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Strategies for Addressing Student Learning Objectives
in the Renaissance and Reformation Classroom:
Tone, Historical Context, and Kinetic Learners
Vincent V. Patarino Jr.
Colorado Mesa University
Like other higher education institutions, Colorado Mesa University has fully

embraced modern assessment goals and strategies, especially SLOs (Student
Learning Objectives). In HIST 350, Renaissance and Reformation, I focus on two:
use of primary sources and historical context. Meeting these objectives with aural
and visual learners is met using traditional PowerPoint, laden with images of
art and architecture. What about kinetic learners? How does one comprise their
learning strengths? When analyzing documents, discerning tone is especially
challenging, given our social media age. One strategy is to have students work in
groups of two, taking turns reading each other’s emotions. Through this kinetic
exercise, millennials begin to link tone in documents, with both raw and hidden
human emotions. To explore historical context, students work in small groups
to create a project based on one of fifteen historical characters from Theodore
Rabb’s seminal Renaissance Lives: Portraits of an Age, which they in turn present
to the entire class. Their goal is to connect these individuals to a wider, and more
complex, historical context. Additionally, kinetic learners are encouraged to
consider creating a skit to discern the ways, which individuals both reflected and
initiated aspects of European society during the Renaissance and Reformation. 1

On the first day teaching HIST 101, Western Civilizations, Ancient
to 1500 at Colorado Mesa University (CMU), I always begin by
displaying Edvard Munch’s popular expressionist painting, The
Scream, first unveiled to the public in 1895. For those unfamiliar
with the piece, Munch’s Scream is delicious and angsty: it uses

1 This piece was presented as part of a panel titled “Pedagogical Innovations in Teaching
the Renaissance and Reformation,” for the 49th annual Rocky Mountain Medieval and
Renaissance Association, held at Colorado Mesa University in Grand Junction, Colorado.
My sincere thanks to my fellow panelists and to our audience members for comments and
critique made during and after the session
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sheer, twisting lines to depict an androgynous, skeletal human
figure holding his/her hands against the sides of the face. The work
conveys the horrors of modern life, keenly felt by many expressionist
artists during the tense decades before the Great War. I introduce
undergraduates to The Scream as a type of post-modern olive
branch: my message is that, while there is no balm for the shock of
learning that history is not reading a textbook chapter, memorizing
dates and facts, and then regurgitating it all on a worksheet (as some
of my students describe their learning in high school), I feel their
pain. Like the young Macaulay Culkin in the movie Home Alone,
however, one must strive to deal directly with the true nature of
history, once the screaming ends.
My academic employer, Colorado Mesa University, is a relatively
small but growing campus located on the Western Slope of Colorado,
in Grand Junction. Our student population of just over 11,000 is
drawn not only from a 14-county service region based in western
Colorado, but also includes students from 47 states and some 37
countries. While our campus community grows continually more
diverse, with some 24% from diverse populations, the bulk of our
students (47% female and 53% male) originate from the surrounding
Grand Valley, an agricultural expanse that specializes in wine and
fruit production.2 CMU is primarily a teaching university, which
exemplifies the role of the “teacher-scholar model” to meet our
Institutional and Statutory Missions.3 Thankfully, class sizes are
2 Approximately 1/4 of our students are non-traditional, and about 75% receive some level
of financial aid or scholarship money. Most of the student body is local, but because of our
sports program, which is generally competitive at the Division II level, we also attract an
increasing number of out-of-state students looking for an educational bargain. Other specific details about the campus and the current attendance and population data are found the
CMU Website, “About Colorado Mesa University,” http://www.coloradomesa.edu/about/
index.html.
3 Implied by our mission, as a regional education provider, we matriculate a wide range of
students, a significant number of whom are required to take remedial classes in English and
math. At CMU, the “teacher-scholar model” follows the definition set by Ernest Boyer,
which in effect blurs the traditional distinctions between teaching, advising, service, and
scholarship. According to the CMU Teacher-Scholar statement, “Teacher-scholars engage
in scholarship when they contribute to an “on-going conversation within and across disciplines, building on and responding to what others have discovered.” For further details
about Boyer’s teacher-scholar method, see Boyer, Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of
the Professoriate.
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relatively manageable, with upper division history courses such
as Renaissance and Reformation topped at fifteen; our Essential
Learning courses, such as Western Civilization, currently are capped
at 55.
As the early modern European historian at CMU, I realize it is a
significant challenge to uncover the “true nature of history” for my
students when teaching the upper-division HIST 350, Renaissance
and Reformation. How does one focus on both historical research
and discourse, while striking the correct balance between the
Renaissance and the Reformation; how much of each historical
context should one cover? Too narrow, or too deep of a focus, each
presents discipline specific problems.4 At CMU, both of these crucial
and expansive movements are contained in the HIST 350 syllabus.
A second, more difficult question, however, is how to teach students
of the early modern period to analyze primary sources, given the
peculiar challenges of archaic, era-specific language, and how
many in our society negotiate primarily within a limited lexicon
of 140 characters. Perhaps most importantly, there is the issue of
learner types: what strategies are possible, not only for aural and
visual learners, but also for kinetic learners, those who learn best
through touch and movement? Indeed, sometimes I feel that I, too,
experience the angst of The Scream as I struggle to include learning
opportunities for all three types. Here, I will focus mainly on the
strategies I have used to connect students to primary sources and
historical context, looking especially at approaches that focus on
the kinetic learner. These tactics grew out of David Kolb’s Learning
Styles Inventory (LSI) and the Student Learning Objectives, or SLOs
that my discipline adopted between 2012 and 2014. Through Kolb’s
original LSI and program-level SLOs, I have developed several
projects and assignments that enliven the study of the early modern
era for post-modern students.
4 The main text I use for this course to cover the basic content is Zophy, A Short History
of Renaissance and Reformation Europe.
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Key to my approach of teaching HIST 350, grounded in the training
that I received in the Graduate Teacher Program at CU Boulder, is
the use of David Kolb’s Learning Styles Inventory, as a strategy for
addressing different learning styles; it provides a powerful tool to
discuss the process of learning and teaching. Kolb’s Inventory, based
on experiential learning theory, was developed through research that
began in 1971 and was first published in 1984. During the 1990s,
when I was in training, we used mainly the initial versions of the LSI;
today, academic institutions can purchase a more comprehensive
and expanded version four.5
Briefly, the LSI positively correlates teaching styles with the
learning styles of our students. Once we understand how our students
learn, we can more easily adjust our teaching styles, assignments,
instructions, presentations, and grading to a broad range of student
learning strategies. In the original version of LSI (see Figure 1) there
are two main learning strategies, Concrete Experience and Abstract
Conceptualization, divided among four learning styles (I-IV): active,
reflective, experimentation, and observation.6 Concrete Experiences,
for example, include people who are “impatient” and like to “get
things done,” as an active learning style, while a Reflective Concrete
Experience comprises those who are imaginative and empathetic
and who try to understand problems and enjoy brainstorming.7 A
teacher trying to engage an Active, Concrete Experience learner
would need to understand that this student learns by trial and error
and by making mistakes and is motivated by producing a finished
product. The best way to reach this learner type is to encourage them
actively to “do something” and/or use modeling.8
5 Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, 17-22. For version 4 of the
KLSI see: Hay Group KLSI, http://haygroup.com.
6 Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, 19. The current Version 4
uses nine learning style types (Initiating, Experiencing, Imagining, Reflecting, Analyzing,
Thinking, Deciding, Acting, and Balancing); I tend to think this is overkill, and have found
that the original version continues to work well as a method of understanding student’s
unique learning preferences.
7 Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, 19.
8 Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, 19.
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My teaching goal is to connect to at least three quadrants of the
LSI by creating assignments or learning situations that spark
engagement at both the Concrete and Abstract levels. Writing
analytic papers, for example, addresses learning strategies mainly
(though not exclusively) in the reflective quadrant (see Figure 2),
while discussion could help to reach some additional students in
Quadrant III (see Figure 3).9 Could I, however, do more to access
Quadrants IV and I? Was there, for example, a way that I could
guide students to some kind of hands-on activity, one that would
allow them to define facts orally, and then to theorize? (see Figure
3)10 And what about those students who prefer “doing” to theorizing
in quadrant one? How could I reach them?
One way to involve kinetic learners is to embrace Mr. Miyagi’s style
of teaching in the original Reagan-era drama, Karate Kid.11 In one
memorable scene, “Daniel-san” is tricked into waxing Mr. Miyagi’s
car (and painting his fence) using the appropriate movements while
saying “wax-on”, “wax-off”; it was a way for the Sensei’s student
to learn an overarching concept (i.e. how to fight) by teaching him
the parts; a metaphor for learning in both quadrant’s one and four.12
What tangible strategy could I develop to “teach the parts”?
The result was several hands-on assignments to fulfill this mission
of learning. One that I have not used for several years, mainly due to
time constraints and resulting mess, is the Sistine Chapel Exercise.
When I first developed this assignment, students were given a
set of analytical questions, which asked them to define aspects of
Renaissance painting (such as perspective, the creation of realistic
human bodies, and chiaroscuro) and then theorize how Michelangelo
9 Quadrant II is Figure 2, Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, 21;
Quadrant IV is Figure 4, Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, 22.
10 Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, #18 in Quadrant IV, 22.
11 Karate Kid, directed by John G. Avildsen, Columbia Pictures, 1984.
12 I am most grateful to my CMU colleague of modern European history, Dr. Adam
Rosenbaum, for pointing out to me this metaphor for teaching during one of our conversations about classroom strategies.
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might have used these elements in painting the ceiling of the Sistine
Chapel. During lecture, I discussed humanism and the use of fresco,
tempera, and oil in Renaissance work; now I asked them to connect
The Creation of Adam to humanistic learning and values. As part of
our discussion, they investigated how the Creation of Adam could
be seen as inquiry into the nature of humanity and an affirmation of
the human spirit. Yet, something was missing…the kinetic aspect of
the exercise. In the end, it was a daily cartoon by John McPherson
that inspired me. McPherson’s comic strip Close to Home for March
31, 2002 had been sitting on my office wall for ages. Its subject was
“Michelangelo, Age Six,” who is busy painting snakes and cats on
his bedroom ceiling, while one of his parents wryly comments, “We
never should have got him those bunk beds.”13 What if I provided
each student with paper, pencils, paints, and smocks, and, having
them lie on the floor, flat under the long seminar tables, have them
attempt to draw or paint their own “Renaissance” image. When one
young woman yelped when drops of paint hit her face, I asked the
class to consider how and why Michelangelo took on the project
of the Sistine Chapel. While the post-discussion analysis was
fruitful, it was also very messy, which did not endear me to facilities
management.
The second kinetic exercise that I adopted for HIST 350 is the
Renaissance Lives Group Project, which I designed to access all
four of Kolb’s Quadrants. For this assignment, students read specific
chapters from Theodore K. Rabb’s 1993 book, Renaissance Lives:
Portraits of an Age, which he used to recover and mirror a form
of Renaissance writing, by examining the lives of the people who
lived during that era.14 As Rabb noted, “To suggest that a single
human life can represent an age, or that a few individuals might
distill a whole era, is to indulge in another of the favorite conceits
13 I had an original copy of the cartoon taped to my office wall, but it may be accessed
electronically. See McPherson, Close to Home, Universal Press Syndicate, 3/31/2002.
14 Rabb, Renaissance Lives.
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of the Renaissance—a fondness for the microcosm.”15 Originally,
Renaissance Lives was the companion piece for a PBS series; its
chapters adopted an expansive and somewhat loose chronology
of the Renaissance, stretching from the mid-14th to the mid-17th
centuries.
In the assignment directions (see Figure 4), students are required to
work in small groups and pick one of several pivotal individuals,
ranging from Petrarch to Artemesia Gentileschi. In their presentation,
the groups must comment on a range of analytical questions, the
most important of which, asks them to consider historical context:
what attributes of the Renaissance did your historical figure
reflect? Although I leave it open for the group to create any type
of presentation they want (as long as they keep to the ten minute
limit), I strongly suggest that they be as creative as possible (and
indeed, creativity is worth some 30% of the final project grade).
Over the years, Ren/Ref students have designed a wide variety of
projects: one group constructed a gatefold pamphlet, designed to
look like a typical sixteenth-century publication, which I handed out
to the class. In 2012, one particularly creative group authored and
performed a rap song about the art of Albrecht Dürer. Typically then,
the exercise engages all four learning types because the assignment
helps students “choose among alternatives by identifying what is
truly most interesting, most important, most useful” (Quadrant I,
#10); has them tell me “what they have read, learned, or studied”
(Quadrant II, #13); is devised as a fun way to do things, using
“humor, food, movement” (Quadrant III, #3); and is a collaborative
activity (Quadrant IV, #4).16
Sometimes, the Renaissance Lives exercise will draw students
into using three or all four quadrants of the LSI in a very unique
and unexpected way. For example, when I taught the course in fall
2015, one group created a skit about Artemesia Gentileschi, where
one of the male students took on the role of the eponymous artist.
15 Rabb, Renaissance Lives, IX.
16 See Figures 2-3, Graduate Teacher Program, Lead Graduate Teacher Manual, 21-22.
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The group’s interesting gender choice allowed for us, as a class,
to discuss in greater depth the issue of self-fashioning; indeed it
dovetailed nicely with lecture material about the sixteenth-century
Venetian poet and courtesan, Veronica Franco, whose writings were
an exercise in early modern self-fashioning.17 Here, the students
imagined a solution to the notion of gender identity through
imagination and empathy; explained through their skit what they had
learned, and gained hands-on experience with the ideas presented in
lecture and in Rabb’s text, by devising a fun way to get the project
done by building a collaborative activity, hitting three of the four
LSI quadrants.
Finally, I want to address, how program assessment contributes
to the creation of innovative teaching strategies in HIST 350. As
with many universities nation-wide, Colorado Mesa has adopted
program and course assessment strategies based on curriculum
mapping and the development of Student Learning Objectives,
or SLOs. In some respects, CMU came late to the game; but over
time, the History discipline has made great strides forward.18 Since
2012 our six program SLOs, aligned with the campus SLOs are (see
Figure 5): formulate the relationships of cause and effect; assess
the importance of historical context; critically analyze an argument
based on secondary sources; critically analyze primary sources;
formulate a clear and persuasive argument based on evidence; and
construct a clear thesis with strong topic sentences. As established
by our curriculum map, I assess HIST 350 on SLO #4: critically
analyze primary sources.
17 See for example, Rosenthal, The Honest Courtesan; Franco, Selected Poems and Letters.
18 As an institution, we were negatively critiqued for our slow adoption of program assessment during the past two Higher Learning Commission accreditation studies; the History
discipline was also moderately chastised on assessment during our last program review in
2010/11. As a result of my serving on the Faculty Senate Program Review Committee for
three years (2012-2015), the History Discipline now stands as a model for assessment at
CMU; we served as an example of improvement for the HLC mini-review during fall 2017.
On the CMU Assessment homepage, the History discipline was honored as a top program
following best practices. See: “The Spotlight on Assessment”, http://www.coloradomesa.
edu/assessment/
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When I teach HIST 350, my goal is to meet the SLO objective,
while still focusing on Kolb’s LSI. Again, the key is how to reach
kinetic learners; I can meet the objective for visual and aural learners
through class discussion and the use of PPT slides, but how does
one build a collaborative activity that accentuates experimentation
and reflection? I’ve struggled with this problem the past two times
I have taught the course (2012 and 2015), finding that students
regularly misread documents, especially in regards to tone. As Ane
Lintvedt identified in “Teaching Students to Interpret Documents”,
students taking the Advanced Placement Exam, writing on the
DBQ (Document Based Question) “regularly missed the meaning
of documents in which sarcasm, irony, or rhetorical questions were
used”.19 Students also “often failed to ‘read between the lines’: they
missed implied information.”20 Since Lintvedt wrote in 2004, the
problems associated with interpreting primary source documents
have only expanded with the advent of various social media, such as
twitter, snapchat, etc., embraced by all social groups, including the
millennials and the so-called post-millennials (Gen-Zed).21
Since 2015, I have dealt with the challenges inherent in primary
source analysis only at the essential learning level, especially in
both halves of Western Civilization (HIST 101 and 102) and in our
Historical Research and Methods course (HIST 202). In HIST 102
(1500-present) students analyze a document from the Duc de Saint
Simon’s Memoirs, titled “Vanity Was His Ruin,” (see Figure 6),
working in groups of 3-5. I identified this as an effective document
to use, due to its strong tone, which drips with condescension and
sarcasm. For the first several years, when I used “Vanity”, I was
surprised by how many groups simply took the Duc at his word,
believing that he supported the king, “because he was an aristocrat.”
Of course, nothing could be further from the truth.
19 Lintvedt, “Teaching Students to Interpret Documents.”
20 Lintvedt, “Teaching Students to Interpret Documents.”
21 Even when we consider the use of e-mail, in popular use since the mid-to-late 1990s,
there is often a problem associated with correctly communicating emotion and tone, hence
the development of emojis.
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This past year, I went back to the drawing board, refocusing on
Kalb’s LSI as a way to meet the SLO objective for analyzing a
primary source. Anecdotally, during discussion analyzing paintings
in both upper and lower division courses I found more often than
not that misidentified the emotions on human faces. What I realized
was that students today are so used to communicating by screen,
through sterile e-mail, text-messages, and instant messaging, that
increasingly they struggle to recognize simple human emotions.
Without that basic skill, how could they be expected to recognize
emotion – tone in documents?
As a result, I designed an exercise to develop one’s ability to discern
tone in documents (see Figure 7), applying it during the first half of
the document analysis of “Vanity was his Ruin.” I do not hand out
this exercise; this is simply the set of instructions meant for my own
use. After trying out this exercise twice (in four different sections
of HIST 102), I have found that more than half of the small groups
correctly identify the condescending and haughty tone in the St.
Simon document. My hope is to apply the new strategies that I have
developed here when next I teach Ren/Ref in 2020.
In conclusion, by utilizing the pedagogy embedded in Kolb’s LSI,
and embracing the History discipline’s SLOs, my HIST 350 and 102
students have opportunities to develop skills in analyzing primary
and secondary sources, while accentuating their individual styles
of learning. By the end of the semester, my hope is that they feel
less overwhelmed about the skills needed to think historically, and
recognize, through collaboration and kinetic exercises, the importance
of the Renaissance and Reformation to modern discourse.
Dr. Vincent V. Patarino Jr. holds degrees from the University of Colorado, Boulder.

He is Associate Professor of History at Colorado Mesa University located on
Colorado’s beautiful Western Slope. His work focuses on the cultural turn and
gender during the early modern period. His article, “The Religious Shipboard
Culture of Sixteenth and Seventeenth-Century English Sailors” (2012) in Cheryl
Fury, ed., The Social History of English Seamen, 1485-1649 broke new ground in
Maritime History and religious studies. His current project is a comparative study
of two Stuart era crews, one from John Saris’ 1613 East India Company voyage to
Japan, and the other from the era of the Glorious Revolution.
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Figure 4
Instructions for Renaissance Lives Group Project
HIST 350
This semester you will work in small groups, outside of class time, in order
to develop and organize a presentation on one of the following individuals in
Theodore Rabb’s Renaissance Lives: Petrarch; Jan Hus; Titian; Dürer; Platter;
Teresa of Avila; de Montaigne; or Raleigh. You will then present your project to
the entire class on the designated week in the syllabus. Each group should cover
a different individual.
Your objective is to present to your classmates a clear investigation of one of the
various Renaissance lives portrayed by Rabb. Each group member must read the
Foreword, the chapter on Gentileschi, and their own particular chapter.
You will also want to think about the following questions when you design your
presentation: what does this chapter add to our understanding of people who
lived during the Renaissance? What aspect or aspects of the Renaissance does
this person or persons reflect? What sets these men and women apart from their
society? Should society most value the extraordinary or those who follow the
crowd? Finally, be sure to put your historical character into the context of his or
her era. What attributes of the Renaissance did your historical character reflect?
Why was this a significant Renaissance Life?
Your presentation can be in any format you wish. You most certainly could offer
a run-of-the-mill Power Point, but you could also write poetry, perform a skit,
or present a museum board or collage. You can even perform a rap song. Each
presentation should only last 10 minutes.
I will grade each group under the following guidelines: accuracy of information
presented, 30%, creativity of the project, 30%, and analysis of the chapter (i.e.
how you analyze the particular person’s life in the context of events/movements
of the period) 40%.
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Figure 5
Student Learning Objectives for History Discipline Program
Aligned with the CMU Institution-Wide SLOs
Final Draft, with spring semester syllabi 2013
Upon completion of this History course, students should be able to do the
following:
Specialized Knowledge/Applied Learning:
formulate the relationships of cause and effect
assess the importance of historical context
Intellectual Skills/Critical thinking:
critically analyze an argument based on secondary sources
critically analyze primary sources
Intellectual Skills/Communication fluency:
formulate a clear and persuasive argument based on evidence
construct a clear thesis with strong topic sentences
Lower Division SLO Assessment, Syllabus statement, spring 2013:
Every course at CMU is assessed in order to measure student learning and gauge
success. As a campus, we determine student learning outcomes at both the
institutional and program level. Upon completion of a baccalaureate degree CMU
students will be able to make and defend assertions about a specialized topic
in an extended well-organized document and be able to formulate conclusions
(Communication Fluency). Upon completion of HIST 101, students should be
able to formulate a clear and persuasive argument based on evidence.
Upper Division SLO Assessment, Syllabus statement, spring 2013:
Every course at CMU is assessed in order to measure student learning and gauge
success. As a campus, we determine student learning outcomes at both the
institutional and program level. Upon completion of a baccalaureate degree CMU
students will be able to identify assumptions, evaluate hypotheses or alternative
views, articulate implications, and formulate conclusions (Critical thinking).
Upon completion of HIST 310, students should be able to critically analyze an
argument based on secondary sources.
Approved at History discipline meeting, 12/4/12
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Figure 6
Primary Source Group Exercise
Western Civilization 102
To think historically, one must analyze primary source documents. It is from documents
that we gain insight into how people lived in the past. In this exercise, you and your group
will analyze a primary source from 17th-century France, evaluating its validity, and trying
to understand its perspectives or points of view (POV) about Louis XIV and absolutism.
Part One: To do at home, before our discussion
Using the document Vanity was His Ruin, from SPSP #1, prepare the following questions
on your own. Then, be ready to discuss your answers with our entire class:
1. What kind or type of document is it?
2. Who wrote the document? Is it a specific person or someone whose identity you can
merely infer from its context (for example, a traveler writing home)? If it is a specific
person, what do you know about the background of the person? What aspects of life,
education, etc. helped to form her/his point of view?
3. What can the document tell us about the individual who produced it and the society from
which she or he came?
4. What point or points of view does the document reflect and what is its tone? What can
the document tell us about the individual who produced it and the society from which she
or he came?
4. What point or points of view does the document reflect and what is its tone?
5. For whom and why was the document written? Who was, or might have been, the
intended audience?
6. When and where was it written? Were these recollections written down years after the
events, or while they were taking place?
Part Two: To do with your small group, in class
Once we cover the above questions as a class, you will be put into small groups to think
about these more difficult issues and discuss them together.
1. Can I believe everything in this document, why or why not? What about the person’s
background or point of view would allow me to trust or question its validity? Given what
you know about the historical context (the social and political developments of the period)
why should we be suspicious about what the Duke said about the king’s abilities and
personality? Provide some specific examples from the document that reflects why you
believe the Duke, why you don’t, or both.
2. Given how you analyzed the document, do you believe that Louis XIV was a strong,
competent monarch, why or why not?
3. Formulate at least two possible research questions that this source is capable of
answering.
When your group has finished its analysis, all together write your responses to part two
of the exercise only. Add to your statements a list of your group members and turn it in
to Dr. Patarino.
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Figure 7
Primary Source Exercise: Discerning Tone in a Document
HIST 102
Tone is the most difficult element for many students to discern from a document. It is also
difficult for historians, since it often means reading between the lines.
Tone Activity for Kinetic Learners
1. Have students break up into pairs. Each should practice communicating two different
specific emotions to their partner; their partner must guess the emotion.
2. Afterwards, have students volunteer what some of the emotions expressed were. And,
ask how successful each one was in discerning the various emotions. Which ones were the
easiest to identify? Which were the hardest?
3. Finally, discuss how could these emotions find their way into documents. What language
would express anger? Sadness? Sarcasm?
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