Why don't more history teachers engage students in interpretation?
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Over the past fifteen years, a great deal of attention has been devoted to the reform of history teaching. Although advocates of reform come from a variety of backgrounds, most share a belief that students' encounters with history should center on the process of historical interpretation. From this perspective, there is little point in simply transmitting a story of the past to students in hopes they will remember and repeat it. Instead, students should learn how such stories are developed in the first place: They should be involved in historical investigations, they should analyze and interpret primary sources, and they should understand the relationship between historical evidence and the construction of accounts--both their own and those of others. This process necessarily involves consideration of multiple perspectives, not only so that students understand how the same evidence can lead to divergent interpretations, but also so they recognize that people in the past held different outlooks than we do today and may have perceived events differently than we do. (1)

Many history teachers adhere closely to this vision: Their students develop questions about the past, consult a variety of primary and secondary sources to answer those questions, compare perspectives, and share conclusions through discussion, debate, presentations, artwork, and essays. One need only read works such as James Percocco's A Passion for the Past: Creative Teaching of US. History and Divided We Stand: Teaching about Conflict in U.S. History, or David Kobrin's Beyond the Textbook: Teaching History Using Documents and Primary Sources to see stimulating examples of this approach in secondary classrooms. At the elementary and middle school levels, we have portrayed students and teachers engaged in interpretive, evidence-based inquiry in our own Doing History: Investigating with Children in Elementary and Middle Schools. (2)

But we also know that many experienced teachers remain unfazed by these concerns, and that many new teachers have no intention of giving their students the chance to analyze sources or develop interpretations. Instead, they require students to read textbook chapters, listen to lectures (which they often refer to as "discussion"), locate answers to questions at the end of chapters, and then repeat the information on tests or in essays. At times, these teachers may introduce more engaging or hands-on activities (videos, field trips, games), but they still do not focus on the key characteristics of history as advocated by reformers--investigation, interpretation, and perspective.

A critical issue for those of us concerned with history education is why these differences exist: Why do some teachers engage students in historical investigations, while others expect them to reproduce a story of the past? It would be misleading to think that some teachers are simply "better" than others, or that they care more about their students. Many teachers in our second category are excellent lecturers, and many develop exciting games or activities to help students learn historical content. They may also care deeply about students and devote a great deal of time to helping them develop into mature and responsible adults. What we need to know is why some good, caring teachers follow one approach, and other good, caring teachers follow another.

Conveying the Process of Historical Knowledge

The most widely accepted answer is that some teachers know more about teaching history; they have more pedagogical content knowledge, as it is usually called. (3) This does not just mean that they know more about the past (more facts, dates, and sources) or that they are more familiar with effective teaching techniques (using wait time, advance organizers, and so on). Rather, it means that they have a deep and accurate understanding of how historical knowledge is constructed, and they know how to represent that process to students. That is, some teachers know that knowledge of the past depends on interpretation of evidence, that people disagree over such interpretations, and that history can be understood only by considering perspectives that differ from our own. Moreover, they know how to introduce students to these concepts: They know how to access primary sources for their classrooms, how to build on or challenge students' prior knowledge, how to help them analyze bias, and so on. Other teachers don't know these things: Either they don't know where historical knowledge comes from or they don't know how to bring the process into the classroom (or perhaps they know neither).

The belief that differences in teaching stem from differences in knowledge is the foundation of most efforts at teacher education. Certification and licensure programs are designed to develop pedagogical content knowledge through courses in both history and education, and professional development programs often rely on the premise that teachers should be exposed to the work of historians and helped to develop corresponding classroom applications. This approach is perfectly logical and compelling. It makes sense to think that if teachers know what history is about, and can share that with students, that they will do so.

Unfortunately, there is increasing evidence that this belief is incorrect. Numerous studies show that even when teachers understand the process of constructing historical knowledge, and even when they are familiar with relevant teaching methods, they do not necessarily incorporate these into instruction. One study, for example, investigated the classroom practices of an experienced secondary teacher who had just completed a doctorate in history. She possessed a deep understanding of the process of historical research, and she was familiar with recent trends in the profession, such as historians' concern with "history from the bottom up"--meaning the daily experiences of people from a variety of backgrounds--rather than only on the actions of powerful elites. But despite this deep and current disciplinary knowledge, her instruction focused primarily on teaching students to reproduce a single, consensus-oriented account of the U.S. past, with little attention to diversity or everyday life. The kind of inquiry and interpretation she had engaged in as a doctoral student was almost completely missing in her classroom. Another study found that university students who had taken a course on historical methods developed complex ideas about the interpretive nature of history, but they nonetheless thought a good history teacher was one who told "good stories" and wrote lecture notes on the board. (4)

Moreover, teachers are just as unaffected by knowledge of educational principles as they are by knowledge of historical interpretation. A number of studies show that even when teachers have graduated from programs that stress active student learning, multiple viewpoints, and construction of knowledge, and even when they clearly understand and accept these principles, their instruction bears little relationship to such knowledge. One study, for example, followed a teacher who had graduated from a program that emphasized historical interpretation, inquiry, and the use of a variety of historical sources and perspectives. This teacher, who held an undergraduate degree in history, had been an outstanding student in the program, and her beliefs accorded well with the principles she had encountered at the university. Yet in the classroom, she did not encourage perspective-taking, interpretation, or open-ended historical thinking or inquiry; instead, her activities were heavily teacher-centered, she lectured frequently (recounting a single narrative of U.S. history), and students took notes from the outline of textbook chapters. In study after study, what teachers know has little impact on what they do. In fact, sometimes teachers are well aware of this mismatch; in one study of preservice teachers who had engaged in a document-based methods course, for example, participants made it clear that they were unlikely to use such approaches in the classroom. (5)

"Why is this? If teachers know that history is interpretive and involves multiple perspectives, and if they know how to engage students in the process, why don't they do so? Research suggests that it is because that kind of teaching would conflict with what they see as their two primary tasks: controlling students' behavior and covering content. Many teachers devote a great deal of effort to making sure that classroom routines are orderly and predictable and that students are quiet and still; nothing strikes more fear into their hearts than the possibility that students would talk too much, move around too often, or pursue open-ended projects--precisely the kind of activities that would result from the process of historical inquiry and interpretation. Moreover, such tasks might conflict with the need to cover the prescribed curriculum, which is one of the most pervasive explanations teachers give for their instructional practices. Everything else--primary sources, multiple perspectives, student interpretation--is extra, and there is rarely time for extras. Learning how to construct historical accounts from evidence might be nice, but it will almost always take a back seat to coverage of textbook or curriculum content, because that is what many people think history teaching is all about, especially in an era of high-stakes testing. (6)

Almost always, but not always. Some teachers do things differently, as we all know, and research suggests that this is because they have different purposes. Some teachers appear to be motivated primarily by the need to fit in (with peers, administrators, and the wider community) and by the desire to implement instruction efficiently. Coverage and control are well-suited to those ends. But other teachers have purposes that cannot be served by those practices, and so they must teach differently. A teacher who wants her students to understand the emotional as well as the intellectual side of history, for example, will use simulations and role plays to get at feelings and reactions. Comparative case studies show that teachers with comparable levels of knowledge may teach in ways that are very different from each other, and these differences are consistent with their ideas about the ultimate goals of the subject. Moreover, teachers who have the most deeply felt and clearly articulated purposes are those most likely to resist conformity and to teach in ways consistent with their beliefs. (7)

This means that in order for teachers to present history as an investigative, interpretive undertaking, they must have a purpose that cannot be served by focusing on coverage and control; their goal must be one that can be met only by having students work with primary sources, consider multiple perspectives, and so on. There are two obvious candidates for this sense of purpose. The first holds that the goal of teaching history is to introduce students to the forms of knowledge and understanding specific to the academic discipline. Because professional historians use primary sources, students should as well; because professional historians consider multiple perspectives, so too should students. If teachers want to acquaint students with disciplinary knowledge in history, they can't ask students to spend their time reproducing textbook knowledge or lectures, because that has no connection to what historians do. (8)

A great deal of theory and research in history education has been based on this argument, and we've even used it ourselves at times. But we no longer consider it a powerful approach to transforming history education in the nation's schools. We simply do not think many teachers will embrace this purpose with the conviction necessary to overcome the pull of coverage and control. Nor should they. Schools in the U.S. do not exist to reproduce academic disciplines, and there are no convincing arguments for why disciplinary knowledge should be the basis for school subjects. Stephen Thornton has argued that educators should acknowledge that the demands and purposes of history as a school subject are not always the same as those of academic history, and that the discipline cannot provide criteria for what are, after all, educational judgments. (9)

Education for Citizenship

Another goal for history education has more potential appeal for teachers, as well as being more consistent with the overarching purpose of schooling in the U.S.: preparing students for participation in a pluralist democracy. (10) Education for citizenship is the foundation not only of social studies but of schools more generally in this country, and some approaches to history are particularly well-suited to this role. A basic requirement of democratic citizenship, for example, is experience in analyzing and interpreting information--and this is precisely what historical investigations provide. Citizens must also work together to reach conclusions based on incomplete and conflicting information, and this too is an inescapable element of historical inquiry. And in a pluralist democracy like ours, citizens must try to make sense of other people's perspectives even when they differ radically from their own; history, along with anthropology and cultural geography, can provide experience in exactly this undertaking, as students try to understand the logic behind patterns of culture and social organization found in other times and places. (11)

As we have argued elsewhere, these investigative and collaborative abilities are essential for democratic participation. Neither unquestioning acceptance of other people's conclusions about the past, nor rejection of every claim as "just an opinion," serves democracy well. If students are to use history to understand the present, they must understand how historical accounts are created, so that they can evaluate how well supported those accounts are by the available evidence. Historical claims cannot simply be buttressed by authority, whether that of the teacher, the textbook, or "experts"; they must be grounded in evidence that has been held up to public inspection. If students are simply asked to remember a body of information, which they think is true because someone in a position of authority said it was, then they don't actually have any knowledge at all--they just have a memory of baseless assertions. Moreover, they have no way of distinguishing historical claims that are based on evidence from those that aren't--such as myths, legends, or outright lies. The inability to distinguish between a myth and a grounded assertion destroys the foundation for democracy, because students will be susceptible to any outrageous story they may be told. (12)

Experience with historical investigations and consideration of multiple perspectives is no guarantee that students will develop into effective citizens of a pluralist, participatory democracy, but it does guarantee they will have taken part in some of its key activities. When history teachers see this as the goal of education, then they obviously cannot rely on coverage and control, because these will fail to prepare students for citizenship. If citizenship requires consideration of multiple perspectives, then these will have to feature in the history classroom; if it requires drawing conclusions from evidence, then students will have to work with evidence in order to draw conclusions.

Research does not yet provide much direction for developing this kind of commitment in teachers. The goal of citizenship is widely shared, but teachers' understanding of its meaning is sometimes simple and unelaborated. (13) Moreover, teachers come to the profession with ideas, attitudes, and beliefs that have been shaped by a variety of experiences both in and out of the classroom, and education programs appear to have limited impact on these prior perspectives. (14) Professional development for history teachers, meanwhile, focuses almost exclusively on pedagogical content knowledge, and such programs produce little insight into how teachers might link their instructional practices with the demands of citizenship. Several recent studies, though, have addressed the problems and potential of enhancing teachers' reflection on the goals of social education, and we hope this trend will continue. (15) Given the importance of a sense of purpose in determining classroom practice, perhaps no line of research is more important for helping history teachers reformulate their instruction.

