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 1. The Bottleneck
The basic bottleneck my students face is to use structural analysis in the humanities. Students should learn how to a) identify and construct an underlying structure to a complex representation and b) reversely to employ such a structure to speculatively develop a whole society that conforms to it. 

The task my students get is to analyze a given short text that may be from an unknown historical period or different culture so that they can use this short text to make informed guesses about other aspects of the society and culture of that text. My favorite way to explain the task is to say that students work like archeologists who find one piece of pottery from a lost civilization in the desert. Their task is to derive from this piece of pottery alone the religion, family structure and art of that civilization. This task requires students to develop and understand which methods they could use. Many of the students instinctively panic (understandably so) and resort to either a mere reshuffling of  what is already given in the text or a simple generalization (there is a priest, therefore they are all pious). My task is to make them feel confident to employ structural or process analysis instead.

2. Step by Step

My students will define the learning steps themselves. In my classes, students actually have to write their own “method” sheet in which they break down all learning steps that they recognize. They usually identify anywhere from 10-20 steps. Once they have mapped out these steps and send them in to, I combine them to a fuller version of, say 20-30 steps and return them to students to discuss and highlight the crucial steps. It seems that this helps students a lot. They “own” their method and quickly master 18 out of 20 steps and thus gain confidence. This is also a good motivating strategy (see step 3 1/2). My own break down of learning steps is rather long (36 steps at this point). I limit myself to ten general categories of steps, which I state close to the language of students as ‘directions’:

I. Understand the task

II. Read and understand the text

III. Notice all kind of things about the text. This includes, among many other aspects, details that are weird, repeated, or counterintuitive, or anything that is noteworthy or different from how we would see it.

IV. Analyze (= put into words, make explicit) what is weird or noteworthy about the detail (and all other noteworthy elements).

V. Think of a more general concept or process that would explain this detail; for example, does it illustrate the importance of a dualism such as individuality versus conformity?   

VI. Stay on the issue of ‘making sense of the detail’: frame the concept at work in this detail in some temporal process (this behavior occurs in the following order).

VII. Consider causal explanations of the ‘detail.’ 

VIII. Articulate the process or structure at work. Use the language of a general formula that could fit many contexts (it could describe a crime or a love scene).

IX. Test whether other elements of the text can also be explained by this structure or process.

X. Reverse the order of work: Instead of generating a pattern, now it is time to use the given pattern (structure, process) to invent application for it…

3. Modeling
Modeling is rather text specific and thus tricky to replicate in a short format without longer quotations. One of the most striking examples of this kind can be found on the first pages of Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish where Foucault contrasts two documents concerning punishment, one from 1857 and one from the 1830s. These texts are so different, that students and I can fairly easily identify the different patterns of the organization of behavior in each text.  
3 ½. Motivating Students
In general, I like to give students the sense that they already master the critical ability without however knowing that they do. Thus, I have students themselves identify their learning steps and method (see step 2 of this document). This way they begin to own “their” own learning even already when they do not think they master it. Another example was my teaching to the FLP group. In that exercise, groups of students were set up to do what they usually could not do. (Three competitive groups all had the task to create a love story from a crime text. However, each group also had different instructions, which lead the first group to “reshuffle” all elements of the original text, the second group to generalize, and the third to do structural analysis. By reflecting about the differences of results of these three groups, students may begin to understand what is asked from them and how the same task can be handled differently)

What may be the biggest motivator is that students will at some point use structural analysis to inspect their own intellect. At some point of the course, students are encouraged to make a “concept map” of their own learning behavior. And they will write a process analysis about their own motivation. That is, they will employ the methods used in this class to themselves as learners. And this should help them to give them the sense of control over their own learning. If they know what motivates them, it is (more) up to them to make it happen. (This will be another new FLP element to my teaching)  

4. Create Occasions for Practice
This again is a simple element in my courses. Student get a lot of occasions of practicing the task on their own and in groups. Each different text poses a new problem. The variety of possible tasks is also big. For example, the advanced task may be to analyze three different crime texts from different periods to invent a full art history for that society… 

5. Assessment (CAT)
In addition to the standard humanities assessment, namely graded papers, I will from now on also assess several of the individual learning steps as spelled out in step 2. For example, I will give students 3-5 sample answers to the key task of this course, and ask them to identify which sample paragraph employed a) reshuffling, b) generalization and c) structural analysis. There will be minute paper assessment. And the compare and contrast (feature diagram CAT) will also come handy at times, esp. since this CAT offers a clear sense of ‘having it right.’  
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