

Making Sense of the ‘Best Practice’ in Teaching History

As her title suggests, this in-depth case study conducted by Hartzler-Miller deals specifically with the issue of “best practice” in history education, with an emphasis on “historical inquiry”. She acknowledges “ the discipline is fragmented, not unified when it comes to issues of methodology objectivity and historical significance” (677), and addresses the recent disciplinary developments, including a heightened awareness of multiple perspectives and interpretations, as well as current research on the meaning of historical significance. Hartzler-Miller believes there has not been enough research attention to the many ways history educators interpret and implement models of historical inquiry and cites the Wilson and Wineburg (1988) study that found “history teachers tend to view history as a parade of facts, particularly if their subject matter background is in a social science other than history” (678).

Prior to the 1960’s, American history education generally focused on military and political events and personalities. Harzler-Miller points out that not only does today’s history curriculum include a broader range of topics, but also current research findings reveal that “…students do not passively receive these messages. Rather, they draw upon life experience to construct personal understandings”(675).

Hartzler-Miller’s research consisted of daily observations, two class periods per day of a third year history teacher. This extremely detailed article focused on “David” and consists of observation analysis, interviews, and evaluation of course documents. David was highly recommended by his professors and cooperating teacher and had three years of classroom experience. In his preservice education, David had exposure to teaching historical inquiry. However, his teaching style had been highly influenced by his American history teacher.

As Hartzler-Miller discovered, “David had developed a commitment to be ‘an antitheses’ to his favorite history teacher…who had ignored all but the top ten per cent. David had learned that students are active learners with ‘different learning styles’ and this is what preoccupied him during the post-observation reflection” (687). Hartzler-Miller also observed that “David’s knowledge and beliefs closely resembled the perspectives held by proponents of historical inquiry. But his practice was largely informed by his belief that by focusing on fewer ideas, connecting them across the curriculum, and providing concrete examples, all students would develop meaningful understandings of the past” (687).

Hartzler-Miller concluded that although one of the primary goals of professional education is to help teachers improve their practice by familiarizing them with models of best practice such as historical inquiry, perhaps the knowing of the “how” and “why” is not sufficient. Rather, teacher educators must observe and listen carefully to their students to determine what constitutes best practice to them.
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