Inquiry Question: What were the causes of the decline of the Western Roman Empire?

Overview:  This lesson will focus on the 400 yearlong steady decline of the Western Roman Empire due to both internal and external problems. Students will be introduced to the commonly accepted causes for the fall of the Western Roman Empire including geographic size and the difficulty it presented for defense, the economy and the cost of defense which is related to inflation and the devaluation of Roman currency, the composition of the military expanding to include non-Romans, the moral decay related to citizens losing faith in Rome and the family, political problems such as weak administration and civil conflict, and finally, attacks on all borders from invading forces.  For the purposes of this class, students do not require extensive detail spanning four centuries, so key events, people, and places will be pulled out and used to illustrate each possible cause (e.g. to illustrate weak and unstable government, students can explore the fact that there were 37 Emperors in Rome, and the vast majority of them were killed by their own soldiers to seize power).

Context: The two classes that this lesson will be taught in are 9th grade World History I, which take place during 2nd and 3rd block during the day.  The 2nd block class has 8 students with IEPs in it, as well as a SPED collaborator, and the 3rd block class has 2 students with IEPs, one of whom reads at a 5th grade level.  Because of these ability considerations in combination with that fact that these younger students are likely unaccustomed to inquiry style lessons, I have chosen the texts used in the data sets carefully.  I have incorporated visual ‘texts’ such as artwork, graphs and maps in combination with some secondary source readings.  Most of the readings are very short and clear, which will hopefully help with students who might struggle with comprehension.  One of the texts, a longer excerpt from a philosopher, is much more difficult and so to accommodate the struggling readers, I have included a second one paragraph summary of the main points made in the longer reading.  I will also group the students with ability in mind so that stronger readers can help those who are struggling, or at least struggling readers will benefit from listening to the group conversation about the readings.  In terms of background knowledge, this lesson will occur on the final day of a nearly two week long unit on ancient Rome, so much of the reading will (hopefully) be activating their background knowledge.
Grade Level: This lesson will be used in a 9th Grade World History I to A.D. 1500.

Time: This lesson is designed to take about 90 minutes, or one full block of instruction.  If necessary, it could be divided into two shorter lessons, which could afford students more time to study the data sets.

Instructional Model:  This lesson will be taught using the inquiry-based instructional model.  Students will be presented with data sets that illustrate the six major reasons historically attributed to the fall of Rome, and be asked to apply the information provided to develop hypotheses explaining the fall.  After students examine the each data set, the whole class will revisit and revise our original hypotheses, taking new understandings and insights into account.  The inquiry lesson will culminate with students writing a 1-2 paragraph journal entry in which they will evaluate and defend one or two of the most important (in their judgment) causes for the fall of Rome.    

Rationale:  This lesson is a great fit for the inquiry-based instruction model because the fall of Rome has multiple and competing or related causes.  The lesson will help students not only to understand that events in history often have many complex causes and explanations, but also to comprehend and analyze the explanations associated with the fall of Rome in particular.  The use of this model will allow students to think critically about primary sources of information and make meaning of the past. 

Objectives:

· Students will be able to identify at least 4 major reasons for the decline of the Roman Empire in without error (WHI.6k)

· Students will be able to recognize that there can be multiple and competing explanations for historical events

· Students will be able to analyze historical evidence and use it effectively to support a hypothesis about the fall of Rome in a 1-2 paragraph written response 

Assessment:  At beginning of the lesson, I will explain the entire inquiry process to the students, and make it clear that the lesson will culminate in their writing a brief 1-2 paragraph journal response which answers the question: which one of the hypotheses developed in class today do you think were the most important in causing the decline of the Western Roman Empire?  The prompt will make it clear to students that they are expected to incorporate information from the data sets as evidence to support their chosen hypotheses.  I will give them 15 minutes at the end of class to work on their writing assignment and give them the option to complete it for homework, or come see me during their AEP period to complete the assessment.  The assignment will be collected the following day in class.  In addition to this summative assessment, I will be using informal formative assessment throughout the lesson as I note participation effort and comprehension as we work together as a group to write and revise the hypotheses on the board.

Content and Instructional Strategies: 

Preparation and Resources


1. Copies of data set packet 


2. Copies of hook prompt handout and chart graphic organizer


3. Open Inspiration document for hypothesis development 


4. PowerPoint presentation with hook and datasets

5. Copies of journal prompt 

I. Engaging Student Inquiry (10 minutes) – Knowledge Building

1. As students walk into class I will direct their attention to the painting/video/quote 

being projected and ask them to spend 3 minutes thinking about and jotting down in their notebooks what they see and how it connects to the reasons for the fall of Rome.  


2. Students will spend a few minutes sharing their ideas in pairs.  They will be partners 


with the person sitting next to them.  


3. After a few minutes I will ask students to share their ideas with the class. As a whole 

class, we will discuss what we see and what symbolism is in the painting.  What does the painting tell us about what was going on in Rome at the time of the fall?  I will pose some questions for them as we discuss to make sure they notice the key points.

4. Once we reach a stopping point in the discussion of the painting, I will pose the inquiry question for them on the next slide.  I will recall their background information at this point – making sure they understand that the fall of Rome occurred gradually over a 400-year period at the beginning of the Common Era.  

5. At this point I will explain the inquiry method to students and make sure they understand the process, and what I will be asking them to do at each point.  I will also pass out the graphic organizer chart for the lesson (page 5) and go over it with them so they understand what information to put where, etc. 

II. Elicit Hypotheses (5 minutes) – Knowledge Expression
1. The next slide will reiterate the inquiry question and show the painting we just discussed again so they can go back to it for ideas as they think and discuss their initial hypotheses.  In pairs, students will write down a few hypotheses for the causes of the fall of Rome.  I will remind them that they will be asked to share at least one hypothesis per pair.

2.  At this point I will switch to a concept mapping software like Inspiration so that I can record and project the hypotheses that the students come up with.  We can then refer back to this at each stage of the inquiry lesson so they can see all the edits and additions and refer back to their previous ideas as we discuss.  Moving forward I will switch back and forth between projecting the hypotheses and showing the datasets.  (Knowledge building and expression)

3. After a few minutes for deliberation, the pairs will report out until we have at least 8 ideas on the board. All ideas will be written on the board and I will ask for additional details or probing questions as necessary we go along.  No hypotheses should be rejected at this point because I want them to feel comfortable thinking creatively and to practice using the data sets to rule out less accurate hypotheses as we move through the lesson.  If necessary, I will provide prompts or hints, reminding students of their background knowledge to produce additional hypotheses.   

III. Data Gathering and Hypothesis Revision (50 minutes) – Knowledge building
1. After a list of hypotheses is created, I will distribute the graphic organizer chart for the lesson and the packet of data sets, explaining again that they will be asked to analyze the information provided to determine if the data supports, contradicts, or alters their hypotheses, or generates new ones.  Explain to students that as they read and discuss the data sets, they should fill out the corresponding sections of their lesson charts.

2. Students will spend a couple of minutes reading the data set independently and then they will discuss their ideas in groups of four (sets of partners from earlier will now form groups of four, which I will help them create when we transition from independent reading to group discussion). 

3. After the students have talked in their groups, I will ask the groups to report out their edits and additions to the list of hypotheses on Inspiration.  

4. I will record any changes on the board, asking clarifying or guiding questions as necessary. 

5. This process will be repeated for each of the four data sets.                       

IV. Conclusion (10 minutes) – Knowledge Expression
1. After all the data has been discussed, I will direct students to discuss with their groups which of the hypotheses we have on the board are best represented by the data. 

2. Once they have discussed their ideas in small groups for a few minutes, I will open up a brief class discussion asking students to share the hypotheses they think best explain the fall of Rome. 

3. Students will have the remainder of the class period to begin their written response to the homework prompt provided. Students will be asked to write 1-2 paragraphs explaining which hypothesis they find most convincing, making sure to use at least one of the data sets to support their evaluation. 

Differentiation:  This lesson incorporates a wide variety of pathways for students to connect to the materials being presented.  The information is presented as artwork, charts and graphs, and written excerpts, so students with a range of skills sets will be able to take something from the lesson.  Also, the lesson uses a combination of independent, pairs, small groups and full class discussion so students will be able to participate through whichever means is most comfortable for them.  Additionally because of the collaborative element in the group work, students at different academic levels will compliment each other’s strengths and weaknesses.   

Adaptations: There are several accommodations and modifications that could be incorporated into this lesson to assist students with IEPs, 504 plans, and other needs.  The reading-intensive portions of the data sets could be modified (further shortened, annotated) to accommodate students who struggle with reading.  Alternatively, the texts could be read aloud to students who have a preference for auditory learning.  For students with organizational, or behavioral focused IEPs, additional clarification could be provided as I circulate the classroom to help those students stay on track.  For students who will not find these data sets challenging, I could have more complex readings or charts prepared that go into further depth.

Opening Hook – The Fall of Rome by Thomas Cole (February 1, 1801 – February 11, 1848)

[image: image1.wmf]
The Fall of Rome by Thomas Cole

Directions: Answer the following questions about the painting you see projected on the screen.  As you are working, think about what you already know about the Fall of Rome and what might have caused the decline.  

1. What do you see in the painting? (e.g. Who is there? What is there? Where do you think they are?)  List anything you see in the painting that you think might be important.

2. What is happening in the painting?

3.What might be some of the symbolic meaning behind the items shown in the painting?

Data Set 1 (Difficulty & Expense of Defending a Large Nation Against Many Invading Forces)

[image: image2.wmf]

Maintaining an army to defend the borders of the Empire from barbarian attacks was a constant drain on the government. Military spending left few resources for other vital activities, such as providing public housing and maintaining the quality of public roads. In the latter years of the Empire, frustrated Romans lost their desire to defend the Empire. Thus, the government found it necessary to rely increasingly on hired soldiers recruited from the unemployed city mobs or foreign countries. Such an army was not only unreliable, but very expensive. The emperors were forced to raise taxes frequently.

Data Set 2 (Political & Military Corruption)
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One of Rome’s most serious problems was the difficulty of choosing new emperors. The Romans never created an effective system to determine how new emperors would be selected. For this reason, the choice of new emperor was always open to debate between the old emperor, the Senate, the Praetorian Guard (the emperor’s private army), and the army.  Gradually the Praetorian Guard gained complete authority to choose the new emperor. In return, the new emperor handsomely (generously) rewarded the Guard for its support. This system worked fairly well for a time.  Beginning in A.D. 186, however, when the army strangled the new emperor, the practice began of selling the throne to the highest bidder.  During the next 100 years, Rome had 37 different emperors – 25 of whom were removed from office by assassination.

Data Set 3 (The Economy – Inflation)

[image: image4.wmf]
Roman emperors tried to buy the loyalty of their soldiers by increasing wages. But to cover the additional costs they also reduced the silver content of their coinage, aggravating an already precarious (unstable) fiscal (financial) situation.

The Roman economy suffered from inflation (an increase in prices) beginning after Romans stopped conquering new lands.  Less resources (like silver) were being brought into the country, but Romans were still spending a lot of money.  As the amount of silver used in coins decreased, the coins became less valuable.  To make up for this loss in value, merchants raised the prices of goods that they sold.

Data Set 4 (Decline in Morals & Values)
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Item A. The Roman philosopher Seneca took a dim view of gladiatorial contests and the spectacle that accompanied them. Interestingly, his criticism is not based on revulsion (disgust) at the butchery he witnesses, but because the display is boring and therefore unworthy of the attention of a well-reasoned man. In a letter to a friend, he describes what he saw in the arena during the reign of Emperor Caligula:

"There is nothing so ruinous to good character as to idle away one's time at some spectacle (show). Vices have a way of creeping in because of the feeling of pleasure that it brings. Why do you think that I say that I personally return from shows greedier, more ambitious and more given to luxury, and I might add, with thoughts of greater cruelty and less humanity, simply because I have been among humans?

The other day, I chanced to drop in at the midday games, expecting sport and wit and some relaxation to rest men's eyes from the sight of human blood. Just the opposite was the case. Any fighting before that was as nothing; all trifles were now put aside - it was plain butchery.

The men had nothing with which to protect themselves, for their whole bodies were open to the thrust, and every thrust told. The common people prefer this to matches on level terms or request performances. Of course they do. The blade is not parried by helmet or shield, and what use is skill or defense? All these merely postpone death.

In the morning men are thrown to bears or lions, at midday to those who were previously watching them. The crowd cries for the killers to be paired with those who will kill them, and reserves the victor for yet another death. This is the only release the gladiators have. The whole business needs fire and steel to urge men on to fight. There was no escape for them. The slayer (killer) was kept fighting until he could be slain (killed).

'Kill him! Flog (beat) him! Burn him alive!' (the spectators roared) 'Why is he such a coward? Why won't he rush on the steel? Why does he fall so meekly? Why won't he die willingly?"

Item B. The final years of the Empire were marked by a decline in morals and values. Emperors like Nero and Caligula become infamous for wasting money on lavish parties, where guests ate and drank until they became ill. Most important, however was the growth of the Roman passion for cruelty. The most popular amusement was watching the gladiatorial combats in the Colosseum. These were attended by the poor, the rich, and frequently the emperor himself.

Homework Assignment 





Name:______________________

Directions: Answer the following question with a 1-2 paragraph response. Be sure to use at least one of the datasets we read and discussed in class as evidence to back up your answer.

Question: Which one or two of the hypotheses developed in class today do you think were the most important in causing the decline of the Western Roman Empire? 
� Map source: http://mediumhistorica.files.wordpress.com/2010/05/invasions_of_the_roman_empire_1.png


� Teacher’s Curriculum Institute


� Teacher’s Curriculum Institute


� http://mappinghistory.uoregon.edu/english/EU/EU08-03.html


� Teacher’s Curriculum Institute


� http://depthome.brooklyn.cuny.edu/classics/gladiatr/types.htm


� "Gladiators, 50 AD," EyeWitness to History, www.eyewitnesstohistory.com (2005).


� Teacher’s Curriculum Institute





PAGE  
1

