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CONTEXTUAL DETAILS 

ORIGIN  

Department of French, Hispanic, and Italian Studies: SPAN 280 – Revolution! 

Course: SPAN 280 is a literature elective course that aims to help students clarify their 

conceptions of revolution, explore the complex history of revolutionary movements across 

Latin America, and analyze English translations of famous literary and historical texts written as 

part of these movements. 

Teaching team: Brianne Orr-Álvarez and 1-2 teaching assistants. 

Learner community: Up to 70 students in one section taught 1-2 times per academic year.  

Origins: Dr. Orr-Álvarez has run The Assembly activity three times, twice in person and once 

online during COVID-19 remote instruction. Building community and creating a class climate 

based on acceptance, mutual respect, and peer dialogue are essential elements of Dr. Orr-

Álvarez’s teaching practice. She previously used weekly paired discussion leader sessions in her 

classes for students to lead class discussions, but as the size and enrollment of SPAN 280 grew, 

she needed a new way for all students to be able to facilitate and lead peer discussions on core 

course concepts and texts. An assembly is a core organizational structure of revolutionary 

movements in Latin America, so she developed a weekly peer discussion facilitation activity 

based on that concept. 

The Assembly is part of a sequence of scaffolded and orchestrated assessment tasks: 

• Weekly discussions – discussion of complex questions 

• The Assembly – peer-facilitated discussion  

• Focus Questions – short essays on key topics 

• Final Project – a video tracing the origins of a key course concept over several 

revolutionary movements 

 

SUMMARY  



Learners learn discussion participation and facilitation skills and then design and revise a 

facilitation guide for a 20-minute peer discussion with a group of 8-10 peers. They lead the 

discussion and facilitate follow-up all-class discussion on an online discussion board. 

 

TOPICS 

Literary analysis, peer discussion, facilitation, questions, revolutionary movements, small group 

work, community building, 

 

LEARNERS  

Most students in SPAN 280 tend to be UBC Arts students studying in mathematical and 

scientific inquiry disciplines like political science, economics, and public policy, though some 

students from language and literature programs take the course as an elective as well. Many 

students take SPAN 280 to fulfill the B.A. literature breadth requirement and because they have 

an interest in revolutionary movements and Latin America. In 2020/21 Winter Term 2, students 

joined the course from their homes around the world from as far away as India, Brazil, and 

Europe. 

 

PRIMARY INTENDED LEARNING OUTCOME  

Through facilitating the Assembly, students learn to:  

• Lead and participate in peer inquiry and dialogue about complex ethical and political 

issues related to revolutionary movements in Latin America  

• Analyze historical and cultural texts and narratives produced as part of revolutionary 

movements 

 

DESIGN DETAILS  

RATIONALE  

The Assembly works because Dr. Orr-Álvarez devotes time in the first two weeks of the course 

to teach and model effective peer discussion facilitation, while presenting content. Learners get 

to know the members of their assembly group over the semester. When playing the role of 

facilitator, each student has freedom to design their facilitation plan so it addresses the 

interests and prior knowledge of assembly members. Each student writes and receives practical 



feedback from Dr. Orr-Álvarez on a draft facilitation guide and rationale before the assembly, so 

they are able to address challenges and refine their plan. 

PREPARATION 

Dr. Orr-Álvarez includes guiding questions for the 8-9 Assemblies held each semester in the 

course syllabus. She develops some new topics each semester so that the Assembly stays 

current and the topics fresh. 

Every Wednesday night, she provides formative feedback on 8-9 discussion guides, and on 

Thursdays she compiles all the discussion guides for the week into a Master Assembly Guide so 

all students see all the facilitation plans. 

DESIGN & DEVELOPMENT SUPPORT  

Dr. Orr-Álvarez has adapted the Assembly model to the three 50min session instructional 

pattern developed in Arts One: Monday is devoted to a lecture. Wednesday is devoted to 

instructor-led discussion, and Friday is devoted to peer-led discussion. 

TASK DESIGN  

KEY TASKS TO BE LEARNED  

The key tasks, “good things for the learners to do,” are at the heart of the learning activities, 

which are: 

• Reading assigned texts 

• Generating an approach to discussion with peers about text and in response to a specific 

question assigned by the instructor (e.g., women in revolution) 

• Capitalizing on the prior knowledge and interests of a small group of peers 

• Developing a facilitation guide and providing a rationale for the chosen plan 

• Facilitating a group discussion 

• Summarizing and reporting on a small group discussion for the whole class 

 

SEQUENCING  

Tasks are sequenced so learners can apply feedback, improve their subsequent work, and 

develop their performance: 



• Students participate in several instructor-led practice assemblies and skill-building 

lessons during the first two weeks of class. They experience several possible approaches 

to facilitating the assembly as participants before their peers take on that role. 

• Facilitators are prompted to start working on their facilitation guides a week before they 

are due. 

• Students read the weekly assigned texts and participate in Dr. Orr-Álvarez’s lecture 

(Monday) and all-class discussion and engagement activities (Wednesday) before 

participating in the Assembly (Friday).  

• Students create a facilitation guide and rationale and submit them to the instructor for 

feedback on Wednesday, receive feedback from the instructor by Thursday at noon 

• All students receive a master facilitation guide including all groups’ facilitation plans for 

the week. 

• Students facilitate the 20-minute discussion each Friday. 

• Summaries of all the Assembly discussion are posted on a course discussion board 

• The Assembly activity cycle repeats 6-7 times during the semester to ensure all students 

act as the facilitator. 

• Students close the learning experience at the end of the semester by using a Padlet 

board to share how the Assemblies have changed or shaped their conception of 

revolution in the present day, and by analyzing a contemporary case study. 

 

FEEDBACK 

Learners receive, respond to, and use personalized formative feedback on their work, and learn 

indirectly through engaging with exemplars from previous semesters and the master facilitation 

guides that their peers create each week.  

Students participate in at least two practice assemblies led by the instructor and receive all-

class feedback on small group activities. 

Students work with an exemplar set of facilitation guides created by students in a previous 

semester to see the broad range of approaches they can take to creating their own facilitation 

guide. 

Each week, Dr. Orr-Álvarez gives 8-10 facilitators formative, individualized feedback on their 

facilitation guides to help them organize their discussion session and prioritize generative, peer-

focussed questions.  



At the end of each week, all students submit feedback on the assembly using an anonymous 

Canvas survey. Dr. Orr-Álvarez reports aggregated peer feedback on positive aspects and 

constructive suggestions to weekly facilitators. 

ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING 

Assessment of “The Assembly” focuses on artifacts of the discussion facilitation process rather 

than evaluation of each student’s performance as the facilitator.  

• Assembly Facilitation Guide 10% 

o Description of the discussion plan and approach (questions, quotations, videos) 

o Justification 

o Creativity and relevance 

• Discussion leadership 

o Facilitators are expected to engage the class through 2-3 robust contributions 

that engage and initiate dialogue in the class during the week that they are 

facilitating the assembly  

• Wrap-up discussion thread 

o Summary of three key threads from the assembly discussion 

o Initiates discussion on the discussion board 

SET DESIGN  

SETTINGS 

In what face-to-face, blended, or online spaces does learning take place? (e.g., Lecture, Tutorial, 

discussion board) 

• F2F: Orchard Commons classroom with small group tables and whiteboards 

• Online Zoom breakout rooms 

• Shared MS Word 365 digital documents for sharing the Master set of Assembly plans, 

recording main points of the discussions, and key student comments 

• Canvas class discussion board for ongoing dialogue and discussion about the assembly 

TECHNOLOGIES 

What learning technologies are essential to the activity?  

• OneDrive shared folders for each of the Assembly Groups 

• MS Word shared digital documents for sharing Master Facilitation Guides 

• Canvas online discussion board to host the ongoing asynchronous discussions 



• Social media engagement tools (e.g., Kahoot, Padlet) to host anonymous surveys for 

their Assembly and to share visual, digital content 

• Canvas Survey for collecting anonymous student feedback on the activity. 

RESOURCES AND TOOLS 

What conventional and digital tools and resources are provided to learners to help them 

complete the activities? 

Course pack of readings, book, electronic text files shared on Canvas, links to online videos and 

articles. 

Individual students may share artwork and links to external media as related prompts for their 

discussion. 

SOCIAL DESIGN  

SOCIAL STRUCTURES  

How are learners grouped during the activity (whole class, dyads, groups, teams)? 

The Assembly aims to be student-led and student run. Assembly groups include 8-10 students. 

Students self-select and sign up into 8-10 Assembly groups in the second week of the semester 

using the Canvas Groups tool and stay with the same group for the whole semester. Being in 

this group allows students to build relationships and to get to know each other’s strengths, 

interests, and learning goals and needs. 

Students work independently on their draft facilitation guide but receive feedback from the 

instructor on their work. 

The whole class participates on the discussion board. 

 

ROLES AND DIVISION OF LABOUR  

What distinct roles do learners take on during the activity? How do they divide the labour? 

Assembly facilitators plan and lead the weekly discussion session, summarize the discussion on 

the class discussion board, and also facilitate discussion during the week on the class discussion 

board.  

Assembly participants participate in the discussion, contribute to the shared group notes, and 

respond to at least one prompt weekly on the class discussion board. 



What roles do member of the instructional team take on during the activity? 

The instructor teaches discussion facilitation, models how to facilitate discussion, provides 

feedback to the discussion facilitators each week, and intervenes when groups or individual 

students get off track. 

The TAs monitor and help set up the Assembly and facilitate most class discussion on the 

discussion board 

 

LEARNING ACTIVITY DETAILS  

DURATION  

What was the total learning time for the activity over the semester? 

• Eight-ten weekly 20-minute assembly meetings during a 12-week semester 

• Two 50-minute practice assembly session in the first two weeks of the semester 

• Weekly instructor-led 50-minutes class discussion (Wednesday) 

 

LEARNING ACTIVITY SEQUENCE  

Learning Activities 

(Learning Type – 
Laurillard, 2012) Description 

Group 
size Time 

1. Introductory 
presentations 
(Acquisition) 

Dr. Orr-Álvarez introduces the Assembly 
activity in the course introduction. Students 
receive a detailed instruction sheet, a rubric, 
and an exemplar master discussion guide 
created by students in a previous semester. 

70 20min 

2. Discussion training 
and practice 
(Discussion, Practice) 

Each week students participate in an 
instructor-led discussion on Wednesdays. Dr. 
Orr-Álvarez shares the discussion questions in 
advance so students can reflect on them and 
come to class prepared to “bring it.” Students 
also practice engaging in online discussion 
through the class discussion forum in the 
Canvas site. 

70 50min 

3. Model assemblies 
(Practice) 

During the first two weeks of class, students 
participate in two model assemblies to 

8-10 2 x 20 
min 



experience multiple approaches to facilitating a 
small group discussion. Dr. Orr-Álvarez 
provides samples of questions, quotes, music 
and film in a “round-robin.” 

4. Model assembly 
debriefs (Discussion, 
Acquisition) 

After the model assemblies, Dr. Orr-Álvarez 
leads short debriefing discussions so students 
can ask questions and share their observations. 

70 2 x 20 
mins 

5.Weekly Assembly 
announcement  

Each Wednesday, Dr. Orr-Álvarez introduces 
and announces the Assembly focus question 
and theme for the following week and confirms 
the facilitators. 

70 5 mins 

6. Preparatory 
reading and note 
taking (Acquisition 
and Practice)  

All students do approximately three hours of 
reading per week. The reading includes literary 
and historical texts taken from revolutionary 
movements in Latin America.  

1 180 
mins 

7. Generate an 
approach to respond 
to the Assembly 
Question (Inquiry) 

Assembly facilitators draw on their prior 
knowledge, personal experience, and 
knowledge of their peers in the Assembly 
group to find questions, quotations, music, film 
and artworks to provoke discussion in response 
to the assembly question. 

1 varies 

8. Facilitate 
discussion on the 
class discussion forum 
(production) 

During the week they are leading the assembly, 
facilitators post a facilitation wrap-up, and 
respond to 1-2 discussion threads posted by 
peers on the class discussion forum. 

1 2 X 20 
mins 

9. Create the 
Assembly discussion 
guide (Production) 

Assembly facilitators write a facilitation guide 
that outlines the questions, quotations, and 
media that they will use to facilitate dialogue 
with their peers during a 20-minute discussion.  

They also provide a two-paragraph rationale 
for their chosen approach. Some students will 
discuss their plans in progress with Dr. Orr-
Álvarez in her office hours. Facilitators submit 
their guides to the instructor two days before 
the Assembly. 

1 varies 

10. Address instructor 
feedback on 
discussion guide 
(Production) 

Dr. Orr-Álvarez provides constructive feedback 
to facilitators no later than one day before the 
Assembly to help them organize and prioritize 
their facilitation plan. Facilitators finalize their 
plans for the discussion based on their 
feedback. 

1 20 mins 



11. Read the Master 
Assembly facilitation 
guide (Acquisition) 

All students receive a master facilitation guide 
that compiles all the facilitation plans in 
response to the weekly Assembly question. 

1 varies 

12. Facilitate the 
Assembly discussion 
(Discussion)  

Facilitators lead the 20-minute peer discussion 
using their facilitation plan.  

8-10 20 mins 

13. Generate shared 
notes on the 
discussion 
(Collaboration/ 
Production) 

Together, while the Assembly discussion is 
taking place, the Assembly group records 
student voice and key threads in the 
discussion. This recording happens either on a 
whiteboard (smartboard) in the physical 
classroom or in a shared digital document 
online. 

8-10 20 mins 

14. Weekly Assembly 
Debrief  

After the 20-minute discussion is over, the 
instructor leads an informal debrief of the 
experience for the whole class, based on the 
variety of different approaches that the groups 
adopt. 

60 20 mins 

15. Summary Post on 
Discussion Board 
(Production) 

The facilitator summarizes three main threads 
of the group’s discussion, shares their personal 
assessment of how the Assembly went, and 
poses an unanswered question to the whole 
class on the class discussion forum. 

1 20 mins 

16. Write key 
takeaways from the 
assembly 
(Production) 

At the end of the term, each student writes a 
key takeaway and shares it in a digital shared 
document or on Padlet, an online digital 
bulletin board. 

1 20 mins 

17. Closing the 
Assembly 
(Production/ 
Discussion) 

At the end of the term, Dr. Orr-Álvarez leads a 
session in which students use a Padlet board to 
share and discuss their most important 
takeaways from the semester’s Assemblies for 
how they think about revolution.   

70 20 mins 

18. Discussing the 
future of revolution in 
Latin America 

The class works together to explore the future 
of revolution by talking about examples of 
present-day revolutionary movements in Latin 
America. 

70 40 mins 

 

EVALUATIVE COMMENTS  



INSTRUCTOR’S REFLECTIONS  

Students love the activity. They consistently offer positive feedback. It was one of the only 

classes that privileges student voice and let them meet other students. Community building is so 

important. The openness of the format allows them to come at complex questions from a 

variety of entry points. 

It is important to create a safe classroom environment where students can debate big ideas 

about revolution and engage in a respectful dialogue about ethical and political issues.  

There is a learning curve to teaching an activity like the Assembly because the assignment gives 

the class over to students and opens your teaching practice to many different voices. You must 

set clear expectations for students and show them what you are doing to create a respectful, 

dialogue-based environment.  

This approach requires consistent attention throughout the semester to help the students stay 

on track. 

It is flexible and you can schedule the discussions as frequently as you want. It offers an 

opportunity to involve TAs in assessing formative assessment tasks so you as the instructor can 

take responsibility for high-stakes summative assessment tasks. 

I am still thinking of ways to critically evaluate student performance in the assembly. Currently 

this activity is formative and the discussions help students develop ideas and arguments that 

they can explore in the formal focus question essays and in their final video project. 

 

ADAPTATION  

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS FOR THE READER 

• How is the teaching and learning environment in your course similar and distinct from 

that of Dr. Orr-Álvarez?  

• What are the parts of her recipe that are most generative and motivating to you? What 

parts seem alien and incompatible to your teaching context? 

• How might you align the content, teaching and learning activities, and assessment tasks 

in your course in the same way that Dr. Orr-Álvarez has created the Assembly and the 

associated facilitation task to teach revolution and literary analysis? 

• How might you create opportunities for students to bring their voices, experience, prior 

knowledge, and relevant interested into your course? 



• How might you design a small experiment using Dr. Orr-Álvarez’s approach to student-

facilitated discussion in one module or unit of your course?  

• How might you model and help students practice desired social learning skills in the first 

few weeks of class? 

 

ADAPTION TOOLS 

1. Early Semester Practice and Development 

2. The Assembly Teaching and Learning Cycle 

3. End of Semester Closure and Synthesis Activities 
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