Chapter 4

Analysis of a Curriculum

What follows is the brief story of how the curriculum Global Challenge came into being and how I came to embrace this new model for learning.

I began my first teaching assignment at a high school in Reno, Nevada. Classes, at this school were overcrowded, some approaching 50 students. To deal with this problem, I was hired and students in the social studies department were given the option to sign up for the new classes. Therefore, instead of starting with students from a random pool, my classes were filled with students who signed a piece of paper or otherwise asked to be in a new class. 

There were some “serious” students, but there were also a great number who demonstrated behavioral problems. I entered the profession with a feeling of confidence, an attitude that I could do this job well because I had a good education, public speaking background, and a diversity of experience. That feeling unraveled in about an hour and continued to erode over the next two weeks. Realizing that I did not have the type of hard, authoritarian personality necessary to control my classes, I knew it was time to be creative, or it was time to leave. 


Going over some notes from a class I had taken from Dr. Meggin McIntosh at the University of Nevada, Reno, I decided to create a game loosely modeled after the game of Risk. The game went through many changes and additions and resulted in the following: Students would answer questions in several categories in order to either defend or attack one of the 190 UN member nations. The game evolves from nomadic tribes through the present, as students change teams, form strategies, and answer questions from required curriculum. Questions might be, for example, about Hammurabi in the “people” category, or the Tigris River in “geography,” or the approximate date of the establishment of Sumer in “history.” All questions correspond directly to whatever section the classes are covering at the time. A more detailed explanation of the game will come later.

My thinking was that there might be a way to teach that did not seem like teaching (e.g. top down instruction, lecture, etc.) to either the students or the teacher. It would be learning by or through experience. What if the teacher were to take a simple game, but let it expand to include new things and ideas? What if students had a part in constructing the ideas of the game, so that they would more likely buy in to their creations and additions? What if the game had a built-in ability to expand and evolve each semester as it became increasingly sophisticated? What if the by product of this game was that students would learn everything or most everything in the curriculum (e.g. the district-required content for world history), but would also be engaged in critical thinking  and challenged - so much so that they were unaware of the passage of time? This is how Global Challenge started.  

