BISSNET TPS Project

Silk Road 

Teacher: Bryan Krull

Course: Global History

Grade Level: 9th grade

Dates: Late January 2014

Time frame of Lesson: 8 days, though it can be modified to fit it into a shorter time period if necessary

Lesson Title: The Silk Road – Connecting Cultures and Worlds

I. Lesson Objectives
1. to supplement limited coverage of the subject in the textbook (and most social studies textbooks)

2. to gain a more complete understanding of trade, interaction, and culture along the Silk Road

3. to introduce students to the ways in which trade and interaction can impact a society, its economy, and its culture

4. to develop and improve skills in geography, analysis and critical thinking

II. Lesson Context
The Silk Road serves very well as a transition between the ancient and more modern worlds in the study of world history. The course transitions from isolated pockets of civilization that characterize the ancient world to a more global, interconnected world characterized by interaction across regions and cultures. The Silk Road is an excellent tool to show how these interactions can impact the societies involved.

III. Standards
This lesson addresses many NYS and core curriculum standards, including:

Standard 2 (world history), Standard 3 (geography), and Standard 4 (economics). Map work, analysis across cultures, and critical thinking are particularly highlighted.

IV. Materials
Aside from the text reading, you will need some supplemental materials: 

1) map of the Silk Road trade routes- many are available online for the iPad and other computers

2) a list of products from each region along the Silk Road (unless you choose to have the students obtain that information through their own research)- I have attached a sheet with this information

3) a short article on the impact of stirrups on medieval Europe- “How the Stirrup Changed Our World” by Dan Derby, which is available online at www.strangehorizons.com/2001/20010924/stirrup.shtml
4) a document from Pliny the Elder in which he complains about the corrupting influence of silk on Roman elite culture, which is available in many sourcebooks and online

5) a PBS DVD from their Globe Trekker series. It is a 2-part episode on the Silk Road. The hosts travel along the modern Silk Road, but focus a good deal on the history of the regions and the Silk Road. Excerpts include the making of paper, putting up a mobile “yurt” dwelling on the steppes, and the horse riding skills of Central Asians, among others. I show most of the DVD, but you are certainly willing to show only those parts you deem relevant for your class. There are other options out there, but the Globe Trekker video is a good one, and the students related pretty well to it.

6) at least one stirrup. I was fortunate enough to have a student in class who rides on a regular basis, and was able to bring in some old stirrups. This is for the document discovery section of the lesson, and the students really enjoy it.

V. The Hook
We have studied a number of Eurasian cultures- the Han Chinese, the Persians, the Romans, and so on. In this unit, we’re going to find out what brought those various cultures together for the first time. It’s a story that involves swashbuckling world travelers and camels loaded down with silk and other exotic products, and bustling caravanserai, the world’s oldest highway rest stops. What happens when these diverse cultures and peoples come together for the first time? How will it affect them? How will it affect the world? Let’s take a journey along the Silk Road!

VI. Procedures
· homework prior to Day 1- text reading on Silk Road. Most textbooks have a very brief section devoted to the Silk Road, but at least this will give the students the basic information on what the Silk Road is. You can also use this in your introduction to the project, to discuss with the students how the textbook is only one tool to help us understand history. The authors of the textbook make choices on what is included and how. We’re going to dig a little deeper than the textbook does into the Silk Road and its historical importance.

· Day 1- Introduction
· geography / map work- What major cultures were connected by the Silk Road? You should point out to the students that it’s not just one road, but many roads. Discuss geographic obstacles to trade along the Silk Road. For example, the Takla Makan Desert to the west of Dunhuang- the name itself means “he who enters does not return.” How’s that for a tourism slogan? This can lead to discussions on how people might have traveled along the Silk Road, and how arduous that journey must have been. It’s also important to point out that very few people traveled the entire distance of the Silk Road, but traded regionally between trade cities along the route. This is also a great time to introduce concepts such as caravans, caravanserai (Silk Road rest stops), the use of camels and horses, and the barter system.

· brainstorming- students brainstorm responses to the following questions: Why is trade a good thing? How can cultures benefit from interaction with other cultures? This is typically a good discussion, and gets students in the right frame of mind to approach the project. If it is available, you could use Schoology or other apps to group brainstorm using iPads or other class computers
· Homework- handout on products from each region. You can either come up with this list yourself, or use any number of Internet sources. Alternatively, you can have the students research this topic themselves. However, the information available is a bit spotty, which is why I do this as a handout (which I have attached).
· Day 2- Travelers along the Silk Road
· document work- We start out by reading and discussing the Pliny the Elder document. The document naturally leads to a discussion of what the Roman elite wore before that. If you have access to silk and cotton cloth, you can bring it in and expand on this to show the differences in comfort between the two fabrics. The document also shows them how trade can open up societies to new products, and potentially new issues (Pliny is a bit of a prude!). It can also lead to a discussion on how Silk Road trade focused primarily on luxury goods that only the wealthier classes of society could afford.

· Travelers along the Silk Road- I highlight particular Silk Road travelers to elucidate features of the Silk Road. I use:

a. General Zhang- Chinese general charged with opening up routes to the northwest of China, as the Chinese were interested in obtaining Central Asia horses, which were renowned for their durability and maneuverability.

b. Ibn Battuta- Muslim scholar who spent 30 years traveling throughout Africa and Asia. Part of his trip involved traveling to China along the Silk Road, using caravans, caravanserai, and Muslim hospitality to assist him in his travels

c. Marco Polo- Venetian merchant who traveled along the Silk Road. The stories of his travels ignited European fascination with China

d. Mongols- I also discuss the rise of the Mongols and how that impacted the Silk Road. The Mongolian peace, or Pax Mongolica, stimulated and protected increased trade along the Silk Road in the 13th and early 14th centuries. This is also a good point to discuss the fact that security and stability were very important to the effective functioning of the Silk Road- periods of greatest use coincided with periods of stability- Rome & Han China, the Mongols, etc.

e. If I have time left on this day, I show part of the DVD

· Be sure to cover camels and horses, the barter system, caravans, and caravanserai here if you haven’t already

· Day 3- Document Work- Stirrups
· I split the students up into small groups (of 2 or 3). The stirrups are placed in a small shoebox (or multiple shoeboxes if you have more stirrups). Students are allowed to feel inside the box (but may not look), and need to discuss with their group what they think the object is and what it might be used for. If you only have one stirrup, you can have groups take turns in an isolated part of the room while the other students are watching part of the DVD

· Discussion- students can make guesses on what the object is and what use it has. Then we have a class discussion on the object, its features, and why it might be important. You can do a little research on your own if you don’t know much about horseback riding, but features to focus on about the benefits of the stirrup are that it allows much greater stability, eases the strain on a rider’s legs, and can free the hands for other tasks (like using a bow and arrow or a sword). If there are students familiar with horseback riding in the class, make use of their knowledge.

· Reading support- After the initial discussion, the students receive a handout (or can access via their computers) the reading on “How the Stirrup Changed Our World.” This reading highlights how revolutionary the introduction of the stirrup (along the Silk Road) was to medieval knights, warfare, and the social structure in Europe.

· Cultural Diffusion- We discuss the topic of diffusion. After our discussion of the stirrup, students are in the right frame of mind to consider the fact that not only goods and products are traded, but also technology, religions, and even disease.

· Days 4-6-  Caravanserai Class Project
· On day 4, students are introduced to a class project on caravanserai. We review the various functions of the caravanserai to Silk Road travelers. Students are then tasked with turning the classroom into a Silk Road caravanserai (see attached project instructions). Students should brainstorm ideas as a group, then decide how to delegate and complete the tasks. You may appoint a team leader if you want, or assign groups for specific tasks. I prefer to give them more creative leeway, with occasional guidance to keep them on task and on assignment.

· Day 5- library research and group discussions

· Day 6- final preparation for project

· Day 7- presentation of project. I usually try to round up a team of judges (teachers or staff who have a free period typically) who are each assigned (by the students) a particular role. Then the students take over, guiding the guests through the caravanserai and explaining its features.

· Day 8- Test- Silk Road and its impact
I have multiple choice questions, short answer, and time permitting, a short essay that evaluates how well the students have learned the material

VII. Conclusion / Wrap-Up
The caravanserai project serves as a great wrap-up to the Silk Road unit. Students should incorporate all their knowledge of the Silk Road into the project. It’s also a good way to see if there are any knowledge gaps before they take the test.

VIII. Assessment
Students are evaluated for understanding through the caravanserai project (which receives a project grade), and through the end-of-unit test.

IX. Differentiation
Assessing through a collaborative group project and a written test diversifies learning methods for different types of learners. The hands-on nature of the document work (stirrups and silk/cotton) appeals to more hands-on learners, while the DVD is helpful for visual learners. The teacher can organize groups, including in the caravanserai project, to accommodate different learning levels and styles. Also, the test can be modified based on the particular needs of the classroom.

X. Reflection
More time was needed for the caravanserai project than I initially budgeted. The “brainstorming” session lasted longer than initially projected, and needed a good deal of guidance from the instructor to keep it from veering off course. This change is reflected in the above lesson plan. Also, I allowed 5-6 minutes at the beginning of the class period on the presentation day for students to set up everything they needed. Based on classroom availability and use, you may want to let them set up after school on the previous day, or before school on the day of the presentation. Students were very creative in this project (occasionally a little too creative). The library day for the caravanserai project should also be guided, and make use of the librarian and library resources. Many people will feel that 8 days is far too long to spend on the Silk Road, but I think it is a topic that receives far too little attention in textbooks and current curricula, and can be very valuable for students as a transition between ancient and modern worlds, and between pockets of civilizations and a more interconnected “global” world. The focus on trade and its benefits will also be useful as a knowledge base for future sections on the Columbian Exchange, imperialism, etc.

XI. Librarian plan for support
Please consult your librarian for support, particularly for the research for the caravanserai project. It is always a good idea to provide librarians with copies of your syllabus and project guidelines, and to discuss with the librarian ahead of time what you want the students to get out of the project and their library research time. Librarians are also invaluable on the day of library research. They can pull certain valuable resources ahead of time, as well as steer students to particularly useful databases. The students need factual evidence to support their caravanserai project, and the library day is the best opportunity to do that.
