Washington County Community College
CTT-100
Giant Blocks Activity CTT100
Instructor’s Notes
Activity Overview:
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The Giant Blocks model actively engages students in the syllabus presentation at the start of a semester course so the students have clear overview of the concepts to be explored. The instructor creates a 3-D model of the course concepts/topics using giant blocks. The students and instructor build a tower with these concept/topic blocks. The placement of the “blocks” demonstrates the sequence of topics and ideas to be covered in the course as well as the relationships between the concepts. Fundamental concepts are placed at the bottom and more advanced topics are stacked on top. This simple model elegantly orients students to the framework of ideas in the course and actively encourages student engagement with that framework. Instructors can also use the giant block tower to reinforce the need to study throughout the semester as gaps in knowledge at a fundamental level will lead to an unstable tower.  
The Giant Block Activity works best for classes where mastery of subsequent topics requires mastery of previous material covered in the class.  (e.g. Programming: A student will have difficulty understanding 2-dimentional arrays without mastering 1-dimentional arrays.)  This activity physically demonstrates this concept to the students.
In addition, continued use of the Giant Block activity throughout the semester will continue to reinforce this concept.  
Student Learning outcomes:
1. Students will explore the sequence of topics to be presented in a course by actively “building” a giant block tower. 
2. Students will create a framework for understanding by visually exploring the relationships between concepts presented in the course. 
3. Students will explore the idea that mastering foundational subject matter concepts is required before one can understand more advanced topics.  
4. Students will understand the negative implication of falling behind in the class.
Student Prerequisite Knowledge:
None. 
Presentation Time:
Prep Time: 2 hours for construction of the blocks
Classroom Prep time: 5 minutes 
Activity time: 15-25 minutes (varies depending on course)

Materials needed:
1. A well-constructed syllabus with student-oriented language that provides a framework of concepts to be explored in the course or a list of the 20 most important concepts to be covered in the course.
2. Giant blocks made of cardboard
3. Giant Block Lesson Labels (sample below)
4. An 8 oz. weight
Setup:
1. Prepare the Labels (template attached)
a) Each label should have a single course topic
b) The labels should be subtly numbered from 1-20
2. Assemble the blocks
3. Paste each label on a separate block
4. Lay the blocks out flat on a table in numerical order
5. Weight one end of a blank block for the top of the tower.  (This is necessary to facilitate the tower toppling at the correct time, when only one or two of the lower blocks have removed from the base.)  Hide the weight securely inside the box.  This block must be the top layer center block of the block tower with the weighted end on the side of the tower with topic 1 at the base.  The weight must be heavy enough so that when the topic 1 block at the bottom of the tower is removed, the tower will slowly start to topple over.  It should not look obvious that the block is weighted.  An 8 oz. weight should be sufficient. 
In-class Activity:  
1. Review the course syllabus with your class.
2. When ready to review the subject matter section of the syllabus, move to the blocks.
3. Build the tower as you discuss each topic to be covered during the semester:
a. Topics 1 and 2 should be on the bottom level facing outwards (blank block in between)
b. Topics 3 and 4 on the next level
c. …and so on until topics 19 and 20 are on the top level
4. Stress that mastering each new topic is based on understanding the previous topics covered in the class.  Without a solid foundation of the base concepts (represented by the lower blocks), it will be impossible to master the advanced subject matter (represented by the blocks at the top of the tower).
5. Select a volunteer.  Describe a scenario where a student chooses not to master topic 1: skips class; does not pay attention during class; does not keep up with the coursework.  Then challenge your volunteer to remove block 1 of the tower.  The tower should slowly start to fall over and proceed to a spectacular crash.  
6. Draw the parallel that the toppling of the tower is like trying to master the course material without understanding the foundational concepts.
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Follow on discussions/activities:
The activity can be used throughout the semester.  At the beginning of each class which introduces each new topic, add that block to the tower, building the tower over the course of the semester.  It will reinforce the idea that mastery of this new concept is possible because of the strong foundation built on the understanding of the previous topics.
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