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WHILE HISTORIANS sometimes view teaching and community
engagement as peripheral to our research, they have been the focus of
my career at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock. Teaching and
outreach help me clarify research questions, consider the best format
for dissemination or publication, and establish interdisciplinary
connections. Incorporating inquiry-based teaching techniques into my
history courses at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock has helped
my students to practice doing history—analyzing the relationships
among culture, history, economics, and power in their communities
and in the world. Assignments are more meaningful when they
require students to apply knowledge and skills to a real-world issue or
project, build student and community engagement, and develop skills
in communication, research, information literacy, and collaboration.!
They prompt students to investigate their relationships to the past
and their communities. | have connected my teaching to research
and public service in several assignments, which were memorable
for students and energizing for me: examining timely big questions;
partnering to create exhibit text panels; and critiquing information
from Wikipedia or large language models such as ChatGPT.
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Although teaching receives much less emphasis in academia than
the production of traditional peer-reviewed research, it is by far
the endeavor in which I spend most of my time. I have discovered
that integrating my research, writing, teaching, and community
involvement feeds my energy and enthusiasm, which spills over into
my students’ experiences. Unsurprisingly, this is supported by research
on effective teaching in K-12 and higher education. In What the Best
College Teachers Do, Ken Bain emphasized that active engagement
in research and scholarship is one of the most important qualities
of effective college teaching. A deep and broad understanding and
curiosity allows faculty to explain complex concepts and evaluate
their own thinking, research, and pedagogies metacognitively.?

Considering our pedagogical practice in higher education
humanities courses is not new, but because many higher education
faculty lack formal teaching training, and even fewer research and
write about their teaching practices, dissemination of the literature is
less robust than our historical scholarship.®> Research in secondary
history and social studies classrooms shows the impact of inquiry-
based learning, but little research has been conducted on this subject at
the college level.* Real-world inquiries encourage group interaction,
provide checkpoints with instructor or stakeholder feedback, and
require active participation in learning. None of these techniques
are intended to reduce the rigor of our courses; instead, the National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), first administered in 2000,
shows that student persistence and performance rise in courses that
encourage critical thinking and involve challenging reading and
writing. Survey results highlight the importance of public-facing
assignments, including service learning, research, and internship
opportunities. Ninety-five percent of arts and humanities majors
said these practices helped them understand course concepts, and
eighty-one percent responded that these practices challenged them
to do their best work.>

Examining Timely Big Questions

My pedagogical practice includes structuring courses using
relevant, big-picture questions, a strategy learned during my training
as a high school social studies teacher.® I divide my courses into units,
each focused around one or more large questions. This strategy works
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for both lower-division core courses in U.S. and world history, as well
as upper-division courses in my areas of specialty—Latin America
and the U.S. West. Each week or class period tackles a smaller
portion of the large question. For example, we examine “What
happened when cultures met?” during our unit of study on the first
generations of encounters among different cultural groups in U.S.,
world, and Latin American history. An individual week might focus
more specifically on the encounters of Andeans and Spaniards in the
sixteenth century, or on encounters in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century New Mexico. Then, I select primary and secondary sources
that speak to these questions, and we spend time discussing them.
Sometimes I score a written or oral discussion, sometimes a short
essay that incorporates evidence from the primary sources. Students
quickly realize the difficulty of answering questions about colonial
encounters due to the nature and unequal representation of the
primary source materials, something that I also find problematic in
my own research. This leads to further questions about how we know
what we know about interactions between colonial groups, as well
as to discussions of research methodology and the role of theory.

Teaching students how to analyze primary sources so that they
can answer a captivating and relevant question gives them a specific
purpose for learning content. Recent public discussions about statues
in public places, including statues of Fray Junipero Serra, the head
of the Alta California missions, provided a hook for an assignment
I created based around the question, “How should we characterize
the missions of Northern New Spain?”’ This question is one I
examine in my “Colonial Latin American History” and “History
of the American West” courses when we discuss interactions
between Native groups, Franciscan and Jesuit missionaries, and
Spanish soldiers and settler-colonists in the seventeenth through
early nineteenth centuries in the northern borderlands of the lands
claimed by Spain. The question is also at the heart of my research
on music, dance, and sounds in the northern frontier regions claimed
by Spain in the period from 1590-1821.3

While this question has a rich historiography dating back to the
nineteenth century, a balanced exploration of colonial frontiers is
complicated by the lack of indigenous-language sources.” This
problem prompted me to investigate musical instruments and songs,
as well as dances and celebrations (and written descriptions of these
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performances) from the colonial period through the present. I use a
variety of non-written sources alongside Spanish written sources to
attempt to understand cultural and religious change and the ways in
which individuals and groups interacted with each other. I created
learning experiences for students with the goal of introducing them to
non-traditional sources, reading against the grain of colonial sources,
and promoting an appreciation of the complexity of researching and
analyzing colonial encounters.

Students begin their consideration of the nature of Spanish colonial
missions by examining news accounts of protests surrounding statues
and objects commemorating missionaries, Spanish soldiers, and
replica mission bells. This connection to the present invites students
to consider what they know about the ways in which missions
have been characterized over time. A second task, which helps
build background knowledge, involves comparison and analysis of
textbook narratives about colonial missions from historic and current
history textbooks published in Mexico and the United States.

After students compile a list of words and phrases used to
describe the people who interacted with one another in mission
communities of the northern borderlands, they begin formulating
questions about the processes of encounter and colonization.
Then, they work through a set of primary sources, beginning with
missionaries’ reports, then moving to music, archaeological data,
interviews and video from indigenous communities, drawings, and
photographs of the built environment and musical instruments.
Providing students with a wider and more inclusive range of sources
than Spanish government and religious records echoes the ways
in which ethnohistorians attempt to fill in the silences of colonial
records.!® Non-traditional and ethnographic sources also highlight
the difficulties inherent in researching and teaching about colonial
encounters. They are incomplete records of human activity and
emotion in the past, but for cultures that recorded their histories
in oral forms, songs, dances, objects, and the built environment,
these sources help us to imagine multiple versions of the history
of encounters and exchanges. For example, fragments of bells
unearthed in archaeological investigations, with axe marks indicating
their purposeful destruction, show us that the intentional colonization
of time systematically introduced by bells into the soundscape did
not go uncontested.!!
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The materials can be used in a variety of ways—each source or
set of sources can stand alone, and students could complete only the
analysis of textbook passages or the analysis of primary sources.
An instructor could also choose to focus on the current controversy
over commemoration of the missions and associated individuals
and objects, using the assembled sources as they are relevant in the
conversation. I created a Spotify playlist with audio examples of
modern performances of music coming out of the mission context—
liturgical music that is part of the liturgy, spiritual songs, and dance-
dramas from indigenous and mestizo communities in Mexico and
the United States—which can be used along with the visual and
written sources. The primary assignment asks students to answer
the question, “How should we characterize the missions of Northern
New Spain?” by incorporating evidence from the primary sources
in a format of their choice. Students practice historical analysis and
synthesis instead of merely recalling or demonstrating comprehension
of content.!> My colleague recently used this assignment with his
“History of the Atlantic World” students. They discussed each group
of sources—archaeology, daily schedules, instruments, drawings, and
oral histories—in an online discussion board in preparation for a class
meeting. Students appreciated the variety of sources, particularly
those that helped them understand the “soft power” used by the
missionaries, and they noted the dynamic cultural interactions in
the short and long terms. Teaching with inquiries based on relevant
historical questions provides a purpose for reading. While it takes
time to prepare sets of primary sources, they can be used in a variety
of ways for discussion, in writing, or to stimulate additional research.

Partnering to Create Community Exhibits

Another way to model research and inquiry with students is to
collaborate on community projects. Our university, which reflects the
demographics of our capital city, actively searches for ways to connect
students to the city, as well as to invite our neighbors into the campus.
The Consulate of Mexico in Little Rock, which serves Arkansas and
Eastern Oklahoma, is across the street from our midtown campus. In
August 2018, the then-consul’s spouse, educator Patricia Quilantan,
contacted the university about constructing a Dia de Muertos ofrenda
on our campus during the fall semester. A small group of interested
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collaborators, including Ms. Quilantan, consulate staff who worked
on education and outreach, and the UA Little Rock Fine Arts gallery
director met to discuss the project. We secured space in a first-floor,
centrally located small gallery space for a large ofrenda, which Ms.
Quilantan would design and build with members of the consulate staff
and assistance from myself and our students. I agreed to work with
students in my “Historian’s Craft” class, which is our methods course
for students in the History major, to turn our normal research project
(twenty percent of the course grade) into one that would examine the
history and cultural traditions of Dia de Muertos. 1 committed to
having our students work in groups to research and produce illustrated
exhibit text panels. We secured funding for printing on foam core.

Construction of the exhibit occurred for four weeks in September
and October. Ms. Quilantan met with our class and explained her
concept for the altar, which honored migrants, a politically charged
topic in our conservative southern state. We made a list of questions
that students and the general public would have about the holiday,
celebrations, and the altar. Then, we divided them into broad
categories and students split into groups to begin their research in
the library and online archives. We created a class Google Drive
folder to share research articles and notes, as well as drafts of exhibit
text. We settled on six panels featuring: (1) an introduction, (2) Dia
de Muertos, (3) Celebrations, (4) Ofrendas, (5) Skeletons, and (6)
the consulate and Mexico-Arkansas relations. We debated writing
a separate panel on historic and current migrants from Mexico to
Arkansas and wondered whether the exhibit contained political
content that might be controversial.

After a week of researching, we searched for images in the public
domain that could complement the text and exhibit. I facilitated
discussions about what to include in the text panels. Teaching
students to draft succinct exhibit text had an additional benefit—it
exposed them to a genre of writing specific to our field. We looked at
the text panels of online and physical exhibits as examples of length
and writing style. Polishing the writing so that it read in a consistent
voice, in appropriate verb tense, took up half of one class session,
and we then shared our drafts with Ms. Quilantan and incorporated
her feedback. After editing and approval, we printed the text panels
and borrowed easels to display them. I solicited visits (conducted
in either English or Spanish) from classes on campus and nearby
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Figure 1: Student Dia de Muertos exhibit for the “Historian’s Craft” course.

high schools and community groups, scheduling them around the
availability of students and Ms. Quilantan. The consulate organized
an exhibit opening celebration and the project received recognition
in the local press (Figure 1).

After the exhibit concluded, we helped disassemble the ofrenda.
The students’ text panels continue to be displayed each year on
campus when student organizations build a display for the holiday.
The rather last-minute addition to my syllabus in Fall 2018 has had
a lasting impact on the students and the campus community, and the
experience of collaboration and connecting with colleagues in the
consulate was a highlight of my work at UA Little Rock.

This assignment, however, was not without problems. Creating
an entire course around this collaboration would have allowed for
much more depth in our examination of indigenous and colonial
viewpoints, appropriation and commercialization, and current
representations of Mexican culture in our city, state, and country.
Students had little background information on Colonial Latin
America prior to this project, and since the course in which we
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completed it was a historical methods course, the focus was not on
providing rich content that would have allowed students to more
fully grapple with the historical and current interpretations of cultural
practices and religious expressions. Some students contributed more
than others. I created a rubric that scored individual contributions to
the group project in research, writing, and revision. Reflecting on
the assignment’s weaknesses allows me to plan more carefully for a
future collaboration; however, seizing the opportunity to collaborate
provided a meaningful learning experience for students who had little
exposure to the history and culture of Latin America.

Critiquing Wikipedia and ChatGPT

A third authentic, inquiry-based learning assignment, which I
have used multiple times in my upper-level courses such as “U.S.-
Latin American Relations” and “History of the American West,”
requires students to investigate the accuracy and depth of material
in Wikipedia, as well as text generated by ChatGPT or other large
language models.

In the 1990s, the availability of digital resources and personal
computers caused changes in the way all of us, including students,
located information. We had to adapt our methods for teaching
research and writing, faced more often with student use of non-
scholarly sources and copy-and-paste plagiarism. As material on
the Internet became more widely available, our challenges grew. We
needed to teach students to evaluate general web-based sources, which
often lack the peer review of printed sources. Artificial intelligence
(Al), including large language models such as ChatGPT and
Gemini, similarly causes us to re-examine the types of assignments
we design. What skills are necessary when Al can complete some
tasks more efficiently than humans? How do we teach students to
use digital resources, including Wikipedia and Al, ethically and
critically?'® These questions urge us to consider the ways in which
our curriculum must constantly change to engage with emerging
technologies and ideas. Technologies might increase the divide
between the digital haves and have-nots, but they have the potential
to lessen the gap if we teach students how they work, along with
their strengths and limitations. Researchers like Ted Dintersmith
have noted the existential questions raised by the rapidly-increasing
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power of artificial intelligence, including for our democratic system
of government.'* Lively discussions on social media and on my
university’s faculty e-mail discussion list indicate that Dintersmith
is not alone in his concerns about how artificial intelligence, like
Wikipedia before it, might profoundly affect our work.

Beginning in Summer 2023, instead of assigning a traditional
essay assignment or research paper in my upper-level history classes,
I asked students to compare and analyze texts on a discrete topic
covered in our course readings. For example, in my “U.S.-Latin
American Relations” course, students chose topics such as the Bay
of Pigs Invasion, Pancho Villa’s Raid on Columbus, New Mexico,
and the building of the Panama Canal. Using tools from the Wiki
Education Foundation, students then evaluated the content of the
Wikipedia page on the same topic (in English or Spanish, comparing
the pages in different languages if they possessed language skills).!
This process requires them to read the text, then examine the citations,
revision history, and talk pages to see how the content was created,
by whom, how it has changed over time, and whether there have
been discussions about how to cover the topic. Students compare the
Wikipedia pages with the course readings to look for similarities and
differences, including content, coverage and treatment of subtopics,
and source citations. In the second step, students use ChatGPT
or another large language model and prompt it to generate a short
essay with citations on the same topic. They determine whether the
content is accurate, whether the citations are legitimate, and how the
narration and analysis compare to the Wikipedia article and the course
readings by annotating the response. The class then discusses how
the sources compare. They submit their annotated conversation with
the large language model, along with written answers to questions
about sourcing, corroboration, accuracy, and readability. In the
first two semesters I used this assignment, I also had students draft
recommendations to our History Department and college faculty
about the use of Wikipedia and large language models in academic
research and writing.

After sharing this assignment with department colleagues, I
organized a group of faculty and staff from across the university
to create a learning module about large language models and to
conduct a research study on student perceptions of the ethics of large
language model use. We have engaged with community stakeholders,
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including policy makers and employers, to discuss these issues.
Students recommended the incorporation of learning tasks involving
media literacy and large language models in their courses. They also
asked for very clear guidelines about when and how they could use
machine learning. Many were worried about being falsely accused
of plagiarism if they used tools such as Grammarly or WordTune for
revision. This authentic learning task led to ongoing conversations
with internal and external stakeholders—professors, employers, state
officials, and students—and my first forays into research and writing
about teaching and learning. As a result of these conversations, [ am
working with the Composition faculty to embed a teaching module
with a shortened, teacher-directed version of the critique of ChatGPT
into our “Composition II” (RHET 1312) core courses.

Reflection

Connecting my teaching, research, and community engagement
through implementing authentic learning experiences for my students
has provided some of the most enjoyable moments in my career.
Students and the public have benefited, too. Graduation surveys
indicate that students enjoy completing assignments that differ from
the essay writing they generally complete in other higher education
history and humanities courses. They appreciate the opportunity to
practice writing for different audiences. My experience with students
on these assignments corroborates the research from the Meaningful
Writing Project, which identified the characteristics of assignments
that students found most significant in their college experiences.
Meaningful assignments involve students with their peers, their
community, and texts. They are relevant to students’ experiences
and future goals, and they are assigned in a variety of courses from
undergraduate surveys through graduate seminars by professors
who connect their research with their interests and their teaching.!®

Self-reflection on the design of assignments, pedagogy techniques,
and students’ work aids us as we refine our teaching, and it can also
inform our research questions and methods. Teaching, research,
and community engagement do not have to be separate areas of
our practice. Instead, combining them engages both students and
ourselves in examining the limits and possibilities of the sources we
use and the ways in which we write about the past.
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