Café Conversations
A Discussion Strategy for Students and Teachers 

STANDARDS ALIGNMENT:

MA History and Social Science Curriculum Frameworks: See lesson abstract.
Common Core Reading Anchor Standard 2:  Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development; summarize the key supporting details and ideas.
Historical Thinking Standard:  Appreciate historical perspectives--the ability (a) describing the past on its own terms, through the eyes and experiences of those who were there, as revealed through their literature, diaries, letters, debates, arts, artifacts, and the like; (b) considering the historical context in which the event unfolded--the values, outlook, options, and contingencies of that time and place.
ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS : Was Lowell a Utopian Industrial Society?
Guiding Questions for this activity:

1.  Did the designers of the Lowell community succeed in avoiding many of the urban problems that were created in Great Britain during the Industrial Revolution?

2.  Did the Lowell System create the utopian working community that the Boston Associates envisioned? 

3.  Does the fact that the Mill Girls would go on strike in 1836 effect the effectiveness of what the Lowell System accomplished?

INTRODUCTION:
Understanding the past requires students to develop an awareness of different perspectives. The Café Conversation teaching strategy helps students practice perspective-taking by requiring students to represent a particular point-of-view in a small group discussion.  During a conversation with people representing other backgrounds and experiences, students become more aware of the role many factors play in terms of shaping one’s attitudes and perspectives on historical events. 

PROCEDURE:
1.  Text or Film Selection:  Identify a reading or video excerpt that will serve as the catalyst for this activity.  Scaffold the reading/film as appropriate.
2. Teacher Preparation:  Select a number of individuals or personalities that represent different political attitudes and backgrounds during the time period under study (e.g. 1) Nathan Appleton 2) Orestes A. Brownson 3) Harriet Martineau 4) a visitor to the Lowell Mills 5) a Harriet Hanson Robertson).  Next, you will need to select an issue or event relevant to the time period that you want all of these personalities to discuss (evaluation of the Lowell system / essential questions above). 
3.  Reading and Preparation:  Have students read or view the selected text or film, keeping the essential question(s) and their assigned individual perspective (see below) in mind.  Ask students to hypothesize how this person would feel about the matter at hand – the event or question they will be discussing during the Café Conversation. (You may have students work on this step in small groups with other students who have been assigned the same person to represent at the café.  To ensure that students accurately represent their person’s point of view, before the Café Conversation begins you might review a worksheet students are required to complete and/or have a brief check-in with groups.)
4.  Café Conversation:  During the Café Conversation, students represent their assigned personality in a discussion about the assigned topic.  The conversation should begin with students introducing themselves. Then, one member announces the conversation-started (often a question or statement prepared in advance).  It can be as simple as, “They say that the mills of Lowell are a model for our nation to follow? What do you think about this?”  Students should also discuss the guiding questions for this activity and the weebly/DBQ activity to help gain a deeper understanding of the essential question.

Conversations typically last at least 20 minutes, but can run much longer. Before beginning these conversations, it is important to go over norms about how to disagree respectfully and about staying on-topic.

5.   Journal Writing and/or Debrief

Journal Writing:  After the Café Conversations have wrapped up, ask students to write a journal entry reflecting on their experience at the café.  Possible journal prompts include:

· What do you think it may have felt like for your character to hear these different perspectives? How do you think it might have changed his/her point of view, if at all? 

· How did it feel for you to participate in the Café Conversation?  During what part of the conversation did you feel most comfortable? Least comfortable? Why do you think that is? 

· What did you learn about this moment in history from participating in this activity?

Debrief:  Give students the opportunity to debrief this activity. You could facilitate a class discussion, starting with a general question such as, “What did you learn from this activity?” Or, you could begin the debrief discussion with each student sharing one idea from their journal entry.

VARIATIONS/EXTENSIONS (Room for Notes):
Adapted from:

 “Teaching Strategies:  Café Conversations.”  Facing History and Ourselves.
  
http://www.facinghistory.org/resources/strategies/caf%C3%A9-conversations.
