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Background

Mrs. Masood teaches 7th-grade history at Binford School in Richmond, Va. Binford’s mission is to provide quality, nurturing educational experiences for its students. In support of that mission, Mrs. Masood has been instrumental in incorporating technology into her classes through her ability to apply for and win educational grants. The use of technology in the classroom is an integral part of their vision to prepare students for the academic and professional challenges of the 21st century.

The Opportunity

Mrs. Masood recently won a grant to develop a learning activity that incorporates mobile learning and augmented reality (AR). This grant is being supported by a group of startup technology companies interested in exploring educational applications for mobile AR technology. Mrs. Masood has done some research and is aware of the general capabilities of mobile AR and how she might apply them to a learning activity. In order to capitalize on this opportunity, she is turning to our team of instructional designers to develop a learning activity that will engage the kids and get them excited about the process of history.

The Problem

Spanish-American philosopher George Santayana said those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. Unfortunately, our educators best equipped to heed this advice are stuck in an unproductive cycle of uninspiring history education. The problems are well-documented and oft-repeated in study after study: there is too much material to cover, teachers are forced to slog through tomes of dull textbooks, and students are bored out of their minds, seeing little relevance of long-gone people and places to their lives today. These issues are echoed by the students in Mrs. Masood’s class interviewed for this analysis. They understand that history is important and probably good to know about. They want to get good grades, but they have no desire to sit through long, monotonous classes. The human desire to understand our past, where we came from, and how we got here is reduced to a string of facts, figures, names, places, dates, acts, and reforms that simply becomes mind-numbing.

Mobile Learning and Augmented Reality

For the purpose of this project, mobile learning refers to the use of mobile devices, including laptop computers, handheld computers, smartphones (iPhones), or personal digital assistants (PDAs), in the context of educational activities.

[image: image1..pict]Augmented reality (AR) is the combination of the real world and some type of computer-generated virtual world with which a user can interact in real time. Using video cameras and digital displays, AR enhances our view of the real world with relevant information. It can display contextual information based on location (using GPS) and the identification of known markers, or symbols. An example of an augmented reality system is a “heads-up” display (HUD) in a fighter jet where information about the plane’s location, orientation, and potential threats are displayed on the cockpit windshield within the pilot’s view, so the pilot sees both the real world and the digital information together. 

Outcomes

While her students are generally testing at or above the “basic” level, as defined by NAEP and SOL, Mrs. Masood and the administration want more for her students. Their hope is to better prepare them for their high school careers and beyond by instilling in them a desire to explain the present by understanding the context of the past. They want the students to see history less as a chronology of facts and more an inquisitive and interpretive look at the people and events that have shaped the modern world in which we live today. And they want students to become more active participants in their study of history — by asking questions and seeking their own answers — much as they would pose a hypothesis and validate their results in a science class. So while they would ultimately like to see an increase in knowledge, and subsequent improvement in test scores, the goal for this project is to change students’ attitudes towards history and build their critical thinking skills.

Fortunately, there are examples both of alternative approaches to teaching history and using mobile AR to enhance the experience that we can draw from to meet these goals. The British Schools Council History project sought to address the problems with teaching history we discussed by developing a multi-part course that emphasized the use of primary sources and student analysis and interpretation [1]. One module was focused on getting the students interested in studying history by providing them with the analytical skills to do so. Another was based around specific topics like medicine or energy and looked at history through the lens of those topics and how they changed over time. Yet another focused on the local community and the history students could study in their own backyard.

Another example that provides an excellent model for incorporating mobile AR into the study of history is a thesis by Karen Schrier, Revolutionizing History Education: Using Augmented Reality Games to Teach Histories [2]. For her project, she developed an mobile AR-based game around the Battle of Lexington in which students navigated present-day Lexington with their mobile devices, collecting virtual evidence with their mobile devices, and used their critical thinking skills to try and determine who fired the first shot.

Priorities for Instruction

Based on our discussions with Mrs. Masood, school administrators, and the students, these are priorities around which the instruction will be based:

1. Generate student interest in learning about history.

2. Engage their inquiry, critical-thinking, and decision-making skills.

3. Help them understand the interpretive nature of history.

4. Make connections between the past and the present to demonstrate relevance.

5. Encourage students to seek answers to their own questions about history.

6. Improve 8th-grade standardized test scores in history.

Finding, Drivers, and Potential Solutions

	Findings
	Drivers/Barriers
	Potential Solutions

	Technology is not being incorporated into the classroom.
	Because of the textbook selection process, there is a reluctance among teachers to go outside the book for material.
	Make the focus of the activity on students acquiring “history-learning skills” as opposed to alternate material that may diverge from standards.

	Field trips are being used less frequently than in the past.
	Because of expense and liability, there is a lack of initiative to develop learning activities off campus.
	Leverage the local surroundings to build activities based around local history. This will minimize travel cost and time and be more likely to gain approval.

	Students are very capable with mobile technology.
	Almost all students in our target audience have some type of mobile device (iPod or smartphone) and use it frequently.
	Leverage student knowledge with mobile technology to give them a more hands-on experience with learning activity.

	Teachers are not as capable with technology as students.
	Because of the professional responsibilities of teachers, they are less able to keep up with the rapid pace of technology development.
	Aside from a basic introductory tutorial on the specific technology being used, keep teachers focused on guiding the students through the analysis skills and content and less on managing or operating technology.

	Students are not excited about history class.
	The word most frequently used to describe history class in student interviews is “boring.” This appears mainly due to the heavy reliance on text books and rote memorization of facts.
	Use the opportunity this grant provides to develop learning activities that gets students’ heads out of their text books and sparks interest in the activities associated with discovering and interpreting history.

	Students are more engaged in classes that involved hands-on activities.
	Throughout the school day, many students move from one textbook to another. They appreciate the opportunity to get up from their desks, participate in discussion, solve a problem, etc.
	Build program around an activity or field trip that gets students out of the classroom and using their thinking and motor skills as opposed to simply reading.

	The amount of information students are required to learn is overwhelming.
	Curriculum is driven by standardized tests.
	Break up the “what” of the curriculum with learning activities that generate curiosity and address the “why” of history.

	Students are intrigued by narratives about interesting people and their interactions with others.
	The “me” generation focuses on the smallest actions and interactions by individuals with others. Every moment of their days are catalogued with social networking tools.
	Focus on dramatic people and the details of their actions, the “tipping points” of history, to capture attention and interest.

	Students do not see the relevance of history to their daily lives.
	Curriculum that focuses on names, dates, and places fails to connect the dots and illustrate the impact of historical events on today.
	Engage discussion on the parallels to and impacts of past events (and specifically the people who were instrumental in those events) to today. Instead of moving through history as a timeline. Jump back and forth between the present and the past.

	Students have a lack of understanding of how history is written.
	Because of how the material is presented, students do not see the inquisitive and interpretive aspects of history.
	Present material based around questions to be answered, mysteries to be solved, or crimes to be solved. Develop learning activities that require more action and critical thinking skills than simply reading and reciting.


Recommendations and Rationale

After an analysis of the problem and opportunity, we make the following recommendations for moving forward with this project:

Take advantage of the features and capabilities of mobile AR. 

This project will be based on mobile AR technology, as it is the reason for the grant being rewarded. To make the most of the opportunity and new technology, we recommend considering the full capabilities of mobile AR and thinking about how best to use them. Capabilities including GPS navigation and location identification, marker and object identification, and ease of mobility permit a wide array of activities and resources to be incorporated into the project. 

Build the activity around a field trip.

Again, focusing on the mobility aspect of mobile AR, use this opportunity to leave the text books back in the classroom and go out into the field to do some real investigative research. The students will be happy simply to be out of the daily grind at school and it may open their eyes to the history that is all around them.

Focus the activity around a dramatic incident, question, or mystery 
in the past.

Instead of a survey, this activity should hyper-focus on an intriguing question or mystery for students to solve. Instead of historians doing research in dusty libraries, students will see themselves as forensic crime scene investigators reopening a cold case. One example of this for a Civil War might be the Dahlgren Affair, in which Confederate soldiers found a document that appeared the authorize the assassination of Jefferson Davis and the burning of Richmond, a rather un-gentlemanly prospect at that time. But were the papers authentic? Was it authorized by Lincoln himself? Did the sensational media reports factor into John Wilkes Booth decision to assassinate Lincoln? How are the rules of engage-ment in war today similar or different to those of the Civil War? Events like these are ripe for student inquiry, analysis, and critical thinking.

Make the goal of the project the process, not the result.

The purpose of this activity will be to develop the students’ historical investigative skills, not to see who arrives at the answer in the book (if there is one). The goal is to leave students with more questions than answers, questions that they will hopefully develop more of a drive to go on and study. It is this process of inquiry that will serve them as they study history and take exams at higher grade levels.
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