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Countering Controversy with Commemoration, Conversation, Ceremonies and Collage: A Compelling and Collaborative Chat with Dr. Rose Reissman
PCSS 68th Annual Conference: October 11th, 2021

By Evangeline Sell


With the same strategies she uses to teach her students, Dr. Rose Reissman captivated educators at the Pennsylvania Council for the Social Studies’ 68th Annual Conference, on October 11th, 2021. In a session entitled “Countering Controversy with Commemoration, Conversation, Ceremonies and Collage”, Dr. Reissman encouraged curious educators to discuss the ways in which controversial holidays affect their student’s lives, and how these conversations can be productively carried into the classroom to educate and encourage understanding. 

Dr. Reissman made her unique teaching methods known the second she stepped into the classroom at Freedoms Foundation, Valley Forge, where the conference was held. She had 20 chairs be arranged in a semi-circle in the center of the room and the rest pushed to the back. She brought in bag after bag of hands-on materials and began pulling out an endless supply of poster boards, signs, folders, markers, sticky notes, papers, and most importantly, collages. She finished the set-up by cheerfully banging the gavel on the speaker’s podium, one would imagine, to test the acoustics in the hall. Once the room resembled an elementary school classroom – a much more appealing sight than the average conference room – educators interested in hearing her session began to fill the room. 

Dr. Reissman began the session by bringing the date of the conference to the audience’s attention; it was October 11th: Indigenous Peoples and Italian Heritage Day, still recognized by some as Columbus Day. Dr. Reissman discussed this holiday and the controversy surrounding it and other culturally important dates. She stressed the necessity of students understanding these difficult holidays through careful and conscientious teaching strategies. After introducing her session and the issue to be addressed, the educators were split into three groups to allow for more personal discourse and full use of the many art supplies available. Dr. Reissman asked the groups to discuss and select two commemorative days that were personally or culturally important to them or their students. The educators were given the opportunity to engage in conversation over significant, but often controversial, holidays that they believed were crucial to teach their students. Using collaboration, communication, poster boards, and sticky notes, the groups decided to focus on a variety of commemorative and meaningful dates, including, but not limited to, Indigenous Peoples Day, Juneteenth, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, International Women’s Day, and Women’s Equality Day. 
Next, Dr. Reissman asked the groups to discuss strategies to include an oral history interview component into the recognition and education surrounding the holidays they had chosen. The interviews were to be conducted on family members to foster in the students a more personal connection and understanding of the holiday, as well as meaningful conversation and valuable education opportunities from people in their lives. The educators shared what they thought might be some of the most important questions for the students to ask their interviewees. These questions included “What are some of your memories associated with this holiday?”, “When did you learn about this holiday or the potential controversy surrounding this holiday?”, and “How has this holiday changed over the course of your life?” The educators participated in this discussion enthusiastically, sharing opinions and fostering friendly discourse, being extra conscientious of the sensitive nature surrounding some of the holidays and the special instruction their students may need when learning about them. 

Throughout the presentation, Dr. Reissman had on display the work of the students of Ditmas Junior High School. These students had learned about 9/11 and were the pinnacle example of the effectiveness of Dr. Rose’s teaching methods. The students had created art, conducted interviews, written poems and essays, and made beautiful collages, that all culminated in a book written entirely by the students. Their work was fascinating and their understanding of this nuanced subject and the surrounding controversy was incredible. To convey the effectiveness of the students’ work, Dr. Reissman showed a video of the principal of Ditmas Junior High School, Mrs. Cipriano-Santiago, discussing the meaning and importance of this project to her and her students.

To wrap up and encourage complete immersion and hands-on learning, Dr. Reissman asked all educators to create their own collages that communicated the message and purpose of the session. The educators went home with the tools to engage their students in these often hard-to-teach, painful, and controversial moments in history, using commemoration, conversation, ceremonies, and collage. 
