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	Template for a Classroom Discussion

Is high school obsolete? When Minnesota’s governor and the world’s wealthiest man say, “Yes”, people listen. 

For May, Sound Learning explores the debate swirling around the topic of the American high school, and whether the status quo is getting the job done in terms of preparing students for college and beyond. First, students will listen to a variety of audio commentaries, including statements by Minnesota governor Tim Pawlenty, Bill Gates and a cross section of high school students across the state. Second, by using a Venn diagram to compare the arguments, they will construct a profile of where (or if) the debate intersects according to each subject’s perspective.

Use the links to the streamed audio to initiate a classroom discussion about the current effectiveness of the American high school. The suggested discussion questions will guide your students to analyze and interpret the various viewpoints presented, as well as the facts used to support those positions.

Estimated Time: 

(1) 50 - 60 minute period plus 15 minutes of initial preparation.

Materials:

· Computer with Internet connection for individual or small group use.

· Headphones for individuals or speakers for small groups.

· Computer with speaker, if using with whole class.

· RealAudio Player 8.0 or higher

· FlashPlayer

· Copy of a 3 – circle Venn diagram for each student (see last page of this lesson plan).


	Objectives for Middle and High School Students:

· Students will compare the main ideas and supporting details from a variety of audio commentaries, to identify, support or refute the argument that American high schools are obsolete in their current form.

· Students will practice their listening skills.

· Students will identify how the success or failure of the American educational system directly impacts our nation’s ability to remain competitive on a global scale.Students will infer and identify each speaker’s viewpoint and evaluate the facts used to support that viewpoint.

· Students will use a Venn diagram for taking notes and comparing arguments.

	
	Correlations with Minnesota Graduation Standards

	
	Grade
	Subject
	Strand
	Sub-Strand
	Standard
	Benchmark

	
	7 - 12
	Language Arts
	Speaking, Listening & Viewing
	Speaking and Listening
	The student will demonstrate understanding and communicate effectively through listening and speaking.
	Distinguish between speaker’s opinion and verifiable facts and analyze the credibility of the presentation.

	
	7 - 12
	Language Arts
	Speaking, Listening & Viewing


	Media Literacy
	The student will critically analyze information found in electronic media, and will use a variety of these sources to learn about a topic and represent ideas.
	Make informed evaluations about television, radio, film productions, newspapers and magazines with regard to quality of production, accuracy of information, bias, purpose, message and audience.


PREP: Estimated time: 15 minutes

1. Print off enough copies of the 3-circle Venn diagram for each of your students.  Make two additional copies for yourself: one on a transparency for you to use to model how to compartmentalize arguments and the other as a “cheat sheet” (see step 7).

2. Check to make sure that the RealPlayer and Flash Player plugin are installed on the computer(s) you plan to use with your students.

3. Go to go to http://minnesota.publicradio.org/features/2007/04/highschool_obsolete/ to test the audio. 

4. Click on “Listen to his comments” (see below).  Play one of the clips of Governor Pawlenty or Bill Gates to set speaker volume.  Note: these clips will automatically open in RealPlayer. 
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5. Next, scroll down the page until you see the title “What high school students say about their schools” in the right hand column. Click on “View slideshow” and when the page loads, test that the slideshow is working on your system. Note: These clips will be played through your browser’s Flash Player plug in and not as streamed RealPlayer audio.  The result will be there will be a longer load time upfront but no waiting once the feature loads.
http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2007/04/23/studentflash
6. Sample one or two student commentaries.

7. Think of how you would compare the statements made by the Governor and Bill Gates with the statements made by the students.  What should be placed in Governor Pawlenty’s area?  Bill Gates’ area?  In the common area?  Consider writing these points on your “cheat sheet” for modeling the Venn diagram with your students.

INSTRUCTION: Estimated time: about 50 - 60 minutes, depending on how much time is allocated to in-class discussion.

Introducing the Venn Diagram – 5 minutes

1. Begin the class by explaining that students will be examining arguments as to whether or not American high schools are obsolete in their current form.
2. Display the transparency for the Venn diagram that you prepared. Direct students to label one circle “Pawlenty”, another circle “Gates” and the third circle “Students”.

3. Explain that this diagram will be used to help keep track of and compare those arguments Explain to students how each section of the diagram will be used. Ex: Governor Pawlenty’s arguments go in his circle, Gates’ arguments will go in his circle and the area those circles share in common will be used to note common points in the two commentaries, and so on.  NOTE: As students learn more about each side of the debate, they may have to “move” points from either section into the “common” or intersecting parts of the circles.

Listening to Governor Pawlenty’s commentary – 5 minutes

1. Once each student has his or her diagram labeled, direct students (whether as a class on the whole or in smaller groups) to listen to Governor Pawlenty’s audio excerpt. 

http://www.publicradio.org/tools/media/player/news/features/2007/04/11_extra_pawlentyhighschool
2. Model how to add key details of Pawlenty’s argument to the Venn diagram.

3. Replay the section.  As the section replays, have students write down what they see as key statements and talking points of Pawlenty’s commentary.
Discuss Governor Pawlenty’s commentary – 5 minutes 

1. 
After reviewing Pawlenty’s commentary a second time, invite students to use their notes to discuss Pawlenty’s statements. 
a. Why does Pawlenty think that Bill Gates is an expert to be quoted? 
· In his commentary, Pawlenty refers to Gates as “one of the most forward thinkers of our time”. 
· Bill Gates’ ideas and visions for the future have changed the world, not only through technology but also through his philanthropic and
· educational endeavors. 
· Not only is he molding the work place of tomorrow, but he is also impacting the work force of tomorrow. As such, he has a vested interest inpreparing minds that can help see his visions through. 
· According to Forbes Magazine, Bill Gates is currently ranked the wealthiest man in the world.
b. What are Pawlenty’s goals? Do you think they will be enough? Do you think his ideas will work? 
· Pawlenty proposes to raise American educational progress through infrastructural reform. 

· His ultimate is goal is to “make Minnesota the number one state in the nation for reforming high schools”. 

· He proposes creating “3 R” high schools, representing “rigor, relevance and results”.

· Every student take college level courses concurrent to their high school course load. 

· Each student should have access to technical and high demand job training. 

· Each student should have access to college credit opportunities. 

· Each “3 R” high school should provide work based programs and extra-curricular internships. 

· Finally, he proposes additional reforms such as a greater focus on foreign languages, math, science and technology and that each student will be prepared with a post graduation plan. 

c. How would Pawlenty’s ideas affect your school? Would those effects be positive or negative?

Listening to Bill Gates’ commentary – 5 minutes

1.   After completing the discussion on Governor Pawlenty’s comments, direct students (whether as a class on the whole or in smaller groups) to listen to Bill   Gates’ audio excerpt, again, prompting students to note details in the “Gates” circle. Emphasize that any details and talking points shared between Pawlenty and Gates should be placed in the space where the Gates circle and the Pawlenty circle intersect.

http://www.publicradio.org/tools/media/player/news/features/2007/04/18_extra_gatesexcerpt.ram
Discuss Bill Gates’ commentary – 5 minutes

1. After reviewing Gates’ commentary a second time, invite students to use their notes to discuss Gates’ statements. 
a. What are Bill Gates’ concerns? 
· The primary concern that he mentions here is that the United States cannot maintain it’s “economic leadership” without the work force to develop new strategies and ideas.
b. In his opinion, why are American high school graduation rates not what they should be? 
· Essentially, Gates states that students in the American educational system are being underserved across the board.)
c. Why do both speakers cite graduation statistics? 
· In this case, high school graduation statistics are the best barometer with which we can measure how our schools are serving students compared to the standards by which the rest of the world operates).
d. Why are Governor Pawlenty and Bill Gates concerned about American high school graduation rates? 
· Both speakers are striving to make the point that as graduation numbers and standards fall, so does our competitiveness in the world’s economic and technological markets. To continue thriving as a nation, we have to be able to “keep up”. 

Listening to Slideshow commentaries – 10 minutes

1.    After completing the discussion on Bill Gates’ comments, direct students to their own computers and point them to the link for the slideshow of student commentaries. 

http://minnesota.publicradio.org/features/2007/04/highschool_obsolete/slideshow
Discuss Slideshow commentaries – 5 minutes

1. Direct your students to consider how the profiled students’ comments compare with the comments from the governor and Bill Gates. 

a. Do the profiled students have the same concerns regarding their future as those voiced by Pawlenty and Gates? 
· Most students profiled in the slideshow spoke to the social aspect of their high school experience. 

· More often than not the students were too consumed by social/personal issues to put any thought into whether or not they are being prepared for life after high school.)

b. What are their primary concerns, if any, regarding their futures as a result of their high school experiences? 
· On the whole, the students profiled were optimistic, yet slightly short sighted. 

· They did not seem to understand that in high school, they are laying the groundwork for college and beyond. 

· On the surface, they were more concerned about their social and extracurricular endeavors.

2. Have students place slideshow comments that are similar to Pawlenty’s and Gates’ comments in the intersecting space of the Venn diagram, and place

conflicting comments and information in the outside space. 

Conclude discussion – 10 minutes
1. After an appropriate amount of time, call the class back together. List on the blackboard all details that fall in the intersecting space. 

2. As time allows, conduct a group conversation around how the arguments differ and how they were similar. What does that information tell us about the accuracy of the statement, “The American high school is obsolete”?

Extensions

1. Explore student’s options for after high school. Go to the October 2005 Sound Learning – Marketplace Money feature.

http://soundlearning.publicradio.org/features/2005/10/
2.   Hold a debate. Are high schools “obsolete” as they are currently structured? Assign one group of students the task of supporting one argument and another group will refute the argument, citing details presented in the feature. 

3. Have students write an op-ed piece for their school newspaper or a MySpace page, etc. Try the following lesson to help get them started:

http://www.eduref.org/newsmakers 

Submit a commentary to the MPR forum on the topic or provide the news team with more information about your school and students’ experience. 
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Directions:  


Designate a white outer part for Governor Pawlenty, Bill Gates, and the high school students you’ll listen to. 


Write your notes for each commentary in the blank space.  Use the gray areas for ideas that two commentaries share.


Use the center space for ideas that all three commentaries share.
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