
Curriculum Building 
 
The Bard Palestinian Youth Initiative was started in 2008 by Mujahed Sarsur.  Mujahed came to 
the TLS office on the very first day of Language & Thinking, Bard’s unique text analysis 
orientation, and said, “I was asked to reflect more about myself today than I have been my whole 
life in Palestine.  I need to take this to my village.”  And he did!  Over the next four years, and 
still very much active, the Bard Palestinian Youth Initiative has offered Language & Thinking 
sessions for teenagers in Mas’ha, and along the way run summer camps for younger children, 
financed and built a playground and a library. 
 
Over the ten years of the BPYI there have been many leaders with different styles.  The team of 
Jordana Rubinstein-Edberg, Ameer Shalabi, Renad Bdair and Sam Shapiro was particularly 
effective in their course planning.  Offered here are some of their lesson plans for the summer 
camps and for the Language & Thinking sessions. 
 
These are, of course, suggestions about how to approach lesson planning.  Utilize them and adapt 
them to your own projects and needs. 
 
This a curriculum for a week-long summer camp based on Language and Thinking principles.  
This is very much the Bardian way. 
 

BPYI SUMMER CAMP 
 

INHERITANCE AND MEANING: LAND, BODY, MIND, BELIEFS 
 
Goal: For students to examine their upbringing and the impacts it has on their worldviews. The 
goal is to promote self-agency through self-examination. We will use the framework of memory 
and inheritance as a way of looking into the past for knowledge about our present circumstances, 
emotions and perspectives. 
 
Materials to be used: paper mache ingredients: paper, glue, water, flour; paper, pencils and 
writing materials of all kinds;  
 
Paper mache world: On Day 1 of the Summer Camp we teach the basics of making paper 
mache, and begin to make objects that reflect thinking. In the following days we add to our paper 
mache objects based on the topics being discussed.  In essence we are creating a paper mache 
“world” that reflects our experiences. Students add images, color etc. to reflect on what they 
thought about that day. On the last day, students present their work exhibition style. 
 
Day 1:  

Topic: Inheritance of thoughts and beliefs 
Question: What framework for understanding the world was passed down to us? 
Goal: For students to begin exploring their perspectives on different topics and connecting it with 
their upbringing, experiences etc. 
 
1. Introduction: Stand in circle, say name, age and favorite dessert (or something). 



2. Quick Warm up game if needed (of your choosing) 

3. Quick intro to Language and Thinking and Freewriting:  

The teachers should discuss and form their own definition of what this program and freewriting 
means to them. A list or script of important points should be written out. Below is an excerpt 
from the Bard website’s description of Language and Thinking. 

 
“The Language and Thinking Program is an intensive introduction to the liberal arts and sciences 
with a particular focus on writing. It is attended by all incoming Bard students during the last 
three weeks of August. Established at Bard College in 1981, Language and Thinking fosters 
robust interdisciplinary study, innovative pedagogy, and writing across a wide range of genres. 
Students read extensively, work on a variety of projects in writing and other formats, and meet 
throughout the day in small groups and in one-on-one conferences with faculty. The work aims 
to cultivate habits of thoughtful reading and discussion, clear articulation, accurate self-critique, 
and productive collaboration. Central to all of this is an examination of the link between thought 
and expression. The Program is also an introduction to the intellectual and creative life of the 
College and to the Bard campus and community.” 

 
4. Freewriting: After explaining L & T and freewriting, it is time to put this into practice. Start 
with 1 minute of private free writing. Strongly emphasize that pencil’s should never stop writing. 
Even if students only write their name repeatedly, they should keep writing for the whole minute. 
The point of this is to encourage people to try out this new style, to become more comfortable 
with writing and to get them focused for the day. Make sure that the students are aware they can 
write in the language of their preference. However, encourage students to attempt to write in 
English and assure them that there is no pressure to be perfect in terms of grammar or 
vocabulary. The purpose of this is to try something new, mistakes are not important.  

 
5. Prompted Free Writing: This is a 2-minute writing activity. Explain that some freewrites 
have prompts. Prompts are a way of guiding the writing process. While the students may spend 
the whole time writing about the prompt, if their mind wanders to a different subject, that is 
perfectly alright. The point is that they continue writing for the whole time period.  

The Prompt: “Who in your life do you relate to closely? Describe them, why do you connect 
with them?” 

 
6. Sharing out loud: Students read pieces of their writing out loud. This may be intimidating for 
some students, remind them that there are no wrong answers, that whatever they wrote is 
perfectly acceptable. You will give them one minute to look over their work and underline a few 
words or phrases that are important to them in their writing. Make sure they know that that the 
words and phrases can be disconnected or grammatically incorrect. They can underline whole 
paragraphs and small fragments. Once the minute has passed, the students will be asked to share 
some of what they underlined out loud. Go around the circle and see if each student can share at 
least one part of their writing. On a large piece of paper write out key words or phrases. Take 
note of words/phrases that indicate similar experiences or thought patterns. 



 

7. Small group activity:  

It is time to break into smaller groups. Break the group up in a way that works best (groups of 4 
etc.) The students are then instructed to go to separate parts of the room. Questions to be 
discussed in the small groups should not be given all at once but with 3-4 minutes in between.  

Discuss:  

1.Who in your life, in the media, in politics etc. do you admire/inspires you?  

2.Who in your life, in the media, in politics etc. do you dislike and/or who makes you feel 
powerless? 

3. How have these people impacted the way youth think? Get specific, give examples.  

 
8. Group Minds Experiment:  

This next activity involves movement. Before starting with the text, play the following 
experiment with the participants.  

Tell the participants that they are going to play a quick game. They must go outside and 
try to find two trees that are the same height (if not possible change this to two sticks). 
They have 8 minutes to collectively agree on the tallest tree or stick. 

While the other students are searching, quietly pull aside a few students and tell them to 
strongly advocate that one of specific sticks or trees is taller than the others. The stick or 
tree they choose might not necessarily be the tallest, the point is that they must pretend to 
believe it is so.  

Once the time is up, the students must each say what they agreed to as the tallest.  

Give the students a minute to gather in a group and quickly discuss the experience. Then, 
explain how you manipulated the process. 

9. Group Minds Video: Display a video about that more clearly explains the group minds 
effect. 5 minute video  

10. Reading: Read the following excerpt from Doris Lessing’s “Group Minds” essay. The text 
can be read in a circle, by one reader or Quaker style. 

“Many years ago I visited the Soviet Union, during one of their periods of particularly severe 
literary censorship. The group of writers we met was saying that there was no need for their 
works to be censored, because they had developed what they called “inner censorship.” That they 
said with pride shocked us Westerners. What was shocking was that they were so naïve about it, 
cut off as they are from information about psychologists call internalizing an external pressure-
such as a parent- and what happens is that a previously resisted and disliked attitude becomes 
your own. This happens all the time, and it is often not easy for the victims themselves to know 
it”  

 



10. Writing and discussion:  
 
Write the following questions on a piece of paper for everyone to see. Each student should have 
a piece of paper to write their answers on. They will have 3 to 4 minutes to answer. The students 
will put their papers in the center of the circle when they are finished. Once everyone is finished, 
the answers will be redistributed and each student will read from another student’s writing. 
 

What is self-censorship?  
What are reasons for censoring yourself?  
Who in the communities/world decide what is okay to think and what is not okay to think 
about?  

 
11. Writing or discussion in big group: If you were in charge of your community, what 
thoughts/actions would you censor and what would you allow to be free? 
 
12. Work with paper mache objects: Use this last prompt to begin creating your paper mache 
world. You can create anything at all! What is something that exists or you wish existed in your 
community or life that creates freedom? 

 

Day 2:  
 
Topic: Inheritance of our Bodies 
Question: How do we use a combination of emotional and scientific information to understand 
our bodies? How were we taught to relate to our bodies? Combine scientific and poetic readings.  
Goal: To investigate the relationships between genetics and our emotions and thoughts, to make 
a very scientific topic accessible to all of the students, to see how genetics/scientific 
understandings of the body impact our thoughts and perspectives. 
 
1.Quickly review names 
 
2. Warm-up Activity 
 
3.Freewrite: This is for 2 minutes. Before beginning, remind students how freewriting works. 
 
4. Discussion: Free association/call out. What does the word “genetic” mean to you? What do 
you know about it? 

-Write words on large piece of paper 
 
4. Outside DNA Exploration:  
Instruct the students to go outside and collect items they find outdoors--rocks, sticks, flowers etc. 
Once they have collected a handful of items, they can stay outside or return inside to group the 
objects into related categories. Students should place all of their objects together and as a group 
we will move objects into the categories we think they belong in. Together, we must come to an 
agreement about what the categories are based on and what objects belong in them. 
 



5. Group Discussion: Where do you see similarities in the items collected? Where do you see 
differences? What items do you think might be related? Which items could be distantly related 
and which could be closely related?  
 
6. Prompted Writing: Remind the students how prompts function--it is okay for their mind to 
wander. The most important thing is to write for the whole period of time. This writing lasts for 4 
minutes. 

Prompt: Choose one item. Focus on it. Describe it in detail. Take a guess, why do you 
think it is shaped the way it is? What use might its’ specific shape and color serve? If you 
don’t know, make it up! 

 
7.  Reading: The following reading now focuses on teaching students scientific definitions of 
genetics. Students will receive small pieces of paper with definitions to read out loud. Each 
student should have something to read, they must be distributed in order. The slips of paper will 
have the following definitions:  
 
-What is genetics? – Genetics is the study of heredity, the process in which a parent passes 
certain genes onto their children.  

-What does that mean? – Children inherit their biological parents’ genes that express specific 
traits, such as some physical characteristics, natural talents, and genetic disorders. 

-Heredity describes how some traits are passed from parents to their children.  

-The traits are expressed by genes, which are small sections of DNA that are coded for specific 
traits.  

-Chromosomes carry genetic information in the form of genes. 

-Genes are found on chromosomes.  

-Humans have two sets of 23 chromosomes— one set from each parent. 

-Mendelian Inheritance. This term describes the way that inherited traits are determined by genes 
that are passed from parents to children. A child inherits two sets of genes—one from each 
parent.  

-A trait may not be observable, but its gene can be passed to the next generation. 

-Each person has 2 copies of every gene—one copy from mom and a second copy from dad. 
These copies may come in different variations that express different traits.These copies are called 
alleles. 

 
8. DNA Images: Provide different images of DNA and show the students.  
 
9. Writing: What physical/personality traits do you think you have inherited from your family 
and/or are common in your family? 
 
10. Discuss writing and read aloud 
 



11. Paper Mache: Students have the option of working on what they started yesterday and/or 
creating parts of the body the body. They can create a face, bones, a foot, a diagram, a nose etc. 
Students can includes both genetic/skeletal information and personal stories.  
 
 

Day 3: 
 
Topic: Inheritance of Scientific Models *Vocational School Day 
Question: Which inherited theories (e.g. scientific models) shape the way I see the world? 
Goal: Engender an awareness that our (scientific) models for picturing the world are inherited; 
further, the implications of this inheritance open the door to scientific criticism and critical 
thinking in the sciences 
 

1. Warm-up:45-second plank 
 
2. Freewrite (45-second free-sprint; ‘keep the pen moving’ ain’t no joke! This is an exercise!) 
 
3. Quaker Style Read Waiting for Godot, ACT I, up to “We’re waiting for Godot” Encourage 
several students to stand up and act it out. 5 min 
 
4. Focused Free Write Loop writing: [Loop writing is a series of related prompts] 
Count off into 2 groups.  I will give you a series of prompts. 1s are responsible for Estragon, 2s 
for Vladimir.   

What problem faces your character?  1 min  
What does your character observe?  2 min  
What assumptions does your character hold? 1 min  

 
Who would like to share?  7 min 
 
5. Free Draw. if your character had a theory, what would it be? 4 min Draw a picture—or a 
diagram—that models that theory.  
 
6. [hand out neuron image] These drawings of neurons are part of a science education 
study.  Some of them are drawn by high school students, some by graduate students and post-
docs, and some by full professors. Make a quick guess about which group of people drew drew 
which of these drawings, and mark it on the image.  3 min 
 
Read Feynman’s Scientific Imagination 9 and 10 quaker style 5 min  
 
Read again silently to yourself 5 min  
 
Focused Freewrite what strikes you? 3 min 
 
Take the neuron drawings back out.  Consider your guesses. Have they changed?  Mark down 
any changes. The first row was drawn by high school students, the second row by grad students, 
and the 3rd row by professors.   



 
Go back to the diagram or the picture of your character’s theory.  Is there anything you would 
like to add to or change? You can also draw a new version of it.  5 min 
 
Process Write: What did you notice about the process of drawing your picture?  What is a 
theory? What is a model of a theory? Write about anything new you learned about the characters. 
 
Post-L&T Project (day 3): Make Paper Mache Neurons. 
 

Day 4: 
 
Topic: Inheritance, History and Change 
Question: How much does what we inherit impact our lives? Can it be changed? 
Goal:  
 
1.Warm-up 

2. Freewrite: 2 minute free write. Reminders: Keep your pencil on the paper, write in the 
language that make you are the most comfortable in (this is private, not to share}. 
3.Prompted freewrites: 
What three things you would like to remove from your life? 1 min. 
What three things you want to add to your life? 1 min.  
Why were these your choices? 1 min.  
 
4. Underline and Group Sharing 
 
5. Reading: Read a quote from the Hayden White text (the historical text as literary artifact)  
 
“The important point is that most historical sequences can be emplotted in a number of different 
ways, so as to provide different interpretations of those events and to endow them with different 
meanings” 
 
 
6.Underlining for deeper understanding: Leave  1 minute between each of the following 
directions. 
 
Choose a word/phrase that draw you in and underline it 
Choose a word/phrase that you need a little bit more than you to understand and underline it 
Rephrase the underlined quotes  
 
7. Share: Share what you wrote 
 

8. Read: Read excerpt from Gertrude Stein text 
 



“The only thing that is different from one time to another is what is seen and what is seen 
depends upon how everybody is doing everything. This makes the thing we are looking at very 
different and this makes what those who describe it make of it, it makes a composition, it 
confuses, it shows, it is, it looks, it likes it as it is, and this makes what is seen as it is seen. 
Nothing changes from generation to generation except the thing seen and that makes a 
composition. Each period of living differs from any other period of living not in the way life is 
but in the way life is conducted and that authentically speaking is composition. After life has 
been conducted in a certain way everybody knows it but nobody knows it, little by little, nobody 
knows it as long as nobody knows it. Any one creating the composition in the arts does not know 
it either, they are conducting life and that makes their composition what it is, it makes their work 
compose as it does.” 
 
8. Discuss: Split class in half. Each half discusses the meaning of this text. 
 
9. Debate: One half argues on behalf of gertrude stein (that all the elements of are life are 
basically the same) while another argues that things do change. 
 

10. Group writing: 
Place several pieces of paper around the room, each with one of these questions. Students can  
What is history?  
What is memory? are the differences and similarities between the two? 
 
11. Private free write: How can history and historians create conflicts? 3 minutes  
 
Students should underline the parts they want to share from answer or they can share it all ( 10 
minutes) 
 
12: Paper Mache: add memories and historical events that have shaped you 
 
Day 5: 
Topic: Party and Project Presentation! 
Question: 
Goal: To have fun, hang out, do presentations and reflect on the week. 
 
1.Presentations 
 
2. Group Reflection  
 
3. Private reflection about program. Respond to BPY form. 
 
1. Group games, eating, hanging 
 
    
Extra Planned Day: If something is not  working out or you need more to do! 
 
Part 1: 45 mins 



Introduce myself 1 min 
Three golden rules: 2 mins 
  
Sharing  is a right given, not taken. 
  
Your  pen/pencil never leaves the paper. 
  
Use  your pencil in any way you see fit. 
 
Free write: private 
  
Explain  what free writing is and why it is important. 5mins 
  
Write  for 5 mins 
 
Introduction: name, from where, instrument, if you had a cat, what would you name it?. 5-
10mis 
 
Guided writing: optional sharing 
  
Who  is your musical idol and why? 2 mins 
  
What  makes you special? (you are special) 2 mins 
  
What  is your favorite animal? And why? 2 mins 
  
Sharing  5 mins 
 
Image: Mandatory sharing 
“Sharing bananas with a goat during the Battle of Saipan, ca 1944.” 
In one word: 
  
Make  a list of 3 things you see in the image? 2 minutes 
  
Make  a list of 3 things you don’t see in the image? 2 minutes   
  
Make  a list of 3 things you think should be in the image? 2 minutes 
  
Make  a list of 3 things you think shouldn’t be in the image? 2 minutes   
  
Give  a title to the image? 1 minutes 
  
Share  10 minutes. While sharing, write down words that other people wrote  that you didn’t 
write down. 
 
The Bixby Letter: Mandatory sharing. 



  
Read  the Letter (Quaker style) 4 minutes 
 

“Abraham Lincoln: Letter to Mrs. Bixby, 1864  
 

This letter became very well known in 1998 after its use in the film Saving Private Ryan.  
 

Executive Mansion, Washington, November 21, 1864. Mrs. Bixby, Boston, 
Massachusetts:  

 
Dear Madam:  

 
I have been shown in the files of the War Department a statement of the Adjutant General 
of Massachusetts that you are the mother of five sons who have died gloriously on the 
field of battle. I feel how weak and fruitless must be any words of mine which should 
attempt to beguile you from the grief of a loss so overwhelming. But I cannot refrain 
from tendering to you the consolation that may be found in the thanks of the Republic 
they died to save. I pray that our Heavenly Father may assuage the anguish of your 
bereavement, and leave you only the cherished memory of the loved and lost, and the 
solemn pride that must be yours to have laid so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of 
freedom.  

 
Yours very sincerely and respectfully, Abraham Lincoln.”  

 
  
Underline  four sentences that are no more than 5 words each where the letter  doesn’t 
resembles war. 5 minute 
 
Blind Willie Johnson:  
 
Free  write with the music of “dark was the night, cold was the ground”. 5 minutes 
  
Underline  words or sentences from your music free write that you like the  most. 2 minute 
  
Using  only the words from the title, the lists, sentences from the Bixby  letter, and the 
underlined from the music free write, write/draw a  text as a response to any of the three texts 
used in this workshop.  10 minutes 
  
Sharing.  10 minutes 
  
Explain  activities. 10 minutes 
 

 


