Problem-Solving Lesson Idea—Changelings

Grade Level/Subject Area: This would work best as a History/Language Arts lesson in secondary level (6-12) classrooms.

Learning Objective/Goal Duration: The overall objective is for a student to learn more about the civil judicial system.  The benefit of this approach to juvenile justice creates an improved perception of justice by our young people, fosters the ability of teens to learn from their mistakes because of early intervention, and educates them about the judicial process. There are also many tie-ins to various curricula (i.e., Civics, Language Arts, History, etcetera).

URL of the site: http://www.ncsconline.org/WC/Publications/KIS_JuvJus_Trends02_TeenPub.pdf
The overall place of this activity in a lesson:  This social action problem-solving activity is a lesson in itself, and can be done over a term or semester.  It would also be a great end-of-year review for a 7th grade history or 8th grade Civics exam. 

Ideas for implementation:  History classes present many opportunities to use problem-solving activities through this type of simulation.  The skill is to make sure that every student is knowledgeable about the role that they receive, whether lawyer, judge, or jury.  The real preparation work as a teacher pays off when each student is knowledgeable of their role in the simulation, making it an engaging activity.  

Language Arts presents many of the same opportunities. Students can be newspaper reporters, crime scene investigators (and suspects in the crime as well!), crime novel authors (as well as characters), stenographers, and many more.  It is essential that students understand their roles, otherwise, the simulations can be ineffective.

Possible barriers:  The Social Action Problem-Solving activity structure, “Teen Courts” will require a lot of preparation time on the part of the teacher, requiring lots of time to prepare students on the judicial system, time for studying laws/consequences and previous trials, etcetera.  It may be difficult to do this simulation if you are not a Civics teacher.  The alternative of a mock trial might be better for other disciplines.  Then simulation of the court case would allow more focus on topics specific to curricula (i. e., debate, writing, research, literature, history, etc.)  Also, 47 percent of the people using the activity opted for the adult judge model.  How many discipline issues get appealed with adults in charge?   How would parents react when justice is handled by students?

Thinking & Skills: The activity may be the heaviest on teacher prep (because as we know, you must be really prepared, have a clear design and goal for the activity to really work, engage the students, and foster learning), the teacher prep is well worth the outcome.  It is a great form of "enculturation" for students to become a "cognitive apprentice".  Students get lost in the process and don't even realize that they're learning because they're having so much fun being involved in the "real life" activities--learning what they live and living what they learn.
