did it work well?”
S1: “University of Mississippi.”

T: “And where else?”

S2: “Alabama.”

T: “University of Alabama, yeah. Three very landmark cases...”

In this example, the teacher was pointing out that there may have been mitigating
circumstances related to the lack of effectiveness of the federal government in certain
situations. However, even after the teacher let the group “off the hook™ by asking for
questions from the audience, group members persisted with a discussion about ideas that

they were able to support with factual evidence from the period under study. Such
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persistence suggests authentic engagement with thinking about historical issues. The
students were interested in the problem not because the teacher directed them to discuss
it; they were genuinely entertaining the issue.

Data also demonstrated that students were able to effectively engage in dialogue
with their peers and use artifacts available in the DP database to debate competing
perspectives regarding civil rights issues. In one group presentation, students used a
political cartoon from a Montgomery, Alabama newspaper to argue that self defense
advocated by the Black Panthers was not an effective means to bring about social change.
The cartoon depicted a figure representing the Black Panthers and a figure representing
the Ku Klux Klan pointing at each other through a mirror. However, a student in the
audience debated the accuracy of the message presented in the cartoon:

T: “What have we got here?”

S1: “It’s showing that they’re both [Black Panthers and KKK] looking kind of the
same. It’s a cartoon.”

T: “So, what’s this about?”

S2: “It’s showing the, trying to show the strong similarities between the two
groups.”

S3: “They’re both using violence to get their way.”

S4: “You don’t see the difference?”

S3: “Hmmm?”

S4: “I mean, the KKK, they’re the ones who started the violence. The other group,
they were just protecting themselves. That’s the big difference.”

In this example, the student took issue with the analysis that the KKK and the

Black Panthers were using similar tactics. He was able to analyze the message presented
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in the cartoon and effectively discuss how the cartoon may have misrepresented the
position of the Black Panthers. In addition, the student was able to apply knowledge of
the period to assess the validity of arguments made in an historical artifact of the period.
One could argue that if the student were not actively engaged in analysis of the position
presented by his classmates, he would not have been willing (or able) to analyze the
historical artifact and provide a valid criticism of his peers’ use of that artifact to support
their position.

The teachers implementing the unit also believed that the multimedia available in
the DP database facilitated student engagement in the topic. One teacher commented,
“Decision Point | thought was great because it’s multimedia at its best. There were
speeches, there were songs of the time, there were newspaper articles, magazine articles,
there was, of course the interactive essays and then they were getting to put that together
in a multimedia presentation, which is what they like to do. And I never saw a time when
I didn’t think that they were not involved. | thought they were always engaged...”. The
second teacher stated that the structure of the DP unit may have had a positive impact on
students who had typically demonstrated a lack of interest in history. He said, “I’m
thinking of two students in particular...they were more engaged in the content and | think
that shows when we started getting into the slides and the music and even the documents
and discussions and the small group discussions I noticed they were more attentive...”.
This teacher continued by describing the differences he observed in the two students:

“One Malcolm X student was not very motivated in the past, didn’t have a lot of

skills, didn’t exhibit a great interest for school at all, but really took this project

and ran with it. He just loved it. He showed that genuine interest and was doing
his work without having to have any prompting by me, which was unusual. And

the Black Panther group, that student, he would sleep, show up late, sometimes
wouldn’t come...chronic absenteeism, but he was there every day. Their



Problem-Based Historical Inquiry — Page 21

presentation was one that | wasn’t expecting to be outstanding, and it really was.
I think overall it was a good presentation, but for them it was tremendous.”

Historical Empathy and Recognition of Competing Perspectives

Observation and interview data provided evidence that students demonstrated
empathy towards the multiple viewpoints of key organizations involved in the Civil
Rights Movement. The degree of student empathy for the perspectives of historical
figures was suggested by the fact that many of the student groups actively maintained the
roles assigned to them for their presentations throughout post-presentation discussions,
and used those perspectives as a means for explaining the course of action they promoted
(Barton & Levstik, 2004). The following is an excerpt of a ten-minute dialogue among
students that occurred after one group (students S2, S4, and S5) representing the Black
Panthers/separatists’ view presented a rationale for African Americans to defend
themselves from violence committed against them. Other students in the class took issue
with the idea of “self defense” against violence:

S1: “I’m not sure | understand what you’re talking about self-defense for if
your’re gonna say that, if you’re gonna go...

S2: “That’s self defense...”

S1 “No it’s not self defense, man! | mean, if they went and attacked a bunch of
people...”

S2: “We’re saying if...someone’s attacking me I’m going to attack them back to
get them away from me, we’re not just going to randomly go up to people and
attack them. It’s self-defense in the aspect that that’s the only way to keep people
away from them. If they’re attacked, they’re going to attack back. That’s the self-
defense part and that’s...when the violence is incorporated...and also, separation,
if we separate from the white people, if they try to use force to take our
communities then we’re going to use force and violence against them.”

S3: “That’s retaliation.”
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S1: “Everything you’re talking about is just only going to do more violence, we
attack them, they’re, we’re going to attack them back, and it’s just going to turn
into some kind of a shoving match until we separate, and then there’s still going
to be all this conflict between these two people.”

S2: “When we attack back, we’re going to be strong enough so that the white
people won’t come back.”

S1: “It’s always going to be strong enough, but they’re always going to come
back.”

S4: “Nonviolent protestors have been protesting for hundreds of years, it didn’t
work, the Black Panthers came along in the 60s and you see how much got done,
look at us now. Exactly!” [laughter]

T: “You’re, you’re equating equality with what the Black Panthers did.”

S4: I’m not saying they [Black Panthers] were completely responsible, I’m saying

it’s part of their movement and...the government and different law enforcement

agencies realizing that, ‘Hey, these people are going to fight back’, you know, it’s
going to make them think twice before they send dogs after them and shoot them
with fire hoses.”

T: “[S5].”

S5: “I think what a lot of people don’t understand is that, what they did was give a

lot of black people a will to figh