Classroom Activity Contest
Sponsored by the Faculty Committee on Student Retention


SUBMISSION FORM
1. Describe your classroom activity.
The chairs and/or desks are arranged according to the distribution of wealth in the US. This leaves a small group of students in control of many empty chairs,  a large group of students sitting on the floor, and a couple of groups in the middle, either with one chair per person or a few too many people for the chairs they have. Who ends up in which group is luck of the draw—sometimes students choose a playing card whose suit or number sends them to a particular group constellation of chairs/desks, sometimes they leave the classroom and come back into it single file, and I direct them to a group constellation of chairs/desks.  

Once they are all in a group, I explain what we’re doing, and that we might organize the chairs like this for the remainder of the term. Then, I explain the economic situation of each group, including their perceived political strengths and weaknesses, and economic concerns. 

Each group discusses a few questions from this list of twelve questions, and as a group, prepares some answers to share with the entire class when we come back together. They usually choose a few questions as their primary focus. The questions are as follows:

1) what do you expect from others in your group?

2) what do you expect from yourself?

3) what do you, as a group, expect from other groups in terms of assistance, cooperation, respect, opportunity, civic duty?

4) what do you expect, as a group, from your government?

5) what do you expect of the private sector?

6) what are  the strengths of your group?

7) where are women and children in your group?
8) what is the role of race in your group?

9) what are the stereotypes about your group?

10)  how do you feel, personally, being in this group?
11) how would you attain membership in another group? Would you be an imposter?

12) which author of the assigned readings for this week best reflects your group’s reality? 

The students are given about 20 minutes to prepare their answers. They then report out, while still sitting in their groups. Sometimes while they discuss their answers in their small groups, those without chairs will “steal” chairs from those who have many. Then the wealthiest group has to decide whether or not to hire private security or if the government (me) needs to send out police patrols—either of which is made up of folks from some of the other groups. If the government sends out the protection, I make it clear that I expect some quid pro quo—perhaps a campaign contribution, etc.
2. Why did you choose this particular activity? 

Polly Kellog in Rethinking Schools, Volume 12, Spring, 98, discussed a similar activity using ten students. It is entitled the “Ten Chairs of Inequality.” I have adapted it for use for an entire classroom, and added the questions, the option of police protection, the roles of the government and the private sector. I use this to demonstrate how wealth distribution really looks, and to help the students ascertain its complexities and relationship to gender politics.
3. What are the activity outcomes? 

Students express a range of emotions from surprise to anger. Even though the syllabus warns that on that particular day, they should be prepared to sit on the floor, many talk about it being unfair. The students usually gain a new appreciation for the textbook readings we have that accompany this exercise. Some who have lived in poverty, or who live in poverty, find it painful, and are often open about that, especially if their other group members do not take it seriously. Those who are middle class usually express the fear of becoming poor, and seem to understand more clearly how wealth distribution is a systemic, more than individual choice, issue, though individual choice can be an important factor in determining one’s response to the systemic issue.

4. What were the intended activity outcomes? 

To help the students understand and feel the distribution of wealth, what wealth entails, the complexities of wealth distribution in a gendered and racialized economic system.

NOTE: I am having difficulty getting the software to let me check the box below, so I am saying here that I understand that by submitting an entry for this contest, my submission may be posted on the Retention Website in the future for other faculty to use as a resource in their class.


