During a workshop of Subject Related Methodology (SRM) we put an assignment method called mystery into practice. This assignment is focussed on the learning process of the pupil. In groups of 4/5 the pupils have to find answers to a couple of questions by grouping mixed up information in the right order. When they succeed on the first part, they have to read the pieces of story very carefully to find the right answers to the questions. 

Because i did this assignment in a second grade, i had to keep it simple. We started talking about monks and nuns in the Middle Ages and after i found out what was their previous knowledge about monasteries by means of a wordweb on the board, i let them write down the following four questions:

1. What kind of people did go to a monastery? (red) 

2. What were the main rules of a monastery? (green) 

3. What were the main buildings within a monastery? (yellow) 

4. What kind of activities did the monks/nuns do during the day? (green and yellow) 

After they had written down the questions in their notebook, i divided the class in small groups and each group got an envelope with thirteen little stories written on loose pieces of paper in it. After they had grouped the stories in four different categories, they had to answer the four questions on a loose piece of paper that i gave to each group. One person had to write down the answers. They liked doing the assignment; but my mistake was that i did not give every pupil a task, so that a few pupils did not participate a lot. An unexpected result was that a few groups started to group their stories on the different names i gave the monks and nuns in the assignment. That was not my intention, but i thought that it was very smart of them to do that and in that way i also learned about how the thinking process works for the pupils.

Mystery Monasteries in the Middle Ages

1. What kind of people did go to a monastery?

Rich people (that were not needed to work on the land)

Widows

Alternative to marriage 

People who had had a vision

Intelligent people

2. What were the main rules of a monastery?

Poverty

Chastity

Obedience

3. What were the main buildings within a monastery

Church

Dormitory

Kitchen + refectory

Cloister Garth + walk

Library + scriptorium

Infirmary

4. What kind of activities did monks do during the day

Pray

Read/write books

Work in the garden

Work in infirmary

Work in pottery

Brew beer 

(Cut these up in small pieces and put them in an envelope. Make groups of 4 pupils and appoint one person who’s writing the answers down).

Answers to question 1

Lisa had grown up in a very rich family on a large estate on the English countryside. She had a sister and a brother who both got married years ago and she still didn’t find the husband she had been looking out for during her younger years. Now she was thirty years old, she didn’t really want to marry anymore. But the only alternative to marriage was to dedicate her life to God and live as a nun in a monastery. Because she came from a rich family she was not needed for working in the field; so one morning she got up, she left behind her family and all her possessions and went to live in the monastery.

Life had become horrible in the town where Maria had been living almost all her life. She lived in the year 1400 and for the past few years half of the towns population had died because of the black death. Everyone seemed to have lost a sister, a brother, a mother or a father and there was nothing that they could do to help the sick people. A week ago Maria had seen her husband die and she thought that it was a gift from God that she was still alive. Like a few other widows in the town she decided to go to spend the rest of her old life in a monastery.

In the middle of the night John woke up from a weird dream. He was sweating all over his body and he still felt like the person out of his dream was watching him. In his dream there had been a man that was standing within a flash of light. The man had called his name a few times and he had asked John to come over to a beautiful looking place that looked like heaven. When John woke up he decided that this had been a vision; it had been God who had chosen him to help the people and to go to heaven. For this he wanted to serve God and spend the rest of his life in a place where he could live in silence and pray to God all day. 

He always wanted to learn more and more about the world, about history, about everything around him. Vincent was a smart boy, but because his parents couldn’t read and write he almost never got answers to his questions. Every Sunday Vincent got up very early to be able to go and talk to the priest before Mass was starting. The priest could read and write and he would tell Vincent exiting stories from the bible. The priest liked the boy and he had talked to the monks from the monastery just out of town to ask whether this smart boy could live with them. Because the monastery was the only place where people could read and write, this was the best place for Vincent to live the rest of his live.  

Answers to question 2 

When Lisa entered the monastery she had nothing with her. She had left behind her whole family and all her possessions. She had given all her furniture to some poor people in the village and on her way to the monastery she had given away all her clothes to people that she had met. When she arrived at the huge door of the monastery, she was only wearing some clothes which she had to change for the sober clothing of a nun. The rest of her life she lived as a poor person without anything that belonged to herself. This was one of the important rules of the monastery. In that way every person within the monastery was equal.

The very intelligent boy Vincent went to the monastery on the age of  twenty. He was very happy that he was aloud to study a lot every day and he could also read and write in all the big books that were in the library of the monastery. But there was one thing that he would never be able to do when he had entered the doors of the monastery. The monastery rule did not allow him to kiss, to make love or to marry with a woman as long as he was a monk. But he had never kissed a woman before and he found studying much more important than marriage, so he didn’t care.  

John woke up in the monastery at 2 o’ clock in the morning and jumped out of his bed immediately. Although he had only slept for a few hours, he put on his monk clothing very quickly and went down to church for the first prayer. After a few hours he started to feel hungry but he knew he had to wait for a few more hours before he could get something to eat. It was his second week in the monastery and he had learned that it was one of the monasteries main rules to obey to what the abbot (the head of the monastery) and the daily scheme told him to do. So for today he had to work in the garden for a few hours. He would rather had worked in the brewery, but it was simply a monastery rule that he had to obey to whatever was asked of him to do.

Answers to question 3 + 4

In his first weeks Vincent had discovered that the most important place of the monastery was not the library where he would have liked to spend all his days, but more important was the place of worship, the church. About six times a day he would have to walk to the church where the services were held and where they would sing psalms out of the bible.

Even a nun could not be in church all the time. And besides praying, working in the garden or in the pottery the nuns also needed to have some sleep. Between seven and eight o clock in the evening Lisa started to feel very tired. Of course this wasn’t very weird, because she also had to get up very early in the morning. After the last service at 7 o’clock in the evening Lisa and the other nuns could finally walk up the stairs to the dormitory where they were sleeping together in one big room.   

It was only at noon that John finally could take his first meal of the day. He had never been so hungry before, but he had to wait until all the other monks were seated in the dining hall or refectory before he was aloud to start eating. There was a platform on one side of the refectory where one of the monks could stand on during the meal to read from a religious book. The meals were simple and sparse, except on great feast days. John was already looking forward to these days. Maybe he was aloud to work in the kitchen one day so he could prepare all the delicious food. 

After the afternoon meal Vincent was aloud to go the building where he wanted to be so eagerly; the library. He watched the huge books which were all beautifully decorated. He also wanted to decorate a book like that. He didn’t realise by then that it would take him almost one or sometimes even two years to write one of those beautiful books. One of the monks took him from the library to the scriptorium where all the reading and writing was done. Vincent got his own desk and full of excitement he started to read his first book. 

Maria had always liked to take care of sick people during her life. She had seen so many people die; now she wanted to prevent the sick people from dying. Because of this wish it was the infirmary that she loved most of all of the buildings of the monastery. Sick nuns, but also sick people from outside the monastery had come to this little hospital to be taken care of by nuns like her. 

When she had to move from one building to the other Lisa had to walk around the cloister garth. The covered walk which led around the garth was covered with a roof to keep the nuns from getting wet from the rain. Sometimes Lisa would just go outside and walk a few times around the cloister to get some fresh air before she went to bed. 

